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Decisions


        Haley came over on Saturday afternoon. We hadn’t planned on doing
anything, but after what had happened the night before, she thought it
might be nice to get together without the threat of imminent fighting.

We ended up sitting together on the bed in my room, and it had been a
nice afternoon. We hadn’t done anything special, just gone for a walk
and talked.



She told me about going out for coffee with her friends, Kay and Ashley
after school earlier in the week.

“I’m surprised you had time. I feel like I spent the entire week either
fixing or wearing powered armor.”

“It was on Tuesday before everything got crazy.” Then she stopped,
probably thinking about last week’s prom, and said, “Well, more crazy.”

“That was when I took the Ball out, and got the new mess started. It
feels like last year. Um… That reminds me. What happened with Justice
Fiend?”

“After the fight, Daniel picked up the silver ring, and let him out. Oh…
and he told us we’d done a good job, but he wished we’d let him out
earlier. Like we had a chance to. She was fast.”

I looked at Haley’s face. She had a two inch long cut on her cheek from
the fight.

“How is the cut? We could take the jet, and I bet Alex or his dad could
take care of it. It’d only take twenty minutes to get there.”

“I’ll be fine. I heal quickly. Not like Cassie, but faster than normal
people. It went all the way through my cheek, but after I shifted my
fangs and claws away, it was just a cut — kind of like it works with
Marcus.”

“I didn’t know it went all the way through. Wow.”

She shrugged. “I should be able to cover it with makeup by Monday. Nick,
there’s something else I should tell you…” She stopped, and didn’t say
anything for a second.

Then… “Travis and Marcus think we should all go after that gang. We’ve
beaten them twice this week, and Travis says that if we don’t take them
out, they’ll come after us.”

“I heard a little bit about that while you were in the shower. I’m not
sure how they’d manage it. Even we don’t know when we’ll appear in
costume next. I doubt they’d be able to post a lookout everywhere in the
city.”

“I don’t know. I’m telling you what I heard. Travis thinks that we’ve
got to act together this time. With the Mayor, we all just waited on
you, and Daniel to discover what was going on, but if everybody had been
working together from the beginning, we might have stopped him before he
called in the National Guard.”

“I can see that. It did get way out of control.”

“I hope you don’t feel like he’s picking on you. You and Daniel didn’t
do anything wrong.”

“I didn’t. It’s better if everyone’s involved.”

“Good.” She smiled, and somehow looked a little less worried. “Travis
comes up with plans, but I don’t think he always thinks about how other
people might take them.”

“I didn’t know this was at the ‘plan’ stage. I thought he was just
talking.”

“I don’t know where he is with it, but from what he said on the way
home, it sounded like he’d been thinking about it a lot.”

Her phone beeped. She pulled it out of her purse, looked at the screen,
and said, “I’ve got to go. I work in half an hour.”

She kissed me, and I walked her out of the house.



After supper, I went into HQ. I spent the first hour fixing the Rocket
suit. It wasn’t unsafe, but Jack had put some serious strain on the
upper torso. I checked out the suit’s electronic components just in case
exposure to Sean’s magnetic field had damaged anything.

I found myself almost disappointed that it hadn’t. If he could control
magnetism, Sean theoretically ought to be able to produce electricity,
light, and chemical changes. Of course he might lack the fine control
necessary, or maybe the knowledge. Personally, the first thing I would
have done with his powers would have been to learn how to create a
controlled electromagnetic pulse.

Just one of those would take out most electronics — Jack Maniac’s armor
would have been useless.

I decided to stop meditating on Sean’s cluelessness, and got back to
working on the suit.

I’d sent the cable TV signal to the computer screen in the lab, and paid
attention to it occasionally.

With the ongoing national “people with power juice running wild” story,
Jack and Christine Maniac’s capture got almost no press at all. What
little press it got showed me fighting Jack above the city, Chris
blasting him, and the rest of the League dismantling Christine — and
that was on SuperTV. SuperTV was for the superhero obsessed.

I wondered if Sean felt overlooked, but then decided not to care.

Once I finished working on the Rocket suit, I sat down at the main
table, and logged into a computer.

I’d been meaning to look up the original Power after I’d heard Sean
claim the name. I knew of the man, but hadn’t realized he was dead, or
more accurately, that he’d died recently enough for the name to still be
available.

By the time I finished reading Double V’s database entry on him, I knew
a lot more. The Power first appeared in the 1950’s, putting him in the
same era as the original Heroes League. He’d been involved in founding
the Southern California Defenders, and had actually recruited Preserver,
Alex’s dad, the current team leader. He’d had the ability to manipulate
molecules, a hugely versatile power. Retiring in the 1970’s when his
powers began to fade, he lived quietly in Washington state until just
last year.

Double V didn’t say how he died. They just stated the date of death.
Checking the name registration list, I noticed that the Power’s name had
only become available a couple weeks ago.

I went to the FBI’s records.

They had a little more. He’d apparently been a good friend of Helios,
Solar Flare’s grandfather, and a grandfather figure for Solar Flare
after Helios died. He’d visited the San Francisco Compound where Solar
Flare grew up regularly.

An unknown person had shot him in the afternoon of December 25 last
year. He’d been reading in his living room. I remembered the day. That
was the day we’d caught Ray, (and his team) in the woods a few miles
from Haley’s family’s cottage.

I felt cold just remembering it.

Reading a little further, I noted that his death was still under
investigation.

I decided to check in on where Ray and the others were in the trial
system.

We hadn’t been involved after we’d handed him over. From what I’d heard,
the FBI had done what they could to discourage either the prosecution or
the defense from using us. We’d been interviewed by police, but none of
us had said anything that adults hadn’t.

According to government records, they were all still in maximum security
federal prisons, the judge having decided they were far too dangerous to
be let out on bail.



So far, they were only charging them with the murder of the FBI agents
(a felony), and unlawful imprisonment (spraying the room with paralysis
rays). More charges would likely be added. Agents were working to get
Gina to testify against Ray, but she hadn’t. Unfortunately, that meant
that the government didn’t have enough evidence to connect them to
murders in other states. If they’d left records in the cottage they’d
lived in (and burned down), no one had found them. They apparently used
different guns for different jobs so while the ballistics sometimes
matched up with the deaths of one hero’s friends and relatives, they
couldn’t link different jobs together.

The pattern of killing relatives and friends first, followed by the
death of the super connected to them did stay constant, but that wasn’t
enough to charge anybody.

I spent an hour running down information on the trial preparations
before reading up on Ray. Ray (short for Raymond) was actually his real
name. His real last name (Malone) wasn’t the same as the one on the
driver’s license he was using, but they’d found it soon enough. He’d
been a Green Beret before leaving the service, and worked for the mob
afterward thanks to connections his father had. Agents’ reports
indicated that he’d moved to Syndicate L before reappearing as part of
“Team Executioner.”

I looked up his father.

Freddie Malone had worked as an enforcer for the Chicago mob before
dying at the age of 44. He’d been killed in a fight with Chicago Hawk, a
hero who’d briefly appeared during the 1980’s. Before he’d worked for
the mob, he’d been in the Streetlords, one of the gangs Red Lightning
had supplied with his own addictive version of power juice.

I stared at the monitor and thought about that. His father’s death might
explain the grudge against heroes, but his father’s membership in the
Streetlords rang all kinds of warning bells.

I couldn’t find any mention of powers, but they might not have been
observed.

I couldn’t think of anything else I could research from there, so I put
the relevant links into an email, and sent it to everybody’s Heroes
League email accounts.

That would give people something to think about.

Then I checked my regular email, and some web comics.

While I sat there, I heard the sound of the elevator. Turning to find
out who was coming in, I saw Daniel step out. He was generally more
available on Saturday evening than during the day, or when his family
went to synagogue on Friday night.

“Your mom said she didn’t know where you were, so I guessed you were
here. What’s up?”

“I’ve been reading up on some things.”

I told him about the Executioner, about the original Power’s death, and
mentioned that Travis wanted to coordinate some kind of anti-gang
crusade.

“I was there when Travis was talking about the gang. I wouldn’t be
surprised if they did go after us. Back when Red Lightning was in
charge, his gangs gave the original League a hard time, and from what my
grandfather said, it sounded like their version of the juice was less
powerful than the government’s stuff.”

I nodded. “I got that impression too. And that’s not a good thing. Our
grandfathers worked together for years before they went up against Red
Lightning’s people.”

“We’ve been training for years. This time there’s only one gang. Plus
none of us are secretly running the gang. I think it evens out.”

“Good point. But still, are we supposed to just go after those guys out
of the blue?”

“The cops can’t. Somebody ought to. Honestly, it sounds fun.”

“Fun?”

“A powered gang sounds like a challenge, but the right kind. I tagged
along after my dad for years, you know, and this is why. He’s going to
be busy with Guardian and the Midwest Defenders, but we’re all here.
We’re protecting the city, and we’re ready for this.”

“I wish I felt that confident.”

“I’m confident about them. The rest? Not as much. The more I’ve thought
about it, the more I think that you guys got lucky with the Executioner.
I don’t think you’d have ever caught him if he were here to do a job on
us. They had a hideout here and got careless, but careless for them
means they still had it rigged to blow up, had devices to prevent
telepathic detection, and were armed with automatic weapons. They were
probably prepared for Solar Flare somehow, but underestimated us. If
they get out, they won’t do that again.”

“Yeah. That’s why I’d put them higher on my priority list than the
gang.”

“Except they are still in prison.”

“Not whoever killed the Power.”

“I’d say call Isaac with that one. If the FBI can handle it, that’s
better for everybody.”

“Yeah. I agree. I don’t think they know who any of us are for sure, but
it’s likely that they’ll connect Haley’s family with us somehow.”

Daniel nodded. “There’s no doubt of it. The question is how much more
they’ll pick up if they get out, and start working on it. For normal
people, killing supers takes preparation and planning. Ray and his team
killed a lot of supers.”

I sighed. I didn’t have a lot to add.

Daniel did, though.

“There’s one more thing we should be thinking about. A lot of teams have
some kind of leadership. We’ve just been falling together with whoever’s
been around at the time. I think we should at least come up with people
to lead small groups while we’re fighting. Someone’s got to make
decisions and there’s no time for a committee.”

“Was this Travis’ idea?”

“Yeah, but he’s right.”

Daniel and I spent the rest of the night playing video games on the big
screen. Even if the novelty had long since worn off, it beat the TV my
family had at home by a long shot.

It felt good.

After a week that included being chased, attacked in my own bed, and
ending a second prom night in violence, Guitar Hero and Tony Hawk seemed
like a simple, relaxing way to finish off the week. It was made more
relaxing by sending Isaac Lim an email about the original Power’s death
instead of calling him.

It couldn’t last.



On Sunday afternoon, Travis called everybody in the League, asking
people to meet at HQ on Sunday night to talk. So that meant I had to
drop the book I’d been reading (David Brin’s Kiln People), and finish
my homework during the afternoon, because I wouldn’t get the chance that
night.

The meeting officially started at 8:00 PM. I arrived early (around 7:15
PM) to find that Travis was already there, sitting at one of the
consoles at the main table, and printing something out.

Haley sat at the table too, but she’d pushed her chair away from it, and
was looking in my direction as the elevator door opened.

She didn’t waste an instant before getting up.

We met halfway across the room, next to a big pile of cardboard boxes.
One of these days we’d have to declutter the room and move them.

“Travis came early so I got stuck coming with him.”

“Why is he here now?”

“He’s been doing research on the gang, and some other things. He wanted
to print stuff out so we all have copies.”

I looked over at him. He looked up and gave me a wave.

Haley followed my gaze, then turned back to me. “I’ve already been
sitting here for an hour.”

“Ugh.”

“Why are you here early?”

“I don’t know. I thought I’d check email. Maybe play video games. I
guess I didn’t have anything better to do.”

Instead of joining Travis, we went into the lab, sat on stools next to
one of the work tables, and talked until everyone else arrived forty
minutes later.

Vaughn came down the elevator last. The door opened, and Travis, who had
just been saying, “Let’s get started–” stopped. Vaughn crossed the room,
and sat down between Marcus and Rachel. Then he pulled two liters of
Coke, Sunkist, and Mountain Dew out of a grocery bag.

“I brought pop. Do we have cups?”

Getting them took another couple minutes.

When he’d gotten back from the kitchen, and everybody had something to
drink, Travis started again.

“We’ve all just had an unbelievable week. We took on two different
groups, and we won. If it weren’t for power juice showing up all over
the country either one of them would have made national headlines. I’d
say the training we’ve been getting is paying off. Unfortunately that’s
not the end of it. The gang’s big enough that we know we didn’t catch
them all, and you all got the email Nick sent. If we want to take down
that gang, and prepare to keep the Executioner away from ourselves, and
our families, we’re going to have to take this to the next level.

“We’re going to have to professionalize this group, elect some
leadership, and start planning to handle it.”

Vaughn took a drink from his cup, and said, “So what are you running
for, Travis? President?”

“I’m not running for anything, but we’re going to have to put leadership
in place. The old League had a chain of command. We’ll need one too.
That’s why I called this meeting.”

Jaclyn nodded. “I agree. We can’t let this just keep on going like it
is, but do you have a plan? Or are you just bringing the subject up?”

“Yeah. I took a look at the structure of the Defenders and a few other
groups and I thought we could choose one we liked. You’ve got the paper
in front of you.”

“Unnecessary,” Daniel said. “We’ve got all that stuff taken care of.”

Travis stared at him. “When did that happen?”

“Back in the 1950’s. The old League set up a financial and governing
structure. We’ve got a non-profit foundation that handles money for the
League, including supplying money for keeping up the vehicles and HQ.
There’s also a for-profit corporation that handles licensing the
likenesses of League members for toys, and stuff like that. You’ve seen
the action figures in stores, right?”

Travis sat there with his mouth hanging a little bit open. “I did, but
since they were all our grandparents, I guessed it had to be an old
agreement. I didn’t know we still had people cutting deals for us. Why
didn’t you tell anybody?”

“I knew about the foundation part.” I said. “Every time I buy anything
for this place, I’ve got to get the money from Daniel’s dad.”

“Dad’s responsible for the foundation.” Daniel said. “Once we all hit
18, we’re responsible. Marcus and Haley are both sixteen, right? So
that’s two years from now.”

“Unless your younger brother and sister join,” I said. “Then it’s
something like six or eight more years?”

“Right, but we’re not going to let them,” Daniel said. “If we wait until
all of us are 18, we can set our own rules for underage members.”

“Wait,” Cassie said, “we get total control once everyone turns 18? Why
don’t we just kick the youngest members out? Then we can take control
and bring them back in right away.”

Next to me, Haley said, “Hey…”

Rachel said, “Cassie, are you even 18 yet?”

Daniel started off like he didn’t hear either of them. “I don’t think
it’s worded like that. First of all, we don’t get total control. We get
a structure we can vote to change, and we also get an organizational
board. My dad’s on the board, so I don’t think we can game the system.”

“It was worth a shot,” Vaughn said.

“Anyway,” Daniel said, “my point was that all we really have to decide
is who our field commander or commanders are. The rest of it’s out of
our hands for now.”

Travis sat back in his chair. “So again, why didn’t anybody tell us this
before?”

Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know. My dad was supposed to, but he’s been
really busy this year.”

“Okay,” Travis said, “who wants to be a field commander?”

Cassie held up her hand. “Me.”

At just about the same time, Jaclyn said, “I’m interested.”

Vaughn looked thoughtful. “It might be cool.”

Marcus stopped drawing, put down his notepad, and said, “So is there
going to be one field commander or more?”

“I think we’ve got to decide that,” Travis said. “But, I want to be in
the running either way.”

“Here’s a thought,” Daniel said. “Does anybody want to nominate anybody
else?”

“Looking for a nomination?” Vaughn asked.

Daniel shook his head. “No. I’m willing to do communications, but
keeping track of what people are doing, using prescience to sense future
attacks, blocking them with telekinesis, attacking people, passing
messages, and coming up with plans all at the same time sounds
overwhelming. For me, just being in a crowd can be bad.”

“I think Nick could do a good job,” Haley said.



“I don’t know,” I said.

“I bet you’ve been in more action than anybody else.”

Marcus looked around the table. “Jaclyn and Travis would both do a good
job. He’s been manager when I’ve been working, and he keeps his head on
straight. It’s not combat, but it’s busy. And Jaclyn’s smart and thinks
faster than any of us.”

Rachel took a breath, somehow managing to get everybody’s attention just
as she started to talk.

“I don’t want to offend anybody,” Rachel began, “because I’ve only been
part of this since I got home, but I’m not ready to nominate anybody. I
don’t know what a good field commander would be like, and I don’t want
to follow somebody just because they won a popularity contest.”

Travis shook his head. “It’s not a popularity contest. We need to get
organized, or we won’t get anywhere. We’ve gotten lucky so far, but
we’ve got real enemies now. We’ve got to keep up with them, or we’ll
lose.”

Rachel looked like she wanted to reply, but Vaughn started in. “Who led
the original League? Why can’t we copy them?”

“It changed a lot,” Daniel said. “I think they rotated it around.”

“During the war,” Cassie said, “my dad led the team, but he got busted
down in rank near the end.”

My grandfather had ended up the ranking officer, but he still had
Captain Commando leading the actual missions. He told me he liked the
planning more.

“The way they did it doesn’t matter now,” Jaclyn said. “The army would
barely admit my grandfather was on the team at the beginning of the
war.”

“Exactly,” Travis said. “We need to figure out what works for us.”

Daniel raised his hand and gave a little wave. “There are some of us who
want to, and some of us who don’t, but none of us are hugely
experienced. I think that everybody ought to get a chance whether they
want it or not.”

I looked at him. “Why?”

“Because the people who don’t want to could turn out to be good at it.
Besides, what happens if all the people who want to command get knocked
out? Who takes charge then?”

Haley nodded. “We’d train first, right? I’d like to try it, but I
wouldn’t want to take over for the first time during a real fight.”

Travis’ expression looked a little stiff. “I’d hoped to get this settled
tonight.”

Rachel shook her head. “Even plays have tryouts, Travis.”

We left it there. The meeting didn’t end, of course, because we still
had to discuss the Executioner and the gang, but that didn’t end up
being quite as controversial. We divided into groups. Marcus, Haley,
Cassie, and I were assigned to come up with ideas for how to deal with
the Executioner if the team got out of jail. Everyone else began to work
on the question of how to deal with the gang.



Two hours later, the meeting had ended, most people had left, and I
talked with Daniel and Haley. By comparison to having the whole team
with us, HQ felt strangely empty.

Haley and I sat next to each other on the main table in the middle of
the room.

“Well, I guess we’re seeing the main problem as protecting our parents,
but also even knowing when they show up and start poking around. I’m
likely to end up bugging nearly everywhere.”

“And we can’t be sure that they won’t have a way to detect bugs, so
maybe we’ll have to get them somewhere else anyway,” Haley said. “The
FBI watched them last time.”

Daniel nodded. “I’m not going to be much help. They brought clairvoyant
blocking devices last time around. Who knows what they’ll bring if
they’re actually after us?”

“Yeah.” I thought about that for a second. It wasn’t a thought I cared
to follow very far. “What are people thinking about the gang?”

Daniel shrugged. “Vaughn thinks that he saw something about them in his
grandfather’s books. He’s thinking that since his grandfather stole so
many of the Cabal’s methods, he might be able to find something in the
cave under Hardwick House. Aside from that, I think I’m going to be
telepathically spying on them. Once we find out who their leadership is,
we’ll go after it, I guess.”

Haley looked up at him. “You don’t sound like you like it very much.”

“I don’t think it’s a bad plan. I’m just tired from being in the middle
of a room full of emotional people. People talk and they vote and they
act nice, but underneath they’re churning. I just can’t stand it after a
while. Anyway, I think I’m going.”

After he left, Haley and I walked toward the hangar and got into Night
Wolf’s car. I switched the color to green, started it, and drove out the
exit in the park. The door slid closed behind us, looking just like any
other chunk of rock in the hill.

I took us slowly up the park rangers’ access road.

“You didn’t have to nominate me,” I said. “I don’t need to lead the
team.”

She turned away from the windshield to look at me. “I think you could be
good at it.”

“Why?”

“You’ve been doing it more than any of us. Well, except for Daniel. His
dad took him along a lot.”

“Yeah.”

I stopped the car where the rangers’ road met the street and watched for
cars — well, for headlights. The cars themselves weren’t visible until
they got close.

“It didn’t bother you, did it?”

“What?” I stopped looking at the road to look at her. “No. I just don’t
really think of myself as a leader.”

“It’s funny how different you are from Travis. He goes directly for
things like that. School council, captain of the football team,
quarterback… All of it.”

“Is he good at it?”

“I don’t know. The football team won a lot when he was on it, but it
can’t just be because of him.”

I drove Haley to her home, but ended up staying for a couple hours after
that.

I left there just before eleven, dropping off the car back at HQ, and
making it home on time for curfew. Then I read a book for a few more
hours, and went to bed around two in the morning.

I didn’t fall asleep at school the next day, but I hadn’t gotten enough
sleep, making me more withdrawn than usual. I took notes, ate lunch by
myself, and stayed away from people.

This had one practical result. I didn’t know where any of my friends
were going to be after school, making it hard for me to bum a ride home.
That wouldn’t ordinarily have been a problem except that it started to
rain during the last period, and didn’t stop when school let out.

All of which left me standing in the hall, looking out the front doors
of the school, trying to decide if I should call someone to pick me up
or just wait for the rain to stop.

People walked past me to buses waiting in front of the school, and
across the street to the muddy parking lot.

While I scanned passing faces for friends, Chris stepped out of the
crowd.

“Nick, are you waiting for somebody?”

“No. I’m trying to find a ride home.”

He gave a bemused looking smile. “I’m stuck too. My car didn’t start
this morning so I rode my bike, but I don’t want to ride home in this
shit.”

Looking him over, I decided I wouldn’t ride home on a bike in his
situation either. I doubted the jean jacket he wore would do a very good
job keeping him dry.

“I was hoping things would let up soon.”

“I wish. The forecast calls for rain from now till midnight. I checked
it on my phone.”

I looked toward the front doors, watching the rain through the glass.
“So, what do you think is wrong with your car?”

“I’m thinking the battery, maybe the alternator. On the other hand, I
might have done something stupid that’s draining the battery. I didn’t
have time to check.”

“What have you been doing to the car?”

“Just experimenting. I had a couple ideas…”

He started telling me about his ideas, and the conversation took off.
Twenty minutes passed without me even noticing.

Sean’s voice finally drew me back to reality. The majority of people had
now long since left the school and Sean, Dayton, Jody, and a couple
girls were the only people walking down the hall. Julie, the girl who
had emailed a picture of Haley and I out to most of the school, was one
of them. I thought I might recognize the other from when Keith tested
people in the parking lot.

Sean’s voice carried. “They’re still out there. What we have to do is
get famous enough that they won’t have the nerve to make us disappear.
Seriously, they bugged my house…”

As I looked over at them, Sean glared at me, lowered his voice, and kept
on talking.

At that moment, I suppose I could have said, “You don’t have to worry
about it. The Cabal didn’t bug your house. That was me.”

It didn’t seem like the right time.

Chris watched them pass with an expression that I interpreted as
disgust.

When the front door shut behind them, and we were the only people
standing there, Chris opened his mouth, stopped, and said nothing. Then
he quietly said, “I know who the Rocket is.”

My guts froze, but I managed to say, “How?”

“You were too good at helping me with Grandpa’s stuff. No one figures
out something that complicated in an afternoon.”

“Just from that?”

“That and when I mentioned to Grandpa that you might help, he looked
relieved. Also, when I thought about it, that bit with handing the ball
over to the League.”

I don’t know what the expression on my face looked like, but he said,
“Don’t worry about it. I’m not going to tell anybody. I just wanted you
to know I knew.”

“Thanks, and don’t take this badly, but I think I’ve got to get better
at hiding it.”

“Easy. Don’t fix supervillains’ equipment.”

“Right. I –” I was going to arrange getting the ball back to him. Even
as I began, I thought better of doing it right there, and then my phone
rang.

I pulled it out of my pocket, noticing two things immediately — that it
was nearly an hour after school had ended and that Vaughn was calling.

“Nick, this is bad. I went into my family’s house’s uh… really big
basement, and someone’s been down there. Can you get over here? I’ve
already got Cassie.”

“Can you pick me up? I don’t have a car, and I’m still at school.”

“I’m sure someone can pick you up.” Distantly, I heard him say,
“Cassie?”

“Wait,” I said. “I just thought of something. Haley’s not working. She
can probably bring me.”

“Right. And she might be useful too.”

After we hung up, I made a mental note to put “new communications
system” higher on my list of projects. I didn’t think we’d said anything
dangerous, but just about anybody could eavesdrop on a cell phone.

“Hey,” I told Chris. “I think I had an idea about how to get you home.”

I called Haley and asked her if she would pick us up, and she agreed. I
couldn’t think of a way to tell her about Vaughn without telling Chris
indirectly, so I didn’t. Knowing my identity was one thing, but I wasn’t
going to blow the whole team’s.

While we waited, we talked.



After checking again to see if we were alone, Chris said, “I was kind of
pissed off when I finally figured it out. I mean, what was going on with
that? Were you spying on me? Were you trying to steal the ball? Then I
calmed down and remembered that I invited you, and you talked about
bringing the ball back, but I stopped you. So in the end, we’re okay.”

“Now that Justice Fiend’s out of town, and the Maniacs are in jail, I
think I can get it back to you any time. Though… I’d like to figure out
how the paralysis ray worked, and if I can’t figure that out, I’d at
least like to figure out how to block it.”

“We’ll figure something out. I’d be willing to help, if you want.”

“That’d be cool,” I said, but I didn’t say much more. HQ would be the
best place for that, and I’d want to warn people first.

Not long after that Haley showed up in her mom’s Trans Am. Chris talked
about the car during most of the ride to his house. When he got out, I
explained to Haley what was going on.

“Does Vaughn want us there in costume? Last time there were traps.”

I called him. He didn’t.

We drove to Hardwick House, parking in the Visitor’s Parking Lot.
Instead of going through the main entrance, we ran through the rain,
around the Gothic section, into the garden, and over to the door next to
the pseudo-Medieval tower.

Vaughn, Marcus and Cassie stood inside. Like Haley and I, they were all
in street clothes. Vaughn’s leather jacket had unfashionably full
pockets.

I glanced over at the vaguely pyramid shaped “modern” section of the
building before we stepped inside, and shut the door.

Victorian furniture cluttered up the tower’s entrance area as well as
the hallway that led to the door to the cave below.

“Just a second everybody,” Vaughn said, and pulled a flashlight out of
his jacket.

I recognized it as one of the flashlights from the team’s utility belts.

Vaughn must have noticed me looking because he said, “Cassie had me
stuff almost all the stuff in my utility belt into my tux. I’ve been
intending to bring it back to HQ, but I keep on forgetting. It’s nice
now though.”

“Like it’s my fault,” Cassie said.

I took my backpack off, pulled my utility belt out of it and put it
around my waist. I’d been keeping most of the stealth suit on me lately.

I pulled out my own flashlight, and we climbed over the furniture
blocking the hall until we came to the door to the stairway. The device
that pumped poison gas didn’t go on this time. Either Vaughn must have
found a way to turn it off, or the mechanism had finally broken.

At the bottom of the stairs, we walked through the hallway where machine
guns had fired on us in the fall. Haley and I had left only bent metal,
broken concrete rubble, and spent shells.

Vaughn typed some numbers into a key pad at the end of the hall, and the
door opened.

We walked into the cave with its floor covering of black, greasy soot,
the little bits of crunching bone, and the occasional full skeleton. We
didn’t go into the broken silver dome where Red Lightning had exploded,
or visit the cages where he’d kept our grandparents, but I thought about
it. One of these days, it might be worth checking out.

Finally, we went into Red Lightning’s private hall with its gilded trim,
wall and ceiling paintings of his new order, and the room where he kept
his books.

Vaughn flicked on the lights and pointed at the bookcases.

Red Lightning’s journals weren’t there. They lay on a wooden desk, some
of them open. The desk had gold trim.

“I didn’t get them out,” Vaughn said. “I don’t know who did.”

Haley hesitated for a moment and then stepped toward the books. “If you
give me a second, I might be able to catch the person’s scent.”

She leaned down toward the books and closed her eyes. “I’ve got it. It’s
a guy. I’m not sure how old, but not really old or really young. He
wears cologne. I also smell a lot of the same smells I smell in a
doctor’s office.”

Vaughn snorted. “Well, that narrows it down to, like, half my family. My
dad’s a doctor, and right now a lot of people are involved in the
medical businesses we’ve got — like most of my cousins, and for that
matter, my mom.”

Marcus stopped inspecting the paintings on the walls and ceiling.
“Vaughn, what makes you think it’s got to be your family?”

“No one else has the key or the key code. I stole the key from my mom
and duplicated it back when I was using, and my grandma’s house has a
bunch of Red Lightning stuff in boxes. I found out about the cave and
got the key code there.”

“Haley,” I said, “do you think you could follow the scent?”

“Maybe. It can’t be more than a couple hours old. Is everybody ready to
go?”

“I don’t see any reason to stay,” Cassie said.

Vaughn shrugged. “I’ve been here enough. Unless we wanted to put away
the books.”

Then he stared at the desk where they lay.

“Yeah, we’re the Heroes League,” Marcus said. “We clean up crime — and
lairs.” Then he noticed Vaughn picking up one of the books. “Wait, are
you serious?”

Vaughn appeared to be checking the number on the journal’s spine. He
went through all of them. “One’s missing.”

“You gave one to the Cabal. That’s the one the Feds have now.”

“No,” Vaughn said. “Another one. The one after that.”

Cassie nodded. “What’s in it?”

Vaughn put down the journal. “Well, you know how the journal I gave away
had the modified formulas for power juice and preliminary work on the
power impregnator?”

“Very preliminary.” I volunteered. “None of the power impregnator stuff
worked yet. They went up a couple blind alleys before they figured
things out.”

“This one had the finished plans.”

Cassie waved her hand toward the door. “He could still be around. Let’s
go. Haley?”

“I want to go ahead of everyone. It’ll make it easier for me to
concentrate.”

We left Red Lightning’s rooms behind us. Vaughn shut the metal door, and
it clanked into place.

We followed Haley through the burned mess of the main cave, our feet
crunching down on things I didn’t want to think about. After a little
bit of wandering around, Haley started going back the way we’d come. We
went up the stairs, and climbed back over the furniture, ending up back
in the tower.

Haley opened the door, frowned, zipped up her jacket and then stepped
out into the rain.

Cassie turned to Vaughn. “Won’t the rain wash the smell away?”

“No,” Marcus said. “Sometimes rain makes it easier. Not that I’d know,
but that’s what Grandpa McAllister said.”

We followed her out through the garden, and down the block. Hardwick
House stood next to houses built by prominent families from the 1800’s,
and took up most of the block. Whoever it was had parked on the north
end of the grounds.

The huge old houses across the street were mostly stone and wood. Some
kind of preservation law prevented them from updating the houses to more
modern materials.

“Here.” Haley stood next to the road. “This is where he parked.”

We spent the next few days bugging the houses and cars of any family
members Vaughn thought had connections to his family’s medical interests
or worked in medicine.

Giles Hardwick, Vaughn’s grandfather, had had five kids and they’d each
had two or three children of their own. Plus, he had a brother and two
sisters and they’d had children and grandchildren too. Not all of them
stayed in Grand Lake, but by the time we were done on Wednesday night,
we’d bugged twenty different people.



Vaughn seemed positively tickled that his older cousins were our
targets.

We were on the last house. It was 10:30 PM, and we’d landed behind an
older white house not too far from Grand Lake University’s campus. I
guessed than it dated from the 1950’s. Most of the houses around campus
did. Vaughn was in costume, and I wore the stealth suit, complete with
guitar.

According to Vaughn, his cousin’s family had bought the house because it
would be cheaper than having their kids live in the dorm. The oldest,
Lucas, was in medical school.

Vaughn stood next to me while I let the roachbots out of the pouch on my
utility belt. “Lucas was always perfect. Never got in trouble. Good
grades. Piles of awards all the way through school — he got into med
school — and we’re bugging him because he might be planning to be Red
Lightning 2. It’s funny.”

I looked up from the remote control. “I’ve got them in place.”

“Cool. Let’s get out of here.”

I activated the rocketpack, and shot into the night sky, high enough
that I could look over the Grand Lake University campus, and surrounding
neighborhoods. The lights of their windows, and a few well placed
spotlights, made the chapel, the administration building, lecture halls,
and dormitories practically glow in the dark.

I’d probably be going there next year. I only had a month and half of my
senior year in high school left.

That felt a little weird.

Above the sound of the rocketpack and the wind keeping Vaughn in the
air, Vaughn said, “I’m going there next year. You?”

“Yeah, that or maybe Abraham Kuyper College. I got accepted both
places.”

“Did you look into the Stapledon program? Isaac Lim sent everyone an
email about it.”

“I looked at it. Student loan forgiveness for four years of government
service after graduation? If I go to Grand Lake, I won’t need it between
what my grandfather left me and scholarships. With Kuyper, that’s
another story, but I’m probably going to Grand Lake.”

“I’m doing it. If I’m going on their dime, my parents are practically
going to pick my major for me. If the government’s paying, I choose.
They’ve got no control.”

“Won’t your parents wonder how you’re affording it?”

“Nah. The government’s got a system where they award fake scholarships,
and with my ACT scores, it’ll work. Shit, it’s the ACT scores that are
the problem. With my grades, my parents would have been happy if I even
got into college, but I got in the top ten percent in my test scores for
just about everything. After that, they got way too involved.”

“I didn’t know you did that well.”

“Didn’t try to. Anyway, Cassie’s doing it too. She was planning to even
before the email. I think it was part of the deal for her treatments
last summer.”

“Maybe I’ll think about it, but it seems like trading off one form of
control for another, you know?”

“I know, but I look at it this way. The government can already expect us
to show up whenever they want in exchange for giving us access to their
databases. This is a little more of the same.”

I felt pretty sure it was ultimately going to amount to more than that,
but didn’t say anything. I got distracted.

I’d been monitoring the police band the whole time we were out on the
off chance that someone noticed us, and called 911.

No one had, but as Vaughn had been talking, the dispatcher sent cars to
deal with, “… a robbery and fight in the Meijer parking lot. Metahuman
involvement. Proceed with caution.”

Vaughn and I flew off.

Meijer had several stores around Grand Lake. We flew to the oldest one,
the one on the corner of Jefferson and 28th.

From the air, I could see the big, boxy building, surrounded by its huge
parking lot. Meijer stores sold everything — groceries, clothing,
electronics, building supplies, whatever.

We’d had to cross town, flying directly over Grand Lake itself, arriving
at the same time as two police cars and a Box.

The parking lot looked like a disaster had hit. Cars had been smashed
and destroyed around the entrance, and group of costumed figures stood
around four unconscious people.

At first, I didn’t recognize anybody.

The unconscious guys looked kind of scruffy — a couple were unshaven,
one had a chest length beard that went all over. Their jeans and
Carhartt jackets looked worn. I guessed they might be in their
mid-thirties.

A line of TV’s (with smashed screens) lay on the ground, leading from
them into the store. As I got closer, I noticed that one TV had been
embedded in the grill of a Ford Bronco, and another, a particularly
large plasma TV, had smashed in the door of a semi-truck at the far end
of the parking lot.

One of the costumed figures held a rifle. Its barrel had been bent
backwards into a “U” shape.

I recognized Sean then, and everyone else almost instantly — Dayton,
Jody, Julie, Shannon (the barista at the coffee shop), and that girl I’d
seen with them at school.

They had matching costumes, and expensive matching costumes at that.
Dark bodysuits with masks covered their faces except for the mouth. Each
had a different color combination, but they all had a clenched fist on
their chests and a similar look.

They had to have hired a designer for the uniforms.

I’d recognized their costumes’ material before the people. The military
used it instead of kevlar. My grandfather had sold the design to a
military contractor ten years ago. It was an older version of what I
used in the stealth suit.

Between the material and the designer, someone had dropped at least
twenty thousand dollars.

As Vaughn and I landed, Sean said, “Don’t worry about it. We’ve got this
one.”

Vaughn nodded. “No problem. What’s up?”

I heard the answer, but didn’t pay attention. In the upper right hand
corner of my helmet, the Heroes League alert had started blinking
yellow.

I barely got to wonder what the yellow light meant before the phone in
my suit rang. The helmet’s readout showed it as being from HQ.

Walking a little bit away from Vaughn, I took the call, talking low into
my helmet’s microphone.

“It’s Marcus,” said the voice on the other end. “I went into HQ after
work, and you won’t believe it. You’ve already hit pay dirt.”



“How?”

“You’re going to have to come back here and listen to it yourself, but
imagine the scariest bit of intel ever. It’s a meeting with one of
Vaughn’s uncles and a bunch of other people.”

“What are they talking about?”

“The Cabal. The mayor. The gang we messed with, and some super team
they’re putting together.”

I turned around to look at Sean and his crew. “Superhero team?”

“For real. Like this city needs more than one, but seriously, hurry.
They know more about us than anyone would want them to.”

“Like how much?”

“Like they’re on the right track to figure out all of our real names.”

“That’s bad.”

“You’re not kidding.”

The police started questioning Sean about what had happened. The men
from the Box handcuffed the men on the ground, and started taking blood
samples — that, or injecting sedatives.

Maybe both.

Telling Marcus that we’d get back as soon as we could, I hung up.

Even as I did it, I noticed Vaughn explaining to an officer that neither
of us had been involved at all.

“See,” Sean said, “it was all us. We’re Justice Fist.”

So yeah, not exactly the most clever name in the world, but the
policeman nodded, and asked Sean a few more questions.

As ignored as Sean seemed to feel when we’d operated together (or at
least in the same fight), I didn’t have a problem giving him his moment
in the sun.

It didn’t last.

One of the guys from the Box walked up to me. He was short, and had crew
cut, red hair. He was stocky, but had muscle under the fat.

“Different costume, same Rocket, right?”

“Uh… Right.”

“Anything we ought to know about the guys on the ground? Are they
juicers?”

I froze, trying to think. “I really don’t know. I got here after
everything was over. You’ve got the blood sample.”

“Fair enough. You’re the smart guy. I thought I’d check to see if you
knew anything special.”

“I’ve read the formulas, but I don’t know anything about these specific
people. I wasn’t even here for the fight.”

He nodded at me, and walked back to the Box.

Sean stared at me. “You’re the Rocket? Where’s your normal costume?”

“I’ve got different suits for different problems.”

“What’s with the guitar?”

“It… does stuff. Hey, Storm King, we probably ought to go.”

“Talk to you guys later,” Vaughn said. “Keep on keeping the peace,” and
he gave everyone a wave.

It didn’t take long to make it back to HQ. We flew from Meijer across
Grand Lake, landed in the forest in Veterans Memorial Park, and followed
the tunnel there back into HQ.

As we stepped through the dark, touching our hands to the wall, and
letting it lead us in, Vaughn asked, “What’s the rush?”

“I don’t know. Marcus said it was something big.”

“Marcus? No way. I think it’s the first time he’s done anything.”

“He was there for the fight with the Mayor, and when Vengeance stabbed
you. I”m pretty sure he’s been to every group meeting.”

“Yeah, but this is the first time he’s acted on his own. You think it’s
because of the field commander thing?”

“I’ve no clue.”

End of the tunnel. I pulled my helmet off, and the retinal scanner
glowed red.

The door slid open, and Vaughn and I stepped into the hangar. We walked
past the jet, and Night Wolf’s car. Captain Commando’s motorcycle was
out.

I wondered what Cassie was doing with it.

We walked into the main room to find Marcus sitting at the main table,
hand on the mouse. The big wall screen showed a roachbot’s view of a
meeting in somebody’s kitchen.

I needed to work on making the optics better. This was still dark, and
still blurry.

When I got a good view of the faces on the screen though, I found it
clear enough to make my heart stop.

Well, that might be an exaggeration, but I recognized way too many of
the people on the screen. Just for example: the tall, blond guy was
Sean’s dad. Next to him sat a tired looking man in a worn, brown suit —
Mr. Sledge, my school’s assistant principal. A middle aged women in a
black suit (which even to my eyes seemed more fashionable than Mr.
Sledge’s) sat next him. I guessed she might be Latino, but I didn’t
recognize her.

I did recognize Russell Hardwick though. With the bald head and
confident look, he reminded me of pictures of his father, Giles
Hardwick. Beyond being Lucas’ dad, I’d seen him on TV. He always seemed
to be donating something, and he had some position in the Hardwick
family’s businesses. I didn’t know what it was, but it was definitely
visible.

There were other people at the table too, but I could only see the back
of their heads.

“Uncle Russ?” Vaughn muttered.

Marcus looked up from the computer, and smiled. He seemed a little
tired.

“You haven’t even heard them yet.” Marcus moved the mouse, and on the
screen, the pointer touched the rewind button. “Give me a second and you
can listen to everything. Everything that matters, anyway.”

He stopped playing it twice, hunting for the right spot before letting
the file run.

Sean’s dad said, “… I don’t like putting them on the front lines.”

An off screen voice said, “Your son did it to himself. He can’t pass a
camera without standing in front of it.”

“We’re hiding behind our kids. That should be us out there!” Mr.
Drucker leaned over the table at somebody. His face looked red, but that
could have  been the light.

Russell Hardwick held up a hand. “Calm down, George. You know as well as
I do that Sean volunteered. Besides, we’re not going let him, or any of
our children die. They’re a distraction. They’ll give the remnants of
the Cabal’s army something to worry about while we get the Impregnator
built. After that, we’ll never have to fear the Cabal again.”

Mr. Drucker didn’t look satisfied by Vaughn’s uncle’s reply, but he
didn’t keep on arguing either.

I couldn’t tell whether it came from the table or from someone outside
the roachbot’s view, but someone asked, “What about the Heroes
League?”



Vaughn’s uncle turned to look to the left — away from the table, “What
about them?”

“They’ll try to stop us.”

He shook his head. “I see them as natural allies. They’ve fought Mayor
Bouman and by extension the Cabal. I’m sure they won’t help us make the
Impregnator, but once we’ve been empowered, they’ll cooperate.”

A woman’s voice said, “You’re sure about that?”

“They’re young, but they’re not idiots. They’ll see reason.”

Assistant Principal Sledge eyed him, “You’re very sure about that.”

“Are you implying something?”

“Knowing that Storm King throws lightning, I thought you might have
someone on their team.”

Hardwick laughed. “I don’t know for sure who, but I have my suspicions,
and when I tell you, you’ll know why I laughed.”

He paused for a second. “I think they’ve got a Hardwick, but I doubt
he’d be of any use to us. My guess is that he’s Suzanne’s youngest — one
of your students.”

The woman next to Mr. Sledge said, “The druggie?”

Hardwick nodded. “My sister says he’s been clean for nearly a year now,
but I didn’t discount him because of the drugs. He’s got problems with
authority. If you know his mother, that isn’t a surprise.”

A few people around the table laughed.

Mr. Sledge didn’t. He waited until they stopped. “I think he’s stayed
clean. He’s stopped associating with the party crowd, and I’ve seen him
with new friends this year. He’s always talked with Cassie Kowalski, one
of our better athletes, but now they’re together with Kayla, another
girl, also an athlete, and some quiet kid. Nick Klein, son of the
psychologist. The boy who fought George’s son.”

He paused. “And Dayton and Jody. And he was the least injured of the
three.”

He paused again, thinking. “And, now that I think about it, Kowalski
hasn’t been in sports during winter or spring, which is a shame because
she was playing noticeably better this year.”

The people on the screen went silent, and so did we.

Vaughn looked over at me, and then Marcus. “I’m not with them.”

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

Marcus moved the mouse, and clicked on the stop button.

“Just a second guys, the next bit doesn’t have anything new, just them
guessing whether or not you’re in the League. You can go over it
yourself if you want, but the part I’m forwarding to will make you crap
your pants.”

He clicked on forward, and they started making jerky movements until he
pressed play again.

“… one more issue that we need to discuss tonight.” Russell Hardwick
smiled briefly at everyone, but it seemed fake to me. “We may need to
make a hard decision. Some of you remember Ray Malone, the son of
Freddie Malone. Freddie stayed in touch with some of your parents… after
everything.”

A voice said, “I remember him.”

Another said, “The Executioner?”

“Part of the team,” Hardwick said. “I was contacted by someone who said
he might get out soon, and he’s coming to this area. Do we want him?”

“Want him?” Mr. Sledge raised his head to look directly at Hardwick. “I
don’t think there’s any legal way for him to avoid jail. What would we
want him for?”

“Men like that don’t stay in jail. And remember he’s going to come here
once he gets away. The question is whether we want to be people who help
him, or a security problem he has to solve? We all know about him, and
he knows about us. And we’ve all shared information about the Cabal with
descendants of Red Lightning’s army (including him) over the years. I
don’t think we’ve got a choice. Besides, he knows how to fight, and
we’re going to need that.”

Marcus stopped it again.

“Hey,” Vaughn said, “don’t stop there. We need to know what they decide
to do.”

“They’d don’t decide anything. They argued about it for the next hour,
and agreed to take it up again at their next meeting.”

“So this is just going to hang over our heads? Fuck.” Vaughn stared
blankly ahead for a second. Then he walked away from us to look up at
the frozen picture on the wall screen.

I turned away from Vaughn to look over at Marcus. “Did you have any
ideas about what to do with it?”

Marcus looked up from the screen. “Oh yeah. A pile. The obvious one is
we keep on watching them, and swoop in if they decide to do anything we
need to stop. And then we’ve got the sneaky option… We have someone go
up and work out an alliance, and warn them against Ray and all those
guys. If we were really clever about it, we might even be able to divide
the group or something… And the Batman option: We go in, and I don’t
know, dangle Hardwick out of a building and tell him to keep them out of
all this. Trouble is, I bet they wouldn’t so… Well, my other idea is we
have Daniel erase everything he can.”

“Erase? I don’t like that one.”

“I didn’t say it was a good idea.”

Vaughn turned away from the screen. “Besides, it probably wouldn’t work.
My grandfather wasn’t totally immune to telepathy, but he was resistant.
That’s how come the Mentalist didn’t know he was Red Lightning from the
beginning. And my mom… When he tried to put in the block, it dissolved.
I’d bet that Uncle Russ would be like everyone else. People say he’s a
lot like my grandfather anyway.”

We’ll never know where the conversation would have gone after that
because at that moment we heard the hum of the door and the roar of
Cassie’s motorcycle coming in through the vehicle entrance to the
hangar.

Seconds later she walked into the main room in costume, sword on her
back. “You’re looking busy down here. What’s with the yellow?”

Marcus started to show Cassie the clips, but once he started Jaclyn
showed up, and then as he backed up to find the start for her, Daniel
stepped out of the elevator.

We decided at that point that we were better off waiting for
everybody.



It didn’t take more than ten minutes for everyone to show up, making it
eleven o’clock before we got started, guaranteeing that I’d be tired at
school the next day. Vaughn and I were both out of our costumes by then.

Travis and Haley arrived last, and together — probably directly from the
same restaurant.

Haley walked up to me, and leaned on me for a moment. “I feel like I’ve
been standing all day.”

Then she pulled out a chair from under the table and sat down.

As it occurred to me that I was probably supposed to ask her about her
day at that point, Marcus killed the lights and started the clips going.

Everyone watched.

Cassie gasped when Mr. Sledge drew the connection between Vaughn,
herself, Kayla, and I. Travis muttered, “Shit,” when Hardwick started
talking about the Executioner.

In her chair, Haley leaned forward toward the screen.

Marcus stopped it a few minutes later than he had with us, letting
everyone watch as Hardwick’s group descended into pointless argument.

When the lights came on, Jaclyn stood up from her own seat. “Well, it’s
obvious we’re going to have to do something about this.”

“Damn straight,” Travis said. “I say we wipe their memories.”

Standing next to me, Daniel said, “By ‘we’ you’re meaning me, but I’m
saying no. It’s not going to work. The Hardwicks have been resistant in
the past, and beyond that, I’m not comfortable with just going in and
treating people’s minds like my personal toy.”

“You did it last time.”

“It’s not the same. Red Bolt and Future Knight knew where HQ was, and
they were going to get other people to take us out the first chance they
got. These people are just guessing. We can still do something else.”

Travis eyed him. “What?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I’m sure we can think of something. Travis, the
human mind isn’t like a chalkboard. You don’t mess around with it, and
expect to erase it without side effects. Every time I do something like
that, I risk getting rid of something important too.”

“And anyway,” Vaughn said, “it still won’t work. Daniel’s right about
that. My uncle would start remembering again pretty soon.”

“Then do the rest of them, and leave Hardwick alone. We’ll make him see
that joining up with the Executioner isn’t a good idea.”

Rachel said, “Planning to go Jack Bauer on him? If he gets too scared,
you know he’ll start taking juice and using it against us.”

Travis stayed quiet for a moment, his face unmoving. Then, “Easy for you
to say. It’s not your family that the Executioner will go after first.”

“Nick caught him,” Rachel said. “I’m sure we’ll be on the list.”

“But he knows us by sight,” Travis said. “We need to stop them, and we
can’t hesitate.”

Vaughn waived his hand, “Hey everybody, maybe we could just make a deal
with them? If they don’t help Ray, we’ll help them against what’s left
of the Cabal.”

Cassie nodded. “I like it. Making a deal would be simpler than
mindwiping everyone but the Hardwicks. What bugs me is that there are a
lot of them. It only takes one to be secretly working with Ray, and
they’ll know everything about us.”

“And we can’t risk that,” Travis said. “That’s why mindwiping makes the
most sense.”

Daniel frowned. “But it’s off the table because I’m not going to do it.”

Travis opened his mouth, probably to start arguing with Daniel, but
Jaclyn talked over him.

“We’re out of our depth.” Turning to Travis she said, “You’ve never done
this before. I’ve never done this before. We should talk to someone who
has. Daniel, is your dad around? And if he’s not, what about the rest of
the Midwest Defenders?”

Daniel shook his head. “They’re not around. I mean, there’s a skeleton
crew in Chicago, but most of them are off-planet right now.”

That was an interesting coincidence. I wondered how much context Daniel
was picking out of my head as I asked, “Off-planet? The Southern
California Defenders were doing the same thing when I was in Los
Angeles. What’s going on up there?”

Daniel shrugged. “Wish I knew. Dad hasn’t said anything, and believe me,
I’ve asked.”

Jaclyn looked around. “Then who else can we talk to? My grandfather
would be happy to help, but I don’t want to pull him into the middle of
this and get him hurt.”

“There’s Larry,” I said.

Travis smiled a little. “Larry’s great if we wanted to take out a
building, but not something like this.”

Haley looked up, pursed her lips and said, “What about Isaac Lim? We
can’t be the only heroes with secret identity problems.”

“What’s he going to do?” Travis asked, “Drown them in bureaucracy?”

“I don’t know. We could ask him.”

Cassie nodded. “Don’t underestimate him. He’s got a lot of connections
in D.C.”

So even though it was nearly midnight, we called him. I expected we’d
just get voice mail, but he actually answered the phone.

Normally we got video, but not this time. The FBI seal appeared on the
screen, easily visible against a blue background.

“Heroes League,” he said, “What’s on your mind?”

Cassie spoke first. “Vaughn’s uncle knows who we really are.”

“So why is that a problem? Not an uncle that likes him? Or is it
something more interesting?”

I didn’t feel comfortable handing the Impregnator over to the
government, so I’d never told Isaac that we had one — which made the
question of what Cassie was just about to tell Isaac more than a little
interesting.

Too bad we hadn’t agreed on a story before calling.

In my mind, I tried to get Daniel’s attention, and succeeded.

 +
Me: Don’t tell him about the Impregnator. Pass it on. +
Daniel: Got it. +


He did, and everyone looked at me.



Cassie paused, and then rattled off, “It’s a lot more interesting.
Vaughn’s uncle is leading a group of Red Lightning’s followers’ kids.
They’ve got juice. They’re using their kids as a distraction while
they’re planning on fighting with a local gang that used to be part of
the Cabal, and they’re in contact with Ray of the Executioner team
somehow, and he’s hoping to join up with them.”

She took a deep breath.

How could she not? Almost all of that was just one sentence.

Meanwhile, Isaac didn’t say anything, and I began to wonder if we’d been
cut off.

Then, “Are you serious? How did they talk to Ray?”

“I don’t know. The Rocket bugged the house and all they said was that
he’d been called by someone who said Ray would be out of jail soon.”

“And they didn’t say who the contact was?”

I broke in. “Did you ever look into the death of the original Power? He
knew Solar Flare, and he died the same day we caught the Executioner
here. I don’t think it’s a coincidence. I think that part of the team is
still out there, and I’m betting that’s the contact.”

Isaac sighed. “OK. How did they find out about you?”

“Remember when I fought those guys after school, and ended up in
counseling? The kids I fought are children of the group. My school’s
assistant principal, the guy who assigned me to counseling? He’s in the
group too. Vaughn’s uncle guessed that Vaughn had powers. Mr. Sledge
noticed Cassie and Vaughn and I were hanging around together this year,
and –”

“Got it. Here’s the plan. We’ve got people who can impersonate you. I’ll
send them up soon. Seeing both of you at the same time should throw them
off. We’ll just have to coordinate the appearance. Aside from that, I
want any evidence you’ve got. Send me a copy of whatever they said about
Ray. We’re going to have to up the security on him. In situations like
this, I’m told by our legal team, that I should tell you that I’m not
requesting that you do any surveillance work, merely asking you to
provide me with work you’ve already done. You understand that, right?”

Vaughn laughed. “And if we happen to do more, you’d like to hear that
too.”

“Right,” Isaac said, “but I didn’t request that you do any more, because
I can’t. It would be completely illegal to request anything like that,
so I’m not. Before I go though, I need to ask if you’ve got any reports
of violence between the gang and Vaughn’s uncle’s people. Do you?”

“Nothing’s happened yet,” I said. “At least that we know about.”

“Good. I’ve got a few other questions to ask you, but I’ll call back
tomorrow. I’m going to call a few more people tonight, and start them
looking into Ray’s contacts. Also, can you give me the name of the
uncle?”

“Russell Hardwick,” Vaughn said.

“Great. I may get to sleep tonight after all. If you could identify any
people you know are involved in this little conspiracy, that would help
too. Get it to me with the surveillance.”

“Sure,” Cassie said, and we signed off.

Once Marcus cut the connection, Travis turned to me and asked, “What’s
with ‘Don’t tell Isaac about the Impregnator’?”

“I just haven’t been telling him. Giving the government the ability to
empower supers seemed like a bad idea. Grandpa had fifty years to hand
it over, and he never did. Why start now?”

“Cool,” Travis nodded. “I’d argue with you, but when you think about how
some guy leaked the whole juice project… Can you imagine criminal
organizations empowering their people? Government can’t handle this
stuff.”

“Well, it wouldn’t work on everybody. Really, an incredibly low
percentage of the general population. What was more on my mind was that
the original juice was about a third as effective as activated powers.
The government’s version is about two-thirds as good, but we don’t need
more people at full power.”

Sean seemed powerful enough already.

Cassie frowned a little. “The government’s not doing that badly. The
Goldstein process is still secret. That’s what they used on my dad, and
me.”

Travis nodded. “Yeah, but that’s probably totally military.”

Jaclyn pulled out her phone, checked the front, and put it back in her
pocket. “Are we done? I’ve got school tomorrow.”

Except for Travis and Rachel, we all did.

“Not quite,” Travis said. “Isaac’s got people on the Executioner, and
he’ll send people out to deal with the identity problem, but the
journal’s still out there, and there’s still the Cabal’s gang. We should
have a plan.”

As usual, Cassie didn’t look tired at all, and inevitably said, “I’m all
for staying.”

Sitting at the table, Haley rested her head on her arm. “I’m not.”

Vaughn raised an eyebrow. “It doesn’t seem like there’s much to plan. If
we keep on listening in on my family and maybe bug the other guys’
houses, the journal will show up. All we have to do is wait.”

Travis shook his head. “I was thinking about something a little more
active. Haley caught the scent of the guy who took the journal. If
Daniel can copy it over to me, we can both hunt him down.”

“Travis, I’m not hunting anyone right now,” Haley said.

“Let’s try tomorrow, but Daniel should give me the scent now.”

Haley’s eyes narrowed, and she shot him a look that I wouldn’t have
wanted to be on the other end of.

“Fine.”

When Daniel finished, Travis said, “Yeah, that’ll work. We ought to meet
again tomorrow. I’ve got some ideas about how to find the gang.”

I felt that it might be a mistake to assume Isaac could actually take
care of everything on his end, and that even if he could, the fact that
he had people capable of impersonating us on call didn’t seem like an
entirely good thing.

On the whole though, I wanted to go to bed. Everything else could wait
till tomorrow.





Dupes


        On Friday afternoon, as planned, the Heroes League landed on Central
High’s lawn.

The Rocket looked exactly right. The Feds had the original design for
the World War 2 era Rocket, so it probably hadn’t been hard to come up
with something similar looking to the current version.



Captain Commando had Cassie’s build — her mask hid her face and hair, so
that was easy too. Whoever put her costume together did a great job
since they only had TV to go on. The precise wave of the flag on her
chest wasn’t quite right, but would pass, and obviously the sword wasn’t
functional.

I didn’t see any major flaws in the Mystic’s or Storm King’s costume
either.

We’d talked with them on Thursday over the phone arranging things, and
they did what they were supposed to — they went through the school
looking for something. They didn’t say exactly what.

With permission from the principal, they checked every classroom in the
school, not paying any special attention to us.

It worked perfectly.

I actually saw Mr. Sledge guiding them through the school. They stopped
next to the door during my physics lab, and Mr. Sledge looked in while
“the Mystic” closed his eyes, concentrated, and then declared the
classroom clean.

It took them a while to get through the whole school. They must have
been inside when school let out, because they were on the lawn with a
crowd of students surrounding them when I walked out.

Sean seemed to be talking to them.

I considered going over to find out what they were saying, but Chris had
cornered me, and he wanted to talk.

We walked a little bit down the sidewalk from the school’s entrance,
past the buses waiting for students, but not so far that we were past
the parking lot across the street.

The key point being that we were out of earshot, standing just across
the street from where I’d fought with Sean.

“Who are those guys?” Chris glanced in the direction of the school.

“I don’t know their real names, but someone guessed at some of the
Heroes League’s identities, and this is how we’re dealing with it.”

“Who?”

“I don’t think I should say. Believe me it’d make your life more
complicated than you want it to be.”

Chris’ smiled for a second. “More complicated than it is? Sean sent one
of his buddies, Dayton, I think, to see if I was interested in helping
with some team he was forming, and it’s the second time he’s asked. I
already know about you, and the Feds dropped by after Justice Fiend
left. They asked me if I knew anything about the Ball or the Maniacs or
whatever.”

Justice Fiend seemed like last year, I thought, and then another thought
struck me — Justice Fist. How hard had Sean been thinking when he came
up with the group’s name? Justice Fiend seemed like the kind of guy who
wouldn’t take the potential confusion very well at all. I decided not to
go into that for the moment though…

“What did you tell them?”

“Dayton or the Feds?”

“I’m assuming you didn’t tell the FBI anything. What did you tell
Dayton?”

The expression on Chris’ face told me I didn’t even need to ask.

“I told them no. I don’t like Sean much in person. In costume I like him
even less. Did you see that shit? Slamming that guy into the ground? I
mean, not like Jack Maniac deserves better, but Sean could have killed
him. You think about it for a second, if he’d lost his temper, he might
have killed us.”

“I did think about that.”

“One more reason that I wonder whether I should ever put a costume on. I
was terrified the whole time. You think about our grandfathers… For them
it was second nature. I’m not like that.”

“Me neither. I’m usually scared too. It’s just that I get too busy
fighting to think about it most of the time.”

“Yeah? I guess it’s good to know I’m not the only one, but I’m still
going to think long and hard before I do anything else. Hey, we were
talking about bringing the Ball back. Are you done with it yet?”

“No, but I don’t think I’m going to get to it for a while. I’ll just
bring it back tonight, and maybe we can just experiment with it on
Saturday or something.”

“Sure. That sounds like fun.”

Shortly after that, Chris took his car home, and I took my bike.

Travis, Cassie and I met them at the Heroes League’s official office. It
had a long way to go before everything could be considered fully fixed
up, but it worked for what we needed it for.

An old storefront that the League had converted in the late 60’s and
used for meeting the public, it hadn’t changed much since the original
League retired.

The meeting room had a long, fake wood grain table with orange chairs to
sit on. Framed newspapers showing the League’s triumphs, and pictures of
the League’s various lineups hung on the wall. At the very least, we’d
need to add another picture.

That, and clean out twenty years of dust.

The FBI League impersonators stood on one side of the table. We stood on
the other.

“The Rocket” took off his helmet and introduced himself as Duncan Adams.
His blond hair reached nearly to his shoulders. Looking at him, I could
imagine him as a rock star more easily than an FBI agent.

Next to him, “Captain Commando’s” mask disappeared and the costume
turned into a black suit. For a moment the woman’s face did look similar
to Cassie’s, but then her cheekbones narrowed, her skin darkened, and
the hair turned black, flecked with gray.

Then her body, which had been exactly like Cassie’s, became shorter and
stockier.

“Agent Cynthia Torres. Superhuman Affairs. Good to meet you in person.”

As she greeted us, Daniel’s and Vaughn’s duplicates faded away.

“Nice,” Cassie said. “There were only two of you. I never noticed.”

Travis held his hand out to each of them. “Agent Adams. Agent Torres.
Good to meet both of you.”

Standing across from where the illusionary duplicates had been and far
from the real agents, I held up my hand. “Hi.”

None of us were in costume. It hadn’t seemed worth it. We’d come through
the tunnel from HQ, and they knew our identities anyway.

Agent Torres looked the three of us over, and asked, “Is the rest of the
team coming?”

Travis shook his head. “They weren’t planning on it. Do we need them?”

“No, but we’re interested in how you’re planning to handle Russell
Hardwick and his allies.”

As we sat down at the table, Travis said, “Handle them? We don’t see
them as a big threat yet. We don’t want them to know who we are
obviously, but they’re not targeting us. The Executioner and that gang?
Those guys have to be handled.”

Agent Torres smiled back. “Then I should ask what operations you’re
running right now.”



Cassie caught my eye at that. From her expression she seemed just short
of laughing aloud.

Given Cassie’s sense of humor, I considered whether Torres had made any
unintentional double entendres. She hadn’t. Then I guessed that Cassie
had to be responding to the way the question made it sound like we “ran
operations” as opposed to getting stuck in big, confusing messes.

Travis said, “Well, let’s see… You’re taking care of the Executioner.
That whole team’s in jail, and if anyone isn’t, we don’t know where they
are. We’re listening in on Russell Hardwick and the others, and we’re
preparing in case that gang we fought a couple times last week decides
to strike back. That’s it.”

Agent Torres nodded. “We’re going to have to coordinate our efforts. If
you are going to move on Hardwick, we’d like a heads up. For the moment,
power juice isn’t illegal, but conspiring to hide an escaped prisoner
is. We want anything you can get us on that. As for the gang, if you’ve
seen our records, you know that they’re likely a remnant of the Cabal.
We don’t currently have a specific reason to go after them, but that
could change. Keep us informed about them too.”

Travis said, “We’ll do that.”

“Good. We’ve got one other issue to bring up. You know about the Cabal’s
breeding program, and you know that Red Lightning took over their
program in Grand Lake. The other populations were located in small towns
that we’ve been able to isolate and monitor. Grand Lake is too large for
that. We need you to get to know new power juice users, especially the
ones who become capes.”

I thought about people I knew who were using it and said, “Why?”

“Superhuman Affairs has two missions. First, it’s to keep criminals with
powers in check. Second, it’s to keep all of you people from going at
each others’ throats. We’ve found that putting people with new powers in
touch with people who have been at it for a while helps them adjust.”

Next to her, Agent Adams said, “You’ll want to talk to that new group
that’s forming here… Justice Fist. It seems they go to your school, and
they’d be interested in meeting you.”

“I’ve already met them. No.”

Adams said, “The fight. Right. If it’s any consolation, they’re really
into you when you’re in armor. Especially the girls.”

I’d never noticed, but then, I spent most of the time I was in armor
trying not to die.

Agent Torres raised an eyebrow.

Adams laughed. “He deserves to know.”

Travis said, “He’s dating my sister.”

Adams laughed again. “Then it’s good that he’s not interested. But
seriously, you need to talk to these people.”

Travis shrugged. “I guess we could.”

I considered being quiet, and just not saying anything about it until
they left, but I couldn’t quite do it. I opened my mouth. “You know that
they’re the kids of Hardwick’s group, right?”

Torres nodded. “That’s why we need you to do it. I’ve seen personal
quarrels between supers destroy half a city.”

“I don’t think that’s likely. I’ve actually worked with Sean in costume,
and I see him too much already. I don’t want pretend to be his friend or
something.”

Agent Adams cleared his throat. “In this case, it’s ‘or something.’ I’m
sure they think that you’re a kid underneath, but when they look at you,
they’re seeing fifty years of history. You’re an authority. Use it.”

“An authority? I think I’d have noticed that by now.”

Adams brushed some hair out of his eyes. “I’ve been using mobile suits
for the last five years, and I’ve never had people look at me like they
do in this one. Your grandfather… really, all of your grandparents, were
legends. Give people a little push and you’ll be surprised at what
happens.”

I thought about it. It seemed like cheating somehow to trade in on
people’s goodwill toward Grandpa to manipulate them. On the other hand,
if it solved problems without fighting, that was good, right?

“Hey,” Cassie said. “You said that power juice was legal ‘for the
moment.’ Is it going stop being legal?”

The agents looked at each other.

Agent Torres said, “After everything that’s happened, the Attorney
General is going to make it a temporary Schedule I controlled substance
soon. Then the DEA will consider adding the drug to the list
permanently.”

Cassie nodded. “And after it’s illegal, what do we do then?”

Torres said, “You’ll use your influence to discourage people from using
it.”

On Saturday morning around 6 a.m., I drove the Ball over to
Man-machine’s lair. It was far too early to get up for a Saturday, but
it was the best time to go.

Taking the Ball apart turned out to be a bit of a pain. Chris and I kept
on discovering new wires and cables to detach from the back of the
dashboard, but then we discovered an access panel for the weaponry on
the outside of the Ball.

Granted when you’re making weaponry for supervillains, making access
panels clear and obvious probably isn’t the highest priority, but I
still wished it had been a little higher up on the designer’s list.



Once we got the dashboard back in place, we activated the button that
opened the access panel.

The front of the bottom section of the outer shell fell at my feet,
giving access to a button on the inside shell that opened straight to
the guts of the weaponry.

I understood how the laser worked more quickly than I expected. I’d used
similar technology in the guitar.

What surprised me about the paralysis ray was just how familiar I turned
out to be with its design. The paralysis ray wasn’t exactly what I would
have imagined a “ray” would be. Like most people, I imagined something
based on visible light, or at the very least, radiation.

The device caused paralysis using low-frequency ultrasound to stimulate
the brain into creating the kind of paralysis that prevents sleeping
people from physically reacting to their nightmares.

At least that was what it looked like. Between removing the dashboard,
putting it back in, making sure the various cables were still connected,
removing the access panel, looking over the paralysis “ray,” and talking
about everything as we did it, we easily used up the six hours I had
available.

All that, and getting donuts around 8 a.m.

I had to go, and I still didn’t fully understand the details.

“Well,” Chris said as we closed the access panel, “you’re halfway
there.”

“Maybe less. I’m still trying to figure exactly how it works.”

Chris shrugged. “You can always come back. I’ll be here a lot. I’ve been
thinking of modifying my suit.”

“I thought you weren’t even sure if you’d ever put it on again.”

“I might not, but it’s still fun to mess with it. It’s kind of like
modding a car, you know? The difference is I know this doesn’t have to
be street legal.”

“True. It’s not going to be any kind of legal. Are you thinking about a
codename at all?”

“I shouldn’t be, but I have. Trouble is, all of them suck. The first
thing I came up with was Laser Rod… The suit’s got one, but you know
that’s just asking for jokes.”

I snorted.

“But on the bright side,” he said, “I checked the registry, and it’s
available.”

“I wonder why.”

“Yeah. Well, it’s not like it matters.”

“However much it sucks, at least you know it. Did you hear that Sean’s
group called itself ‘Justice Fist’?”

“As in fisting? That’s the worst name I’ve ever heard.”

Haley picked me up at the end of the block. She could have picked me up
at Chris’ grandmother’s house, but that would have gotten weird since
Chris’ grandmother didn’t even know we were there.

Haley came by in her mom’s Trans Am which was cool. As we drove off, I
thought about improvements I could make to it. Not that I would. I had
more sense than to turn Haley’s mom’s car into… something.

As I leaned forward to check on some details to aid my daydreaming,
Haley said, “Nick, don’t do it.”

“What?”

“Whatever you’re thinking about doing.”

“How did you–”

“You were mumbling to yourself, and it looked like you were inspecting
the glove compartment.”

“I wasn’t going to do anything much. Sorry.”

She looked like she wanted to say something more on the subject, but she
didn’t. She turned back to the road and asked, “What happened at the
meeting yesterday?”

I told her, finishing with, “The crazy thing about it is that they seem
to expect us to make friends with Sean’s group, and then once the law
changes, I’m supposed tell them to stop. I really don’t think they will.
It doesn’t matter how much influence I have. They’ll still have their
parents telling them to do it.”

Haley slowed the car, and stopped at a stop light. “Do you really think
they’ll outlaw it?”

“I don’t know. I don’t follow the news all that much, but people are
scared about the juice. I think I saw footage of Logan from prom on TV
again yesterday, and that was two weeks ago.”

“Where did they get it?”

“I think it must have been from somebody’s cellphone.”

The light changed, and Haley followed the cars forward.

She paused as the cars ahead of us started moving and then said, “Let’s
just go to lunch. Do you still want to go to Solid Grounds?”

I did, and we got there within a couple minutes.

Lunch time on Saturday at Solid Grounds was a total crap shoot as to
whether or not it would be busy. On that particular day, the place was
maybe half full — ten or fifteen people, most of them our age.

Trance music played over the sound system.

I bought lunch — soup and some sandwiches wrapped in plastic.They
weren’t bad. I also bought coffee, which was really the whole point of
going to Solid Grounds in the first place.

We sat together next to one of the windows and ate. I tried to think
about something we could talk about in public, but nothing came to mind.

My first hint that things were about to go wrong came as Shannon walked
in with her cousin Julie. She didn’t go into the back to get ready for
work either. The two of them bought coffee, and pushed three two person
tables next to the far wall together. Then they sat and talked,
sometimes laughing.

I wondered who else they were meeting.

As I watched them, Julie noticed me, and smirked.

Minutes later, Sean, Dayton, Jody, and the girl I’d seen with them
before walked in.

I considered leaving. We had every right to stay, but it probably
wouldn’t be fun.

“Haley,” I began.

“I know. I saw them. I’m not going to leave just because they’re here.”

We didn’t have the opportunity. After Sean and the others got drinks, he
said, “Julie, get them out.”

Julie turned her face toward us and in a strange tone said, “Leave.”

We stood up and started walking for the door.

Over at their table, Shannon said, “But they’re not even done.”

“Don’t forget your coffee,” Julie said.

We got our drinks, and found ourselves standing on the sidewalk before
we even had time to think.

Haley turned around and started walking back toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“They can’t do that. They don’t have any right to tell us what to do.”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “She’ll probably make you turn around
again. Or something worse.”



Haley’s shoulder muscles felt tense, rock hard in fact, reminding me
that she could literally generate tons of force. She didn’t move, and I
worried that she might be about to leap into the coffee shop.

Proving that sometimes I worry too much, she didn’t.

She turned away from the door, and said, “I guess we should go to the
car.”

“We could go for a walk.”

“I don’t want to do it around here.”

She’d parked her mom’s car a block down the street. We walked quickly
past “Kevin’s Hotdogs,” a couple used bookstores, and stopped in front
of “Sal’s Pizza Take-out.” All the stores on the block seemed to be
brick buildings constructed about a hundred years ago.

We’d stopped short of where she’d parked the car though. I wondered why
for a moment, and then recognized the car next to us. Within the last
week or two Sean had gotten a car to replace the one Vaughn had smashed
last year. It was a silver Ford Escort from the late 90’s.

I’d seen him drive off in it a couple times after school. I could only
guess that Haley had caught his scent on it.

She checked up and down the sidewalk. Then her right hand changed,
turning claw-like, and she stabbed a milky white nail into the front
tire.

When she pulled her hand away, she left an inch wide slit in the tire
wall.

It hissed.

We looked at each other, walked quickly to her mom’s car, got inside,
and shut the doors.

“Wow,” I began, “you –”

“I shouldn’t have done it. I almost feel like I should tell them except
–”

“They’d never let you get a word in edgewise.”

“I know. This is what I hate about it. When I’m angry or worried, I can
always feel the change coming, and I always hold it back, but it’s
hard.”

“Well, he kind of deserved it.”

“I’m not supposed to do things like that.”

“But you didn’t hurt anybody, really. Most tire shops will fix something
like that for free.”

She didn’t say anything, and we sat quietly in the car.

As we sat, a gray BMW from the early 90’s parked on the other side of
the street. I recognized the driver from pictures Vaughn had shown me —
his cousin Lucas. Lucas was in his mid-twenties, dark haired, and
dressed semi-casually — jeans and a green button down shirt. He carried
an aluminum water bottle in his left hand.

I wondered if it actually held water.

Meanwhile, he got out and hurried toward the coffeehouse. In profile,
his face reminded me a little of Vaughn’s.

Haley must have noticed what I was looking at because she said, “I
wonder if we should listen in. I don’t have my costume, but I think I
could get close enough.”

“I’ve got my backpack,” I said, which meant more than just the backpack.
After what happened the last time I’d driven the Ball, I’d been prepared
this morning. I brought the backpack that hid a small rocketpack, and
contained my helmet, the stealth suit’s jacket, and my utility belt.

The utility belt included a pouch full of roachbots. Most of the
roachbots were tied up, but I had enough for this.

I let a few fly out the window, and waited, pulling out the controller
to watch what they saw.

Once they crawled through a gap in the lower, right corner of the
doorway, I turned up the volume so we could hear.

I’d sent in four bots, so we had a choice of angles. The grainy picture
showed Lucas pulling a chair away from an empty table, and sitting down
with the rest of them.

“… to see that you showed up,” Sean said to him. “What were you doing?”

“Sleeping. I’ve been up for most of the last two days.”

From to other end of the tables, across from Shannon, Julie said, “Why?”

“My residency. They work you till you drop. But enough about that, where
are you in the meeting?”

“Nowhere,” Sean said. “We’ve been waiting for you, dude.”

“Then what have you been doing?” He paused, then smiled, “Dude.”

Sean looked annoyed.

Jody laughed. “Julie kicked his ex and her loser boyfriend out, and told
everyone they couldn’t hear us. Watch this…” He put two fingers in his
mouth and made a piercing whistle.

No one looked up.

Lucas checked around the room. “Can they hear us, but can’t respond, or
do they really just not hear us?”

Julie said, “How should I know?”

“We’d better find out because if there’s a telepath out there, they’ll
be able to find out everything.”

“Just in case it works, I’ll tell everyone to forget this when we leave,
okay?”

“That’s not really good enough, but it can’t hurt.” Lucas looked around
the room again, and frowned. “Let’s get to business. My dad says you did
a great job at Mejiers. Wish I could have been there, but they would
have noticed if I left the hospital. You got on TV in costume. They even
covered it on SuperTV for a minute or two. So we’re nationally visible
now. It’s mostly because we’re in the same town as the Heroes League,
and part of the juice story, but we’ll take what we can get.

“Related to that,” Lucas continued, “the best thing we can do is stay
visible. My dad’s got connections in the police department, and he says
that the Cabal’s gang is moving in on the Lake Street gang. If we keep
watching them, we might get lucky.”

“And then what?” Dayton asked.

“We capture one of them, and Julie opens them up, and makes them into
our own personal mole.”

“And then we take the bastards down,” Sean said. “And we don’t have them
hanging over our heads anymore. I feel like they’ve been following me
for my entire fucking life.”

“They haven’t.” Lucas said. “You’re not that important.”

“They bugged my house once,” Sean said.

“So you’ve told me.” Lucas didn’t look impressed. “I don’t think it was
them, but I’m not going to argue about it. My dad’s already scanned in
the Impregnator plans along with the modifications that’ll make it work
on more than just my family, and passed it out to his engineers. They
think they can put it together in a week.”

Haley looked away from the screen, talking over Dayton’s response to
Lucas. “The Impregnator only worked on Vaughn’s family?”

I nodded. “More like only people with similar powers, but Grandpa’s
plans showed how it could be modified to work with others. I guess that
was in the journal too.”

Haley and I listened until they finished the meeting, but they didn’t
have any more bombshells. Not that anything could trump the bit where
Russell Hardwick had scanned the relevant bits of Red Lightning’s
version of the working Impregnator plans and was handing them out to his
people.

Probably at that point, people more competent than we were would have
tracked down the engineers Hardwick had assigned the job, deleted their
files, recovered the original journal, and scared them away from even
trying to reconstruct them.



We didn’t have the slightest clue where we would have started on that.
Plus they’d probably already had the plans for a couple days, so they
likely understood the concepts behind the process, which would make the
destruction of the plans more of an inconvenience than anything else.

At least that’s how it would have worked for me.

One other reason we didn’t go directly into action was that Haley and
I’d already put off doing something together. We’d planned on going out
on Friday night, but I’d ended up meeting with the FBI agents, and then
one of her family’s restaurants had been short staffed so her dad
scheduled her to cover the busiest parts of both Friday and Saturday
night.

So what we actually did was go to a park, and go for a walk. We talked
about the fact that I’d be graduating soon, and where I’d be going, and
where she was hoping to apply…

All the while, I had a vague sense that I ought to be doing something,
but I wasn’t sure what, and I didn’t want her to feel like I’d just
dropped the date so that I could run off and play superhero. So, I
didn’t.

Maybe she would have been interested, but to be honest, it felt like all
I’d done lately was school, training, and running around in costume. I
couldn’t think of the last video game I’d played, and the last book I’d
been reading, Brin’s Kiln People, sat half finished on my desk.

I decided to enjoy myself, and hoped Hardwick’s engineers wouldn’t get
the Impregnator going that afternoon.

Haley dropped me off at home around 4:00, and drove home to get ready
for work. My parents ordered out pizza, and except for when Dad asked
Rachel if she’d gotten a summer job yet, it was a good meal.

Rachel and I ended up talking a little in the upstairs hallway next to
my room.

I stood in the doorway. “I bet Haley’s dad could find something for
you.”

“And I could log more ‘hanging-around-with-the-ex-boyfriend’ time with
Travis. That sounds fun. Besides Nick, you know I don’t need a job.
Even split with everybody, I still got two thousand dollars off the
bounty for Christine Maniac, and that doesn’t even count the money from
Grandpa Vander Sloot or my scholarships. School’s paid for. If I need a
little extra cash, I’ll find somebody on the FBI’s list and catch them.”

She had a point.

Lying in my room after that, I stopped reading to wonder if Chris knew
how to pick up his share of the bounty on Jack Maniac. Or if Sean did.

I added it to the growing list of things I ought to address with Sean if
I ran into him in costume.

I’d added another while walking with Haley. I’d been reminded somehow of
my grandfather speculating about what caused Red Lightning to go bad.
He’d theorized at different times that it might have been the
Impregnator, a combination of the Impregnator and something in Giles
Hardwick’s mental makeup, or possibly the combination of Power Elixir
and the Impregnator.

They’d fought someone that night, and Giles had used it. He’d
undoubtedly had it in his system when he sat down in the chair.

Grandpa had wondered for years afterward if waiting another day would
have made the difference.

Given that Vaughn had never used power juice, and that so far he hadn’t
shown any sign of wanting to take over the world, Grandpa’s theory had
one point in its favor.

If they really were going to have the Impregnator ready in a week, I
didn’t have time to waste. I needed to go find Sean and tell him to dry
out and get the remnants of the juice out of his system before getting
treated.

I couldn’t say I really wanted to help him, but in a purely practical
sense, Grand Lake didn’t need a group of megalomaniacs running around.

I might have gone right then, except that Daniel and I usually did
something on Saturday night, and I knew he’d be dropping by around
seven.

He did — almost exactly at seven.

My mom let him in, and I heard him walk up the stairs after he asked her
how she was doing.

Daniel did stuff like that. It was like he was seventeen going on forty.
On the bright side, he was one of those friends that parents always
seemed to approve of.

When he did come up, I told him about the meeting the night before, and
what Haley and I had done during the afternoon, skipping the parts that
were none of his business. He probably caught a few of those from my
thoughts anyway.

“Let’s do it tonight,” he said. “I’m sure you’re not going to want to
talk to him any more tomorrow than you are today, and I bet I can find
him faster than you would alone.”

“I’d kind of imagined doing something like hanging out, or playing video
games, or… something that might actually be fun.”

“I’m sure we won’t end up looking for him all night.”

“Did you ever notice that once we get into costume we end up staying in
costume? Once I put the Rocket suit on, we’re pretty much doomed to run
into the latest bunch of psychotics who decided that they need to murder
half the city.”

“Let’s go, Nick. You know you’ve already decided I’m right.”

I could have argued with him, but what was the point?

Daniel drove us to HQ and we suited up.

I got into the full Rocket suit because Sean apparently hadn’t realized
that the stealth suit was also a Rocket suit at Meijers. I’d told him,
but better to make things completely unambiguous if we were going to
hunt him down and pretend to be voices of authority.



Crazy. We were just about to do the same thing Red Bolt and Future
Knight had done on the Michigan Heroes Alliance’s behalf after I’d
punched the mayor. Not under exactly the same circumstances, but we were
definitely there to do the “supers policing supers” thing to a degree.

With luck, we’d do a better job.

We flew out of the abandoned sewage tunnel on Grand Lake, flew over the
water for a second, then adjusted our courses and flew toward Sean’s
house without even discussing it.

With as long we’d known each other, and as much time as we’d spent in
each other’s heads over the years, we barely needed to.

So, for the third time that spring, I found myself flying toward the
big, Victorian house where Sean’s family lived. Daniel flew downward to
figure out if Sean was home. I stayed in the air.

Though not as loud as jet engines,the full Rocket suit’s rocket pack
wasn’t particularly conducive to stealth.

It didn’t take long before Daniel flew back up, moving in an
effortlessly controlled and nearly silent way that’s possible when your
flight isn’t dependent on hundreds (and sometimes thousands) of pounds
of force shooting out of a pack on your back.

 +
_Daniel: I know where he went. +
Me: Where? +
Daniel: Out to practice with his powers at that metal yard near the
lake. +
Me: I guess we should go there then._ +


The Kolba metal yard stood near the harbor on Grand Lake. Piles of scrap
metal stood behind tall fences — the frames of cars, engine blocks,
steel beams, and unrecognizable shards.

We descended from the sky above the yard.

It didn’t take much to identify Sean. He stood on the lake side of the
yard, near the docks. In the growing darkness, light posts illuminated
huge piles of unsorted metal.

A circle of scrap floated in the air above him. It reminded me somehow
of The Empire Strikes Back. We didn’t have Yoda around, but I did see
Dayton standing on top of the pile. As we descended, I thought I saw
Jody standing next to one of the piles, but he blurred, and by the time
Daniel and I touched down, he stood next to Sean.

None of them were in costume.

All three watched us land.

We landed about a hundred feet in front of Sean. Amping up the volume on
the suit’s speakers so that they could definitely hear me, I said, “We
should talk.”

The scrap metal continued to circle above Sean as he said, “About what?”

“A few things. Like for example, the Feds want to give you ten thousand
dollars for your part in capturing Jack Maniac.”

Sean laughed. “Yeah? Cool. What do I have to do?”

“Fill out some paperwork at the FBI office. It should be easier for you
since you don’t have a secret identity.”

Sean said something that we couldn’t really hear, and didn’t look quite
as happy as he had before, but he didn’t attack us either.

We walked closer. Shouting wasn’t going to make the conversation easier.

Leading off with the news about the money had been Daniel’s idea, but
I’d evidently screwed it up a little somehow.

 +
_Daniel: Don’t worry about it. He’s still happy about the money, but
he’s been having second thoughts about the public identity. +
Me: Sucks to be him then. Once you’re out, you’re pretty much stuck
there._ +


Jody looked up at Sean. “Ten thousand dollars? Why didn’t you call me?”

Meanwhile Dayton jumped down from the top of the pile, landing in a few
different spots along the way. From the easy way he dropped, and dodged
sharp pieces that stuck out of the pile, it looked like he’d probably
picked up some enhanced strength, and agility along with his skill
mimicry abilities.

“There are a couple other things we should talk about,” I said. “First
off, I’ve heard that some people out there are putting together a new
version of the machine that gave Red Lightning his powers. The original
Rocket thought that it was the machine that somehow changed Red
Lightning. Using it isn’t a good idea, but if you are going to use it,
don’t have any power juice in your system when you do. There’s some
evidence that being clean will keep you safe. Tell everybody. You don’t
want anyone to end up like Red Lightning.”

Sean looked at Daniel and I. “How’d you know about that?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Daniel said. “People tell us things.”

Sean looked thoughtful.

“We heard one other thing you should think about,” Daniel said. “We
heard that one of your people mind controlled an entire room full of
people today. You probably know that I was trained by Mindstryke who was
trained by the Mentalist. That’s three generations of telepaths. Here’s
something we’ve learned: Normals don’t put up with that. They’ll put up
with a lot of stuff, but casual mind control isn’t one of them. What she
did was probably just a misdemeanor, but as soon as you mind control a
government employee, even accidentally, it becomes a felony, and
depending on what you do with them, it could easily become a federal
offense. Best case scenario, people get stuffed with drugs so they can’t
use their powers. Worst case, they get the death penalty. Don’t let it
go that far.”

Now standing next to Sean and Jody, Dayton said, “We’d better talk to
Julie. I don’t think she’s thinking about this at all.”

Sean lowered his head and looked directly at us. “Is that what this is
really all about? You’re trying to scare us away from using our powers.
Well, we’re not a bunch of little kids. You can’t tell us what to do.
You know what? You guys have the Heroes League name, but you’re not
them. You just inherited their stuff and their powers. Well, with juice
all over the place now, we don’t need you. We are normal people, and
we can take care of things ourselves.”

A wiser person probably would have handled it better. They probably
would have figured out some way to calm Sean down, and convince him that
we had his best interests at heart.

I wasn’t that guy. I could see how living in fear of some shadowy group
might make you suspicious of people telling you to stop using the powers
you just got. I could guess that being tracked down, and told about
stuff you’d done that you thought no one knew about might make you
afraid.

I understood it, but that’s not what I said…

I said, “What kind of idiot are you? We’re not trying to hurt you. We’re
trying to prevent you from turning into psychotic, power-mad morons.
We’re trying to prevent the Feds from taking you down. That’s the only
agenda we’ve got, and if you think at all, it’ll be obvious.”

Pieces of metal dropped out of the air. An engine block landed twenty
feet away from me and bounced, smacking into the scrap pile, then
bouncing off it and rolling to a stop.

Insulting a guy with magnetic powers in middle of a metal scrap yard
might not have been a good idea.



“I think,” Sean said. “you can’t handle the idea that new people might
be coming up. You’ve been getting the attention, and the money, and you
don’t want to give it up. Well, all of us using the juice? We’re the
revolution. We’re going to change everything.”

Trying to sound as if I didn’t think what he’d just said was completely
ridiculous, I asked, “How?”

“The juice and the impregnator open powers up to everyone. Powers won’t
be held by one little group. It’s going to be like a democracy.”

“Bull. Even if everybody that could use juice did, it would just move
the metahuman population from ten thousand to thirty thousand people out
of nearly seven billion. That’s not much of a difference.”

Sean had evidently absorbed the part of Mr. Beacham’s lecture where he’d
compared supers with inherited powers to feudal lords, but hadn’t been
reading the newspaper reports about the government’s juice research.

“Yeah? It’s still more, and there’s a lot of us around here. That’s what
you’re afraid of. You’re afraid of us being better than you.”

“Better?” I paused, trying to figure out where any of this came from. It
was all completely irrelevant to the conversation. Why were we even
talking about it?

In my mind, Daniel said, “Because it’s a big deal to him.”

Right.

“This is totally stupid,” I said aloud. “If I wanted to hurt you, I
wouldn’t have said anything, and let you turn yourself into a homicidal
manaic. Because if you want everyone to know your name, that’s the way
to go.”

“If you call me stupid again, I am going to kick your ass.”

The pieces of metal in the air stopped circling altogether, and hung,
motionless, above us.

“I didn’t call you stupid,” I said, and then I thought about it. I had
implied he was stupid — well, maybe more than implied. It might be
closer to say that I’d broadly hinted he was stupid.

“Bullshit. You’re nothing without that suit, and you know what it’s made
of? Metal. And that’s my thing.”

Technically, it wasn’t all metal. Actually an awful lot of what used to
be metal had been replaced with high tech ceramics and plastics. Still,
Grandpa and I hadn’t gotten rid of all of it.

“I didn’t try to call you stupid, but don’t you think that beating a guy
up because you thought he called you stupid wouldn’t be the brightest –”

In retrospect, I probably could have phrased that better.

All the metal hanging above Sean flew toward the scrap piles next to us,
some of it landing on the pile, some of it missing, and flying into the
main yard.

Then Sean started yanking at the suit with his powers. I knew it for a
few different reasons. First of all because I could feel a pull on the
suit. Second, because the readouts went out. Grandpa had designed the
suit so that it was resistant to electromagnetic fields. He’d also
designed it so that if the field was particularly powerful, it would
shut down the most vulnerable systems.

That meant that the sonics wouldn’t work, and I  only had strength and
the armor’s protection left. I hoped Sean wouldn’t think to throw me
into the lake.

Sean meanwhile, looked frustrated. Evidently the relatively small
amounts metal had made it harder to get a good hold.

That’s not to say he wasn’t moving me. He was. My feet scraped across
the ground for a foot or so as if I were water-skiing in slow motion.

Then Sean fell over.

As he did, the force pulling me forward stopped, and I just barely
managed to avoid falling.

Even as I began to balance, I noticed Jody beginning to blur as he ran
toward Daniel and I.

The readouts in my helmet had reappeared, and I began to raise my arm to
blast him with the sonics, but I didn’t have to.

Jody floated upward three feet. His feet moved uselessly for a moment,
but then he stopped, and started cursing at us.

I looked to see what Dayton was doing.

He raised his hands to head level, and held them there, palms facing me.

“I’m not going to fight the two of you by myself.”

“Sorry,” I said. To Daniel, I said, “I guess we should go.”

Afterward, we flew back to HQ, changed into normal clothes, and played
video games for a couple hours. Nothing interrupted us — which was good,
because I wasn’t in the mood to respond to emergencies anyway.

We talked about what had happened too, but not until after we’d turned
off the Playstation.

“I guess that could have gone better,” I said.

“No kidding,” Daniel said. “Try not to imply, or hint, that people are
idiots, and it generally goes better.”

“I gathered that. Still, you were pretty impressive at the end.”

Daniel shrugged. “As a precaution, I’d been trying to work out how to
paralyze Sean the whole time you were talking. By the time he attacked
you, I understood what it took for him. With Jody, I had a little
precognitive warning. Lifting him was easy.”

“Did I tell you I’d figured out what to do with Julie’s mind control
stuff? I’m pretty sure that’s got to use ultrasonic frequencies just
like the Ball’s paralysis ray. I’m thinking about a device that could
stop it, but it’s got to be something I can use at school. After today,
I can’t assume that she won’t use it in normal life.”

“Right.” Daniel thought for a second. “I think there’s a pretty good
chance that Sean will be nervous enough to listen to you about the
Impregnator. If nothing else, Dayton will be. Maybe that’ll be good
enough.”

We walked around HQ for a little while longer, turning out lights and
talking.

Daniel took his car home, and I walked to my house. It wasn’t far, and I
wanted to walk.

Walking down the sidewalk, I knew we had to let everyone know what had
happened, and not just tonight, but this afternoon too.

I didn’t look forward to it.





Legio


        Around four on Sunday afternoon, Lt. Van Kley showed Travis, Haley,
Daniel, and I the dead bodies. There were three of them — two men and a
woman, each of them horribly burned.

The house looked as bad inside as it had outside. Outside, it stood as
an excellent example of urban decay in Grand Lake. Built in the 1920’s,
the house had cracked, beige paint over wooden siding with spots of
greenish moss. It sat in the middle of a neighborhood of houses almost
exactly like it.



Inside, threadbare rugs covered the wooden floor of the living room,
which seemed to be half couches and half entertainment center.

They had big speakers, and a lot of them. Some hung on the walls. I
guessed that they might have been going for surround sound.

The woman’s body lay in front of the television as if she’d been about
to change the DVD as the murderer entered the room. The side of her
facing the door had been blackened to the point of being featureless
ash. The other side of her body hadn’t, which actually made it worse to
look at.

One of the men, a big guy, lay on the floor just in front of the couch,
burned on his front, ashes made from his skin and clothing on the floor
around him.

The other guy hadn’t even made it off the couch. His upper half, along
with his clothing and the couch next to him had been blackened, but then
spattered with white. Someone must have used a fire extinguisher.

“So this is it,” Lt. Van Kley said, “we thought you should take a look.”
She waved her hand in the direction of the bodies.

Daniel said, “How long has it been?”

Van Kley checked her watch. “I’d say forty-five minutes.”

“I’m not usually much good with this stuff after about half an hour
unless it was a really intense experience.”

Van Kley folded her arms, and watched Daniel as he walked over to the
woman on the floor. “Looks intense to me.”

Daniel’s masked head tilted toward the charred body. “Good point.”

He knelt next to her.

Next to me, Haley said, “This is sick.”

I thought back to the last time I’d seen dead bodies, back at her
family’s Christmas party. I’d felt nauseous. I felt okay for the moment,
and hoped I stayed that way. The last thing I needed was to puke with
the helmet on.

“Hey Night Cat,” Travis said, “let’s try to catch the scent. Rocket, see
if you notice anything strange.”

I didn’t know what I’d be looking for, but whatever, we’d settled on
having Travis be field commander for the day. I’d look.

From the smile on the unmasked part of Haley’s face, I gathered she
found his orders amusing somehow — or maybe it was the fact that he
didn’t act any different as field commander than he did normally.

Careful not to touch anything, I looked over the bodies. Nothing unusual
jumped out at me.

Near me, Haley said, “The burnt meat smell covers over everything. No,
wait. I think I might smell something… Meth, maybe?”

Over on the other side of room, Travis said, “Right. Meth. Maybe
marijuana too. I don’t think they’re here right now, but they have been.
How did you recognize the smell?”

“Friends of a friend were using them,” Haley said quietly.

I wondered if she meant Logan, and maybe Vaughn. Strange to think that
she’d once been dating Sean, and that she’d probably gone to some of the
same parties that Vaughn attended before he got sent to treatment.

If events had gone differently, she might still be dating Sean now.

Daniel’s voice brought me out of my thoughts. “I’ve just seen it. Does
anybody else want to? It’s… intense.”

I sent him a mental yes.

He turned toward Van Kley. “Lieutenant?”

She didn’t say anything for second. Then, “God. I can’t say I like this,
but go ahead.”

Then I was in the same room almost an hour earlier. The people were
alive, and not much older than we were.

The woman had just gotten off the couch, and picked a DVD out of the
tray. She had long, black hair, and a nice smile.

She said something to the two men sitting on the couch, but I couldn’t
understand it. It was in Spanish. That didn’t surprise me. Van Kley had
said the people who died were part of a gang called the Southsiders. I’d
heard the Southsiders were mostly Hispanic.

She had the DVD in her hand as the door opened.

I didn’t recognize the man who pushed open the door.

He had short, blond hair, a greasy, pimpled face, and a black, jean
jacket. “I’ve got a message from Prime. No deal.”

The woman dropped the DVD as he raised his right hand. The air rippled
in front of it, and I could see her clothes catch fire, and her skin
begin to blacken as she screamed.

I turned away from her in time to watch him point his hand toward a big,
heavily muscled guy in a t-shirt. He’d only took a step away from the
couch before he began to burn as well.

The man by the door pointed his left hand at the man still sitting on
the couch. The guy didn’t have a chance. Along with his body, the couch
caught on fire.

As someone from the upstairs shouted, the killer took one last look
around the room, and then he left.

The vision of the room’s past dissolved into the equally disturbing
present.

From off to my right, Haley said, “That was… horrible.”

Next to the upstairs stairway, Travis said, “It was definitely intense.
Hey, Lieutenant, did you ever talk to the guy from upstairs?”



Travis began to move his hand near the railing, but stopped. Before
she’d let us inside, she’d told us not to touch anything.

Lt. Van Kley stood next to the burned couch. Her face looked almost as
gray as her hair. “I’ll never get used to that,” she said.

In a quiet voice, Daniel said, “Sorry.”

Van Kley shook her head. “It wouldn’t be the first time. Mindstryke has
done the same thing often enough. Where is Mindstryke?”

“In space right now. And no,” Daniel said, “I don’t know why.”

Van Kley opened her mouth to ask something else, but the front door
opened, and another police officer walked in.

“Lieutenant, there’s some cape out here who wants to come inside.”

She turned toward the door and began to ask, “Who?”

The policeman said “Some kid,” as Sean pushed the door open and stepped
inside.

Van Kley stared at him. “I didn’t say you could come in here.”

“I just want to help. Besides, they’re in here.”

“I asked them to be here, just like I asked you to leave. If you do not
leave, I’ll have to arrest you for interfering in a police
investigation.”

He scowled, and then said, “Alright, I’ll go.”

He left.

Beyond a few guns and the smell of drugs, Haley and Travis didn’t find
anything worth mentioning. We all left a few minutes later.

Just before opening the door to go out, Travis said to me, “As much as I
wish you guys hadn’t pissed him off, I’ve got to admit he’s an asshole.
I wanted to punch him for most of last year.”

More quietly he said, “I can’t believe you ever dated that guy.”

“He seemed nice.” Haley sounded tired of the subject.

Outside, a small crowd had gathered behind the yellow police line. A
couple officers stood outside watching them.

The crowd appeared to be mostly neighbors — a mix of senior citizens,
families and a few teenagers. I didn’t recognize them. There were a
couple reporters, one from the Grand Lake Sentinel, the other from NBC
News 10. The cameraman pointed his camera at us as Travis ducked his
head to avoid hitting the top of the door frame.

I came out just behind him.

Sean and the rest of his team stood together, talking, a little to the
right of the rest of the crowd. For the second time, I couldn’t help but
notice how comparatively colorful and coordinated their costumes were.
Travis and Haley’s costumes were both black and gray. Daniel’s was black
with silver. The Rocket suit was basically gold with black lines.

By contrast, while they all had a white, V-shaped spot (plus the
clenched fist logo) on their chests, their uniforms seemed to be the
colors of the rainbow. Sean had green. Dayton, blue. Jody, silver.
Julie, pink. Shannon, yellow. And the girl whose name I could never
remember (Camille) wore orange.

They’d somehow missed the color red.

Still, it made me think of the Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers, or,
possibly, the Teletubbies.

I walked down the front steps, and Sean glared at me.

Well, it’s not like I wasn’t used to it. It had been weirder when he’d
respected the Rocket, and disliked me as myself.

Once outside, Travis and Haley drove off in Night Wolf’s car. Daniel and
I flew away.

We started regular patrols up again that week.

We had tried them at Cassie’s insistence back in the fall, but aside
from running into Man-machine one time, nothing had ever happened. Grand
Lake didn’t have a big problem with crime — especially when things got
cold enough that any self-respecting mugger would need to wear gloves, a
winter hat, a thick jacket, boots, and possibly snow pants just to avoid
frostbite.

In May, however, we had entered a season when a person could get away
with having open windows.

And anyway, the person we were looking for wasn’t likely to have a
problem keeping warm.

On Thursday night, I ended up going on patrol with Marcus. It would have
been more fun to go with Daniel or Haley, but Daniel had a track meet,
and Haley had to work. Besides Haley and I had planned to do something
on Friday night anyway.

I kept police band murmuring at a low level in my helmet while I flew.
Marcus had turned into a dragon-like form with wide, leathery wings.
After about an hour of flying, we landed on the flat roof of an empty
store to talk. The Rocket suit’s readouts showed the time as 9:16 PM.

The store stood next to a couple other brick buildings in the middle of
an older neighborhood. We stood at about the level of the tops of trees.
The trees were still bare of leaves, but I thought I saw buds.

Marcus shifted away from the dragon form as he landed on the roof.

Within seconds he’d turned into himself, but wearing a green costume. I
wondered where the costume disappeared to when he wasn’t shaped like a
person.

“Anything happening on police band?” Marcus asked.

“Not really. A couple people got caught speeding, and there was a noise
complaint somewhere.”

“So, it’s a total bust. Isn’t that funny? You always hear about supers
getting to these huge fights because of a casual night time patrol, but
when we actually do it, you can hear the crickets chirp, you know?”

I didn’t hear any crickets, and I knew he didn’t mean it literally, but
still…

“It’s probably a good thing,” I said. And it was, sort of. Any night
where people weren’t being murdered was a good night, but, it would have
been nice to have a lead.

Back when Haley and I had eavesdropped on Justice Fist, one of them had
said that the Cabal’s gang had been going after the Lake Street gang.
I’d suggested we follow Lake Street around through downtown, and the old
factory district in the hope that something would happen.

“It’s good,” Marcus said, “but boring, boring, boring. I wish the Mystic
were here to do his ‘find the greatest danger’ trick.”

“It’d be nice, but we’d be just as likely to end up feeding somebody’s
goldfish as doing anything useful.”

Marcus laughed. “Maybe we should shake things up a little bit, and run
instead of fly. I’ve been working on this cool new running form –”

I stopped listening to Marcus, and started looking into the sky. I
didn’t have a danger sense, but something about the sound of the wind
seemed wrong.

Illuminated by the streetlights, a man flew toward us and landed on the
roof. He wore a red, Justice Fist uniform.

“Nice entrance,” Marcus said. “Who are you?”

“I call myself Red Legacy.”

“Red Legacy?” Marcus said. “Are you trying to remind people of Red
Lightning? Or was that accidental?”

Red Legacy chuckled. “I was going to remind people of Red Lightning one
way or the other.”

He held his hands apart in front of him, facing each other. Electricity
crackled between them. It was colored red.

“Oh wow, you’re doomed.”



“Right,” Red Legacy said, “so I thought I’d take it head on.”

“Yeah,” Marcus said. “I can see where you might do that. As soon as
Storm King started with the lightning, people got real nervous, and his
wasn’t even red. So, do you do weather too?”

Red Legacy shook his head. “I can’t, but Red Lightning couldn’t do much
of that either.”

“So, can you blow up buildings with your lightning?”

“Small buildings, maybe. I haven’t tried it, but I’m not as powerful as
he was after his power upgrade. The government juice is more powerful
than his Power Elixir, but not like the fully activated power.”

“The way I remember it,” I said, “he was also strong and really tough
afterward. You too?”

Red Legacy nodded. “I can bench a couple of tons when fully medicated.
No one’s tried to kill me, so I haven’t gotten to test if bullets bounce
off my chest. Anyway, what are you guys doing out tonight?”

“Patrolling,” Marcus said. “It’s been dead quiet, but since the murders,
we’ve been out looking for the guy.”

“Right. Us too. Do you have anything?”

“No,” I said.

Marcus smiled. “I’m surprised to see you here alone. Don’t you guys
always show up together?”

“I’ve nothing against them, but they’re all a bunch of high school kids.
I’m not meaning to offend either of you if you’re still in high school,
but I’ve been out for about eight years now. I’ve got no interest in
who’s dating who, and which teachers are mean and all that. I’m sure I
cared back then, but it’s been a few years.”

And that, if I hadn’t already suspected it, pretty much confirmed it had
to be Lucas, Russell Hardwick’s son. He’d graduated medical school, and
was in his residency. Of course, he wouldn’t care about high school
gossip.

Yet again, I wished Daniel were with us. Of any of them, Lucas would be
in the best position to know if the Impregnator were up and running yet.
It was his dad’s project, after all, and it had been about a week now.
Hopefully, Sean would follow my advice about not mixing the juice with
the Impregnator.

And on the off chance he hadn’t passed my advice on…

“Hey,” I said. “I tried to tell uh… the Power… this last Sunday, but if
you guys get something like the Power Impregnator working, make sure
that you’ve dried out from power juice by the time you try it. Give it
at least a day, maybe a week. The original Rocket thought mixing the two
might have been the reason Red Lightning went crazy. I told the Power to
tell everyone.”

Red Legacy frowned. “He didn’t tell me at all. Not that we have anything
like that, but if we ever do, I’d like to stick with the sane part of
Red Lightning’s legacy.”

He turned to look out over the neighborhood. We were only a few blocks
from where the murder occurred. It wasn’t the best neighborhood in town,
but wasn’t the worst either. Most of the houses were well kept up. They
were older houses though, so the houses that weren’t kept up stuck out.

At night however, unmowed lawns, overgrown gardens, and cracked windows
disappeared, so even the houses that people ignored seemed okay.  We
could see a few blocks over, row after row of  lit up windows.

Red Legacy faced us again after a moment. “So, we’re all out patrolling.
Do you want to work together tonight?”

“Sure,” Marcus said.

I went along with it. Marcus was field commander for the night, and I
thought it might be worth getting a sense of whether Lucas was as messed
up as his father seemed to be.

The obvious didn’t happen. By that I mean that we didn’t get attacked.
He didn’t awe us with his wisdom, disgust us with his cowardice, or lead
us into a trap and betray us. Mostly he just seemed like a decent enough
guy.

Over the next few hours, he took a few drinks from the metal flasks
hanging on his utility belt every forty minutes or so. I timed him.

It seemed like a detail worth knowing.

In an ideal world, I would have been out on patrol the next time anyone
saw the guy with the burning hands, but I wasn’t.

On Tuesday night, almost a week later, I sat on a stool in the lab in
HQ, assembling the copies of my paralysis ray blocker for everyone’s
utility belt.

Around seven, lights started blinking yellow throughout the complex, and
I checked the computer. Jaclyn’s alert device had been activated. I got
her coordinates, put on the Rocket suit, and flew out to find her.

Following the Rocket suit’s GPS led me to the Harbor Place apartment
complex on the southeast side of the city, near Abraham Kuyper College.
Why they called it Harbor Place, I didn’t know. Grand Lake and Lake
Michigan were on the west side of the city.

Harbor Place had two ponds in front of it, but no river. It hadn’t even
been decorated with a nautical theme. The buildings were four story
brown brick with brown siding, and brown, wooden balconies.

I recognized Cassie’s (as in Captain Commando’s) motorcycle in the
parking lot instantly. I’d spent too many hours rebuilding it not to.

Even if I hadn’t recognized the bike though, I would have noticed a few
other clues that I was in the right place.

The first? The front of a mini-van in the parking lot had been half
melted.

The ten foot hole in the side of the building was the second clue.

Cassie, Jaclyn, Red Legacy and another member of Justice Fist stood in
front of the hole shouting at each other. Five bodies lay at their feet.

As I slowed down, preparing to land, I felt the wind pushing at me from
the right. Checking over my shoulder told me exactly what I suspected.
Vaughn flew toward me, catching up.

I landed the usual way, turning my body so that my feet were toward the
ground. I gave it a little more fuel, straightening me out, and moving
upward before lowering myself to the ground.

Vaughn landed at about the same time.



On the bright side, they’d stopped arguing. I suspected it was less due
to solving the problem than that the combination of rocketpack and wind
made it hard to hear.

The bodies on the ground weren’t burned. That boded well. They might not
be dead.

Something about them seemed a little off. They wore jeans and shirts
with sports teams. A couple had baggy pants. They seemed right for a
gang in a Hollywood sort of way, but wrong in some of the little
details.

From what I’d seen at school, gangs didn’t seem to be equal opportunity
employers. They seemed to be mostly of one ethnic group or another.
These guys included all skin tones — white, black and in between. Also,
in the gap between one man’s red jacket and jeans, I could see the man’s
t-shirt. It seemed to be made of a material similar to the stealth suit.

I wondered if they all wore it.

Even beyond that, they seemed too clean cut. It didn’t jump out at me
because they had different hair lengths, but they’d all shaved. The two
guys with long hair wore it in ponytails. I could have written all that
off to my own stereotypes of what gangs should look like, but I noticed
three submachine guns on the ground. They were identical.

Did gangs buy guns in bulk? I had no way of knowing, but I doubted it.

Vaughn stopped to stare at the bodies, and then the hole, but then said,
“So, what happened?”

Jaclyn stiffened. “These two practically helped them get away.”

Red Legacy held up his hands in (I assumed) frustration. “I already said
I was sorry.”

“But they’re still gone,” Jaclyn said.

Next to Red Legacy, the yellow-costumed Justice Fist member didn’t
speak, or meet anybody’s eyes.

“Whoa everybody,” Vaughn said. “Take a breath. How did it happen?”

Cassie and Jaclyn looked at each other for a second.

Then Cassie said, “Before we went out tonight, the Mystic said that he
thought that something might happen around here –”

“Actually,” Jaclyn said, “he said that he’d felt that something might
happen here last night when he was on patrol, so we decided to watch it
tonight.”

“Anyway,” Cassie shot an annoyed look at her, “we stuck around here and
saw two vans pull up. These guys got out of one, and four other guys
stepped out of the other. I recognized the guy with the burning hands.
That’s when we went in.”

“Except we didn’t recognize him,” Jaclyn said, “until after the really
big guy punched a hole in the building.”

Cassie sighed. “I recognized him. The cycle’s got a camera… So,
Accelerando got there first, and threw the big guy almost to the road. I
jumped off my bike, and started to help her except these guys,” she
nodded toward the men on the ground, “got in my way. So I started
fighting them. I took out three.”

“And that,” Jaclyn said, “is when Red Taser and Darkness Girl showed up.
He,” she pointed at Red Legacy, “zapped everybody, and she put out the
lights.”

I looked around the group of them. “What happened after that? Where’d
they go?”

“I don’t know,” Jaclyn said. “I was unconscious.”

Cassie said, “Me too,” and then glared at Red Legacy. “What were you
thinking?”

“I’m not going to apologize for this again… Lightning is hard to direct.
The farther it gets from my body, the less control I’ve got. I had the
choice of doing nothing or taking out everybody. I didn’t think either
of you would get permanently hurt, so I took the shot.”

Vaughn looked at Red Legacy. “Oh come on, you have to have more control
than that.”

“I’m working on it, but no, not yet.”

“So what happened?” I asked. “If Red Legacy took everyone out, what
happened to the other guys?”

The other Justice Fist member spoke. From her voice, I recognized
Shannon, Julie’s cousin, and one of the baristas at Solid Grounds. “They
didn’t all go down. Two of them stayed conscious and pulled the other
two back to their van. Then they drove away. We couldn’t follow them
because we couldn’t see through it.”

Vaughn laughed. “They could see through your darkness, and you couldn’t?
That’s kind of funny, you know?”

She paused for a few seconds. “It’s not funny. It makes it all my
fault.”

I felt like I should say something comforting, but what exactly?

“Nah,” Vaughn said. “You’ve got a bunch of people who weren’t working
together, and you guys probably haven’t done this much. They didn’t kill
anybody this time, did they?”

Shannon looked toward the hole in the building. We all did.

The wall had fallen into an apartment’s living room, covering the couch,
and breaking the television. We didn’t see any bodies.

Cassie said, “Well, at least something went right, but we’ve still lost
them.”

“I don’t know,” I said. I pointed toward the melted van. “They took two
vans. Is that their other one? The Mystic’s going to show up soon, and
even if the guys on the ground have protection against mental probes, I
bet he can get something off the van.”

Daniel arrived before the police, checked out the unconscious men’s
minds, and then concentrated on the van.

“They were all blocked,” Daniel said. “I wasn’t awed by the work.
Whoever did it, didn’t have as much power or fine control as I do, but
given those limitations, it was sophisticated. It would take me hours of
work to get anywhere, and I couldn’t be sure I got everything.

“Fortunately for us,” he continued, “they didn’t do any thing to block
impressions from building up in the van. So I’ve got the address.”

“Great,” Cassie said. “Let’s go.”



“What?” Vaughn grinned at her. “We’re just going to go over there and
take them on?”

“Why not?”

“They might be expecting us,” I said. “Or expecting to be chased at any
rate.”

“No,” Cassie said. “They got away. No pursuit. I’m sure they’ll be
watching, but they don’t have a reason to be.”

“Right,” Jaclyn said. “We were doing okay with just the two of us. Now
we’ve got five –”

“Seven,” Lucas said.

“Oh, no,” Jaclyn said. “We are not bringing you along.”

“Lu — Red Legacy,” Shannon began. “They don’t want us. I’d be fine with
going home.”

“No,” Lucas said. “I want to see this through.”

Cassie put her hand on Daniel’s shoulder, “Hey Mystic, where are they?”

“The north side. It’s in an older neighborhood, not far from all the
factories and warehouses. They’ve rented an older house. A big one.”

“Are there a lot of people in the house?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t get that.”

“Do a lot of different people use the van? Or is it the same people all
the time.”

Daniel stepped back, and thought about it. “Yeah. A lot of different
people.”

Cassie smiled at Lucas and Shannon. “Consider yourself in. Let’s go.”

Jaclyn looked over at them and then at Cassie. “Are you serious?”

“We might need them.”

“What about the rest of the League? They ought to be showing up soon.”

“I doubt it. I canceled the yellow once Storm King and Rocket showed up.
Everyone else has to cross town to HQ to suit up before they get here,
not to mention leaving whatever they’re doing… I bet they didn’t even
get to HQ before the alert changed.”

Daniel nodded. “It turned to green on my way. I only showed up because I
was closer to here than home.”

Vaughn said, “We could call everybody, and have them meet us there.”

Cassie shook her head. “We’d still have to wait, and I want to hit them
while they’re off-balance. Let’s go.”

“What about those guys?” I pointed toward the bodies.

“We’ll leave them for the cops. Accelerando, you could tell them what
happened, and then catch up with us. Mystic, can you give her the
address?”

As Daniel said, “Sure,” Lucas turned to me and asked, “She’s team
leader?”

“For the day. We switch off.”

The police showed up as we flew away, Cassie’s motorcycle running down
the road below us.

The north side of downtown held mostly factories, old houses, and Grand
Lake University. The house stood less than half a mile from the two
smashed buildings where we’d run into the Gray Giant, and the abandoned
building where Lee sometimes held practices.

Jaclyn had caught up with us before we arrived, running next to Cassie.

We stopped a couple blocks away from the house, gathering in the parking
lot of an old brick factory. The factory went for half a block by
itself, obscuring most of the parking lot from the view of Lake Street,
the main road through this section of town.

The factory used to make furniture. White bricks spelled the name
“Wilson Furniture Co.” on the side. I didn’t know what it made now.

Whatever it made, it closed before eight. We were the only ones in the
parking lot. With the sun still setting, we had light to work with, and
we’d made a point of standing with the factory between us and the road.

We circled next to Cassie and her motorcycle.

Shannon stood next to Lucas, shifting her weight from one foot to
another, and sometimes looking down the street.

Vaughn moved between Jaclyn and Cassie, asking Jaclyn, “How’d it go with
the cops?”

“I barely talked to them. I told them who the guys on the ground were,
and how the hole got there, and left.”

Shannon said, “I don’t want to be a pest, but who were they? I don’t
know either.”

We all looked at each other.

“I don’t know, for sure,” I said, “but I’ve been assuming that they were
what’s left of the Cabal’s gang. We know they’re in the area, and since
they went after members of the Southside gang, it fits. Kind of, anyhow.
They’ve got better equipment than normal gangs.”

“It makes sense,” Vaughn said. “I always heard that you could buy drugs
from the Lake Street gang at Harbor Place apartments. Maybe they’re
taking over or something?”

“I told the police they were with the guy who murdered those people last
Sunday,” Jaclyn said. “That’s where I stopped.”

“Well,” Cassie said, “we’ll know more when we take them in. Right now,
we should make a plan, and I came up with one I like on the way here.

“Here it is… The Mystic, Storm King and Red Legacy fly up above the
house. I’ll use the motorcycle to shoot in smoke and tear gas grenades.
The Mystic can tell us where they’re leaving the house, and you two,”
she pointed at Lucas and Vaughn, “can zap everybody coming out from
above. The rest of us will take anyone you missed.”

“I don’t really know anything about fighting,” Shannon said. “What
should I –”

Cassie interrupted her. “Don’t worry about it. If you can put a thin
layer of darkness around the sides and back, they’ll come out the front.
Can you do that?”

“I think so.”

“Anyone else?” Cassie asked.

The last time Cassie had been in charge, we’d fought the Gray Giant.
That hadn’t gone very well, mostly because we had no idea what we were
really facing.

This plan sounded pretty good.

The house sat just off Lake Street. It was big — not Hardwick House big,
but eighteenth century “big enough for a family of eight, plus servants”
big.

I’d heard somewhere that back then, people built the larger houses on
main roads, and at the ends of side streets just off the main roads. It
was easier to catch the trolley that way, making the houses more
desirable, and thus they were built for people who were better off.



Sometime between now and then, that changed. Houses near factories,
warehouses, and moving freight trains weren’t for people with money
anymore.

Not to mention the fact that Grand Lake hadn’t had a working trolley
system in ninety years.

Anyway, whatever family had had the house built probably wouldn’t have
recognized the place. Other owners had subdivided it into apartments,
rented it to anyone who could pay the deposit, and painted it purple.

It could have looked nice. Two stories tall, it had big windows, took up
as much space as the two houses next to it, and had a wide porch that
stretched the length of the front. At the same time, the front yard had
big spots of dirt surrounded by grass and weeds. While flying there, I’d
noticed that most of the back yard had been turned into a parking lot
for the residents.

Even in the twilight, the house didn’t look good.

Interestingly, it was the worst looking house on the block. Despite the
factories, the rest of that neighborhood had been kept up. I’d noticed
grills, swing sets in backyards, and some newer cars when I’d been
flying over.

It made me worry a little bit though. What happened if the people inside
came out with guns blazing, spraying bullets everywhere? Houses weren’t
bulletproof.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have the chance to do anything about it.

Smoke followed them out.

They started firing at Cassie as one, and she put her head down below
the top of the windscreen. Bullets bounced off it, ricocheting into the
yard, but not for very long.

Bolts of red lightning rained down on them from the sky, making their
bodies jerk spastically as they fell.

If it had ended there, the plan would have worked perfectly.

It didn’t.

__They’re going out all at once!__

From Jaclyn’s side of the house came the snap and crash of boards
breaking. On other side, glass shattered.

We knew what we had to cover. Red Legacy went to help Jaclyn. Vaughn and
I flew toward the side with shattered glass. Daniel stayed in place,
observing who needed help most, ready to pass information along to
Cassie and Shannon.

I descended as Vaughn sent a blast of white lightning down toward the
people jumping out of the window, appearing only as they left Shannon’s
wall of darkness.

There were six of them. Just like the people in front, they wore black
body armor, and carried sub-machine guns. I recognized the guy with
burning hands.

They were well trained. Despite the lightning, they kept calm and aimed
their guns upward — well, except for one guy.

A pudgy, red haired man raised up his hand, and drew the lightning in.

It wrapped around his arm from all directions and disappeared.

The bullets hit me, and I felt them, but I dropped until I touched the
ground. Then I fired a blast of the sonics.

That stopped the bullets for a moment. I took advantage of it to punch a
couple people in the face.

They went down.

The pudgy, guy pointed his hand at me, and electricity bridged the gap
between us. Of course, if Grandpa had designed the suit to handle
anything, he’d designed it to handle lightning.

I blasted away with the sonics, hoping the noise would distract him long
enough.

He held his hands up, blocking his face, and then sent back a less
powerful version of my own sonic wail. It didn’t hurt me, but something
else did.

The guy with the burning hands ran up and grabbed my right forearm where
the sonic device hung. The heat became instantly painful. Meanwhile a
red dot in the helmet readouts warned me that I risked losing suit
integrity. Then it told me I’d just lost the right arm sonic.

Better that than my arm.

I dug my encased fingers into the palm of my left gauntlet, pressing the
button that engaged the rocketpack, and shot upward. He hung on until he
got five feet into the air.

Then he dropped.

Wind hit the group of them near where I’d been, knocking them to the
ground, and pushing me toward the front of the house.

I became level with the house’s roof soon afterward, finding Vaughn
standing on the edge.

For a moment, I thought the wind he’d created would take care of them.
One of them tried to stand, it blew him ten feet before he stretched
out, and lay on the ground. They couldn’t fire their guns, and even if
they did, the bullets wouldn’t have flown straight.

Engaging the helmet’s speaker, I shouted, “Put down your weapons.”

They didn’t. The pudgy guy grabbed the leg of the guy with the burning
hands. The man raised his right hand, and suddenly I could feel heat and
see the helmet readout of the temperature climb.

Vaughn flew backwards, away from the edge, as that side of the house
burst into flame.

I followed, mentally adding “energy absorption” and “energy boost” to
the list of powers I didn’t much like.

Vaughn started coughing as I landed next to him on the roof.

“Got a big breath of hot air and smoke,” he said.

“You think you’ll be okay?”

“Yeah. It’s my own fault, anyway.”

It wasn’t really his fault, but when you depend on wind to fly, it’s not
much of a surprise if the wind carries smoke along too.



Past Vaughn, Daniel and Lucas hovered over the far end of the house.
Lightning arced from Lucas’ hands toward the ground, flashing again and
again.

A gun fired from below and bullets hit Lucas in the chest, driving him
backward in the air. The lightning stopped for a second as he looked
down toward his chest.

Then he laughed, and dove downward.

I guessed he must have discovered that bullets did bounce off his
chest.

Too bad though that Lucas hadn’t decided to help Vaughn and I out. What
were we going to do about those guys? I thought a little more, and then
said, “Hey Storm King –”

Too late.  Vaughn had stopped coughing and was already flying down
toward the burning side of the house.

I gave the rocketpack some fuel and followed him.

The upper half of that side of the house hadn’t just caught fire, but
really started to burn. I tried to get Vaughn’s attention, but I didn’t
need to. A big gust of wind blew at the house, snuffing out most of the
fire. A few flames licked the eaves.

Another gust of wind made all of those disappear too.

It almost made it worth getting off the roof to find the guys we’d been
fighting — except not quite. They weren’t there anymore.

I swung around to the backyard, realizing that Shannon must have let the
darkness go, and saw the people we’d fought as they ran toward the other
side of the house.

Vaughn and I rounded the corner, finding the fight that everyone else
had been drawn into.

Jaclyn and Cassie had described one of the people they’d fought as being
a big guy, and they’d been right. He stood around seven feet high, and
his muscles would have been the envy of bodybuilders. Unlike the rest of
his group, he didn’t wear any kind of armor, just a ripped, black
t-shirt revealing  a heavily muscled chest.

He stood, trading blows with Jaclyn, in the side yard of the house
they’d been renting, and behind the backyard of the house on the corner.

The truly scary thing about the fight for me was that Jaclyn didn’t seem
to be holding back. Jaclyn had legs strong enough to push her along at
the speed of sound when she wanted to, and her arms weren’t any weaker.
She delivered every blow at a blur, and every hit made a solid thumping
noise.

The particularly hard blows caused him to back up, and even drove his
leg a few inches into the ground.

Jaclyn mostly managed to dodge the man’s punches, but his seemed to be
at least as hard as hers.

Only a few feet past Jaclyn, Cassie lay on the ground near her
motorcycle. Her left forearm had been broken, and hung at a disquieting
angle. As I noticed her, she used her other hand to straighten the limb
out on the ground.

I had a few moments to wonder why no one seemed to be helping Jaclyn
out, when the question answered itself.

Daniel: __Nick, on your left…__

Everything worth looking at was on my left, but then I noticed another
person. Two, actually. A black haired woman with paper white skin stood
next to the house’s brick chimney (which unlike the rest of the house
hadn’t been painted purple). She stood as tall as the big guy, but
seemed to be all spindly limbs, excessively skinny even with the armored
jacket bulking up her torso.

I might have worried less about her if it weren’t for Red Legacy’s legs.
They stuck out of the side of the chimney. The rest of him had
presumably been pushed through it.

She jumped at me, moving twenty feet upward through the air. She seemed
just about to grab my leg when she hit an invisible wall. As she
stopped, and began to fall, a gust of wind came up and blew her into the
parking lot behind the house.

She hit the van.

I mentally thanked Daniel and Vaughn for the assist. They’d done it to
me a couple times in practice. It was nice to see it could be useful
against someone not on our team.

 +
__Daniel:_ Vaughn, Nick. Cassie wants you to stop the guys you were
fighting from reaching Jaclyn. +
Me: Right. Vaughn, I’ll take the energy absorber. You take burning hands
guy. +
Vaughn: Got it. This is going to be easy._ +


Burning hands guy, and pudgy guy had reached Jaclyn.

She stepped to the left of the big guy, flanking him on the left, while
dodging a blast of heat that melted the chain length fence between the
yards.

Jaclyn landed a good punch. I could hear bones break, and see the left
side of his chest cave in. He gasped, but the moment didn’t last. The
bones knit themselves back together as I watched.

His left hand blurred in a punch that swung around his body, hitting
Jaclyn and throwing her into the air.

She flew over the fence, through the back wall of the house next door,
and possibly out the front of the house too, because I heard a second
crash, the screeching of brakes, and then cars beeping.

A gust of wind sent burning hands guy into the side of the house. He hit
and stopped moving.

I flew in, landing directly in front of the pudgy guy, and punched him
in the face.

He fell to the ground. I’d been right in guessing that he absorbed
energy better than mechanical force.

Unfortunately, that put me within arms reach of the big guy, who turned
and punched me in the face, triggering internal warnings that another
punch like that could crack the helmet.

Needless to say, it hurt.

I fell on my back.

He raised his foot to stomp on my leg, and I was just about to trigger
the rocketpack to shoot me across the lawn, toward the parking lot,
except two things happened.

A globe of pitch-black darkness appeared around the guy’s head, allowing
me time to twist away.

The other was that Cassie came from behind, and, with quick swipe of her
sword, chopped off his left leg just above the knee.

By the time the guy and his severed leg hit the ground, I’d already
rolled away. Given what I’d seen in his fight with Jaclyn, I couldn’t
rule out the possibility that he might be able to grab me, and crush the
life out me.

I stood up, keeping myself out of arm’s reach.



Shannon walked up from the parking lot, holding the darkness around his
head.

“You cut off his leg?” I couldn’t see her face behind the yellow and
black mask, but it felt like she was staring.

“He regenerates,” Cassie said. “It’s not permanent.”

I noticed that the stump wasn’t bleeding anymore, and had already
scabbed over. It might have been my imagination, but it already seemed
to be growing a little. Even more creepy, the severed part had stopped
bleeding too. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to be getting larger.

It would be just our luck if the guy could clone himself from his own
severed bits.

“I can’t say I’m wild about it either,” I said, “but if she hadn’t, I
think he could have killed me, or at least smashed my leg.” To Cassie, I
said, “Thanks.”

The cloud of darkness prevented me from seeing his face, but the man on
the ground tensed.

For no obvious reason, the man’s belt removed itself, and floated over
to land next to me. The belts and guns of the other two (who I’d
mentally renamed “Burning Hands Guy” and “Energy Absorbing Dude”)
detached and joined them.

Daniel landed next to the belts, and did the same with “Spindly Woman,”
moving her next to them.

We didn’t have handcuffs, but it wasn’t as if they’d work on these guys.

I called the police, and told them who we’d caught. The dispatcher told
me that they were already on their way.

“It’s okay,” Daniel said, “They can’t move. I’ve gone into their heads.
They’ve got anti-telepathic stuff inside the house, but they’re not
inside anymore. Anyway, hanging around with You-Know-Who has made me
better at filtering out stuff like that.”

I didn’t need to ask who Daniel meant. It had to be Lee, not Lord
Voldemort.

From behind me came several thumps mixed with the clatter of smaller
things falling. “Shit.” Lucas had pushed himself (along with bricks and
mortar) out of the side of the chimney, leaving a hole.

Soot stained his arms and front.

He walked over to stand with the rest of us. “She grabbed my leg, and
swung me in before I could even think about it. I’ve never seen anyone
that fast. Was I out long?”

Vaughn stood next to Shannon. “Don’t think so. I didn’t even have time
to notice you were gone.”

In the chaos, I’d kind of forgotten about him myself.

I thought about apologizing, but never got the chance.

Jaclyn came around the side of the corner house, jumped over the fence,
and landed next to Cassie. She looked better than I would have expected
after being thrown through a house. Her costume had ripped on her right
thigh, and her cheek looked swollen, but otherwise she seemed alright.

“You got him?” She looked down on the ground, and then turned to Cassie.
“You cut off his leg?”

“I didn’t have a choice. The guy was just about to smash the Rocket’s
leg. It was maim or kill, so I chose maim. Besides, he regenerates. You
saw it.”

“The Rocket’s armor couldn’t take it?”

“I got a warning that the next shot might destroy the helmet when he hit
me.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “Really? I thought you might have a chance.”

“Not in a fair fight, I guess.”

“I thought I might have a chance,” Lucas said, “but he just shrugged
off my lightning.”

Shannon turned her head away from the man on the ground., and told
Vaughn, “I can’t believe we’re standing around talking next to a man
whose leg just got chopped off.”

Vaughn shrugged. “We could move.”

“It will grow back,” Cassie said, with maybe just a little more
emphasis than necessary.

 +
_Me: Daniel, have you gotten anything about who these guys (well, except
for Spindly) are and what they were doing here? +
Daniel: I’ve been looking since we took them down. I’ve got lots of
stuff. They’re exactly what we thought they were. They’re the Cabal’s
army only now they’re not fighting for the Cabal. They’re trying to take
over organized crime in the area. +
Me: In Grand Lake? +
Daniel: I’m guessing for recruiting purposes. From what I’ve gotten out
of them so far, it looks like the Mayor had some system for identifying
potential recruits. They’ve got a list. +
Me: Maybe we should see if we can find that… +
Daniel: If we can do it before the cops get here. +
Me: You might be able to find it while they’re here. Well, if they don’t
see you, anyway. +
Daniel: If I’m going to try, I should start now. They’re coming._ +


When the telepathic connection stopped, Daniel announced, “I’m going to
fly over and check on the normals. I don’t want them waking up before
the police get here.”

As he began to float upward into the darkening sky, another thought
occurred to me. Just before the murder that started all of this going,
Burning Hands Guy had mentioned someone named Prime.

 +
_Me: Hey, Daniel. Who’s Prime? +
Daniel: Oh… That’s the best part of this. You know how the Cabal was run
by a bunch of immortals? The Cabal’s army is organizationally descended
from one of the Roman Legions. I don’t know which one. +
Me: And Prime is? +
Daniel: I don’t know who it is is, but I’m guessing it’s short for the
lead centurion in a legion — Primus Pilus. +
Me: Wow. +
Daniel: No kidding. You’ve just witnessed the one and only moment in my
life when knowing about the Roman Empire was a practical skill._ +


He disappeared over the house as I began to hear sirens in the distance.

Moments like that one made me wonder if my dad had a point about
teenaged superheroes. We’d just fought what amounted to trained
soldiers, and could have died at their hands. If they’d had a better
plan, more people, or if we’d made more mistakes, the fight could have
turned out completely different.

We’d taken damage. I’d have to go over the Rocket suit looking for
cracks, and test the internal systems. Jaclyn probably ought to see a
doctor just to make sure.

And then, of course, there were the many little things we were keeping
from the authorities. We weren’t telling Isaac about the Impregnator, or
letting the police find a fairly important piece of evidence, simply
because I felt uncomfortable with it.

What right did I have to make that kind of decision?

I didn’t know.





Counterattack


        I don’t remember exactly who made the patrol schedule, but whoever it
was never scheduled Haley and I on the same night.

I asked Cassie about it one night, and she’d said they tried to match
people’s movement styles, like putting people who could fly together,
for example. “And also,” she’d said, “We want you to patrol instead of
making out in the car.”



That would have been completely unfair except that we actually had used
Night Wolf’s car to get some privacy during the winter. We’d called it
patrolling, but since we mostly stayed in the same place, it didn’t
really count. To be fair though, the parking lot of Grand Lake’s beach,
the access road to the city’s softball fields, and a number of spots
around the city where a car could park unobtrusively had never been
better protected.

On Thursday, a couple days after we’d fought the Cabal’s army, Travis
ended up working unexpectedly instead of patrolling with Haley.

She called me, and we drove off in Night Wolf’s car.

Disappointingly, we actually did patrol, but it made for a nice break
from repairing the Rocket suit.

I went in the stealth suit, complete with guitar, and I guessed that
we’d end up driving around town.

I was wrong. Haley had other ideas.

“I’d like to try the grappling hooks.”

“There’s not much to try. You shoot them toward the top of a building,
and they pull you up.”

“You know what I mean. You told me why you gave everyone two of them.”

“Well, that was kind of the dream, but I’m betting it’s more complicated
than Spider-Man makes it look.”

“I want to try it. I think it would be a fun way to move around
downtown.”

Just for the record, trying to swing from building to building in Grand
Lake is not like trying to swing from building to building in New York
City. At least from what I’d seen in movies, New York’s downtown
buildings seemed to be at least five stories high, and a lot of them
were higher. Not only that, but New York was a big city and had been a
big city for a long time, so they had tall buildings all over.

At the time, they had 8 million people within the city limits.

Grand Lake was a second tier city. It had around a million, including
the suburbs. Downtown had three or four blocks of office buildings that
might qualify for swinging. North of downtown, the old factories, the
university, and the area around the Morehouse Arena might also qualify,
but the buildings became two or three story shops or houses fairly
quickly past that.

It didn’t stop us from trying though.

So just a quick word about swinging between buildings. It’s a lot easier
if your agility is better than human, and you’ve got some way to cling
to walls. Bonus points if your senses are freakishly good.

All of which meant that Haley had an easier time of it than I did.

We parked the car near the arena, directly in front of Sid’s Tavern.
Sid’s occupied the first floor of a five story building that had been
refurbished to look like people imagined Victorian buildings had looked
instead of how they actually were. Concrete gargoyles, and complex
decorations had been added to the edges of the roof, the corners, and
the front.

The arena didn’t have anything going that night, so Sid’s looked empty.
Certainly the streets were.

Haley jumped into the air, landing with her right hand in the window
frame, clawed feet grasping the bricks and molded concrete decorations
below it. With her left hand, she pulled a grappling hook off of her
utility belt.

“Ready?”

I wasn’t. I wasn’t even sure how to start. I thought about hovering with
the rocketpack, and swinging from there, but Haley must have seen my
fingers twitch toward the buttons on the palm of my gauntlet.

“Hey, no cheating.”

I pulled both grappling hooks from my belt, pointed one at the fourth
floor of Sid’s, and the other at the building across the street. Then I
had both of the devices retract line until I hung above the street at
approximately the same level as Haley.

After that we swung through the downtown streets, something made
possible by the fact that the “grappling hooks” weren’t hooks and didn’t
grapple. They were guns that shot out a long line with an adhesive tip.
We could control whether it stuck or not, retract the line, or whatever.

I needed to come up with a better name.

Anyway, we swung through downtown, keeping at least fifty feet above
traffic most of the time. On the whole, it felt somewhere between
exhilarating and terrifying.

Haley stayed ahead of me, but that was okay.

We had a good hour of it between seven and eight. Avoiding getting the
sun in our eyes made it a little more work, but it felt fun once I got
the hang of it.

The police seemed to be amused. With the police headquarters downtown,
it wasn’t much of a surprise that officers would notice, and comment on
police band.

I don’t know if that’s how the sniper realized we were out there, or if
someone had stationed people to watch the routes we usually patrolled,
but whatever the case, they found us.

We were outside the main area of downtown, past the mix of modern and
Victorian architecture and into the area near where we parked the car,
an area that could be best described by “urban renewal” — converted
factories and old shops. Some were empty and abandoned. Others were
bars, quietly trendy clubs, and new restaurants.

I didn’t hear the shot. I didn’t even realize anything was wrong until
Haley twisted in the air in front of me to avoid it, and then let out
enough line to drop to the ground.

The stealth suit tensed at the impact of the bullets hitting my chest. I
hoped they weren’t armor piercing rounds.

The stealth suit didn’t have as much hardware in it as the regular
Rocket suit, but it could sense damage. The damage readouts showed a “2”
in red.

“2” meant that at least one bullet had passed the jacket’s outer layer,
and into the inner gel layer, but had stopped before going through the
layer I could wear under clothes. Passing through that layer would have
been a “3.”

A “3” meant that I would be visiting the hospital soon, if I were
lucky.



I pressed the button that released, and retracted the grappling hook’s
line.

Both my hands were full, so I activated the rocketpack through the
mouthguard in my helmet, sending me upward.

Meanwhile, I tried to find the sniper.

Haley’s movement tipped me off. When she had dropped to the sidewalk,
she ran around the corner of an old, five story, brick building, jumped
to the second story, and started climbing.

He stood on the flat roof of the building, wearing the same black armor
as the people we’d fought on Tuesday. He kept on firing at me for a few
more moments after I started flying, but not for long.

As I turned back downward, diving toward the roof, he stopped, and
started running toward the middle of the wall on the right side of the
building — the side where the fire escape hung.

I adjusted my flight path, aiming for him, not completely sure what I’d
do when I caught him.

He only made it halfway. Deciding that I’d only drag him across the roof
if I tried to tackle him, I aimed for his upper back, clipping him in
the right shoulder.

That didn’t sound like much, but I was moving at seventy miles per hour.

He fell forward, completely out of control, holding his hands out front,
but not really stopping when he hit. Because of the angle I’d hit him
at, he flipped over, landing on his back, the gun banging around,
hitting his face and his arms.

He rolled a few more times before stopping on his stomach, and managed
to get the rifle into his hands, sitting up and trying to point it at
me. He had long, bloody scrapes down the length of his left forearm, and
the gun wobbled.

I’d circled around, and touched down by then, momentum from my flight
carrying me forward across the roof toward him.

Maybe he would have been able to fire at me, but he didn’t get the
chance.

His body jerked forward, then fell backward, landing on the roof, and
then slid away from me at high speed, bumping and shouting as he went.

Haley stood on the other side of the building, leaning backwards, the
claws on her feet gripping the roof. She held a grappling hook in her
right hand, pushing the button that retracted the line.

He tried to bring his gun to bear, but he crossed the roof before he had
the chance. She leaned over, brought her left hand down on his neck, and
he stopped moving.

Letting go, she stood up and sighed.

Using the armor’s internal phone, I called the police.



After the police took him away, we got back into Night Wolf’s car, drove
back to HQ, changed into our clothes, and went to visit Lee.

We took my dad’s SUV, and parked in the dirt parking lot behind the
martial arts studio. By the time we got there, it was around nine at
night. The sun had set, and the second evening class was letting out.

We waited as people left. It was the typical crowd — a mix of little
kids and adult men and women, some of them still in their white
uniforms, most of them carrying duffel bags filled with sparring gear
and equipment.

A few recognized me, and said, “Hi.”

I’d been in the class for my first two years of training. After that,
Lee had moved me into his “advanced class” — which meant that more often
than not, I was the only student. Except some nights, we were joined by
men and women who were very serious about training. I assumed that some
of them had to be capes in their civilian identities. Some must have
been official law enforcement. A few might have been mercenaries, and
others, villains.

I had no way of knowing for sure. They didn’t talk much.

The only reason it mattered was because I needed to talk to Lee before
tonight’s advanced class showed up (if there was one).

When the League practiced with him, Lee almost always used the upper
level of the building. Tonight, we found him in the lower level, talking
with the few students left. Aside from being better lit, the first floor
looked a lot like the upstairs — a sanded wooden floor, mirrors on one
wall, a heap of floor pads for practicing falls.

Eventually, Lee caught my eye, and gestured that we should go upstairs.
He joined us a few minutes later.

We told him what happened.

“Who do you think he was with?” Lee asked.

“What’s left of the Cabal.” None of the other options seemed right.

Lee nodded. “That’d be my guess. It seems like just the right mixture of
competence and incompetence.”

“Incompetence?” Haley sounded surprised. “He could have killed us.”

“Sure,” Lee said,” but it’s not because he knew what he was doing. The
Cabal’s people don’t keep up with military techniques. Powers have
always allowed them to overwhelm the opposition. They were effective a
couple days ago, but that’s because they know  how to use their 
powers tactically. Chances are that this guy has one ability and it’s
something like… I don’t know… night vision, or maybe he reacts quickly,
even if he can’t run quickly. That kind of thing. A military sniper
would have had a spotter along, a different kind of gun, and likely
would have attacked from far enough away that you’d have no idea where
he was. Whereas even if the Cabal knew their tactics were crap, they’d
assume that their abilities would make up the difference. It’s worked
for them in the past.

“Frankly, I’m surprised they lasted as long as they did. When you guys
exposed them this fall, you destroyed them, and whoever’s left hasn’t
adjusted. Of course, they’ve been run by the same inbred group of near
immortals since the Roman Empire. They don’t change easily.”

“You seem to know them pretty well,” I said.

“Well enough,” Lee said. “I’ve worked for them once or twice.”

“You worked for the Cabal? When?”

“Not recently,” Lee said. “I helped overthrow a couple emperors during
the Roman Empire. Second time around, they didn’t pay me, so I killed
the guy they were trying to get in, and took power myself.”

Haley looked up at me. Her expression probably meant, “Is he serious?”



I looked back at Lee. “You were a Roman Emperor? Which one?”

“I didn’t stay long enough to get an official name. Maybe a month,
tops.  I figured out that I’d have to do a lot of political bootlicking
if I actually wanted to stay in power, and I didn’t. All I wanted to do
was piss Magnus off, so I found a guy who did want to do politics and
put him in charge.”

“Who?”

“Don’t remember. It was a long time ago. You might not believe it, but
five hundred years of emperors all blend together.”

“Okay… Then what about Magnus? Someone named Martin Magnus called me a
couple times to propose an alliance against the Mayor. Is that the same
guy?”

“It’s got to be. I’d heard he’d left the Cabal.”

Haley looked and me and then at Lee. “Are you going to help us against
them?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not part of the deal. Teaching’s part of the deal, and the only
part you need to worry about. I’ve got my own projects to keep me busy.
I’m not your babysitter. Or Nick’s. You want advice, though? I’ve got
advice.”

“Sure,” I said.

“They’re targeting you. Track them down, and take them out. Don’t
hesitate, and don’t leave any of them alive.”

“Uh…” I said.

“Imprisoned people eventually get out,” he said. “Yeah, I know you
won’t, but if you want advice, that’s mine.”

Haley didn’t say anything.

Lee grinned at both of us. “While I’m giving advice, I’ll give a little
more. You guys did pretty well with the Executioner. I wasn’t in town
for it, but I read about it, and I’ve got a few sources. When he gets
out, he’ll be gunning for you. Start preparing for it. Create safe
houses, alternate identities, and make your secret identities air tight.
Talk to me as a group, and I’ll give you some guidelines. In fact, call
me when you hear he’s out.”

Haley had an odd look on her face. “That sounds like you’re going to
give us more than advice.”

Lee laughed. “Maybe. The deal’s mostly teaching, but there are a few
other things thrown in. Here’s what you have to think about. Ray and his
people’s strength is preparation. When you met them they weren’t
prepared. I don’t know why. Maybe they’d gotten too comfortable in Grand
Lake. Maybe they didn’t think you were a threat.

“Now, you’re on their elimination list. They’ll go in, find out
everything they can, and start picking off your families and friends one
by one. They’re not like the Cabal. They’re competent all the time. So…
If you keep things separate, he’ll only be able to go after you. And if
he only goes after you, my presence around here will be a surprise.”

“Wait,” I said, “are you saying you’re going to stop him yourself?”

“We’ll see. Ray and I have a little history, and I’d like to talk to him
first before we… stop him.”

That gave a new twist on the word “stop.”

Haley’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you just said that wasn’t part of the
deal.”

“There are exceptions,” Lee said. “When I’m completely sure you’re going
to die if I don’t help, I’m in.”

The next morning, I came downstairs to find that Mom and Dad had already
left for a weekend conference.

Rachel sat at the kitchen table in a black t-shirt, and blue jeans. She
looked tired, and it wasn’t hard to guess why. She’d been working on
something when I went to bed at midnight, and I’d overheard Mom comment
recently (kind of loudly) that she hadn’t been getting up before ten in
the last few weeks.

NPR news played on the radio while the coffeemaker sputtered and hummed.

“I’m bringing you to school today.”

“I could bike.”

“Have you looked outside?”

Past the sliding doors to the backyard, clouds covered the sky, making
it darker than normal at seven-thirty in the morning. Worse, rain fell
steadily. I could hear the drops.

“I can drive myself.”

“I’ve got errands to run. I can’t run them if the car’s sitting in the
school parking lot.”

“What kinds of errands? You don’t have a job or anything.”

“Don’t you start. I get enough of that from Mom and Dad. I’m meeting
with a coffeehouse owner about playing there, and it’s kind of an
audition. I’m not going to haul my guitar around in the rain.”

She had me there.

“Which coffeehouse? Not Solid Grounds, right?” If Justice Fist held a
team meeting there again, that could get weird.

“No. It’s downtown. Remember Four Friends?”

“Oh, yeah. Okay.”

I poured myself a bowl of cereal, and pulled some milk and orange juice
out of the refrigerator. In the background, the radio station had gone
from the national news to local.

“–Grand Lake Police Department reports two shootings on Thursday night.
The first shooter attempted to fire on members of the New Heroes League
and was apprehended downtown. The second shot a member of the recently
formed Justice Fist team, and is still at large…”

“It was one of those two A.M. phone calls,” Vaughn said. “You know, the
ones that are either going to be incredibly good, or incredibly bad.”

The cafeteria was mostly empty and lunch hour was mostly over. Vaughn
had happened to pass my table on the way out. Courtney and Keith were
sitting with me, so I couldn’t say much.



“That was how it worked when my uncle got kidnapped too,” Keith said. “I
was already in the hospital, but my mom and dad got called out of the
blue.”

“Have you gone to see him?” Courtney asked.

“No. My parents aren’t going to have me skip school for it. My mom might
have dropped by during the day. I don’t know.”

Keith nodded. “How did he get hurt?”

“Some kind of random thing,” Vaughn said. “He’s in his residency, so he
comes home really late, and just happened to be in the middle of a
shooting.”

“Like with whoever it was in Justice Fist, and the Heroes League?
There’s something going on.” Keith looked around the table at all of
us.  “You and I ought to go investigate. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

“No.” Courtney pushed his shoulder. “It would not be cool. Those people
have real guns.”

“It’s a waste to be able to lift a couple tons and not be able to use
it. With great power comes great responsibility, right? You investigate
and I’ll take them down. It’s made to be.”

Courtney stared at him. “It’s crazy. Remember the fight on the north
side? Captain Commando cut off somebody’s leg, and someone else got
thrown through a house. If we got attacked, the worst I could do is
develop really bad acne, and hope to scare them away. And you’re strong,
but not Grey Giant strong. We’d get killed.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” Keith said. “This place is getting to be like
New York or something. I think all of us second stringers need to get
organized because otherwise we won’t be able to protect ourselves.”

“I’m going to bring my tray back. It’s nearly time for class,” I said,
and got up, wondering if Vaughn would walk with me.

He didn’t hesitate, just waved to them, and walked along.

We shoveled our leftovers into the trash can, and put our trays on the
racks that stood in the corner.

I looked both ways as we stepped out of the door. No one stood anywhere
near us.

“How did Lucas keep the press from connecting him with Red Legacy?”

“Oh, family stuff, I bet. We’ve got a lot of pull with the hospital and
the police. He went into the hospital as Red Legacy, but got moved to
another room as himself.”

Keeping my voice low, I said, “How bad is it?”

“Bad. He can’t move his legs. They got him while the juice was low in
his system.”

“Is it permanent?”

“They’re still trying to work that out.”

“He deserves better than that.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn said. “I know. He does. I’ve never really liked him, but
I can’t deny that.”

“Why?”

“No real reason. He’s not a bad guy, but I get sick of hearing my mom
tell me that I ought to be more like him. Good grades. Good athlete.
Never in trouble. It gets old.”

“Do you think it would cause problems if I brought someone in? You know
the Southern California Defenders? Paladin’s a friend of mine…

Specifically, Alex didn’t have one. I did, and with Lee’s comments about
keeping my identities separate fresh in my mind, I waited until I got
home. Then I went over to Grandpa’s house, took the elevator down to HQ,
and emailed Alex directly from my Heroes League email account.

I pressed send around four, and he called me back fifteen minutes later.

The League communications system registered the call, and a blue strip
with the words “Incoming Call” ran across the bottom of the twenty foot
tall screen on the wall. After I clicked on “Accept” with the mouse, a
circle with a stylized version of the Los Angeles skyline appeared.
Underneath it were the words “SoCal Defenders” with the word “Paladin”
underneath in parentheses.

It faded into Alex’ tanned face, and sun-bleached hair. He wore a white
L.A. Galaxy t-shirt, and stood in front of a beige wall. I didn’t
recognize the place.

“Rocket, what’s up with the picture?”

He had to be referring to the still of the Rocket that appeared instead
of me. I’d used a shot of myself flying over downtown Grand Lake.

“I’m not in costume, and I didn’t know if you were alone.”

“I wasn’t. I am now. Kind of. I’m in the hall at school.”

“School? Oh, yeah. Time zones. I could call back in a couple hours.”

“Don’t worry about it. No one’s got a problem with me stepping out of
class. At least not when the Defenders phone rings.”

“I thought you didn’t carry it.”

“I didn’t. After what happened on spring break, my dad nailed my ass to
the wall for that one. We’re all carrying now, and not just because he
got pissed. They’re bringing us in on the action.”

“What brought that on?”

“We did more than a million dollars of property damage to the building
alone when you were here. That and Syndicate L’s taken a page from Red
Lightning, and laced their power juice with addictive drugs, so Dad
needs the help.”

“Wow. I saw something on TV recently. I didn’t know it was that bad.”

“It’s bad enough that they brought my stepmomster into action. That’s
bad. They’ve let me lead a couple missions. That’s really bad.”

“Huh. I don’t know if you’ll be able to take time for this, but there’s
this guy I know who’s been shot. Now he can’t walk. He’s a hero. Any
chance you could –”

“I’ll be there before you know it.”

“Before you know it,” turned out to be a bit of an exaggeration.

He arrived on Saturday afternoon, complete with chaperon, meeting me in
front of the parking garage behind the hospital.

The area around the hospital was one of those spots in Grand Lake that
felt like a big city. The highway that ran through downtown wasn’t far
off, and we could hear it. The hospital, a big, block-shaped, brick
building, sprawled across the street. The new medical research
institute, a long metal and glass building that could have been stolen
from the cover of a science fiction novel, stretched as long as the
combined hospital and garage.



Alex wore his costume — a white long coat covering gray armor.

Next to him stood a short, completely hairless man with dead white skin.
He wore black armor. It shimmered. I didn’t recognize the material.

With the Rocket suit still in need of repair, and the stealth suit’s
jacket ruined, I wore the 80’s era Rocket suit. It had been a bit of a
departure from most of Grandpa’s designs, but everything worked. The
next version of the suit, the one he’d designed for me, had been a
return to basics.

I landed on the sidewalk with a thump. The 80’s suit was heavier than
the current version.

Alex looked me over. “That’s a blast from the past.”

“I know. I’m repairing the regular Rocket suit.”

“How many do you have?”

“That’s hard to say. Some of them share parts. I’ve got four or five
that I could use without installing anything, but some were made for
very specialized situations, and a couple of them are really old.”

“Older than that one? Not that I’m complaining. It’s the badass Rocket
suit, right?”

I hadn’t thought of it in exactly that way.

“Hey,” he continued, “let’s go in and get this done.”

As we crossed the street, I turned toward the hairless guy, and said,
“Hi.”

He nodded, but didn’t say anything.

“Straka doesn’t talk much,” Alex said. “Don’t worry about it.”

Last time I’d been near the hospital in costume, it had been at night,
and I’d been on the roof. This time I went through a public entrance
with Alex during the day.

People asked for autographs, and not just from me. They also recognized
Alex. Apparently, the South California Defenders had been getting a lot
of air time lately. Alex handled the requests smoothly, asking people’s
names while signing, personalizing the autograph, and moving on to the
next.

I struggled not to crush the pens. No Rocket suit had been designed for
writing — this one less than most.

It took us twenty minutes to get to the elevator.

When we finally got up to the fourth floor, it didn’t take long to find
the room.

I bumped my helmet on the door frame, a hazard of being a foot taller
than normal.

We’d come during visiting hours, and Lucas had visitors. I recognized
his father immediately. Russell Hardwick, a big voice in the Hardwick’s
family businesses, and a leader of the remnants of Red Lightning’s army,
stood next to a thin, almost frail, woman. I guessed she must be Lucas’
mother.

Vaughn’s mother stood next to them. She frowned a little as she saw me.
Vaughn’s mother had guessed my secret identity the time Daniel, Cassie
and I had fought the Grey Giant.

I didn’t recognize anyone else. There were a few college-aged girls that
I guessed might be Lucas’ sisters, or possibly cousins. They stared at
us.

Lucas lay on the bed. A bag of some fluid hung on a pole, its tube
ending in his arm. Wires led to other machines with blinking lights.
Sometimes they beeped.

Lucas slept, not reacting to us at all.

Russell Hardwick looked at Alex and I. A muscle in his face twitched,
but when he talked, it came out calm, even welcoming.

“I’ve seen both of you in the news, but I’m surprised to see you here.”
He eyed Alex. “Aren’t you out of Los Angeles?”

“I happened to be in the area,” Alex said, “and I heard he might not
walk again. If you want me to, I can make sure that he will.”

Lucas’ mother started crying.

His father’s face went stiff for a second, and his mouth opened in
something that wasn’t really a smile. Then he said, “You can do that?”

Alex put his hand on Lucus’ mother’s shoulder and said, “I’ve handled
worse.”

Then he went to where Lucas lay on the bed, put his hands on Lucas’
stomach, and closed his eyes.

We all waited.

Then Alex turned around and said, “That’s it. The spinal cord’s been
repaired, and everything around it.”

Lucas didn’t look any different, except possibly a little less pale.

“Have the doctors check him out when he wakes up,” Alex said. After
talking a little longer, he shook Lucas’ parents’ hands, and we left,
meeting up with Straka. He’d been waiting in the hall.

As we walked, I asked, “So that’s it? He’s better.”

Alex nodded. “Yeah. He’ll walk. It’ll be like he never got shot.”

“They didn’t seem as happy as I would have thought.”

“It’s typical. They’ve been worrying for days, and they couldn’t even
tell if I’d cured him. No big deal. Actually, there’s something that
worries me more… Do you have someplace private?”

We left the hospital and met up at the Heroes League offices. They
weren’t far from downtown. Straka parked their car inside (some kind of
floating car with the SoCal Defenders logo), and occupied himself with
the TV in the lobby.

Alex and I went into the meeting room. He smiled, looking over its late
70’s office decor, and photos of the old League’s victories.

“It matches the suit,” Alex said.

“People have talked about redoing the place. I kind of like it the way
it is. Uh… What were you going to tell me?”

“The guy’s father? There’s something wrong with him.”

“He’s sick?”

“No. I can sense sickness just like I can sense health. He’s not either
one. I’m sensing big cell die offs, and massive growth all at once. It’s
a lot like running into someone who’s taken power juice, but worse.”

“You can sense that?”

“Oh, yeah.”

Thinking, I paused. Then I said. “I think I know what’s going on.”

I explained about Justice Fist, their parents, the Executioner, the
remains of the Cabal’s army and the theft of the Impregnator plans from
Red Lightning’s lair.

At the end, Alex said, “Don’t take this wrong, but it sounds like you’re
screwed. If you need help, call me and I’ll figure out a way to be here
for more than an hour. Just… Make sure you don’t go through official
channels. It gives me more options.”

He left after that, and I ran down the tunnel to HQ, thinking about
everything that had happened. For example, if they’d gotten the
Impregnator working, who else had they tried it on?

On Monday, when I went back to school, I couldn’t help but notice that
all the members of Justice Fist seemed to be tired.

I’d have put it down to them spending a lot of time by Lucas bedside,
except I hadn’t seen any of them when we were there. And really, I only
saw Jody, Dayton, and Sean. They were walking ahead of me in the hall.
Sean had ditched the crutches, but he still limped a little on the leg
where I kicked him.

He limped a little more that day.



I was a few people behind them, too many to have any chance of hearing a
conversation, but they didn’t show any signs of having one.

I caught a glimpse of Julie at lunch. She sat with her friends, but
seemed to be doing more listening than talking. It reminded me that I
needed to get back to work on the device for blocking her voice.

I never saw Camille (whose name I usually couldn’t remember anyway), and
Shannon, of course, went to Haley’s school.

I didn’t like it.

I remembered Vaughn just after using the Impregnator. He’d been
unconscious, and seemed tired even after he did wake up. The next day
when he’d actually tried to use his powers, he’d ended up drained, and
all but babbling.

If they had all gone through the Impregnator, they would have powers all
the time now, and if Red Lightning’s results were any guide, sometimes
more powers. He’d only been a little more than a walking taser on power
juice, but after the Impregnator, he was stronger, tougher, and he could
fly.

Shannon probably deserved a little more power. Darkness wasn’t very
effective offensively.

I wasn’t sure about the rest of them though — well, except for Lucas. He
seemed okay.

Nothing happened that confirmed my worries until after school.

I was walking down the hall, backpack hanging on my back, trying to
decide whether to bum a ride off somebody, or just walk home.

The next thing I knew, my feet were in the air, and I was falling
backwards. If I’d learned nothing else from Lee, I had learned how to
fall. The backpack didn’t help, but the stealth suit underneath my
clothes did. I didn’t get hurt.

The books in my backpack made a loud slapping noise though.

As I stood up, someone asked if I was okay. I told them I was.

I just didn’t know why I’d fallen.

When I looked at the front doors though, I had an idea. Jody had joined
Dayton and Sean, and stood there, looking back at me and laughing.

He hadn’t been there before. I knew he hadn’t been there.

“Not cool,” Dayton said.

Sean said something. I couldn’t hear it. He didn’t exactly look
concerned though.

I walked out without stopping, and made it halfway down the steps before
Dayton caught up with me. He towered over me.  “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

I didn’t slow down to talk more about it, and he rejoined his friends. I
started to walk down the sidewalk, and stopped, wondering if I should
keep on walking when I knew that Sean, Jody, and Dayton would be passing
me in a car soon.

A rematch didn’t seem likely to end well.

I stood, and looked toward the track. The school partially blocked my
view of it, but I could see the team stretching in a circle in the
middle. I’d enjoyed running long distance the years I’d done it. Part of
me wished I was out there with them. Part of me wondered if exposing the
mayor last fall had been a mistake. Ultimately, letting him recruit
everyone he could into the Cabal wouldn’t have been a good thing, but
handing the Cabal’s techniques over to everybody didn’t seem to be going
well either.

Not that everybody could use them, but the selection of the people who
could hadn’t exactly been improving my life lately.

When I turned away from the track, I noticed Chris Cannon’s Honda Civic
in the parking lot.

I crossed the street, found an entrance in the fence, and went around to
the car. Chris showed up not long after that.

“Let me guess,” he said, “you don’t feel like walking home?”

“That would be a good guess.”

“No problem.”

Once we shut the doors, I said, “There’s a little more to it though.”

I caught him up on what had been happening in my life — Justice Fist,
the Impregnator, the Cabal’s army, the possibility that the Executioner
might come back, all of it — well, all of it except for Lee, and
anything that pointed to the League’s identities.

“Are you sure I need to know this?” He asked when I finished.

I’d asked myself the same question.

“Yes. The Executioner tends to kill off friends of the victim first, and
leaves the target for last.”

“So I could be –” He stopped talking, and I noticed that he was gripping
the steering wheel hard enough that his knuckles whitened. Fortunately,
he hadn’t turned on the car yet.

“Shit,” he said.

“I know. I thought I’d tell you ahead of time. They’re all still in
jail, so you can start preparing now. Also, if Jody’s really responsible
for tripping me, you might want to think about him too. Maybe we can
coordinate somehow.”

“Yeah,” Chris said. He started the car, and pulled out of the parking
lot a little faster than necessary. The Civic’s engine rumbled. He’d put
in one that was considerably more powerful than the car needed.

“I can’t believe Jody just tripped you like that.”

“I don’t know it for sure. If it was him, he was moving so fast I
couldn’t see it.”

Conversation lapsed, and the ride home was a little quieter than usual.
It was understandable, but it still felt uncomfortable.

After he let me off at home, I walked down to HQ. Bored of fixing the
Rocket suit, I worked on a couple ideas I’d had for weaponizing the
roachbots.

After the attack of the week before, we’d made the patrols less obvious.
No more swinging through the streets, or even flying low for Vaughn and
Daniel. We concentrated on stealth, or at least on keeping a low
profile.

We didn’t see any more snipers.

They’d apparently decided to go for another method of attack — and so
had we.



We planted roachbots with improved video and audio collection abilities
all around the city, particularly downtown, on major roads, and in a few
neighborhoods we thought might be good for an armed group to hide.

They collected hours and hours of video, too many for us to go through.

Despite all our efforts, the next move came from them.

On Wednesday, I went to practice, came home, and had supper, and had
gone through about half of my calculus homework when my cellphone rang.

It was Marcus. He’d been stopping by HQ more lately, mostly on the way
too or from work. He’d been checking the League’s official voice mail
and email messages — which was good. I never did.

“Nick, I’ve got something you’re going to want to look at. It’s big.
Hurry, and bring Rachel.”

I told Rachel, interrupting her while she sat on her bed, drawing
something. It looked like plans for a metal sculpture.

As we opened the door to go out, Mom called out, “Where are you going?”

Rachel glanced over at me. “Grandpa’s house.”

“You’re not getting together with your friends now. It’s a school night,
and you already went to martial arts practice with them.”

“Mom,” Rachel said.

“I know it’s not a school night for you, but for Nick –”

“Mom, we’re leaving.  Superhero stuff. Bye.” She walked out the door.

Mom didn’t say anything, or if she did, she waited so long that we’d
already left.

I had to wait for the elevator to come back up when we got to the house.
Rachel decided not to, floating down through the floor.

Jaclyn, Daniel, and Vaughn were already there when I came down. Cassie,
Travis, and Haley came down a few minutes later. Marcus waited to play
the voice mail until everyone arrived.

“Everybody, I found this one when I checked the main voice mail today.
They sound really serious.” He put his monitor view on the wall screen,
and we watched as his mouse pointer clicked on a voice mail labeled
“Today — 3:17 PM.”

I didn’t recognize the voice. The man’s accent sounded normal to me —
which was to say, Midwestern — and not unusually high or low.

“Heroes League. It’s time we talked. We’ve gotten in each other’s way
lately, and we don’t have to. You’ve got interests in this town. We’ve
got interests. Let’s all meet tonight around nine in the middle of the
Ottawa Trails Golf Course. I’m sure we can work out something between
you, us, and Justice Fist that lets everyone get on with their lives. If
you don’t show up, we can’t do much to you, but it’s too bad Justice
Fist doesn’t have secret identities.”

“And that’s it,” Marcus said. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

The clock in the lower right corner of his screen showed the time as
“8:43 pm.”

“I wonder if it’s a trap?” I asked.

“Of course it’s a trap,” Travis said. “I’ve played that course, and
there’s no cover. When we show up, they’ll shoot us from the edges.”

“And if we don’t show up,” I said, “they’ll go after Justice Fist.”

“Oh, then let’s not,” Jaclyn said.

“You can’t mean that,” Haley began. “They’re not all –”

“Of course I didn’t mean it. I was joking. Look, someone’s got to go.
I’ll do it.”

“Right,” Travis said, “but we’ll have to go with more of us so that they
don’t think there’s something wrong. I’d say you, me, Nick and Rachel.
The rest of you spread out, and hunt down the people in the trees around
the golf course.”

“It’s 8:50,” Marcus said.

“Let’s suit up and move out,” Travis said.

“Wait a second,” Cassie waved her right hand for people’s attention.
“Whose turn is it?”

Haley bit her lip. “I think it’s mine. I was supposed to patrol with
Marcus tonight. I don’t feel comfortable leading everyone. Not for
this.”

“I’ll take it,” Travis said.

Jaclyn shook her head. “No, I’ll do it. I’m on for tomorrow, and I doubt
they’ve got anything that can take me out.”

“Maybe the different groups should have different people in charge?”
Haley said, looking over at me.

I said, “I think that’s a good idea.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Rachel said. “Jaclyn can take that group.
Haley take the outside group.”

Haley said, “But I –”

Travis sounded a little annoyed, but he said, “No, that’s a good idea.
Haley can smell and hear where they are. I’d say Daniel and Vaughn might
need to act independently, and help whoever needs it.”

“It’s 8:52,” Marcus said. “We need to go.”

We left. Well, they left.

Putting on the 80’s Rocket suit took longer than the regular Rocket
suit. Even going as fast as I could, I didn’t finish until 9:00 pm.
Fortunately, it took all of ten seconds to get to the golf course by
air.

Despite the near darkness, the suit’s night vision showed me nearly
perfect (if a little washed-out) versions of Jaclyn, Travis and Rachel
standing in the middle of the golf course. Six people in black body
armor walked toward them. Just like the other people we’d fought, they
carried submachine guns.

Along with the people, came labels in blocky, pixelated lettering
indicating objects hidden in people’s clothes. It did a good job with
wallets, guns and knives, but put “unknown” in a lot of spots, including
some obvious cellphones.

The software probably hadn’t been updated since 1983.

Everyone looked up at me. At triple the weight, and held up by a more
powerful rocket pack, it definitely wasn’t stealthier than the regular
version..

I landed next to Rachel.

“Long time, no see,” she said.

Travis looked over her head at me. Our eyes were level — which,
considering that he was close to seven feet tall, was unusual. “I don’t
know why you don’t use that suit all the time. It’s a hell of a lot more
intimidating.”

“Maintenance,” I said. “There’s five times as many things that could go
wrong.”

According to Lee, anyone who chooses to fight you has a reason to think
they’ll win. They may not be right, but they’ve got a reason, and the
sooner you know it, the better.

I had no idea why they thought they could beat us.

Granted, we were supposedly there to talk, but what were the chances of
that?



They stopped about ten feet away from us, and one of them said, “You’re
close enough. Let’s talk.”

He had white skin, a square jaw, a day’s worth of whiskers, and a little
bit of a paunch. I guessed he might be in his early forties.

In addition to the rest of their gear, he wore goggles — night vision
goggles, I assumed. All of them did. It made them look a little goofy.
It wasn’t that dark yet.

“OK,” Jaclyn said, “talk.”

He frowned a little at her, possibly taken aback that she seemed so
casual about it, possibly surprised that she seemed to be in charge.

“Where are the rest?”

“They had homework,” Jaclyn said, and frowned a little herself.

“Well, here’s what we got. How about you leave us alone, and we’ll help
keep a lid on crime here in the city. We know people. We’ve got
connections. Say the word, and we can keep people out. We can even get
you backup against supers if you need it.”

“Really? And if we said there was no chance we’d ever cooperate?”

“Then…” He nodded, almost imperceptibly, toward the person next to him.

I felt the sudden pressure of Daniel’s mind in my head.

Close your eyes.

A Cabal member blazed with white light. The Rocket suit darkened my
view, but not before I got an eyeful. Even as my eyes shut, I could see
a bluish afterimage.

When I opened my eyes again, I found that the suit had blocked out most
of it, but the guy still shone like a miniature sun.

Meanwhile they’d started firing their submachine guns at us. Small
blocky letters and an arrow pointing to the guns appeared in my vision.
The label said, “Heckler and Koch MP5. Unknown variant.”

I supposed that knowing which type of gun was pounding my armor with
bullets might be useful somehow.

Then I heard Jaclyn’s voice, “Take down the glowing guy!”

A look to my right showed Jaclyn covering her eyes, but still standing,
despite the bullets hitting her. Rachel floated toward them, but she
didn’t seem to be able see them, and so she wasn’t going quite in the
right direction.

They were shooting quite a few bullets uselessly through her, however,
so that was a good thing.

Travis, meanwhile, had apparently jumped over the group of them when
Daniel warned us.  He didn’t seem to need to see, and had already taken
out one of them, but not, unfortunately, the human glowstick causing the
problem.

Trouble was, they could see him. When a couple of them started firing at
him, he jumped out of the way. I couldn’t tell where he landed.

That left me.

I ran at the glowing guy. One of the others noticed, and moved his gun
to fire at me, hitting with what was probably better than human
accuracy.

I barely noticed, smacking him with my hand as I ran.

He went down.

Almost at the same time, I reached glowstick guy, and punched him in the
stomach. Well, technically in the armor covering the stomach.

He doubled over, and the light went out.

The helmet’s system adjusted back to normal night vision. I looked
around and realized that we’d taken out more of them than I’d thought.
All six were on the ground. One of them lay at Jaclyn’s feet, holding
his leg. It looked broken — unless it had always had three joints.

Rachel floated above one that she must have taken out with her taser
gloves.

I’d seen Travis take out one for sure. Maybe he’d taken out two. Either
way, he stood with us, his hands and feet still shaped like claws, and
his mouth full of very sharp teeth.

I noticed marks on his costume where bullets must have hit. The team’s
costumes all had stealth suit technology worked into them, so they
hadn’t gone through.

“We got ’em,” Travis said. “Think the rest of the team did their part?”

He should have known better than to hand the universe straight lines
like that.

I heard popping noises in the distance that I wouldn’t have noticed if I
weren’t already paranoid. Also, with the outside noise filtered through
the suit anyway, it might have been intentionally amplified.

Travis noticed them too. “Everybody get down.”

He dropped.

I didn’t, and got hit a couple more times. No big deal. The 80’s version
of the suit had heavier armor than the one I usually wore. A rifle’s
armor-piercing bullets were not a worry. They would need something a lot
bigger.

I used the suit’s radar to take in the situation.

The Ottawa Trails Golf Course ran down Jefferson Street, up to
Fifty-Second Avenue on the east side — where the parking lot, and pro
shop were. People hid near, possibly in, the trees that blocked the view
from Fifty-Second. To the north, the golf course stopped at a small
forest. The helmet showed people with guns there too. They were fighting
already — probably with Haley, Marcus, and Cassie.

To the west, the golf course stopped at a small river. I didn’t know the
name. I didn’t see anyone over there, but it didn’t matter. There
weren’t many trees on the course, so people in the forest or near the
pro shop could fire at will, and have a clear shot.

I left the south till last because I didn’t expect to find anything
there at all. No trees blocked the view of Jefferson Street, or of the
Meijer store (with its massive parking lot) immediately opposite the
course.

On top of the store, above the glowing red letters that spelled its
name, and the facade that gave the impression of a series of little
shops, stood three men.

The helmet identified two of them as holding rifles, and the third, a
missile launcher.

It didn’t take much to guess who he planned to shoot with that.

“Accelerando,” I said, “They’ve got people on top of the Meijers.”

“Go,” Jaclyn said. “Night Wolf, Ghost, let’s head over there.”

I didn’t wait to see what happened. I shot across the road, weaving to
make myself a less of a target, and keeping low.

The parking lot passed in blur of dark cars.



I shot upward when I had no other choice, passing the top of the roof,
and then flipping over and pointing myself directly at the the three of
them with the sonics wailing.

The guy with the missile launcher had it ready, and fired, but not
exactly at me. He fired just as I flicked the sonics on, but he’d been
pointing the launcher at an angle roughly parallel to the roof, and I
was above him. The missile flew into the darkness and exploded.

I hoped it hadn’t hurt anyone.

I landed about ten feet to the side of them.

One of them fired an automatic rifle at me while the other two ran away.
Instead of running toward the back of the building, they ran westward,
parallel to the road.

I knocked down the guy with the rifle, and ran after the others. It took
just a few steps to begin to catch up.

Then one of them threw a grenade at me. It exploded, knocking me
backwards.

The guy with the missile launcher had dropped it when they started to
run, but he charged me when I fell backward, and started pounding on my
armor. The helmet readout pegged his punches as having enough force to
lift 800 pounds or so — above a normal human but basically a lightweight
compared to supers whose main power was strength.

The suit could take it all day — if all he did was pound. If he’d gotten
smart, and started targeting joints, I might have had a problem.

I let him hit me for a couple seconds, and then hit him in the chest
with a palm strike, throwing him backwards. He rolled a few times, and
then stopped about five feet short of the edge of the roof.

He groaned a little, but didn’t get up. Apparently invulnerability
wasn’t part of his power set.

The last guy didn’t stay. He kept on running.

I pulled myself to my feet, and looked over at the main fight. The suit
picked out at least thirty people firing automatic weapons. When had
they showed up? I mentally kicked myself for not thoroughly scanning the
woods earlier. They’d probably been further in.

I didn’t need the suit to see lightning flashes or hear the
thunderclaps.

Vaughn and Daniel were doing a good job of forcing them to stay in the
woods where our strength in stealth, and hand to hand combat would make
a difference.

They stood on the golf course, Daniel deflecting bullets with a mixture
of foresight and telekinesis, Vaughn blasting away.

I wished that we’d notified the police before coming here, because most
of the bullets were heading in the direction of Jefferson street, and
Meijers’ parking lot. On the bright side, the constant roar, and the
massive light show might clue people in to the fact that they were in
danger.

Guessing that Daniel and Vaughn would get tired in the not too distant
future, I fired up the rocketpack, and shot into the air.

As I flew higher than the trees, I realized that I wasn’t the only
person in the air. I’d been joined by most of Justice Fist — no, all
of Justice Fist.

I also understood how I’d missed them.

Before I’d seen Shannon manipulating darkness during the day. It stood
out, as something outside the natural order does. That night, they
weren’t there, and then they faded in, the cloud of darkness around them
disappearing a little at a time.

I knew she couldn’t do that the last time I’d seen her. She could create
darkness or not. I’d seen no evidence of this level of control.

More interesting than that, they faded in on radar at the same time they
faded in by sight.

Lucas flew toward the woods, red lightning bolts firing in all
directions from his hands. Camille, in her orange and white costume,
flew after him, bringing the non-flying members of group (Dayton, Jody,
Shannon, and Julie) with her to the edge of the forest.

Gray trails representing the paths of bullets appeared within my helmet.
Some of the Cabal’s men were aiming at the new arrivals.

They never reached them. When they got within twenty feet of Camille’s
group, the bullets simply dropped, falling as if gravity had become
heavier in that spot.

Then Sean held out his arms, closed his eyes, and bullets all over
changed their paths and flew toward him, collecting in a cloud before
dropping on the ground.

If only bullets had been affected, I would have been okay with it.

Even though the 80’s Rocket suit didn’t have as much metal as earlier
versions, I still felt the pull. Worse, I could hear the distinctive
popping noise of electrical shorts as bits of metal that no one ever
intended to touch, touched for the very first time.

Grandpa had retired this suit because of some bad experiences that
showed it didn’t handle electricity or electromagnetism as well as he
wanted it to. Memorably, the suit had actually burned images into the
vision systems, leaving only half the helmet’s display uncovered. He’d
won, but not before shutting down almost every system in the suit.

That was why the current Rocket suit didn’t allow readouts to appear
anywhere but the top of the user’s vision.

I decided to follow his example while I could still see, and landed
immediately on the golf course.

As I did, I heard a series of big pops, and the suit’s limbs weighed a
lot more than they had. The powered systems had just stopped working,
leaving the emergency backup systems, the ones that amplified muscle
movement. They powered all other versions of the Rocket suit. With this
one, they had three times as much suit to move.

Naturally that was the moment when the members of the Cabal’s army that
were still conscious decided to make a desperate last charge. Or maybe
they were making a desperate retreat because all their cars were at
Meijer? I never learned the reasoning.

All I knew was that they charged out of the forest, and away from the
pro shop, making for Jefferson Street.

I learned later that the members of the Cabal who ended up wearing armor
and carrying guns had powers, but basically the powers of about half a
superhero. These were the people with super strength but no special
toughness, the ability to talk to fish, but no ability to breath
underwater, the ability to see through walls but no other powers at all.

They charged. All their guns and knives were gone, so they attacked us
with their one flaming hand, their fifty pound telekinetic push, their
telepathic ability to shout loudly in somebody’s mind…

I made my way to Daniel and Vaughn, both of whom were too tired to fly
away. They pulled out the extendable, metal staves from their utility
belts, and I stood with them, punching and kicking anyone that came near
us.

Sean, of course, was no help at all, because once they no longer had
metal on them, he couldn’t do anything to them. He might have started
pelting them with their own guns, but apparently even he could see that
might have unintended consequences.

We would have lost if we’d been alone, but after they came out of the
woods, so did everyone else.

Jaclyn and Jody came out at a blur, and started pounding on people. Jody
seemed to be faster, but Jaclyn only needed one punch to take someone
out. Lucas zapped several people out at once with lightning. Haley,
Cassie, Marcus, Rachel and Travis took out anyone left. The other
members of Justice Fist must have helped too, but I missed it.

What I remembered most about that fight was the leaden feeling in my
limbs, and my on-going anger about how much of an idiot Sean could be.

Vaughn, Marcus, and Daniel, each of them too tired to fly, ended up
riding in the back of Night Wolf’s car with Travis and Haley.

With the Rocket suit’s computer down, I didn’t feel comfortable with the
idea of flying either, so I ran back to HQ. Jaclyn ran with me, making
sure I made it. Even with many systems down, the suit still did most of
the work, so I was okay. Besides, I’d rested a little while other people
talked to police and reporters.

Taking off the suit turned out to be a near impossible without help.
Systems that were supposed to unlock the armor’s sections wouldn’t
release their hold.



Travis, Haley, and Jaclyn all helped remove pieces, sometimes with
tearing noises that made me cringe.

Looking at the pile of parts afterward, I wondered what I was supposed
to wear. I still hadn’t finished repairing the regular suit. It didn’t
have too far to go, but I didn’t know exactly how long. I’d begun to
worry that I’d have to just recreate the whole arm instead of fixing the
melted one.

I didn’t even like to think about how long repairing the 80’s Rocket
suit would take.

I could have used the classic 60’s and 70’s version of the armor, but it
wasn’t just one suit. I had three similar (but not quite complete) suits
with parts that could almost be easily swapped.

I didn’t even consider using the space version of the suit. With all the
talk about various Defenders units going to space, I thought I might
need it soon.

I could have used the underwater version, but I hadn’t fully checked
that one over. And anyway, it wasn’t intended for land use.

In the end I decided I’d have to use the stealth suit for a while. On
the bright side, I had a couple extra jackets, and, unlike any of the
other suits, I could create replacements for the stealth suit quickly.

If I supplemented it with other gadgets that might be enough to tide me
over until I could use the real Rocket suit.

I walked out of the lab to see most of the team standing next the main
table in front of the wall screen, talking over what had happened. Haley
walked with me. I hadn’t realized that she was there.

“Are you okay?”

“I don’t know. Mostly just tired.” I paused, then said, “What was Sean
thinking? He didn’t have to do that.”

“Do you think he tried to?”

“I don’t know. I did kind of piss him off recently, but he wasn’t
looking at me or anything as he did it.”

“If he knew who we were, he might.”

“I don’t think he does. He hasn’t said anything, and he’s not quiet
about things like that.”

“No, he’s not.”

At that point, I came within earshot of the group’s conversation.

“What we really needed,” Jaclyn said, “was communication. I didn’t have
any idea what Haley or any of her crew were doing. Not that I’m
complaining.” She looked over at Haley. “I heard you did a good job.”

“She did,” Cassie said. “We wouldn’t have found half the people we did
without her. Most of the time, they barely knew we were there.”

Marcus slouched in one of the seats next to the table. “Cassie’s right.
I bet some of them still don’t know what hit them.”

“Thanks,” Haley said. “But it wasn’t hard.”

“But I still wish we’d known what was going on with you,” Travis said.
“If it had all gone wrong, there were a lot of them back there. They
could have killed you all and we wouldn’t notice.”

I thought about it and said, “Daniel might have known.”

“No,” Daniel said. “They were out of range most of the time.”

Like Marcus, Daniel sat at the table. He sat up, but he still looked
tired.

“You’ve talked about a new communications system,” Travis said. “You
should make it first priority. We’ll need it. I don’t think we’ve seen
the last of these guys.”

I sighed. “I’ve still got to fix my own stuff.”

“I know,” Travis said, “but communication could save us all.”

“While you’re at it,” Vaughn said, “make it something Sean can’t nuke. I
had my cellphone with me, and it’s dead. My parents are going to be
pissed.”

Deciding to ignore the possibility that he’d accidentally done it
himself, I nodded.

Ignored by all of us, the local Fox affiliate played on the wall screen.
Unlike all the other channels, they had news at ten pm instead of
eleven. I remembered seeing them show up after the fight.

We all went silent when they started showing the aftermath of the fight.
From the way they presented it, you would have thought Sean won the
fight by himself. They showed the piles of guns, and the unconscious
bodies. I appeared, weaving a little in the Rocket suit before I sat
down. Paramedics checked over Daniel and Vaughn in the background while
they interviewed Sean.

“They’re lucky we showed up,” Sean said.

No one asked him why our team seemed so much more tired than theirs.

The next story was about how the Executioner team was finally going to
trial.

According to the reporter, “The prosecutor’s office believes that even
if they can’t link them to other murders, the alleged murder of FBI
agents should be enough to send them to jail, or possibly to their own
executions.”

We all went home after the broadcast. I walked with Rachel. Neither of
us said very much, and even more than team communicators, I thought
about going to bed.

Except I couldn’t. I had half my calculus homework to finish.





Graduation


        The next day wasn’t much better.

You know how in the Harry Potter books, there always seems to be some
period in which Malfoy struts around as if he owns the school? That’s
what happened with Sean. And not just Sean, everybody in Justice Fist
got attention.

Sean, Dayton, Jody, Camille, and Julie seemed to be surrounded with
people all day. Even the teachers seemed to want to hear about it.

I passed a huge clot in the hall as I went to Mr. Beacham’s class. Some
girl around Sean said something about “knees?”

Sean shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s a Heroes League thing.”

I could have explained, but I didn’t.

There had been more of them than I’d realized. The newspaper and radio
stations reported it as fifty. Most of them had ended up in the
hospital, many of them with broken knees.

Lee often said, “If you can’t walk, you can’t fight.”

While it wasn’t true if you could fly or had energy powers, it was true
for most people, most of the time.

I knew I’d kicked a few during the fight, and it sounded like the rest
of the team had too. I’d also broken a lot of ribs, and collarbones.

Despite Mr. Beacham’s best efforts, I had a hard time paying attention
in class. He was a good teacher, but not good enough to compete with
what was going on in my head.

On Sean’s way into the room, I had accidentally made eye contact with
him. He smiled at me, and my pen rolled off my desk, bouncing two rows
over.

The girl in the next desk passed it back to me, and I swapped it for one
with a plastic body.

Evidently his statement that he had better things to do than worry about
me no longer applied.

I held on to the pen, took notes, and hoped he didn’t do more.



I rode my bike straight to Grandpa’s house after school. I still had to
repair the suit(s?), design the communicators, and I’d had some ideas
about mass producing roachbots I wanted to try.

Not to mention that school had sent home a pile of graduation related
paperwork. I had to fill it out, and better to fill it out someplace
quiet.

Except… HQ wasn’t quiet.

Marcus sat at the command console, having thrown his monitor’s contents
to the wall screen. He had opened at least eight windows to recorded
sessions from the houses and cars of Vaughn’s cousins and descendants
from Red Lightning’s group.

I walked past one of the stacks of boxes, and made my way to the front
of the room where he sat.

“I didn’t expect to see you here.”

He looked up. “Nick. I’m running through the latest stuff.”

He clicked on a mouse button, and the largest of the windows paused. It
showed Sean’s dad standing in the kitchen. The two windows next to it
showed other spots in the house.

“I’m glad someone is. With everything else going on, I kind of forgot
about it.”

“Yeah, me too. Rachel and I have been swapping off, and I skipped a few
days, but after last night, I thought I’d get back to it.”

“Have you learned anything?”

“Nothing important… Just personal stuff. Like Sean’s dad is a total
jerk.”

“Wait. Did he just turn into a jerk in the last two weeks?”

“I think he’s always been a jerk. Like this video? It’s from last week,
but there’s a dozen more like it. Sean’s sister… Her name’s Sydney. She
just asked for permission to go on a date, and he went off on her,
called her names you wouldn’t believe. My parents get angry with us, but
they never do anything like that.”

“Does he… hit them?”

“No, but what he does is bad enough.”

He clicked on the mouse again, and Sean’s sister left the room, crying —
or so I assumed. The sound was off.

Just a moment before she walked off camera, she turned around and
flipped him off. Another window’s camera showed Sean’s dad shouting more
in response. I thought I read a couple of the words from his lips. If
they were what I thought they were, I’d never even heard my parents say
them.

“Is he like this with Sean too?”

“Oh, yeah. Sometimes he’s decent to them too, but then he overdoes it,
like he got Sean a new car out of nowhere. Something’s messed up there.”

“Do you think she’s been through the Impregnator?” I asked, and then I
thought about what I’d said.

“That sounds really wrong when you’re talking about a girl, but no, I
don’t know.”

He closed out that window, and clicked on another, that one showing a
meeting with Russell Hardwick and Justice Fist’s parents in the living
room of somebody’s house.

It enlarged to fill the spot that Sean’s father had been in, but didn’t
play.

“Sydney’s kind of cute,” Marcus commented.

Thinking about her, I could see his point.

“Aren’t you with Latisha?”

“It’s Lakisha, and I’m not with her. We went on a date to prom, but we
aren’t dating.”

“You’re not going to ask Sydney out, are you?”

“No. I don’t even know her. Besides, what if she’s psycho like everybody
else in the family?”

His eyes widened for a second. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you the best
bit about Sean’s dad. Look at this person.” He pointed at a woman in
Russell Hardwick’s group that I’d guessed might be Hispanic.

“Red Lightning worked with the Fillipino resistance to the Japanese
occupation, and he helped a couple he knew there immigrate to the US.
She’s their daughter. She works with Sean’s dad at one of the Hardwicks’
companies. Her daughter is Camille, or Gravity Star if she’s in costume
with Justice Fist. Guess who Camille’s dad is?”

He pulled a picture of her up on the screen. Her face reminded me of
Sydney, and of Sean’s dad, and she had a lighter complexion than her
mom.

“No way.”

“You got it. Rachel found a bit of video of the two of them talking
after a meeting. Crazy, right?”

“Really crazy. Does Sean know?”

“I don’t think so.”

I thought about Camille for a second. She was a junior — which meant
that Sean’s dad was doing it with her mom when Mrs. Drucker was pregnant
with Sean.

The fact that Sean didn’t know led me to another thought. “If Sean and
Camille ever got involved, that would be really messed up.”



“That would be sick. Someone should tell them — just to avoid it. I read
somewhere that siblings who weren’t raised together are actually more
likely to find each other attractive than your average person.”

“Yuck.”

“No kidding. Do you think one of us should say something?”

“You can do it,” I said. “I don’t think he’d listen to me.”

I thought for a moment, and than asked, “When you said Rachel noticed
them talking, were they just talking, or are they still together?”

“No. They were talking about money. I think he must be paying her
monthly.”

“Blackmail?”

“Wouldn’t that be cool? But no, it’s boring. I think he’s just paying
his share. So maybe he’s not a complete jerk. It’s just hard to tell.
Actually, from what I’ve seen Sean and Sydney might be better off with
the same arrangement.”

“You mean getting his money, but not actually seeing him?”

“Exactly. I wouldn’t live at their house if you paid me.”

We talked for a little longer after that, but eventually I did manage to
end the conversation and retreat to the lab. There, sitting in the same
room as two broken Rocket suits, I managed to get through my graduation
paperwork within half an hour. It had looked worse than it was.

With that out of the way, I set up the various machines in the lab to
start pumping out roachbot parts. After an hour of messing around, it
became obvious that I couldn’t create roachbots from start to finish by
machine. I could, however, get them about halfway. I’d have to do a lot
of the soldering myself, but I could at least get the shell finished and
a majority of the components inside.

The new ideas used largely the same design. With the exception of
replacement bots for bugging people, they were all essentially
mini-missiles.

Basically I had three new concepts:

1. Explosive roachbots.

2. Roachbots that delivered the same paralyzing noise as the paralysis
guns.

3. Roachbots that sped after cars or people and latched on, delivering
coordinates back to HQ or my controller.

I started the machines going, waiting a while to make sure things were
going correctly, and then I left the room.

Marcus was still watching video.

I sat down at the main table, logged into a terminal, and opened up a
window to monitor the machines in the lab.

“Hey, Marcus. Do you have anything left? Should I be helping?”

“I’m getting close to done, but if you want to check the voice mail,
it’ll get me out sooner. Rachel’s been checking it, but she hasn’t been
in today, so someone’s got to.”

“Ok.”

I deleted the voice mail from reporters. There were a lot of them, just
like there always were after a big fight. I forwarded anything that
sounded like a business proposition over to the board’s email.

I listened to the voice mail from normal people. Some of them were
complaining about the property damage from the fight. Others were
calling to thank us for fighting.

I wasn’t sure if we deserved the praise. There wouldn’t have been a
fight last night if the Cabal’s army hadn’t been trying to trap us.

After about twenty minutes, I only had a few voice mails to go.

One of them stood out. From the area code, it appeared to come out of
Tennessee, but the caller ID didn’t supply a name.

I clicked on the call.

I didn’t recognize the voice that came over the line. It sounded level,
male, and not all that old — at best, I guessed that the speaker had to
be in his thirties.

The man’s accent hinted that the speaker came from the south, but it
didn’t hint very strongly.

“Heroes League. You escaped. I never expected it. All of our
intelligence indicated that you were nothing more than children who’d
gotten lucky when you faced your mayor, but now you’ve fought some of
the best of us. So, a few of you must be competent. That, or luckier
than I want to believe.

“I can’t ignore you anymore, and I can no longer trust you solely to my
subordinates.

“I’m coming myself.

“Don’t congratulate yourselves for this. I, and the people with me, are
the inheritors of a two thousand year tradition of service to the Cabal,
the part that survived its destruction, the empire’s last, hidden
legion. You exposed the Cabal, and you stand in the way of our plans. We
will destroy you or die trying.

“I am Prime, the legion’s commander, and I will see you soon,” he
finished, and hung up.

I listened to it a couple more times before stopping and staring at the
screen.

Marcus’ voice broke me out of imagining what powers and people the
Cabal’s remnants might have at their disposal.

“Nick, are you okay?”

“Kind of, but you’re going to want to listen to this.”

The next day at school, it occurred to me that I should have been more
scared after receiving that message.

I can’t say that I wasn’t scared at all, but I didn’t freak out. Marcus
and I called Isaac Lim, and the FBI traced the call to a payphone
somewhere near Nashville. It surprised me that Prime could even find a
payphone.

I mean, seriously, who uses them?

When I explained why we wanted the trace done, Isaac wanted to hear the
call himself, and told us that he’d look into getting us some help. I
almost told him not to worry about it.

Apparently, I was getting used to the idea that people wanted to kill
me.

Well, that was one possibility, the other was that I might be relying
too much on Lee’s assessment of danger. He hadn’t thought much of the
professionalism of the Cabal or the little that was left of them. On the
other hand, he’d been impressed by the Executioner (or the team that
portrayed him).

So anyway, that’s the sort of thing that was going through my head
during the special assembly for graduating seniors (only). Which was
okay because it was largely a waste of time. We all gathered in the
auditorium after first period, filling only the center section because
we only had a quarter of the school there.

It lasted for an hour.

The principal, Dr. Williams, talked about his memories of our class,
conversations he’d had with parents, how we’d all grown over the last
four years, how we’d remember this time with fondness for the rest of
our lives, and that even the people in our class that we didn’t like now
would be friends in the future because they’d shared this moment with
us.

After he finished, Assistant Principal Sledge went up to the podium, and
talked about the importance of filling out the graduation paperwork that
went home with us the night before. It included ordering our robes, the
way we wanted our names to appear on our diplomas, signing up for the
senior trip, and signing up for the post-graduation party.

So again, largely a waste of time.

I spent the largest part of the assembly speculating as to why Prime had
called us to let us know he was coming. Surprising us seemed like the
better strategy. Of course, they’d tried that twice already, and it
hadn’t worked.

If I remembered my world history class correctly, the Roman Empire’s
army had been full of barbarians by the end. Maybe Prime had been one of
them? Directly challenging somebody seemed like the sort of thing a
barbarian might do. Of course, leaving the challenge as a voice mail
sounded like something from a Monty Python skit.

If Prime were immortal, it could mean he hadn’t adjusted very well to
the modern age. On the other hand, an immortal would to have centuries
of experience with people to draw from. He might be using it.

In the end, I decided I didn’t have enough data to make a good guess.

When Mr. Sledge stopped, I left with everyone else, walking with Cassie
and Kayla. Thanks to alphabetically assigned seating (Nick Klein, Kayla
Ketchem, Cassie Kowalski), we were all near each other anyway.

“Ready to be out of here?” Cassie stepped between Kayla and I and put
her arms around our shoulders.

“I can’t believe it’s almost over,” Kayla said. “I feel like our class
just started to come together.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I feel like I’ve barely been here this year.”

Cassie laughed. “I believe you. You zoned out for the entire assembly.”
Then more quietly, she said, “Anything important?”

“Ask me after school.”

Kayla didn’t say anything.

After we got back into the hall, I left them, and headed to my locker.

The halls were empty except for seniors and senior homeroom teachers.
Everyone else was still in class. I passed Sean’s locker. It was only a
few down from mine. He stood there, hanging onto the open door, and not
moving, staring inside.

I wondered if I’d been that obviously out of it during the assembly.

I half-expected him to notice me, and ask me what I was looking at, or
possibly give me the finger.

He didn’t. Dayton came up, and put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, still
upset?”

Sean turned around, frowning as he noticed me, and said, “Not here.
After school.”

I knew what I wanted to talk about after school. What did he want to
talk about?

Fortunately, death threats have a way of focusing the mind, and I’d come
to school more prepared than usual. I’d worn the stealth suit under my
clothes, and carried a bunch of roachbots with their PSP shaped
controller in my backpack.

During study hall, my last class of the day, I texted Cassie, telling
her to wait for me because I might not come out immediately.

Once I got out, I made a beeline for my locker, got out the PSP, and
sent out a few roachbots around the school. It took a couple minutes,
but I did find Sean. Instead of talking with Dayton, he’d gone into Mr.
Beacham’s room. He’d shut the door behind him, but the roachbot fit
underneath it.

I sent in two. Then I started walking, backpack on my back, earphones in
my ears, and pretending to be more interested in a video game than where
I was going.

“… I don’t know who he was, but he called my house last night,” Sean
said.

Mr. Beacham and he stood talking in front of Mr. Beacham’s desk. The
roachbot gave me a good view of the “I Have a Dream” speech poster, and
the chalkboard.

“He knows where I live. He looked it up in the phone book, and he told
me if I got into his business again, he’d kill me. Now what am I
supposed to do?”

Mr. Beacham checked outside. “I’d call the police, or maybe the FBI.”

“They can’t do anything. You know they can’t do anything. They just die
when supers come to town.”

“Then call the Heroes League. Teenagers or not, they seem to know what
they’re doing.”

“But I thought you didn’t like secret identities, and inherited powers.
I thought it sounded like feudalism to you. You said you wanted supers
to be public and accountable.”

“I did. Sean, I’m a teacher. It’s my job to teach you, and maybe in the
future, you can change how the world works. For now, you need to work
with what’s here.”

Sean clenched his fists as Mr. Beacham talked, and when he stopped, Sean
started shouting.

“But they don’t like me, and they’re not going to help me. I’m public
because you said it was the right thing to do, and I’m going to die, and
it’s all your fault!”

The plastic paperclip box on Mr. Beacham’s desk fell over, and metal
paperclips spread across it, pointing in Sean’s direction.

Sean looked down at the mess, making a wordless noise, and left,
slamming the door behind him.

The roachbot’s signal blinked out for a moment as he walked under it,
but then reconnected, much to my relief.

As Mr. Beacham took a deep breath, I wondered if Prime had been trying
to provoke reactions like Sean’s.

Vaughn, Cassie and I got into Vaughn’s car.

I told them what happened, finishing with, “… It’s a relief we didn’t go
that route. Until we suit up, the worst they can do is leave us nasty
voice mail messages.”

“I’m imagining the call to Sean’s,” Vaughn said. “‘Hi, I’m an evil
overlord, is your son at home?’ Not that I should make light of it. I’ve
done stupid shit myself. But it’s not just him, you know. They’ll go
after everybody. Well, maybe not Lucas. I think he’s the only one of
them that hasn’t made his identity public. And since he doesn’t hang out
with the rest of them, he might actually stay secret.”

“But they know everyone else,” Cassie said.

“And Prime’ll figure it out if Justice Fist holds any team meetings in
public,” I said. “They do that.”

“The whole public  identity thing is so dumb.” Cassie turned to address
me, as Vaughn backed his car away from the fence, and started driving
toward the parking lot’s exit. “Didn’t a bunch of people try that in the
70’s and 80’s? Are any of them still active?”

“Well…” I thought about it for a second. “Not many at all. It’s been
twenty or thirty years. Most heroes don’t stay active that long. But now
that I think about it, all those people at the San Francisco Compound,
and a lot of people in the Defender unit in Los Angeles. They’re
active.”

“You visited the Defenders on spring break. How did that go?” Cassie
asked.

“Strangely,” I said. “You know how people always say superheroes with
public identities are going to be more like regular people? They’re not.
The Defenders live in a gated community, and they’re all pretty wealthy.
They’re like regular people in the same way movie stars are. I mean,
people just give them stuff like free cars.”

“That could be cool,” Vaughn said.

“But if they want us to be like normal people, we’ve got a better chance
with a secret identity. That’s all I’m saying.”

Cassie scowled. “If they knew who we were, it’d be like it was after
Keith tried power juice in the parking lot only all the time. Did I tell
you about the reporter that practically camped out in my yard?”

I said, “No,” about the same time Vaughn said, “Yes.”

Cassie said. “He just wouldn’t leave, but then some new story came up,
and then he left.”

“Wow. I got a few calls, but nothing like that.”

“Right,” Cassie said. “You know what we need? A team meeting.”

I almost groaned. “Why?”

“We can’t just all respond to Prime randomly. We need a plan.”

I couldn’t argue with her.



Cassie sent everyone a yellow, but it wasn’t really a team meeting.
Travis and Marcus had to work. Rachel had a performance scheduled, and
she wasn’t going to skip it for a meeting. Daniel’s family sometimes
went to the Friday night service, and with his dad being out of town, he
had to ask his mom if he could skip, and she said, “No.”

We had a “most of the team” meeting — including Cassie, Jaclyn, Vaughn,
Haley and I. We sat in HQ, pizza on the table next to the computer
monitors, and listened to the recording of Sean.

Jaclyn shook her head as it ended. “I was going to bring it up after the
last meeting, but we don’t just need more communication with each other.
We need more communication with Justice Fist. Sean destroyed your suit
because he wasn’t thinking about you, and they appeared out of nowhere.
We should have an arrangement. Maybe we could even run some exercises
with them. That’s what we should be doing.”

Haley wrinkled her nose. She didn’t look particularly happy about the
idea.

Jaclyn noticed. “Haley, I know you and Sean have history, but there’s a
bigger picture to look at here.”

Haley sighed, and sat a little lower in her seat. “I know,” she said,
“but I don’t want to. Did you notice him after the fight on Wednesday?
While Nick was sitting, and we were helping the police clean up, Sean
came up and tried to make conversation. I wanted to tell him to go away
the whole time, but I had to be nice.”

“Oh, god,” Cassie muttered.

“So that’s what he was doing?” Vaughn said. “I saw him over there
helping you and Dayton get people into Boxes and ambulances. I didn’t
know he was trying to pick you up. See, that’s the bad point about
secret identities. If he knew who you were, he wouldn’t have bothered.”

“I don’t know,” Haley said. “Even when we were going out, he wouldn’t
always leave me alone when I told him to.”

Jaclyn paused, and took a breath. “OK. So even if we’re not going to do
anything with them soon, we might want to coordinate against Prime
because it sounds like he’s planning to kill all of us.”

“We could talk to Lucas,” I said.

“Right,” Jaclyn said. “How about tonight?”

Vaughn leaned back in his chair. “If we do, I’m not saying anything.
Even with the Feds’ doubles, he still might figure out who I am.”

I grabbed a mouse, and started clicking. “I know I’ve got his number
somewhere.” We’d gotten his cellphone number early on when we bugged his
house, and I’d put it into the computer system.

As I looked, a yellow box appeared in the bottom corner of the screen
while something in HQ started beeping. Red letters in the yellow box
spelled, “Intrusion.”

I clicked on the box, and got a view from the camera on top of the
League’s building near downtown. I sent the picture to the wall screen.

It pointed downward, showing the front of the building, following it
down to the sidewalk.

A dead man in a ratty trench coat hung between the first and second
story. Metal glinted from under the collarbone on each side of his body.
I guessed the metal might be the heads of railroad spikes.

Prime’s threat suddenly felt a little more real.

I called the police. Then we put our costumes on, and went to
investigate.

The cops seemed to find the idea of superheroes calling the police about
a dead body more funny than I did, but they  did finally identify the
guy. He was a homeless person who lived downtown, bouncing between the
city’s homeless shelters.

We told them about Prime.

While we were waiting for them, Haley had stood underneath the man, and
sniffed thoughtfully a few times.

I didn’t know what she’d told the police, so I asked her when we got
back to HQ.

“I didn’t learn much.” She looked apologetic, and she started listing
everything she’d mentioned. ” His last meal was pepperoni pizza, and he
must have been sleeping in the park downtown because he smelled like
dirt and grass. The people who stuck him up there were taking power
juice. I smelled at least three of them. They’d had pizza too.”

We all went back to our seats at the table — only now we were all in
costume. It felt more official somehow, and maybe a little weird.

I took off my helmet (the air felt stuffy), and followed the security
cameras’ feeds backwards until just before the intrusion alert. A white
van stopped in front of the League’s office. Three of them stepped out
of the back, and they didn’t look like gang members, or like the Cabal’s
semi-professional soldiers.

They wore jeans and hooded sweatshirts. The sweatshirts were inside out,
presumably to hide whatever was written on them. Not that it made a
difference. The one holding the dead body wore red in the color of
Haley’s school.

I couldn’t see them very well because of the sun had just set, but it
seemed like they were nervous. The one with the body paused, looking up
and down the sidewalk.

A grown-up’s voice came from inside the van. “Get on with it!”

A guy in a black sweatshirt floated upward, followed by the dead body.
He pounded the spikes in with a hammer, each spike in one blow.

The hood fell back on the second strike.

Jaclyn said, “Haley, that’s Jeff Winters from your class.”

“Oh, no. ” She stared at the wall screen. “I should have said something.
I’ve been smelling power juice at school, but I thought people were just
experimenting.”

Apparently, they’d been recruiting.

I sent a copy of the video to the police. I sent an email with it
telling them they might want us along if they planned to make an arrest.

After I finished that, I wondered what to do next. What had we been
talking about before?

Then I remembered — coordinating with Justice Fist and calling Lucas.

As I started paying attention to my surroundings again, I heard Vaughn
saying, “They’re sending us a message, and it’s got to be something like
‘stay out of our way unless you want to end up like him’.”

“They’re sick,” Haley said. “Killing someone just as a demonstration for
us? He didn’t deserve that.”

Cassie shrugged, “At least it wasn’t anyone we know.”

Haley’s jaw dropped. “He was a person.”

“Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t kill him. I’m just glad they
didn’t kill my mom. Or one of us.”

Haley looked like she wanted to say something more, but Jaclyn talked
first.

“We’ve got to let Travis, Daniel and Marcus know what happened. Anyone
want to do that?”

Cassie said, “Sure, I’ll call them.”

Jaclyn nodded. “Great, and wasn’t there something else? Right. Nick, you
were just about to call Lucas.”

“Yeah, I was.”

“Vaughn and I are scheduled to patrol tonight, so we’ll be busy.”

Jaclyn got up from the table. “I don’t want to bug you about this, but
are you working on communicators?”

“I will be. I’m hoping to start tomorrow.”

“Good,” Jaclyn said. “Because it would make nights like this so much
easier. I can’t fly, and Vaughn probably shouldn’t fly close to the
ground with all that wind. When we work together, I spend more time
looking for him than anything else.”

“But man,” Vaughn said, “if we could talk to each other, that would be
cool.”

It would be cool.  “I’ll see what I can do.”

They left, and I called Lucas. We arranged to meet on top of the old
piano factory on the north side. It was close to his house. Not that he
said it, but after bugging the place, I knew.

I finished the call to find Cassie and Haley looking at me.

“Where are you meeting him?” Cassie asked.

“The old piano factory.”

“Do you mind if I come along?”

I looked over at Haley.

Cassie looked at each of us. “You were going to go out tonight, weren’t
you? Don’t worry about it. I’ll go home.”

“We were,” Haley said, “but it’s okay. It can still work out.”

About twenty minutes later, I landed on top of the piano factory’s roof.
It wasn’t entirely dark. A light wind blew. If I looked west, past
factories, houses, Grand Lake University over to Lake Michigan, I could
see a hint of light at the horizon.

Looking up, I only saw stars.

Lucas stood in front of me in his Red Legacy uniform.

“Did you come alone? I thought I heard other people in the background
when you called.”

“No. Night Cat and Captain Commando are coming too.”

Moments later, I heard the thrum of Haley’s car and roar of Cassie’s
bike. Not long after that they both came over the side of the roof.
Haley came first, followed by Cassie.

“Hey, everybody,” Lucas said as they walked up the slope toward us,
“you’re not the first call of the night, if you can believe it. Someone
nailed a dog to the front door of the… ” Lucas smirked, “Power’s home,
and that’s after he freaked out because someone called him to tell him
to keep our noses out of the ‘Hidden Legion’s’ business. Am I right to
assume they’re the people we fought on Wednesday?”

“You’re right,” I said.

“Looks like we’ve all stepped in something big.”

“Very big, but we can one up you with the dead bodies. Ours was a
person.” Cassie said.

Haley looked over at her.

“He’ll see it on the news anyway,” Cassie said.

Lucas turned his head back to me. “They don’t play around, do they?”

“No. I guess they don’t. That’s why we called. We’ve been thinking we
should coordinate better in the future.”

Lucas nodded. “Good idea, but it’s going to get complicated. You know my
real identity, obviously. I realized that after your hospital visit.
Thanks for healing me, by the way, but there are a few things you
probably don’t know. Like just for example, my dad’s bringing in some
guy to train us.”

“Who?” Cassie asked.

“I don’t know. All I know is that he’s experienced in fighting. Former
special forces. Something like that, and he won’t just be training us.
It sounds like my dad’s putting together some kind of army.”

“Army?” I said.

“I might be exaggerating, but he’s been running anyone he thinks he can
trust through the Impregnator — including kids like Sean’s little
sister. She’s what, fourteen? She’s not even done growing.”



Haley took a step closer to Lucas and me, and said, “Sydney?” The claws
on her feet dug a little deeper into the roof. “What gives him the right
to do that?”

Lucas threw up his hands. “You don’t understand this. I don’t know how
things were for you, but for Red Lightning’s descendants and that the
people that worked for him, it’s been pretty bad. We’ve been living in
fear for forty years, worrying that the Cabal will move on us. So now
they’re almost gone, and my dad wants to end them. Trouble is, even in
our families, there aren’t that many people with the potential for
powers. That’s why he’s pulling in Sydney, and anyone else that tests
positive.”

Haley didn’t look sympathetic. “It’s still wrong.”

“Look, I know, but the way he sees it, Prime’s coming here with what
he’s got left, and Dad needs to use every advantage he can find. If
they’ve got the improved version of power juice, we’ve got our full,
permanent powers.”

I wasn’t sure if I should say anything, but I asked the obvious
question. “Did your dad take juice before getting into the machine?”

“No one did. I told everybody, and Sean must have said something because
some people already knew. The problem is that it may not matter. The
original Rocket might have been right about it being the mixture of
power juice and the impregnator, but not for the right reason. You know
that I’m a doctor, right? I’ve been using my dad’s connections to keep
tabs on those Cabal supers we captured a few weeks ago. I even got some
tissue and blood samples, and I don’t like what I’m seeing.”

“How?”

“The stuff stays in the system much longer than a week. You know the guy
who lost a leg? They haven’t given him any more juice, and the leg’s
almost grown back. Now, the guy who generates heat, he hasn’t been able
to do anything without juice, but all the people with physical
abilities? They’re fading slowly, but they’re still there. My theory is
that if you take juice for a long time, like they have, the effects will
linger. The question is, how long do you have to have been taking it for
that to work? I took it for a few weeks, Sean for a little longer, but
our parents have been using it for years.”

He stopped, took a breath, and continued. “I don’t feel any different
mentally, but would I notice? And Dad’s been acting aggressive lately,
but he’s always been aggressive. He’s been the driving force behind our
family businesses for years. If whatever went wrong with my grandfather
takes time to develop, it might hit all of us slowly, before we even
notice. If it requires years of using power juice, half of our parents
are on the way to madness and they don’t even know it yet.”

“A dozen Red Lightnings?” Cassie shook her head. “This sounds worse all
the time.”

“More like twenty,” Lucas said. “and I might be one of them.”

“You still seem sane,” I said.

Lucas smiled a little. “So anyway, about coordinating… I wouldn’t go
through Sean, but if you call me, or just about anyone but Jody, it
could work out. Don’t be surprised if we’re busy though. It sounds like
we’ll be doing a lot of training.”

We worked through some details, and Lucas left, flying into the night
sky.

After we got back to HQ, Cassie left Haley and I alone, and we did what
we’d been planning to do. Lee’s band was playing at one of Haley’s
family’s restaurants, and we went to hear him.

Like most of their restaurants, it had been named “D’Onofrio’s,” served
Italian, and split the building between fine dining and a bar. Lee’s
band was playing in the bar.

Even without a Jazz band, the room would have been filled with noise and
light. TV’s hung in the corners and over the bar along the side of the
room. People stood and talked around the tables. The booths on the wall
opposite the bar had TV’s hanging above each table.

We got a booth close to the front, but no alcohol. Even if we’d had fake
ID’s proving that we were both 21, too many people recognized Haley for
it to work. For example, one of Haley’s cousins was managing the bar.

We ordered pop to drink, and split an order of nachos.

I turned off the sound on the TV (there didn’t seem to be any way to
turn the TV off), and changed the channel to CNN.

Haley and I talked, and watched Lee’s band.

Of course, technically no one named Lee played in the band. A tall,
black man named Ben Montgomery played piano for the group except I knew
he was Lee — to a degree. It felt easier to think of him as Ben.

Ben was a phenomenal pianist. His fingers blurred as he played his solo,
and everyone watched.

Though fun, that alone wouldn’t have made the evening worth mentioning.
Two events made the evening memorable.

The first was when Haley took a break from talking about normal life to
whisper, “Remember when Red Lightning’s journal with the Impregnator
plans disappeared from the cave? Lucas was the one who took them. I
recognized his smell.”

I didn’t have anything more to say but, “Wow.”

The other event didn’t even happen in the bar. It happened on CNN. They
showed footage of how Ray Malone’s trial had been interrupted by people
in powered armor. They blasted a wall out of the courthouse, grabbing
Ray and the other two members of the team.

The powered armor looked exactly like the armor worn by Syndicate L’s
people when I’d visited Los Angeles. Worse, they were supported by two
mechs like the one I’d seen in California.

We told Lee after the performance. He (as Ben) had walked down to the
bar to grab a beer.

Haley got up before I even noticed where he’d gone, and made it halfway
across the room before I had time to even think. She didn’t talk to him
for very long. When she came back, she told me, “He said to wait and
he’ll come over.”

He did, eventually. He drank his beer, flirted with one of the women
tending bar, walked to the back, and into the men’s bathroom. When he
came out of the bathroom, he appeared to be white, in his twenties, and
wearing a button down shirt that was open at least a button further than
I’d ever worn any shirt.

He sat down next to Haley, and he didn’t need to tell me that his name
was Ryan. I already knew it.

“So?” He asked.

“You told me to let you know when the Executioner got out of jail.” I
switched the station to SuperTV. They were holding a roundtable
discussion between retired heroes and villains with literal blow by blow
coverage of Ray’s escape. They would advance the video one frame at a
time, halting to discuss technique, tactics and strategy.

We didn’t watch it very long.

“Well,” Lee (or at that moment Ryan) said, “you’ve got your work cut out
for you. You’ve got three, maybe four groups that could go gunning for
you, possibly together. Anyway, I teach classes tomorrow morning, so
here’s my suggestion — I’ll meet the team at HQ around one in the
afternoon. Then we’ll talk it through.”

He got up. “Later.”

You know how in movies stressful situations cause the male and female
leads to comfort each other, invariably leading to sex? So far as I can
tell, it doesn’t work that way in real life.

Not for me anyway, and not like I expected it to.

After Lee left, Haley drove me home, and though we did sit in the car
holding each other for a while, we didn’t kiss goodnight.

My stomach felt uncomfortable, and we gave each other a quick hug. Her
end of the hug felt a little too hard.

I walked into my house with an entirely different feeling than when I’d
left it. When I’d left, Prime’s threats had been overrated. When I got
back, I felt full of the realization that if Ray’s team treated me like
they had Solar Flare, this might be one of the last nights I’d see my
parents alive.

I managed to fall asleep, but didn’t stay that way. I woke up at five in
the morning, and after ten minutes, couldn’t bear to sit awake in bed
anymore. Finally, I left a note to my parents and walked to Grandpa’s
house. I slipped a note for Rachel under her door.

I spent the next few hours working on the communicators. The parts I’d
ordered had been dropped off at the downtown storefront the day before.
If I couldn’t do a thing about the Executioner, I could at least do
something to keep my mind off the subject.

The communicators were little more than modified roachbots. The
roachbots already had the ability to take in sound, images, video,
encrypt the information, and send it home. I just had to modify them to
be more like phones. I went with a design that stuck to the wrist, and
only worked with the voiceprint of the owner — except to call 911.
Making the touchscreen durable, and waterproof turned out to be a
challenge, but Grandpa had created a number of materials that worked for
that.

The trouble was that we needed to contact each other when we weren’t in
costume. That’s why I’d ordered cases that looked exactly like
everyone’s normal cellphones. It’d be less obvious that everyone had two
that way.

It would have been nice if we’d been able to keep the old rings,
necklaces, and so on, but we needed to pass more information now.
Besides, the old stuff would still work. It might be nice to have a
backup.

Or, it might be a security hole. I’d have to think about that.

Around eleven, I realized a couple things. First, that I still had a lot
of soldering left to do, and second that I still hadn’t eaten breakfast.
I took the elevator back up to Grandpa’s workroom in the house, and
grabbed his old bike from the garage. After I pumped up the tires, I
biked to Donutville, and bought a couple donuts.

On my way back, I thought about the last time I’d gotten up this early
and done something technical. I wondered if should call Chris. Chances
are he’d already seen the news. If he hadn’t though, he deserved to
know. He’d been sighted with me in costume and out. If Ray’s people came
for me, he’d be on the list.

Still thinking as I biked, I decided that what Chris really needed to do
was finish the next version of Man-machine’s armor. He’d gone with
something different mostly out of fear of the FBI, but I could talk to
the FBI. He needed to have the most powerful suit he could — especially
if Syndicate L brought mechs into this. Man-machine’s suits had
practically been mechs anyway.

I called him with my cellphone when I got back to Grandpa’s house.

Chris answered, “Nick, what’s up?”

“Did you watch news yesterday?”

“No.”

“You remember what I told you about the Executioner? The team’s out of
jail, and I’ve got some ideas that we probably shouldn’t talk about on
the phone.”

“Shit. Yeah, I’ll come over.”

“To my Grandpa’s place.”

“You got it.”

Chris came over fifteen minutes later, and parked in Grandpa’s driveway.
I still had about an hour before I had to really worry about people
showing up, and unintentionally revealing the person behind the mask. I
thought Chris could be trusted, but I wasn’t about to out people without
permission.

We ended up talking in the living room. It didn’t have much more than a
thirty year old brown couch, and an old TV set. The family had taken all
the furniture and decorations that anyone liked after Grandpa died.

Standing while Chris sat on the couch, I explained that people in
armored suits and mechs had broken Ray and his team out. “Which means
they’re either with Syndicate L somehow, or they’re connected with
someone who buys mechs from the same people.”



Like the guy Man-machine had taught — the guy who’d made the Ball, the
Maniacs’ powered armor, and probably the paralysis guns Ray and
Syndicate L used.

“That’s my theory anyway,” I told Chris. “I’m thinking we should finish
the last Man-machine suit. The big one. Speed, and a laser will only
last so long against those guys.”

Chris sat on the couch. “That’ll be good if I get a chance to get into
armor, but what if they get me at school? I’m not going to have it with
me in study hall.”

“Yeah. Uh… Well, we’ve got Heroes League suit technology that you could
wear under your clothes. That’d stop bullets at least. I wear it all the
time myself. Not much head protection, but you can carry a mask of the
same material for emergencies.”

“That would help. Do you really think I’ll need heavy armor?”

“I don’t know. I’ve kind of got an ulterior motive here. I’m thinking I
might need the backup.”

Chris took a breath and thought for a second. “Yeah. I read about Ray
and those Executioner guys when you captured them. The paper said
they’re responsible for hundreds of deaths. And Syndicate L’s with them
too?”

“That and the remains of the Cabal’s enforcers, plus the descendants of
people who worked for Red Lightning, and about half of Justice Fist.”

“Geez. Do you go around looking for psychos to piss off?”

“I don’t try to piss anyone off.”

A car rolled into the driveway. I didn’t see it because it went up the
driveway before I could turn toward the window, but it sounded like
Daniel’s.

A voice in my head said, “Good guess.”

Daniel stepped through the door a moment later. “Hey, Nick.”

“I didn’t expect to see you.”

“Because it’s Shabbat? We’re observant, but not crazy. If lives are in
danger, you do what you have to.”

He turned to Chris, “You must be Chris Cannon. I’m Daniel Cohen, also
known as the Mystic.”

So, whatever standards Daniel had, Chris passed them.

Chris said. “You know who my grandfather is.”

“Sure. So, are you and Nick going to work together?”

Chris didn’t say anything at first, but then said, “I think so. I’m not
planning to turn cape, but I’ll help.”

Daniel smiled and said to Chris, “The two of you could do a powered
armor barn raising. Nick’s two suits down.”

Chris looked over at me. “What are you using now?”

“The stealth suit. It’ll be okay. I’ve got a guitar that shoots lasers
–”

Chris raised an eyebrow.

“– and I’ve got some backup plans I’m working on. I’m not going to get
either version of the Rocket suit fixed any time soon, but I can mass
produce the roachbots.”

Chris looked over at Daniel, and then back to me. “What’s a roachbot?”

“Think predator drone, but teeny,” I said. “I mostly use them for
bugging houses.”

“With teeny, tiny bullets?” Chris asked.

“Not for bugging houses, but they do have shaped charges. I realized if
I had enough, I could send them into crevices, and do targeted
demolitions.”

“That could be pretty cool.”

“I hope so, because I don’t have time for much else.” I stopped for a
second, a thought nagging at me. “How far do you think your
Grandfather’s heavy suit is from being done? I remember it as being half
finished, but then we removed the boots.”

“Closer than that. You remember how I said I liked messing with
Grandpa’s stuff? I’ve been working on it.”

“What were you planning on using it for?”

“Nothing. I got curious if I could make it work.”

I thought about that for a second. Then… “What’s it got on it?”

We talked about that for a while, but Daniel said, “Unless Chris is
planning to stay for the team meeting, he probably ought to leave soon.”

Chris got up. “Right, I’ll go.”

Lee arrived exactly at 1 pm. We were all there. Normally, Marcus or
Vaughn might have been late, but they weren’t.

Today Lee appeared as we saw him at the studio — a twenty or thirty year
old Asian man with shoulder length hair. He wore jeans and a leather
jacket instead of a martial arts uniform though.

It felt a little weird. Normally when we got together with him, he
called us to attention, and we started class. I wasn’t sure how the
rules went here. Everyone stood or sat next to the table eating
hamburgers, and drinking pop. Cassie had put an order on the League
credit card along the way.

Daniel’s dad had provided us with cards with $200 limits for day-to-day
operations.

Lee may have have caught my hesitancy about how to start the meeting. He
grabbed a cheeseburger out of one of the bags.

He unwrapped it, took a bite, and started waving everybody to sit down.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve been down here with this many people.
I think the last time might have been when Cassie was one — the League’s
last, unofficial mission. Did they ever tell you about Dr. Mind? One of
Captain Commando’s enemies. I think the guy wanted to make some kind of
clone army, but in the end, we handed him his ass. Good times.”

Lee finished the burger, and walked a few steps away from the table,
standing between it and the wall screen.

He crumpled up the wrapper, and threw it in the trash. “So, you’ve got
four different forces that might go after you,” he said. “I dealt with a
similar situation back a few years when I was living in Constantinople.
We can’t really use the same tactics, but I had a good time. I
infiltrated each group and gave them secret information about each
other. In the end, they all somehow became convinced that they were full
of traitors, and decimated themselves from within.”

Travis put down his burger. “Why can’t you just do that again?”

“Because I’m not going to. I made a deal with the original Rocket and
solving your problems isn’t in it. Teaching is.”

“What else is in the deal?”

“Telling you about it isn’t in the deal either. When Nick’s eighteen,
I’ll tell him, and Rachel. After that, it’s their
business.”

I thought about it. “I turn eighteen on July second. There’s not much of
a difference.”

“Then you don’t have long to wait. Anyone else?”

He didn’t look like he wanted another comment, and no one said anything.

“Good. Then let’s start out with some general policies about secret
identities, and move on from there. You don’t do too badly most of the
time, but nights like this aren’t good at all. You don’t want all of
your cars parked in front of Nick’s house, and then go into action as
the League. You need to find other places to change, someplace that
won’t be linked to you. Flying out of your bedroom window is an
invitation for the Executioner to murder your whole family. Got it?

“Now let’s talk about school. When you see each other in normal life,
you don’t talk to each other about this stuff. You don’t pass notes
about it. You don’t text about it unless it’s encrypted. I like moving
cars for privacy, but even they can be bugged. Check for it.”

Lee lead us through a half hour long discussion about ways we might use
to avoid blowing our secret identities to Ray and his team.

“With the basics covered,” Lee said, “let’s talk about what you’re
facing. You’ve got one very competent team of normal human assassins who
are connected to Syndicate L. In the Cabal, you’ve got a group of near
immortal soldiers who haven’t adjusted to modern times, but are deadly
inside their area of competence. Then there’s the remains of Red
Lightning’s people, and their children in  Justice Fist. They’ve all
gone through the Impregnator, and may become homicidal maniacs in the
near future. Have I missed anything?”

Vaughn leaned back in his chair. “Wow. It sounds really bad when you put
it all together like that.”

“Homicidal maniacs?” Jaclyn looked over the table at me. “I thought
you’d told them not to use the Impregnator with juice in their system.”

“Yeah. I found out a couple things last night from Lucas. He thinks it’s
more complicated than that.”

“I told you we had new info when I told you about the meeting,” Cassie
said.

“You could have told me that before the meeting.” Jaclyn turned back to
face Lee. “Go ahead. Don’t let us stop you.”

“OK,” Lee said. “What have you got on them?”

“We’ve bugged their houses. Justice Fist and Red Lightning’s people’s
houses, that is.” I said.

“That’s a start. What about the others?”

“I don’t think any of them are located in Grand Lake. The Cabal used to
have people, but we fought them, and the cops took them away, and made
it a crime scene and stuff.”

“Missed opportunity,” Lee said. “You might have gotten something
interesting if you’d put up cameras. Someone might have come by looking
for things the police didn’t notice.”

“Not entirely missed,” Daniel said. “I managed to grab the list of their
local recruits. I’d forgotten about it, but I remembered when Cassie
called last night. We’ve got names and some addresses — which is better
than we’d normally have. Prime and the Executioner have all the
anti-telepath, anti-clairvoyant stuff and they use them.”

“That’s good. We’ll have to get more, but that’s a good start. Now first
off, don’t count on bugging people. Once they discover the bugs, they’ll
start feeding you false information. You’ll have to set up alternate
systems so you can double check. Second, the anti-telepathic stuff isn’t
all bad. If you find a hole in what you can detect, you’ll know they’re
there.”

Lee walked back over to the group of us where we sat at the table. “Are
any of you taking notes? Someone should, and why don’t you throw them up
on the wall screen while you’re at it?”

“I’m taking notes,” Daniel said, “but I’d like to clean them up first.
Give me a second.”

“Use mine,” Jaclyn said. She moved her mouse and they appeared. She’d
typed in complete sentences, indented where appropriate, lettering, and
numbering points as if they were part of an outline.

Marcus laughed. “Jaclyn, you have a problem.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Rachel said. “I wish I were that organized.”

To guess from the expression on Cassie’s face, her notes wouldn’t have
been anywhere near that complete. Not that she was taking any.

Next to me, Haley whispered, “I didn’t know we needed to take notes for
this.”

“Uh… Me neither.”

Lee kept on going. “Good. Now here’s how I see things. Last time you
faced anything this big, it was the Mayor, and you did OK, but if you’d
been facing a soldier instead of a politician, you’d have died. For the
most part, you reacted. He chose when the endgame started, and most of
the steps along the way.

“This time around, you’re going find out what they’re doing, and where
they’re doing it. Then you’re going to attack them, and you’ll do it
before they expect you to.”

Travis nodded. “That sounds good, but we still don’t even know who we’re
going to attack. The Cabal’s going for us for sure. Justice Fist and
their parents might not. And we don’t know whether Ray and his people
are going to go after us first, or whether they’ll go after Solar
Flare.”

“Right. That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You don’t know, and it’s
time to find out. Time to bug the Cabal’s recruits, and setup
surveillance on the best targets. Also, you’ve got to come up with a
better way of searching through the videos than you’ve got so far. From
what you’ve said, it sounds like you’re always behind.”

“We are,” Marcus said. “There’s more to go through than we’ve got time
for. Hours and hours. We’re bugging over twenty people, and it feels
like a million.”

“Automate it,” Lee said.

I thought about it. “I think I could, but, an audio to text program
might garble it.”

“Being two days behind is worse. You want to know what they’re going to
do before they do it.”

“OK.”

On the other side of the table, Vaughn brought his chair back to the
floor. “Lee, I know you know what you’re doing, but don’t you think you
might be a little paranoid? I mean, I know the Executioner and the
Cabal’s people are dangerous, but it doesn’t look like they’re going to
join forces and go after us. Nick read that Ray’s dad was with Red
Lightning, and it sounds like he’s going to work with my uncle and
Justice Fist. So, he’ll be fighting the Cabal’s people. By the time it’s
over, he might not even be alive. Besides Justice Fist might not go
crazy. I went through the Impregnator, and I’m fine.”

Lee nodded as Vaughn talked, and then grinned for a second. He walked
away from the table, and stood in front of the screen. “Nick, could you
throw up some pictures of the Cabal group you fought? The guys from the
house. Thanks.”

Lee gave the screen a once over,and turned to us. “Remember that guy?”
He pointed to the guy whose leg Cassie cut off. “I know him a little.
He’s not the only guy like that that they’ve got. And now that
everyone’s got the government version of the juice, they’ll all be
working closer to their potential than they used to be. Not only that,
but only the toughest of them could have survived being hunted down all
over the country. From what I know of Prime, he’ll come down here with
those guys, and it will be bloody and brutal.”

Giving the picture of the Cabal’s people another look, he walked back
towards us.

“Vaughn, you might be right about the two of them taking each other out,
but I doubt that Ray and his team are going to be on the front lines.
They don’t have powers. If they’re acting as advisers, it’ll be your
uncle and cousin who will be on the front lines. Ray’s team will
probably melt away if it gets tough. Hell, they’ll probably snag the
Impregnator, and sell it to Syndicate L on the way out.

“So, even if you don’t care what happens to Prime, Ray or the Hardwick’s
group, care about yourselves. Whoever has the Impregnator has the power
to build an army of supers, and if Prime gets it, they’ll be more
powerful than before, and pointed at you. And I’ve only given you a
couple of the bad scenarios that become possible now. Here’s another…
What if Ray’s a potential super? His dad was with Red Lightning, right?
Or another… What if he caught enough clues about who you are that it
won’t be hard to figure out your real identities now that he’s out of
prison?

“There are lots of possibilities, and to be blunt, I don’t think the
nine of you can handle them alone. We’re going to do three things this
afternoon. First, we’re going to list people who can help, and we’re
going to call them. Second, we’re going to start finding out where
Prime, Ray, and everybody else are. Third, we’re going to come up with
contingency plans for all the major possibilities.”

We were there for four more hours, and by the time we were done, my mind
spun.

The many ways that we could die, and the possible solutions blurred
together with what I needed to do to the communicators, and the
surveillance recordings. I could barely eat when I got home for supper,
and Rachel didn’t seem much better.

My parents didn’t say anything, but they had to notice.

Rachel and I walked back to HQ afterward. On most Saturday nights, HQ
would have been empty, but Rachel and Marcus were going through the
recordings at the table in the main room, bringing us up to date.
Travis, Daniel, Haley, Cassie, Jaclyn, and Vaughn pulled up chairs on
the other side of the boxes in the main room, discussing how to bug
everybody on the recruits list.

I’d planned to finish working on the communicators myself, but Jaclyn
stepped through the door of the lab. “Do you need any help?”

I looked up. “If you’re interested, sure.”

I showed her where to solder, and we finished all of them that night.
She finished more than I did.

We even got to test them. She ran a few miles away from town, and I
tried to contact her while flying. The communicators worked, but I
definitely needed to come up with a better way to filter out wind noise.

After Jaclyn left, and Haley’s meeting broke off for the night, she came
into the lab.

I was cleaning up, putting away the soldering irons and the spare parts.

She sat down on one of the stools, and asked me, “Do you think it will
be like this for the rest of our lives?”

Thinking about Prime, the Executioner, the people I’d called, and all
the contingency plans, I said, “I hope not.”

The next day was Sunday. After my family went to church, and had dinner,
I decided that I was going to go to HQ to get some serious work done on
the anti-paralysis device. I had a working prototype. I just had to put
out a copy for all of us, plus spares. Except then I realized I ought to
make copies for anyone who planned to help us, plus if I managed to pump
out more roachbots, it wouldn’t hurt.

That’s what I thought at about 1:30, but then I remembered that Keith
and Courtney’s graduation open houses were that afternoon between two
and four, and that I’d RSVP’ed. Worse, I couldn’t just skip it because
Haley had been invited too.

I borrowed my dad’s Saturn Vue, and picked Haley up. By two, we were
there. Keith lived on the south side of Grand Lake in a subdivision
built in the 1960’s.

Clouds covered half the sky, but not all of it. It felt hot, but not
unbearably so, a good day for an open house, all things considered.

They’d set up a few card tables on the front lawn, and covered them with
food. Around thirty people stood or sat on chairs, talking in front of
the one story, white, ranch style house. I recognized people from my
school as well as Keith’s uncle. He stood next to a man just as tall
with the same hook nose, and whiter hair — probably Keith’s dad.

Keith’s uncle looked less scared than I remembered him. I wondered if he
was still making power juice as a hobby.

With cars parked on both sides of the street, Haley and I had walked
halfway down the block.

Keith noticed us as we stepped onto the driveway next to the card table
with the cakes and balloons. The next one over showed pictures of the
graduates.

“Hey Nick, good to see you here. Haley, you too.”

Courtney walked up as we replied.

She looked good, almost like she had at prom. She wasn’t wearing the
dress obviously — she wore shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt with the
Chicago Defenders logo on her chest. She’d either manipulated her body
with power juice or lost weight. That or she’d been using juice so much
that she’d lost weight anyway. I had no way of knowing. Whatever the
cause, she wasn’t noticeably overweight anymore.

I wondered if Keith was using it too. I hadn’t heard about any sightings
of him, and after taking the juice, he would have been hard to miss.

We talked for a little while, mostly about the fight at the golf course,
and the dead body at the Heroes League.

“It’s like New York,” Keith said. “Or maybe the Sixties here… Grand Lake
was a center for supers when the League was around.”

“They’re around now,” I said.

“Yeah,” Keith said. “But the current group’s brand new. The old League
was legendary. It almost makes me wish I were going to college here.”

He’d applied to the University of Chicago, mostly to be near the
Defenders, I suspected.

They moved on when the next person from school showed up.

Haley and I talked with other people from my school for half an hour,
and then found ourselves alone on the edge of the yard.

“You want to go?” I asked.

“Sure. Vaughn’s starts at three anyway.”

And I thought, “Vaughn’s?”

“Nick, did you forget?”

“Not entirely. I bought a present for him. It’s back at my house. I just
forgot that it was today.”

We went back to the car, and drove to Vaughn’s, stopping by my house on
the way, noticing that Rachel’s car was gone. Was she going too?

As we rode, Haley commented, “Courtney reeked of power juice. It was all
I could do not to ask her if she was okay.”

“What about Keith?”

“A little. His uncle smelled slightly of it, but like a lot of other
chemicals too.”

“He is a chemist, and I suppose the materials might smell different than
the finished product.”

“I know. I hope they’re getting it from him. Weren’t they on the Cabal’s
list?”

“They were on the list as possible recruits, but I’m sure they haven’t
been recruited. Well, I hope.”

“Me too.”

We arrived at Vaughn’s house. It looked as big as usual. They’d left the
gates open, so we didn’t need a keycard. Cars filled the driveway, and
parked on the lawn. Someone had set up a huge tent next to the swimming
pool.

There were a lot of people. It seemed like Vaughn had invited half the
senior class, plus other friends, and relatives. I didn’t know how many
people there were. It had to number in the low hundreds.

They were in the pool, the house, and I saw a few hitting balls on the
tennis court. No one seemed to be on the helicopter pad behind the
house, but it was less interesting without a helicopter.

For all I knew, we might not even be seeing everyone. Some might have
gone over the dune behind the house to walk along the beach by Lake
Michigan.

I parked on the lawn next to the other cars, and we walked across the
lawn toward the tent.

Haley took in the scene. “I didn’t know Vaughn’s house was this big.
Have you been here before?”

“Once, last fall. My dad brought him back here after he, well… you know
what.”

It seemed like a long time ago, and somewhere in the meantime Vaughn had
gone from being this messed up guy I barely knew to a friend. When had
that happened?

The tent held too many things to focus on — a bar, bartenders, a large
“Wall of Vaughn” with pictures from birth through to his senior pictures
(blown up to nearly life size), several punch bowls, tables of food, and
far too many people.

“I can’t believe it,” Haley muttered.

Following her gaze, I noticed Vaughn’s parents talking with Russell
Hardwick, his wife and Sean Drucker’s dad. Lucas stood near them,
talking with two people I thought might be Vaughn’s older sisters.

Sean, Dayton, Julie, and Sean’s sister Sydney were talking with Vaughn,
and some other people from school as they filled their trays with
barbecue.

Vaughn walked over to us as soon as he saw us. He said something to Sean
and the others, and met us just as I’d started to look over Vaughn’s
pictures. Fortunately, only the senior pictures had been blown up. Some
of them, specifically one where a five year old Vaughn had smeared red
jelly over half his face, were mortifying enough at three by five
inches.

I made a mental note to ask for veto power over any pictures my parents
felt a need to share.

“Nick, Haley, you want to step outside? Grab some food first, but you
want to go over there?”

He pointed at a spot outside the tent that didn’t have anybody very
close.

We put some food on our plates, and followed him out.

“Man, this is weird.” Vaughn turned toward the tent, possibly to check
if anyone was coming out of it after him.

“Yeah,” I said. “I thought Sean was angry with you.”

“Oh. Well, I paid him back with the bounty from fighting the Maniacs–“

“Vaughn,” Haley whispered.

“Sorry. Anyway, I paid him back. So he likes me now.”

“Didn’t you crash his car?” I asked.

Vaughn’s head flicked back toward the tent. “His dad bought him a new
one, and he’s over it.”

I looked past Vaughn to the tent. More than half of Justice Fist were
there, plus their parents. “I guess I’m still surprised you invited him,
and well, almost all of them.”

“Like I had much of anything to do with the invitation list. I invited
people I liked, but my mom and dad invited a whole bunch of people they
felt should be on the list — like relatives and people from work. We
spent a lot time with Sean’s family when I was a kid, so they had to
invite his parents, and the others too. I invited, you know, all of us
–“

And then he stopped. Someone had walked out of the tent, saying,
“There’s Vaughn.”

Mr. Beacham.

He wore a button down shirt, shorts, and sandals. In some ways that was
even weirder than Sean being there. He looked surprisingly young outside
school. I could believe that he was only ten years older than we were.

“Congratulations.” He shook Vaughn’s hand, and turned to me,
“Congratulations to you too. I didn’t realize you knew each other.”

“Sure,” I said. “We’ve known each other since we were little kids.”

Haley nudged me with her elbow.

“Oh, and this is Haley. She goes to South High. Haley, this is Mr.
Beacham, our history teacher.”

“Nice to meet you, Haley. You’re on South’s gymnastics team, right?
Aren’t you Travis McAllister’s sister?”

Haley frowned briefly and said, “I am, but I wasn’t on the gymnastics
team this year. I was… too busy.”

“Too bad. I’d heard you were one of the best. Well, maybe next year.”

“Maybe,” she said.

He must have caught something in her tone, or maybe a new thought struck
him. Either way he changed the subject. “I’ve been doing a little
research lately, and you might find it interesting. With so many
superheroes around here, I did some research into the history of supers
in our city. You know who was the first recorded supervillain in Grand
Lake?”

“No idea,” I said.

He paused for a second, just like he did when he wanted the class’s
attention. “Someone calling himself ‘The Master Martian,’ if you can
believe it. According to the newspapers, he could ‘cloud men’s minds’.”

Haley cocked her head to one side, “He wasn’t really a Martian, was he?”

“I doubt it. The Sentinel’s article did say he had green skin — but
that’s not the interesting part. You know who caught him? Two twelve
year old kids. Giles Hardwick, and another boy named Joe. They shocked
the Master Martian into unconsciousness with a device they’d invented,
and brought him to the police.”

“Shocked him?” Vaughn asked.

“Right. Isn’t that unreal? With the kid geniuses, it sounds like a Tom
Swift story. Well, I should go. I’ve got another open house to get to,
and it’s the fourth today. Congratulations again, to both of you, and
nice to meet you, Haley.”

He walked toward the rows of cars parked on the lawn.

When he got out of earshot, Haley said, “Your grandfather was named Joe.
Could he have invented something? Or…”

Vaughn interrupted. “Do you think they were already experimenting with
power juice?”

I watched Mr. Beacham go. “I could believe anything at this point. Wow.
They did that at twelve? No wonder Grandpa started me with Lee when I
was a kid.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn said. Then he asked Haley, “What did you think of Mr.
Beacham?”

“He seems nice.” She gave a half smile, “But I hope he’s not spreading
that story around.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn said, “but most people won’t think about it like we do.
I’m glad he came though. It was nice to have someone here who didn’t
hint that he was surprised that I even made it to graduation, and try to
give me advice. Get this… One of my uncles, Uncle Rory, came up to me
holding a cigarette in one hand, and a beer in the other, and told me
that if I stayed away from drugs, I could do something great with my
life. All I could think was, ‘are you looking at yourself?’ He’s spent
his whole life working on family stuff.”

“I’m sure he meant well,” Haley said.

“Yeah. I bet.”

Ignoring the two of them for the moment, I checked over the crowd.
“Didn’t you say that you invited everyone?”

Sure. I’ve seen Travis, Rachel, Daniel, Marcus, Cassie… I think Jaclyn’s
coming.”

I pulled out my League phone. With Jaclyn’s help, I’d managed to get
everyone their new phone and their suit communicators last night.

I tapped at the screen, and sent everyone a text message. “Who’s at
Vaughn’s party?”

Daniel replied, skipping the phone, and delivering his message directly
into my brain.

__

Daniel: Everyone. I’m on the opposite side of the tent from you. You
know how Lee said we should be collecting intelligence?

Me: Yeah.

Daniel: I’ve been trying to read Russell Hardwick.

Me: Get anything?

Daniel: Reading him is like listening to static, but I know one thing.
Ray and the rest of his team arrived last night. They’re in Grand Lake.

Me: Crap. I thought we might have more time.

Daniel: I don’t know. It seems about right to me.

Me: Do you know where he is?

Daniel: No. It’s hard to get much of anything. I get snippets, but not
much more.

I paused, wondering how many of us would be alive a week from
now.

_Me: So, are you going to let people know, or should I?

Daniel: I’ll do it.

Me: Oh… I know that Vaughn’s relatives are generally resistant to
telepathy, but did you notice if Russell Hardwick is more resistant now?
Or anything weird?

Daniel: What kind of weird?

Me: I should have mentioned this earlier, but Alex noticed something odd
about him. I assumed that Alex was sensing the change from the
Impregnator, but maybe he wasn’t. If the combination of juice and
Impregnator is most likely to hurt someone who’s been at it for years,
it’ll be the parents who are at the most risk of losing it.

Daniel: Right, but no, I haven’t noticed anything. He doesn’t seem
crazy, just focused.

Me: Are you going to keep on eavesdropping for the rest of the party?

Daniel: As long as I can stand it.

Me: Good luck.

_

As Daniel broke contact, I noticed that Haley and Vaughn weren’t saying
anything.

Instants later, Vaughn said, “Shit.”

Haley’s eyes darted around, examining the crowd. Then she stopped,
closed her eyes, and sniffed the air.

“I don’t smell him. I wonder how long we should stay?”

“Well, I’m stuck here,” Vaughn said, “unless I really want to piss off
my mom. Or unless we had a thunderstorm, and it’s not like I’d get away
with it either. Unlike your parents, she’d know exactly what happened.”

Haley pursed her lips. “Do you think she’d tell your uncle anything?”

“No,” Vaughn said. “They barely have anything to do with each other
outside work. She’s more involved in the family charities anyway.”

I glanced down at my phone, and thought about texting everyone again,
but then it beeped simultaneous with Vaughn’s and Haley’s.

I had a text message from Travis. Opening it, I learned that he’d called
a team meeting for five — after this was over.

As Vaughn and Haley pulled out their own phones, and read their copies
of the message, I said to Vaughn, “Do you have to stay to clean up?”

“We’ve got people for that. I’ll be there. My mom might want me to stay
around for family stuff, but I’ll skip it.”



Isaac Lim stared down at us from the wall screen. “You’re going to what?
No. Let us take care of it. We’ve got people for that. I know you’re the
Heroes League. I know you’ve fought these people before, but you got
lucky. If you make a mistake, they’ll kill you, and your families. This
isn’t a game. You’re not in the Executioner’s league, and you’re
definitely not in Syndicate L’s — not when they turn their full
attention to you. The best thing you can do is tell us what you know.
When we need your help, we’ll bring you in.”

We were all in costume for the call.

Travis, more intimidating than usual in his black Night Wolf costume,
 took a breath. “We don’t want to wait. We want to go in and at least
look for him. All we know is that the Mystic heard Ray had arrived in
town, but he couldn’t get any more out of Hardwick.”

“That’s good enough. We’ll send in our people, and don’t worry, we’ll
coordinate with you. You’ll find that we’ll be very helpful.”

He grinned at us, and after a little more talk, the phone call ended.

After Isaac disappeared from the screen, Travis said, “Well, that’s
phase one. Feds are on the way.”

Jaclyn got up from her chair. “I don’t like it. They have no idea what
they’re getting into.”

Travis shrugged. “Hey, we’re doing what Lee said to do. If the
Executioners showed up before we were ready for them, we were supposed
to call in the Feds. And it’s not like they don’t know. We told them
about Prime, Hardwick, everything. We even told him Hardwick might have
an Impregnator.”

“I know. Good job pretending you’re unhappy about bringing them in, by
the way.”

“Lee said to make look like we didn’t want to. There we go.”

“OK, so they know the facts of the situation. But do they know that an
immortal is using them as human shields for his students? No? I didn’t
think so.”

Daniel looked up from checking his email to say, “I know it’s dishonest,
but they’d have come even if they knew it. They’ve got to recapture Ray
and the others. The escape makes them look really bad. Plus, if we all
get killed, it also makes them look bad. They really played up their
connection to us after everything with the Mayor.”

“Even though they didn’t help at all,” Vaughn said.

Haley nudged me. “Why did Lee want us to look like we didn’t want help?”

“I asked him. It’s in case Prime, Ray, or even Hardwick has connections
inside the FBI. If they’re assuming we’re overconfident, or at least
inexperienced, they’ll underestimate us.”

“Exactly,” Cassie said. “I like how he thinks.”

Marcus leaned forward. “It’s a cool idea, but it might have been nice if
he’d mentioned it to everyone.”

“Oh,” Rachel said, “I’m sure he thought we’d do a good job acting
inexperienced without being told.”

We agreed to meet again on Monday, and then everybody left.

Well, almost everybody. Haley stayed.

I walked into the lab and started pulling out the parts for the
anti-paralysis/mind control devices. Thinking back on it, I don’t
remember being in a particularly bad mood, but I wasn’t in a good one.
The rest of the afternoon and the evening stretched before me. I had to
finish them that night because if something came up tomorrow, one of us
might die.



And I still had homework to do.

Haley watched as I pulled boxes out, putting them on the counter, and
the table.

“Would you like me to stay? I’m sure I could help somehow.”

“I doubt it. You’re not technical. I don’t know if I could explain what
I need to explain more quickly than just doing it myself. You can stay,
or go. It probably won’t make much of a difference.”

“Oh,” she said, and while I couldn’t describe exactly what about her
expression changed, I realized that I’d hurt her feelings. “I’ll go.”

As she began to turn around, I said, “No. Wait. If you want to stay, I’d
like you to.”

She stopped, and turned back. “If you want me to stay.”

“I do.”

She stayed, and she did help. I don’t think I got any more done with her
than I would have without her. Talking while we worked probably removed
any benefit of extra hands.

Not that it was bad. It just wasn’t faster.

We were talking about Vaughn’s open house when she said, “It was strange
seeing Sean there. If things hadn’t gone the way they did last summer, I
might have been there with him.”

“Oh?”

She put down the small cylinder she’d been working on. “You’re so
different. You get angry or happy, but you don’t show it. He was sweet,
or mean, but I could always see it.”

“Mean? While you were dating? Not after?”

“Not always, but sometimes. And don’t tell me I shouldn’t have put up
with it. I know. Travis told me the whole time we were dating.”

She stopped, looked down, and picked up the cylinder again.

“I think I must have thought I could fix him. His father was horrible to
him, and to Sydney both. I thought I might make things a little better.
I don’t know… It was stupid.”

“Marcus showed me a little bit of what it’s like there when he was going
through the recordings. I suppose there’s a reason he acts like he
does.”

“I’m sure he’s got a lot of reasons, but I’m not going to worry about
them any more.”

She put the cylinder into the box with the rest of the finished devices.



I came back to HQ on Monday after school.

I felt tired. On Sunday night, I’d worked on homework after getting
home, finally getting to bed at one in the morning.

Getting back to work on Heroes League stuff did not feel like a welcome
break from normal life. More than anything else I wanted to go running,
or something else that got me outside.

Instead, I sat down at one of the computers at the table in the middle
of the main room, and started linking together the programs that would
take the roachbots’ recordings, transcribe them, and search them for
keywords.

It took two hours before everything worked, but it did in the end.

I set it to go through all the recordings from the weekend. Marcus and
Rachel had marked where they’d stopped. I also set it so that the
programs would go through all the recordings we’d made on the off chance
that they’d catch something Marcus and Rachel hadn’t.

Then I went home for supper.

When I came back after supper, I found Marcus in the control room. He’d
scanned in one of his drawings, put it up on the wall screen, and was
editing it pixel by pixel.

He’d drawn a sunset over the playground at Veterans Memorial Park — in
black and white — but it felt like a sunset anyway. Thanks to the wall
screen, it dominated the room.

Given that the team meeting wasn’t supposed to happen until eight, I’d
expected to find the place empty.

He turned away from the drawing as I walked up to the table.

“Nick, you got the transcription working. That is the best thing that’s
happened to me in weeks. Do you have any idea just how little happens to
these people? It’s like you’re listening for hours before you get
anything interesting. I came here thinking I’d end up fast forwarding
through hours of sleeping, but instead, I got to draw.”

“Did you notice if it’s finished? I set it to scan through the weekend.”

“I don’t know. I just noticed it was going, and walked away.”

I pulled back my chair, and sat down. It wasn’t done with all of them,
but it had found a bunch of my keywords in some conversations at Russell
Hardwick’s house.

I looked them over. I needed to pick better keywords. Four out of five
conversations didn’t amount to much of anything, but the fifth?

“Marcus. I’ve got something. Do you mind if I put it on the big screen?”

“Go for it.”

The roachbots’ cameras still needed work, but they were better than the
previous version by a little.

Despite the roachbots limitations, I got the impression of an expensive
room. All the furniture seemed to be wood, including the bookshelves
covering the wall. From the dim light to the left, I guessed that one
wall might have windows.

Two men stepped through a door into the room. They were talking, but
they talked too faintly for me to understand what they said.

Ray sat down in a chair in front of a desk. Russell Hardwick sat behind
it. Both of them were now in range.

“So,” Ray said, “how are you going to sell this to the kids? You’re not
going to tell them that they’re going to be trained by an escaped
convict, are you?”

Hardwick laughed. “No. Not even all of the adults are completely sold on
that, and they know what we’re facing. I’ll get masks for you and the
others. What I wish is that Julie’s mother, Shirley, had survived. Julie
can command people with her voice, but Shirley had enough control that
she could have suggested that you were someone else, and no one would
have remembered anything different.”

“Masks?” Ray gave a short laugh. “Now that’s ironic.”

“By the way,” Ray asked, “what did happen to Shirley?”

“Prime’s people got her. We’d been using her to redirect them away from
us, and they must have sent over someone who wasn’t vulnerable to vocal
suggestion. He slit her throat.”

“Huh. Was he deaf?”



“We never found out. It happened ten years ago when Julie couldn’t  have
been more than eight. I’ve done what I could to make her life better of
course. Her mother died for our cause. I take care of my people.”

Ray nodded slowly. “Glad you care about them. I think we’ll get along.
Mind if we talk about my people now? I know that we’re hidden, but I
can’t say I like our sleeping arrangements. We want to be able to go
where we want to, when we want to.”

Hardwick said, “You’re escaped convicts. If people see you, you’ll be
caught again, and I’ll go to jail with you.”

Ray flicked his hand as if waving the discussion away. “We’ve always
been on the run. Let’s assume that we can handle it. Yeah, we did get
caught here, but it’s not a mistake we’ll make twice. In fact, I’ve got
a list of materials that we’ll need. You help get us those, and it’ll
make it a lot easier for us to train your kids, avoid capture,
everything…”

He handed Hardwick a piece of paper. “I don’t suppose I need to tell you
to burn this when you’re done with it, and I’d advise you not to buy
through easily traceable channels.”

Hardwick’s face went expressionless as he read the list.

“We’ll get it to you.”

“Good. Then, assuming we get to move someplace nicer as soon as you get
the gear, I consider the meeting over. Unless you’ve got something for
me?”

At that, Hardwick grinned. I don’t know what Ray thought, but if
Hardwick had grinned that way at me, I’d have been worried.

He pulled out three small bottles with eyedropper caps. “I’d like you to
try something. Your father worked for Red Lightning, and I’d like to see
what, if anything, you inherited from him.”

Ray squinted at the bottles as Hardwick shook them up.

Then he unscrewed a cap, and said, “Hold out your arm.”

“I’ve always thought powers were overrated,” Ray said, “but I’ve got to
admit I’m curious.”

“The first one I’ll put on you represents your potential for physical
powers, the second mental, and the third energy manipulation. If the dot
turns red, the powers manifest externally. If blue, internally. If
purple, both.”

Ray placed his arm on the desk next to Hardwick’s laptop, and Hardwick
put a drop from each jar on Ray’s arm.

All three turned dark purple.

Hardwick didn’t say anything for a few seconds.

“Now that opens up some possibilities,” Hardwick said. “I have access to
the government’s version of the Power Elixir — they’re calling it Power
Juice these days. I’ve also got something the government doesn’t — the
ability to make the change permanent. You might consider making that
part of your payment package.”

Ray stared at his arm. “God damn. I’ve got something to think about,
don’t I?”

“I’d say so. We’ll want to check the rest of your team as well, I
think.”

“Yeah, worth a shot. Don’t think any of the rest have parents who worked
with Red Lightning though.”

Hardwick said, “We’ll see. Here in Grand Lake, it seems like half the
city is hiding powers. Now, let’s talk about how this fits in with your
fee.”

Marcus and I kept on watching for little while longer, but after
checking the transcript, I realized that it was going to be all haggling
for rest of the conversation.

I searched on a few more keywords, and didn’t get anything especially
interesting, but the computer wasn’t done transcribing them anyway. I
decided to try again later, and browsed the internet for a little while,
checking out the Double V online forums.

Their Grand Lake Heroes League forum didn’t have anything we didn’t.

Thirty minutes later, everyone showed up for what felt like the
hundredth team meeting of the week. Travis started it off with, “I’ve
got a lead, people. I tracked down that kid from Haley’s school who’s
working with Prime. If we keep watching him, I think we’ve got a good
chance of finding the local leadership and going straight to the top
from there.”

“So what do you want to do?” Cassie asked. “Track them down and attack?”

“Nah,” Travis shook his head. “Lee said to feed Prime to the Feds if we
could. Once we’ve figured out where they are, we hand it over, and
that’s one thing off our plate.”

Which wasn’t a bad idea. If we could arrange it so that we were only
dealing with one threat, that would be a massive improvement.

“You know what we really ought to hand over?” Marcus asked. “We’ve got
footage of Hardwick with Ray.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn looked over at Marcus. “That’s serious. Putting people
through the Impregnator is a grey area, but taking in an assassin,
that’s way outside the law. You think he broke Ray out?”

From the other end of the table, Jaclyn said, “Does your uncle have
connections with Syndicate L? They’re the ones with the mechs.”

“No idea, but if he did, he wouldn’t tell me. I’m the druggie,
remember?”

Vaughn’s uncle had called him that in one of the recordings.

“Before we get too far into this,” I said, “we ought to watch the
footage. You know how Ray’s dad was with Red Lightning? Ray’s probably
got powers.”

We watched it.

“Oh, that’s nice,” Rachel said. “A military trained assassin isn’t bad
enough. We’ve got to be fighting a military trained assassin with
powers.”

Travis nodded. “Yeah. I wonder where Hardwick’s got him hidden? If we
knew, we could pass that on to the Feds, and maybe end the whole thing.
Where did the video come from?”

“Hardwick’s house,” I said.

“They probably won’t be keeping him there.” Travis turned to look up at
the screen with its fuzzy picture of Ray standing in Hardwick’s office.

“Ray was complaining about where he was staying,” Cassie said. “I was in
Hardwick’s house with  Vaughn once. It’s nothing to complain about.”

“It’s bigger than ours,” Vaughn said.

“OK,” Jaclyn said. “We need to start doing something. We can’t keep
watching videos of things getting worse.”

“Come on, Jaclyn,” Marcus smiled at her. “Lee had us make a pile of
plans. We’ll just start using them.”

“He had us make contingency plans. You don’t win with contingency plans.
You survive. Right now we need to be doing something that will stop Ray
from using the Impregnator. We need to be making sure that whatever
Prime’s doing doesn’t work out.  Did you hear that there were a three
more gang-related deaths this weekend? I think he’s trying to take over
the city’s gangs.”

Cassie looked across the table toward her. “They don’t seem like they’d
be very easy to organize.”

“I don’t know,” Jaclyn said, “but they’ve been recruiting people into
their fake version of the Bloods and they’ve been killing off the
leaders of other gangs. They’re doing something, and whatever it is, I’d
bet the local gangs are more frightened of Prime than they are of us.”

It wasn’t as if the local gangs were normally a big worry. They weren’t
powered. Still, if Prime offered them power like Hardwick had Ray, who
knew what kind of recruits he’d get? And bearing in mind that they’d
apparently been in the area for years who knew what kind of recruits
they’d already gotten?

With regards to finding Ray though, we had an option we hadn’t been
using. “Maybe we could have people tail Hardwick? He’s got to meet Ray
again.”

“Not a bad idea, Nick.” Travis tapped the table a couple times. “Lee
said we shouldn’t trust the bugs. With Haley, Rachel, Marcus and I, we
can cover a few hours. Daniel too if they haven’t put up the anti-TP
stuff.”

“Which they probably have,” Daniel said.

Jaclyn stood up from her chair, and walked over to my end of the table.
“I’m not saying that watching Hardwick is a bad idea, but we still need
an overall plan. Hardwick’s not necessarily out to get us, but Prime and
Ray definitely are. What are we going to do after we find them? Who’s
first? What’s our strategy?”

Cassie turned her chair toward Jaclyn. “If we’re handing Prime to the
Feds, it sounds like it doesn’t matter.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “Unless the FBI’s got more going on than they did
at Christmas, they’re not going to catch him.”

“Good point,” Travis said. “But they might hassle them enough to make it
worth it.”

“You know what worries me?” Daniel asked. “The second we go after Ray,
Prime’s going to show up blasting at us, and vice versa.”

“Wow,” Vaughn said. “You think they’re really that good?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I’d do.”

“That’s probably why Lee had us arrange for backup already,” Travis
said. “We’re going to need it.”

Daniel closed his eyes for a moment and then opened them. “Here’s what
we ought to do. You know how some of us talked to Lucas about
coordinating the teams? You ought to tell him who Ray is. If they act at
the right moment, they could take him out.”

Haley stopped leaning against me, and sat up. “But they could get hurt.
They could all die.”

“We could all die,” Travis said. “Besides, I don’t see why you should
care.”

“They’re not all Sean. They ran his sister Sydney through the
Impregnator and maybe more people. She hasn’t done anything. And Lucas,
Dayton, and Shannon don’t deserve to die. Not just to save us.”

“I don’t like it either,” Daniel said, “and I think we’ll have to tell
them what they’re getting into, but they don’t need to attack Ray. All
they need to do is distract him at the right time. Annoying could be
just as effective as violent if they did it right.”

“You’re missing something though,” Vaughn said. “You’ve got to  remember
that  Uncle Russ is still Lucas’ dad. They don’t always get along, but I
can’t imagine Lucas totally working against him. The guy you’d want for
something like that is Sean. He wouldn’t care about going against his
parents at all, and with Sean you’d get Dayton and Jody for sure.”

I was about to say something, but Haley spoke first. “But if they do it,
Ray and his whole team will kill everybody. That’s what they always do
to supers. Everybody knows that.”

“Besides,” I commented, “Sean’s never going to listen to us.”

“Well,” Vaughn said, “he’d listen to me. I paid him back, remember?
That, and he wants me in his new club.”

Daniel put his hand to his chin, concentrating,and intentionally or not,
getting everybody’s attention.

“How are you going to tell him?”

“Well, I can’t tell him I’m from the Heroes League. That’s for sure. How
about this? I’ll tell him I’m from a faction of the family that’s
worried about the direction Uncle Russ is moving in. And it’ll even be
true. I’m the whole faction and I am worried.”

Next to Cassie, Travis nodded. “This is good. We don’t have a plan yet,
but when we’ve got one, I think it’ll look something like this. We take
our enemies one group at a time. First Prime and the Cabal leftovers,
then Ray’s team. With the Feds helping, we may not have to worry about
having Ray hit us while we’re fighting Prime. Hell, the Feds might try
to keep us out of everything, but they won’t be able to. We’ve got the
best intel on both groups.”

“And they’re both trying to kill us,” Cassie said.

“Exactly,” Jaclyn said. “That’s why I say that if the Feds can take them
out, the more power to them. I don’t know about you, but I feel like
this whole thing is eating my life. The end of senior year isn’t
supposed to be like this. We should worrying about yearbooks and open
houses, not about serial killers and thousand year old conspiracies.”

Marcus had picked up his sketchpad at some point during the
conversation. He stopped drawing to ask, “Do you think the Feds will
actually manage it?”

Jaclyn frowned. “No, but I’ll be happy if I’m wrong.”

“Me neither,” Travis said. “So here’s what we’ve got to do. Those of us
who are good at stealth are going to find Prime. Vaughn, I’m thinking we
ought to tell Sean, but not yet. We’ll wait for the right moment. Nick,
the communicators work great. What are you working on now?”

“The paralysis blocker. I’ve got a bunch made, but we might need more.
That, and more roachbots, and fixing one of the Rocket suits.”

“Put the suits higher on the list. I’ve got a bad feeling you’re going
to need the armor.”

“Yeah, me too.”



With as many meetings, and as much anxiety as we had had over the
weekend and Monday, I half-expected to find the city burning by Tuesday.

It didn’t, but I felt like it still could.

The Grand Lake Sentinel and all the local TV stations were covering the
last  few days of murders — the gang members, the homeless man nailed to
the League office, and even the dog nailed to Sean’s front door.

I watched all of it on the TV in HQ’s lab while I worked on fixing the
Rocket suit’s arm.

I’d declared the arm totaled earlier. Even though it hadn’t been
completely destroyed when Prime’s flunky melted it, the melted parts had
been connected to too many other parts.

I spent Tuesday after school finding the documentation on the arm, and
the parts needed. Once I had the list, I inventoried our supplies for
the parts we had, the parts I could buy, and the parts I’d have to
create myself.

That took me till supper by itself. When I got back to lab after eating,
I started ordering some parts online, and then dug around in the lab’s
storage area for the molds for the arm as well as the components of the
suit’s ceramic pieces.

The rest of the week went by in a haze — and a not particularly
enjoyable one. It included miscast pieces, the discovery that I was
missing some documentation,  the realization that some of the parts I’d
ordered weren’t coming as quickly as I wanted, and the general sense
that I’d bit off more than I could chew.

Around ten thirty on Thursday night, I found that the artificial muscles
weren’t adhering to the inside as well as I needed them to for the third
time. I wanted to scream. For a moment, I considered picking up the arm
and hitting it against something — except I’d probably have broken
whatever I hit.

Naturally that was when the phone rang.

I clicked and the picture went to the computer screen. Alex, Jenny, and
Brooke appeared. From the Foosball table in the background, I guessed
they might be in the Junior Defenders room at the SoCal Defenders HQ.

“How’s it going, Nick?” Alex grinned at me, just as tanned as had been
the last time I’d seen him.

“Lousy.”

“Any ideas about when you might need us? I’ll need a little warning.
They’ve been keeping us on short leash.”

Jenny rolled her eyes. “I wonder why?  They estimate that when you were
here we did literally millions of dollars in damage to Syndicate L. They
put a hit out on Alex and me.”

“Not Brooke?”

Brooke quirked her lips. “I think they must be afraid of my dad.”

Guardian had enough range to teleport someone directly into space.

Jenny edged closer to the screen, brushing a stray strand of black hair
out of her face. “What’s wrong?”

“The arm to my regular suit got destroyed, and my best spare suit got
trashed. Recreating the arm isn’t easy, and I’ve got at least three
other things I could be working on. Plus homework. Plus school. I don’t
have enough hours in the day.”

“Easy,” Alex said. “Skip school. Problem solved.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Why not? You’re a senior, right? You’ve got what, two weeks left?”

“Closer to one.”

“What, of exams or something?”

“No. If you’ve got less than five absences and a B or better GPA,
seniors can skip exams.”

“So, you’ve taken four absences?”

“No. I got sick once. I’ve got three left.”

“Bro, I thought you were smart.”

After they hung up, I sat back and thought about it. If I were going to
skip, when and how would I do it? I wasn’t going to be able to get my
parents to write a note. The block only prevented my parents from
recognizing what was going on, or stopping me from doing it.

I decided I’d skip tomorrow. Maybe Rachel could call the office and
pretend to be Mom? She’d probably get a kick out of it.

Deciding that I was finished with Rocket suits for the night, I
assembled a few more of the anti-paralysis devices.

Just after eleven, the hangar doors  rumbled open. Flipping to the
security camera’s view, I saw Cassie on Captain Commando’s motorcycle,
and Marcus and Travis in Night Wolf’s car coming to a stop. Rachel
floated through the ceiling, solidifying next to them.

Cassie parked the cycle, took off her helmet, and shouted something that
I missed because I hadn’t turned the sound on.

Judging from the way she smacked Rachel on the shoulder, the news had to
be good.

I turned on the speaker to the room just as Travis and Marcus stepped
out of the car.

“What happened?”

Cassie looked up toward the camera. “We found out where Prime’s staying,
really where all of his main guys are staying. When we give that to the
Feds, it’s going to get crazy.”

“Where are they?”

“The Baymont Inn down on Jefferson St. Can you believe it?”

“Crazy?” Marcus said. “The Baymont’s going to be a hole in the ground.
That  guy  is big.”

“Yeah,” Cassie said, “tell me about it. Remember the guy whose leg I cut
off? He looks a lot like him.”

Travis waved everyone toward the door. “Come on. Let’s call Isaac.”



Fifteen minutes later, we had.

Special Agent (and superhero liaison) Isaac Lim appeared on the big wall
screen standing in front of a more exciting background than usual.

In short, he wasn’t in his office. He stood in front of rows of people
and computers. At the far wall, three big screens showed different views
of the space around Earth. The largest showed a slice of our planet, but
with small shapes moving above it. Fuzzy white lettering labeled the
shapes.

I couldn’t read the ships’ names, but a few of them appeared to be
moving quickly.

Another of the screens showed a view from a spaceship, or possibly a
space station. I couldn’t identify it. All I could see were stars and a
long white hull.

The third screen showed the perspective from one of the fast moving
ships. Blue flame from the engines of the ship ahead of it took up a
third of the screen.

I couldn’t help but think that they were wasting an incredibly large
amount of energy.

Then the ship turned, and I got an impression of something wedge shaped,
and huge. The ship with the camera turned to follow it, and then we
could only see blue fire.

Isaac moved his arm, and the background blurred, making his face the
only thing we could see clearly.

“Good to see you all. What have you got for me?”

Amid the background noise of competing voices, I thought I heard,
“Mindstryke’s probed them and he thinks they’re likely to try psi
weapons next.”

I didn’t hear more because Travis said, “Prime’s location, and we’re
pretty sure his men are there too.”

“Great. Pass it along to my  email, and we’ll coordinate the next step.
Do you have anything on the Executioner?”

Cassie stepped a little closer to our wall screen. “Ray’s here and the
group of them are working with Russell Hardwick. He’s training them all
to fight Prime.”

“Ray’s training them to fight crime?”

“Not crime. Prime.”

Isaac smiled. “Right. Sorry. It’s noisy over here. Send me evidence if
you’ve got it.”

Then he looked off to the right. “I’ve got to put you on hold for a
second.”

The screen went black except for the FBI’s seal and the words
“Superhuman Affairs Branch.”

We didn’t even have time to get bored before he came back on the line.

“Do you have anything else? I’m stuck in the middle of something now.”

Marcus asked, “Are we going to be hearing about this on the news?”

“Not if we handle it right. Now if any of you sign up for the Stapledon
scholarship I emailed you about, I’m sure you’ll hear a lot more. I’ll
talk to you all later.”

He hung up.

Marcus turned and looked us over. “We interrupted him in the middle of a
space battle. That is so cool.”

“So that’s  what Daniel’s dad’s been doing,” Travis said. “You all heard
that part, right?”

We had.

Rachel looked up at Travis. “Did you hear anything we couldn’t?”

“Nothing that made any sense. A lot of ship coordinates.” Travis paused,
and then said, “Well, we probably ought to have Vaughn talk to Sean now.
We’ll need an ‘in’ there if this whole situation starts changing.”

I thought about arguing, because somehow having Vaughn get involved as
Vaughn seemed like a risk, but I didn’t have a reason, just a guess. So,
I didn’t say anything.

Besides, we did need a way to pass information to Sean, and better
Vaughn than me.

The idea of helping me skip school amused Rachel as much as I thought it
might.

It amused her enough to wake up at seven instead of nine, and pretend to
be Mom. The school bought it. One of the nice things about not being the
kind of guy who gets in trouble regularly is that the staff doesn’t
recognize your mother’s voice.

She called from the phone in the upstairs hallway, bringing it into her
room for the call.

After she hung up, she said, “So what are you going to do?”

“Work on the Rocket suit, and maybe a couple other things.”

“That’s such a waste of a day off from school. I skipped a couple times
at the end of senior year, but I went to the beach.”

“In the spring? The water had to be pretty cold.”

“I didn’t swim. I hiked down the beach for a few miles with Chloe and
Amy and their boyfriends. I can’t believe that was three years ago
already.”

“Chloe and Amy? I haven’t seen either of them around. Are they home from
school yet?”

“They are, but I haven’t seen them much because of, you know,
everything. They came when I played at the coffeehouse.”

“Oh. I didn’t know.”

“There’s no reason you should. But you should know I’ve been going to HQ
to practice during the day.”

“Really? Why?”

“Mostly to not hear Mom and Dad tell me that I should be looking for a
job, but it’s nice to practice somewhere quiet.”

Rachel drove me to HQ around eight, the same time she would have driven
me to school, keeping us both under the radar — except she did bring her
guitar.

I spent most of the morning casting pieces of the arm, and using miscast
pieces to experiment with ways to put in circuitry and artificial
muscles.

Rachel spent it practicing in one of the storage rooms. I didn’t hear
her very well, but suspected that that was intentional.

We went out for lunch at Two Choppers (Rachel’s idea), and I got a
falafel wrap. We could have had leftover pizza. Travis, and Marcus
grabbed the mistakes on the way out of work most nights, so we usually
had plenty of free pizza around — which was nice, provided you weren’t
fussy.

I’d been getting fussier.

You might not believe it, but there is such a thing as too much free
pizza.

Anyway, my League cellphone rang while we were at the restaurant. I
checked it. It was Vaughn.

“Nick, are you skipping school?”

“Yeah.”

“No way. What are you doing?”

In the background, I heard him say, “Nick’s skipping. No joke.” Someone
laughed. I thought it might be Cassie.

“I’m just working on stuff. Catching up on everything Travis and
everyone else has been harping on.”

“Cool. Hey, I told Sean today. He knows all about Ray.”

“Wow. How did he take it?”

“I think he was kind of shocked, but that’s not all. He invited me to
watch them practice.”

“Oh.”

“Not to practice with them or anything because I don’t have powers,
right? But they practice outside next to one of our buildings.”

“Outside? That’s crazy. Why?”

“I don’t know. Sean, probably. I bet he trashes buildings pretty
quickly.”

“I could see that.”

In the background, a bell rang. “Hey, all of us non-juvenile delinquents
have to get to class.”

As he hung up, I heard him say, “Cassie, you owe me ten bucks.”

Rachel laughed about the call all the way back to HQ.

After we got back, she disappeared for an hour, and I worked on the
suit. I spent most of my time putting the new arm together. It would
have been easier if it didn’t have so many layers — including the
anti-magnetic mesh around the electronics, the artificial muscles, the
ablative coating on the outside that protected the suit from lasers, the
insulation against the suit’s sonic devices, and the gel layer that
absorbed and spread out any force that managed to get past everything
else.

If you put together the whole thing, and realized that you’d forgotten a
wire or made a bad connection, you had take it all apart again.
Forgetting a wire was easy when you considered that flight, sonics, and
instrumentation could be controlled through the gloves. That didn’t even
count the various sensors that sent information back to the helmet.

I had it out on the counter in the workroom, and found myself putting it
back together for the second time when an alert came across the lab’s
computer monitor.

I’d set it to notify me when certain keywords appeared in the transcript
of a live bugging session.

“Ray” was one of the keywords.

As the alert moved across the screen, I clicked on the link, and found
myself with a bug’s eye view of Russell Hardwick’s office downtown.

Unlike his home office, the decor was all metal and glass. The roachbot
didn’t have the ability to pass it back to me, but the blurry blue past
the office’s glass walls probably held a great view of Grand Lake.

The roachbot did a good job of showing Sean’s dad standing in front of
Hardwick’s desk.

Except for his moustache, Mr. Drucker reminded me of Sean — tall,
blonde, and angry.

That, and I’d never seen Sean in a dark blue suit, or for that matter,
any kind of suit.

“You agreed just like everyone else,” Hardwick said.

“I still don’t like it. He’s an escaped convict, and keeping him here
could land us all in jail. I agreed to let him give us some pointers on
how to fight Prime and the Cabal. I didn’t agree to having his people
take up permanent residence here, and get a truckload of gear from
Syndicate L. God dammit, what were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that my employees get the gear they need to get the job
done. I got them what they need, just like I get you what you need.”

“Bullshit. This is all bullshit.They’re going to sell us down the river
the first chance they get.”

“No, they’re not. We’ve got the Impregnator, and they don’t. Ray’s got
power, and one person on his team has a small talent, but until he
brings us through this successfully, all they’ll get is the power
juice.”

Mr. Drucker placed his hand on the nearest metal beam, as if steadying
himself. “You’re seeing what you want to see Russell, or you’ve thrown
in your lot with them. Either way, if you betray us, you’ll want to
remember you’re not the only one with power.”

Metal came away from the beam, coating Drucker’s hand, and leaving the
beam looking like a partially melted ice sculpture.

The metal surrounding the hand moved as naturally as his own skin.

Hardwick pushed back his chair, and stood up behind the desk. “Don’t
threaten me, George. Ray’s got nothing to offer me that I can’t buy.”

Small flickers of electricity arced between the fingers of his left
hand.

Mr. Drucker said, “Yeah? Good, but I wasn’t threatening. I came here to
tell you what would happen if you side with these people instead of our
kids. I’ll see you at the next meeting.”

He touched his hand back on the beam, and the metal flowed back into
position, slightly more shiny in the spots Mr. Drucker had melted.

Then he left.

From behind me, Rachel said, “There’s a couple cases of testosterone
poisoning. ‘Don’t side with the Executioner or I’ll show you my shiny
hand powers…’ ‘No, I’ll show you my electric hand powers. Are you
scared yet?’”

Hearing her voice, I nearly jumped. “Geez. You could have told me you
were there.”

Rachel shrugged. “Sorry. Walking everywhere gets boring.”

She floated a couple inches above the lab’s concrete floor.

She’d probably phased through the ground after running an errand
outside.

Turning back to the screen, I saw Hardwick sigh. I left the roachbots to
record, but cut off my connection.

“I didn’t see all of it,” she said. “Anything interesting?”

“No. Not really. I already knew Sean’s dad didn’t like the idea of
working with Ray. I hadn’t known what powers they had, but they aren’t
exactly surprising.”

“No. They’re not. I’ll get back to the guitar.”

“Is this what you’ve been doing every day?”

“Now you’re sounding like Mom.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that you’ve practiced guitar for
hours already. That’s a really long time.”

“You’ve been working on the arm over there for as long as I’ve been
practicing. Besides, I’ve working on my own songs, plus what I’ve been
learning from Lee.”

“You’re taking guitar lessons from Lee?”

“He’s been playing music as long as he’s been fighting.”

“I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Haven’t you ever heard him complain that no one ever takes music
lessons from him? I took him up on it.”

“So what’s that like?”

“A lot like martial arts practice, but with fewer bruises.”

“Wait, bruises?”

She scowled. “You know how he’s teaching me to become intangible by
reflex? At least once during my guitar lesson, he checks to see how well
I’m doing.”

“That doesn’t seem fair.”

“Tell me about it.”

The computer beeped. The words Superhuman Affairs Branch ran across the
screen.

I took the call.

Isaac Lim sat behind his desk. He’d moved the piles of papers to each
side, but it still looked messy. Even the file cabinets had layers of
paper on top of them.

“Skipping school, Nick?” Judging from the smile on his face, he found
the idea amusing.

His stared at the computer screen on his desk. I guessed that he must be
checking out the lab, and I was right, because the next thing he said
was, “That looks interesting. Are you working on a new Rocket suit?”

“No. Repairing the old one. And how did you know I was skipping school?”

“We watch for it. Can’t be too careful right now.”

Rachel walked up and stood next to me. “Are you watching me too?”

“It’s harder, but yes. We’re watching all of you.”

“Why?”

“With everything going on? Of course we’re watching. We don’t want you
to get killed. Believe me, you’re not the first legacy heroes to show
up, and if we’ve learned anything, we’ve learned you need time to
develop. You’re not the originals, and we can’t expect you to act as if
you were. So, we watch.”

I thought about what he’d just said. “So what happened to the other
legacies?”

“Depends. A lot of them are still out there. Not all of them are still
active, but they seem to be happy enough. A few managed to piss off the
wrong people, and they ended up dead.” Isaac held up his hands. “I’m not
saying that you will, but right now we don’t want to take chances.

“But enough about that. I’m calling because of Prime. I got the
information Travis sent, and we’re going to move in on them soon. I’m
not telling you when, but stay away from the Baymont Inn till then.
We’ll all be happier. And one more thing? The moment we take out Prime
and his people, the whole picture changes for you. Hardwick has Ray and
his team in to handle Prime, right? So he won’t need Ray after that, and
Ray knows it. Chances are, Ray will go after you since I’m sure that’s
the real reason he’s here in the first place. Depending on how things
go, he might kill Hardwick and Justice Fist too. We’ll see.”

I stared at the screen. “And what are we going to do then?”

“You’re not going to do anything. We’ll take care of it. If you can find
out where he’s staying, that would be great. Don’t go searching for him,
though. You know what he’s like.”

I don’t know what our expressions looked like, but Isaac burst out
laughing.

“You’re kidding me. You don’t want to go after him yourself, do you?”

“No,” I began. “I –”

Rachel said, “How do you know I don’t?”

“You might get your chance. Knowing what’s going on upstairs, I’ve been
expecting people to scrub the mission all week. So far, they haven’t.”

Thinking of the spaceships, I asked, “What is going on upstairs?”

Isaac took a breath and leaned back in his seat. “That’s given out on a
‘need to know’ basis.”

So you’d think that after having all Friday to work on it, I would have
had the arm completely ready to go. Unfortunately projects that are even
marginally complicated don’t go like that. What happens is that you put
things together, discover a problem, take them apart and put them
together again. After that, you attach them to the suit for the first
time, discover another thing you’ve done wrong, take it apart, and put
it together again.

It was maddening, but I found it fun at the same time.

On a practical level, what it meant was that I left the arm in pieces
when I went home for supper, and I didn’t want to work on it that night.
On Saturday, I worked on it for a few more hours, but then I went to
Cassie’s graduation open house and when I came home, I found that
Grandpa and Grandma Klein had arrived from Minnesota so I couldn’t leave
the house on Saturday night. Sunday morning I went to church with
everyone else. Sunday afternoon I managed to get to Jaclyn and Daniel’s
open houses as well as having my own.

All of which meant I got a lot of time with relatives, friends, and
people who knew me from school, but not a lot of time to work. I’d
planned on working on things on Sunday night, but I didn’t get to spend
as much time as I wanted then either.

The reason why went like this:

Late during my own open house, I went inside to grab more food from the
kitchen table (the party was in the back yard). I was putting some kind
of wrap on my plate when Chris Cannon came up to me. He looked around,
probably making sure that we were the only people in the room, and said,
“I’ve got something to show you. We probably ought to do it tonight.
When’s the earliest time you can get away?”

“I don’t know. Nine maybe? Ten? My grandparents are here from Minnesota
for the open house and graduation.”

“I’ll send you an address via email. Go there tonight, and I’ll let you
in. It’s related to… everything going on, you know.”

I wanted to ask for more details, but I didn’t get the chance. One of my
uncles stepped in through the screen door, and started asking me what I
planned to do next year.

I couldn’t leave when the open house ended either. Relatives from both
sides of my family stuck around. Even though my parents had been
blocked, I couldn’t assume anyone else had, so I ended up staying until
9:30 pm.

That’s when most people left, allowing me to sneak out.

I grabbed the stealth suit on the way out, putting the helmet, pants and
a backup jacket (one of many) in the backpack that hid the rocketpack.
Then I strapped the guitar to the side of the backpack. I walked out to
Veterans Memorial park, changed in the forest and flew to the address
Chris provided me.

It felt good to be in the air again. It felt like it had been a while,
and it probably had. We’d stopped patrols after that guy had shot at
Haley and I.

On the bright side, the stealth suit was all black, so I wasn’t very
visible at night.

The GPS led me to a warehouse on the outskirts of the city. All
corrugated metal, it stood next to farmers’ fields, and a two other
buildings that looked just like it. The sign next to it said “G’s Auto
Parts.”

Chris’ email told me to land at the back door, and I did.

Moments later, he opened it.

“Full uniform? Were you expecting an ambush?”

“Not from you, and honestly, I wish I were in full uniform. That would
solve a lot of problems.”

“Yeah, right.” He stepped back, and I walked into the warehouse,
shutting the door behind me.

Dim light showed rows of auto parts on wooden pallets, and parked
forklifts.

Chris pointed at the freight elevator in the corner. Once we were
inside, he tapped out a series of numbers into a keypad and the elevator
descended.

“We’re heading to the subbasement,” he said.

“So, what’s there?”

The elevator stopped, and the doors opened.

In a space almost as large as the warehouse above, I saw a place a lot
like Man-machine’s lab under his house only bigger. Different types of
half-finished powered armor stood next to sheets of metal, coiled cables
in different colors, tools, computers, circuit boards, and a variety of
machines.

“Wow. What is this?”

Chris looked around the room. “You know how your grandfather was famous
for designing gadgets for half the heroes out there? I think my
grandfather did something similar only in reverse.”

I remembered that Cannon’s former student had provided powered armor to
the Maniacs, and if the paralysis gun in the Ball was any indicator,
devices for Ray’s team, and Syndicate L as well.

The guy hadn’t just been learning how to construct devices. He’d been
learning how to run an underground manufacturing business.

“How’d you find out about this?”

“I went up for visiting day at Grandpa’s prison, and he asked about you.
I mentioned that we were working on a project together, and he said I
might want to check out the basement of his warehouse if I needed
materials. When I used his passcode for the home lab, I got down here.”

“So he just wants us to use his stuff.”

“I guess. That’s what I’ve been doing. You know how he did things in a
standardized way so that parts from one of his suits could be swapped in
for another of a similar size? Well, I finished his final design for the
Man-machine armor just by swapping in parts he’d put together himself.
It was a lot easier than what we did when we put together my armor.”

I looked around, thinking about what I could do with the materials.

We spent the next two hours exploring.

I got back into the air around 11:30 pm. Even though I didn’t plan to do
anything about it, I listened to police band radio. Lee and Isaac Lim
had both told me not to appear in costume.

Police band turned out to be more interesting than I had expected. I
turned it on to hear Lt. Van Kley say, “– yes, they’re gone, but the
Baymont’s still burning. Get the fire trucks in, and if the National
Guard won’t let them past the perimeter, have them call me. I’ll do it
myself if I have to.”

I scanned the radio for news reports. Police band could tell me what was
going on now, but not what had happened.

I called up the GPS. The Baymont Inn wasn’t far away. I decided I could
do a flyby without too much trouble. I probably wouldn’t even get seen,
which was good, because if I got into a one on one fight with Prime’s
people, I might not survive it.

As I altered my course for the southeast corner of Grand Lake, I managed
to find a local all news AM station.

They appeared to have someone on the scene. That or they were using one
of the reporters from News 10. If I remembered correctly, the same
people owned both stations.

“… The Baymont Inn on Jefferson Street has been almost completely
destroyed in what appears to be an FBI raid. At 10:15 pm, witnesses
reported seeing the police, the FBI, and National Guard troops
surrounding the building. At about the same time, the last of the
hotel’s guests evacuated as many had been warned to leave during the
day.”

Once I flew north past Fillmore, one of Grand Lake’s suburbs, I realized
I didn’t need my GPS to find the Baymont at all.

At night, Jefferson was generally brighter than most streets in the
city, but despite all the light from the stores, and restaurants, the
Baymont Inn still stood out.

It was the flames, mostly.

Even if the Baymont hadn’t been on fire (and it was), the Econolodge and
the Denny’s on either side of it were.

And even if nothing had been on fire, I like to think that I would have
picked up on the way the police and National Guard had blocked off the
roads around the hotel.

Not to mention the burning Hummers.

Over the radio, the announcer continued, “Witnesses claim that the FBI
was in contact with the people inside the building by telephone and
offered to allow them to surrender, but as they were talking, the people
inside allegedly broke through the wall and started the surrounding
buildings on fire. They escaped from several powered FBI agents, and are
still at large.”

Powered FBI agents? I didn’t see any — unless they were the people being
loaded into ambulances.

I saw Lt. Van Kley standing next to her cruiser, talking with men in
suits and a few more men in combat fatigues.

I considered flying down to ask them for more information, but I didn’t.
I wasn’t supposed to be out in uniform anyway.

Giving the rocketpack some more fuel, I aimed myself upward, hoping
Prime’s people didn’t include anyone who could fly, and watching the
helmet’s readouts for planes.

At the top of my arc, I could see most of the city. Even this late,
light from buildings and streetlights outlined the lake it almost
surrounded.

I aimed myself at Veterans Memorial Park and started to descend.

As I did, I realized that the newscast had somehow segued into a talk
show.

“This is the Maaaaassive Mike Show on Grand Lake News Radio.
Tonight’s topic: The Heroes League. Where are they? We’ve got more
superheroes in Grand Lake than ever before, and none of them are doing
anything. We had murders of gang members last week. Did we see them? No.
Did we see them after someone nailed a guy on the Heroes League’s own
building? No. Well, how about tonight? You know, when the FBI completely
fails to nail a bunch of powered criminals, and starts half a city block
burning? Did we see even a single member of the League? Not a damn soul.
They’re teenagers, so we can’t expect them to show up day in, day out
like the cops do, but this is a big deal.

“I could say ‘Well, they’re kids. They just don’t pay attention.’ But
remember last fall? They weren’t just the first people who knew about
the Mayor. They were the only people, so I can’t believe they don’t know
about this.

“That’s why I’m asking you to call in, and tell me what you think
they’re doing?”

And of course he didn’t stop there. Neither did the callers.

A woman with a gravely voice said. “It’s the week before exams. Maybe
they’re studying?”

“Bull. Kids don’t study till the night before. Next caller?”

For half a second, I imagined flying to the studio, explaining what we
were up against, and seeing if he had any actual suggestions as opposed
to, you know, just carping.

I didn’t, obviously.

I flew back to the forest near the park, changed into civilian clothes,
and walked home in the dark.



I went to school on Monday. I’d checked with people in my classes over
the weekend, and it turned out that I hadn’t gotten assigned any
homework on Friday. By the end of the day on Monday, I hadn’t gotten
assigned any either, and it seemed obvious that we weren’t going to much
of anything before graduation on Thursday night.

I’d have a whole week to work out bugs in the Rocket suit’s new arm, and
maybe even get ahead somehow.

I made some serious progress on Monday afternoon. I attached it to the
suit, and it worked. I could bend the arm, and it had full strength.

The only things wrong with it were a couple error messages, and the
sonics. They wouldn’t turn on. They worked on the old arm, but not the
new one.

In a worst case scenario, I decided I could live with that for a little
while.

I didn’t stop trying to fix the arm, but it would be hard to imagine a
worse week to try to fix it than my last week of high school ever.

I didn’t get back to working on things on Monday night because the whole
family got talking. With Grandpa and Grandma Klein visiting from
Minnesota, that happened easily. Grandpa had taught cultural
anthropology at the University of Minnesota, worked for the U.N. in the
1960’s, and had friends all over the world.

They’d just come back from Spain where he’d presented a paper even
though he was mostly retired.

After supper, the whole family went to the beach to take a walk along
Lake Michigan, and by the time I had a chance to get away, it was after
ten, and I didn’t want to.

Tuesday turned out worse.

I caught up with Vaughn and Cassie on the way out of school. We stood on
the lawn in front of the school, talking while kids caught buses or
crossed the street to the parking lot for their cars.

“I’m riding with Vaughn because my Mom’s got her car,” Cassie said.
“She’s back from D.C.”

I knew better than to ask what she had been doing in Washington.

Turning his head away from “appreciating” some of the girls going past,
Vaughn said, “I can drop you off, but we’re going to go watch Sean and
Justice Fist practice.”

“Seriously? Why?”

“He asked me, and Cassie decided to come along. Buddy system, you know.”

I did. Lee had been trying to drill that one into our heads. Don’t go
into potential danger alone.

“Well, if you can drop me off, that would be great –”

I didn’t get to finish because Sean walked up and told Vaughn, “If
anything happens at practice, just run, get into your car, and drive
away. Don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine.”

Vaughn tilted his head back to look up at Sean. “What’s going to
happen?”

“I’m not going to tell you here, but it’ll be big afterward.”

Next to him, and more bulked up than I remembered, Dayton said, “Just
keep your eyes open.”

On Sean’s other side, Jody said, “We’re going to show those cocksuckers
how –”

Dayton reached around Sean’s back, and gave Jody a push. “Shut up. Not
here.”

Jody said, “You shut up.”

After they left, Vaughn and Cassie dropped me off at HQ, and I went down
to work on the Rocket suit.

I didn’t get to.

First, I noticed an email from Isaac Lim that I should call him to talk
about what happened on Sunday night. I’d decided to try to leave a
voicemail or something, but just as I began to call, Vaughn’s name
appeared on the computer screen.

I clicked the mouse, and took the call, sending it to the big screen in
the main room because I was there, and I could.

A blurry shot of a football field filled the screen. Past the bleachers
on the other side of the field, a old, brick factory stretched to match
its size.

I’d never seen the place before.

People stood on the field, but they weren’t wearing football uniforms,
of course. They wore Justice Fist uniforms.

I recognized everybody — Sean, Jody, and Dayton, from school, and from
our fight. Sydney, Sean’s younger sister, wore a green and white uniform
much like his, but stood a little bit back from the group. Shannon, the
Solid Grounds’ barista, and her cousin Julie talked with Camille,
Sydney’s half-sister.

I wondered if either of them knew it. Probably not. It would be hard to
get it from looks alone. Camille had light brown skin and dark hair,
both a little lighter than her mom’s.

With Sean and Sydney both being blond and light-skinned, even seeing
them all together, I didn’t immediately think about the many small
resemblances.

Just off to the left of the main group, Lucas stood talking to the four
people on the field who weren’t wearing Justice Fist uniforms. They wore
bulky black jackets, and pants that could pass for SWAT team uniforms in
some places. Unlike most SWAT teams, they wore masks.

I guessed the tallest of them had to be Ray, the woman was Gina (if that
was her real name), and I didn’t remember the name of the other guy. I
wondered who the fourth person might be. The murderer of the original
Power, possibly?

Vaughn’s voice came over the speakers. “Nick, we’re at the practice.”

“You’re on speakerphone,” Cassie said. “So no secrets.”

“I’ll show you around,” Vaughn said, and panned across the field.

They weren’t the only ones there. Groups of students sat together
laughing and talking. The view changed, moving from the bleachers to
their right, including the field, and then the bleachers to the left.
More clumps of students as well as a few grownups. Sean’s dad sat next
to Assistant Principal Sledge. Several sheets of metal leaned next to
the railing.

“Their practices are open to everybody?”

“I guess,” Vaughn said. “Everybody knows who they are, so why not?”

“I don’t know. Enemies?”

“Whatever,” Cassie said. “It doesn’t hurt us.”

She had a point.

Amid the background talking, Sean’s dad shouted, “Sydney, over here!”

Vaughn pointed the phone’s camera to follow her as she walked to the
edge of the field.

“What?”

“Take the metal, or you’re useless to everybody.”

“Useless? Thanks a lot.”

She reached out her hand and the metal disappeared, coating her skin,
but not her uniform or hair.

Comparing it to when her father had done the same thing in Vaughn’s
uncle’s office, I thought she had manipulated the metal more quickly,
and she’d done something new. She’d created metal lenses over her eyes.
Had she changed the molecular structure, making the metal transparent,
or merely made it thin? I would have had to test it to know, and I
doubted anyone would be willing to get me a sample.

“Alright, everybody,” said one of the men in black uniforms, “time to
get rolling. We’ve got a lot to cover today.”

Sean turned away from Dayton and Jody, and said, “I don’ t think so.
We’re sending you back to jail.”

One of the men in protective gear — the one I’d guessed might be Ray —
pulled a gun, and pointed it at Sean.

Julie stopped talking to Shannon and Camille, and shouted,
“Freeze!”

The sonic blocker I’d designed to stop Julie’s commands, and Syndicate
L’s paralysis devices went off, cancelling out the odd tone in her
voice, leaving her to sound much like anyone else.

Out on the field, everybody except Julie stopped moving.

“Score one for the Pink Ranger,” Cassie said.

“Looks like it worked,” Vaughn said. “Even the people in the stands are
out.”

Vaughn panned the crowd. Most of them stared straight ahead.

Well, except for Ray. He pointed his gun at Julie.

She dove for the ground, shouting, “Unfreeze! Unfreeze!”

Then I heard the sound of screaming, and a small hum from my sonic
blocker, but I only saw blurry bleachers, and Vaughn’s jeans (black).

“Change in the bathrooms?” Vaughn asked.

“Where are they?”

“There.”

“By the exit? Vaughn, everybody’s running for the exit. It’ll be over
before — God. It is.”

“Hey,” I shouted up at the screen. “What happened?”

“You’re still there, Nick? Look.” Vaughn pointed the phone toward the
field. All of Justice Fist lay on the ground unmoving.

Sean’s father ran out across the field with Mr. Sledge.

“Where’s…” I tried to think of a way to refer to Ray that wouldn’t be
suspicious if overheard. “Uh…”

“Their teachers left by the exit on the other side of the field,” Cassie
said. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”



Vaughn did manage to get into the air afterward, but he didn’t see Ray’s
team at all.

I talked to Isaac Lim after I got off the phone. Despite the news
reports showing the hotel’s destruction, the evening hadn’t been a total
loss. They’d managed to catch a couple of Prime’s people. They weren’t
talking yet, but he had hopes.

When I told him about what happened on the field, he asked for details,
and then said, “Thanks. Got to go.”

It made the five o’clock news. I caught it in the lab as I tested the
right arm’s sonics’ connections. They interviewed Sean. He said nothing
about why the fight started.

Had Isaac talked to him?



Graduation came too soon.

They held the ceremony on the football field, placing the platform on
the east side so we wouldn’t have to sit with the sun in our eyes. Given
that the sun would set during the ceremony, it was nice to know they’d
been thinking ahead.

Graduates sat in the field, all of us in blue and yellow robes. Parents,
relatives, and friends sat in the bleachers.

I tried to find my parents, grandparents, and Rachel. Haley had
mentioned that she might be sitting with them too.

I couldn’t see any of them.

I noticed Sean’s parents and Sydney sitting in the front row of the
bleachers. Sean’s dad didn’t seem to be smiling. As I looked at him, he
seemed to be checking out the top rows of the bleachers across from him.

Following his gaze, I didn’t see anything suspicious — just another
police officer. I’d seen at least five so far. Someone had arranged more
security than I would have expected.

After what had happened at prom, I could imagine their paranoia.

I pulled out my League phone, and texted Rachel.

She sent back, “We’re here. Stop worrying.”

I did, listening while our principal, Dr. Williams introduced the
commencement speaker, and proceeded to zone out during the speech.

If possible, I paid even less attention once they started calling names
of the graduates, and waited for them to cross the stage. I cheered as
Vaughn crossed the stage. A lot of people did, but mostly I sat quietly.
With a six hundred person graduating class, it took far too long for
them to seriously expect anyone to pay attention the entire time.

I barely noticed when they called my name. I walked, following Kayla
just like I had in practice that afternoon, but I didn’t think about it
much.

A few people cheered as I crossed the stage — Cassie, for sure. I
recognized her voice. She was walking just a couple people behind me.

Once I sat down again, I had no reason at all to pay attention, and
didn’t until they got to the “T’s.”

I can’t remember who walked, (John Thompson? Andy Timmer?) but as he
did, someone started screaming.

Sean’s mom.

I glanced at Sean’s dad, and turned my head away, trying to convince my
stomach to stop heaving.

To judge from his slumped body, and bloody mess of a face, he had to be
dead.

Standing at the podium, Principal Williams stopped the ceremony.

He held up his hands. “Everyone please be quiet, and stay where you are.
We’ve called an ambulance, and they will need the aisles to be clear.”

Not everybody listened. Sean pushed his way out between the aisles of
folding chairs, ran across the field, up one of the short stairways, and
into the bleachers, joining his family.

I couldn’t blame him for that.

Andy Timmer’s dad stood near them. If I remembered correctly, Andy’s dad
was a doctor, but he didn’t have much to work with here.

The setting sun cast long shadows, but I thought I could see blood on
the concrete ledge in front of the bleachers even from where I sat.

My League cell phone vibrated. I pulled it out, unlocked the screen, and
found a message from Haley, “Going after them.”

I clicked on the GPS to find her position, and the phone showed a dot
superimposed on a picture of the stadium.

Looking upward to my left, I saw a small figure that had to be Haley
standing at the top row of the bleachers. A taller woman, probably
Rachel, jumped from one row to another, catching up to her.

No one was seated anywhere near them. Almost all the parents sat in the
lower rows, and in the part of the stadium nearest to the podium. Even
though Central High used it for graduation every year, Grand Lake
University’s football stadium could hold three times our crowd.

To my relief, Haley didn’t jump off the back. She used the stairway.
Rachel followed her, and they both disappeared from sight.



I didn’t have much experience to guide me, but the crowd that emerged
from the stadium felt quieter than a post graduation crowd should.

After Rachel’s graduation, the senior class had thrown their hats into
the air as they exited the stadium, and walked down the steps into the
parking lot. Ours walked out, and stood in groups to talk, or went
straight to their cars.

Five police cars parked in front of the stadium near the main exits.
Policemen stood talking to people, and taking notes near the entrance.
The banks of lights hanging in the air made it almost as bright as day.

The parking lot looked darker.

News 10 had parked their truck (complete with satellite uplink) near the
police cars. The trucks from other local channels were still setting up,
but the News 10 reporter and cameraman were interviewing people.

I avoided them.

Near me, Cassie said, “Nick, over there.”

Rachel and Haley stood on a traffic island across from the exits. We
crossed the road, and stood next to them.

Cassie, with Kayla next to her, said, “What did you find out?”

Haley frowned. “I couldn’t catch them. I smelled Ray near the exit. I
caught his scent outside, but they must have had someone waiting in a
car, and they left before I even got out.”

Rachel glanced toward the police and reporters. “I happened to overhear
the police interviewing the people sitting behind Sean’s family. Ray
walked up in normal clothes, put a gun to the back of Mr. Drucker’s
head, shot and ran away.”

Cassie eyed Rachel. “What about the police? They were all over. Didn’t
they try to stop him?”

“One of them did. He got shot. They took him away with Sean’s father.”

“But the policeman wasn’t dead,” Haley said. “I heard him talking to the
paramedics.”

A woman’s voice said, “Cassie!”

Mrs. Kowalski stood in a knot of parents, including Kayla’s. She waved
Cassie over.

Kayla said, “My parents are waving too.”

Cassie sighed. “Kayla’s parents and my mom were going out for dessert
tonight. I’d try to get out of it, but what else can we do here? How
about tomorrow?”

We all agreed, and they left.

Rachel flicked her eyes between Haley and I. “I’m sure our parents want
to leave too. I can stall them if you want a couple minutes alone.”

“Sure,” I said, though between the reporters, the police, and the people
standing in the darkened parking lot this barely qualified as alone.

Rachel stepped off the traffic island and disappeared into the crowd of
parents and family.

Neither of us said anything for a little while. Then Haley said, “I
won’t be able to make the meeting if you have it during the day. I’ve
still got school. I’ve got exams next week. I wonder if I’ll even be
able to concentrate on studying?”

“I could help. I don’t have anything going next week. Nothing planned
anyway.”

“After tonight, I’ve got a feeling we’ll be busy.”

“You’re probably right,” I said.

“And besides, the time we did study together was fun, but we didn’t
study very much.”

She had a point.

“I keep on hearing the shot,” Haley said. “It sounded like a gun with
silencer. Remember when Lee brought one to practice?”

“I didn’t hear anything.”

“You couldn’t have, but that’s not what I was thinking about. I was
thinking about Sydney and Sean. When Sean and I were dating, it was so
obvious how much better their lives would have been if their father were
decent. Or maybe just… gone.”

She pushed her hair back with her hand.

“I don’t think this is going to make things better,” she said.

I thought back to when Vaughn volunteered to tell Sean about Ray and his
team. At the time, it seemed like a possible way to get Sean’s
cooperation, but he wouldn’t have tried to take Ray down if we hadn’t.

It wasn’t our fault he’d tried, just like it wasn’t our fault Ray had
tried to kill his dad. But could we have predicted it?

“Nick, what’s on your mind?”

“I don’t think this is going to make things better either.”





War


        Instead of doing something with Haley on Friday night, I found myself
flying through the air with Rachel toward the Rocket’s first ever
intentional TV interview — or if not the Rocket’s first, my first as the
Rocket.

Rachel let go of my shoulder as I pointed myself upright, stopping the
rockets for a moment, but then making the rocketpack start a new burn,
slowing my descent.

Below me I could see the parking lot where I’d fought Man-machine —
until his heart attack, anyway.

It looked a lot like it had that night, half full of cars, and
darkness.

Off to the left stood Lavender West, an old, four story piano factory
that had been converted into a store that sold bohemian clothing, pot
paraphernalia, skateboarding gear, and had a skate park on the fourth
floor.

That’s what I’d heard, anyway. Vaughn would have known for sure — if
only because he was into skateboarding.

I landed in the handicapped spot next to the main entrance. Rachel
landed next to me.

“I can think of a few other things I’d rather be going on television
for,” she said.

Then she floated through the glass door. I followed her, except I had to
open it.

Whoever had done the interior design for News 10 had gone with the
“artsy, old building” look — big blown up pictures of local buildings
and old versions of the TV studio on the walls, the bottom of the next
story’s wooden floor as a ceiling, and white walls.

The station’s waiting area lay just beyond the entrance. It consisted of
a few chairs in an alcove and the receptionist’s desk. The desk sat
behind a white counter that had been built out from the wall.

A security guard stood next to the desk in a black uniform, his blue and
white badge saying “Grand Lake Security.”

His eyes bugged out as Rachel floated in, transparent enough that people
could see through her, playing up the Ghost identity.

“You can’t bring that gun in here,” he said.

Her black pistol stood out against a white holster, white utility belt,
and white costume.

“If you can grab it, you can have it.” Rachel shot him a smile.

“But seriously, if the Rocket and I decided to cause a problem, this gun
would be the least of your worries.”

I’d designed some of the ammunition she would be using. I liked to think
the gun would be a big worry.

“The gun’s kind of cool,” I said, “and the ammunition’s extremely cool.
Would it help if I assured you that the chance that she’ll go on a
rampage is really, really low? I mean, you can’t put it at zero because
it’s a weird universe and all, but there are going to be a lot of zeroes
after the decimal point.”

Rachel turned her head to look at me. “You’re not helping.”

“What I’m really trying to say,” I continued, “is that her
trustworthiness can be measured with many, many nines.”

“Unless Mr… Allen Carpenter,” Rachel read the plastic ID card hanging on
a string around his neck, ”is secretly a robot and cares, you’re still
not helping.”

The guard reached for Rachel’s gun. His hand passed through it, Rachel’s
utility belt, and her waist.

I caught up with her in a few quick steps, and he backed away, stopping
when he hit the side of the receptionist’s desk.

If nothing else, the real Rocket suit was a lot more intimidating than
the stealth suit.

The receptionist, a fifty-ish woman in a professional-looking, brown
suit took the situation in with a glance, and picked up the phone.

“Erika, the Rocket and Ghost have arrived… Can I send them in?
Wonderful.”

She hung up. “Go down the hall, and take the first door to the left.”

We walked down the hall, entering a room with lots of lights hanging
from the ceiling, three cameras, and two sets. On the far side of the
room stood the news set with its desks, wood paneling, and rows of
background TV’s that showed News 10’s logo during the newscast.

The other side had the interview set — a conference table, chairs and
lots of bluish background and lighting.

Erika Hernandez (I recognized her from the news) stood next to the
interview set. “Come over here and get comfortable. We can start
whenever you’re ready.”

She grinned at us, and it seemed like a genuine smile as opposed to a
professionally friendly smile.

Of course, faking a genuine smile might be a useful skill for a
television reporter.

We sat down in chairs while people fussed around with the lighting. My
suit was shinier than they liked, and they spent several minutes working
around that. They spent a few more experimenting to find Rachel’s best
shade of transparency for the cameras.

“Everybody ready to go?” Erika sat in her chair, facing the two of us.
“Rocket, are you comfortable?”

I sat on the edge of my seat with two of the rocketpack’s fins touching
the back of the chair.

“Not really, but I can’t imagine what to do about it unless you want me
to stand, or unless you’ve got a stool.”

“I’m sorry, we don’t. Can you take it off?”

“Not here.”

“Then we’ll just have to soldier on. I promise it won’t be long.”

Someone standing near the cameras started counting down. “Three… Two…
One.”

“We’re here today with the Rocket and Ghost to talk about the New Heroes
League. They’ve agreed to share some memories they have of the original
League, and talk about their investigation into the murders we’ve seen
during the last few weeks. At the end of the broadcast, they’ll have an
important message and warning for all of us.”

She’d gotten the last part wrong. It wasn’t a message for everyone. It
was a message for Prime from Lee. I made a mental note to tell her that
when it came up.

That, and to encourage them to be very clear that the interview was a
recording when they aired it. If they didn’t, Prime might show up at the
station, and, given what we were about to say, he’d probably be cranky.

“So after years of silence, the New Heroes League appeared out of
nowhere. How did that happen?”

“I came in late,” Rachel said. “You’ll have to ask the Rocket.”

Erika turned her attention to me. “So?”

“A few of us got to talking,” I began.

“Us?”

“We’re all connected to the original League one way or another. We got
together a few times, and we decided we wanted to bring it back instead
of letting it end.”

“And that’s when you decided to take on the Gray Giant?”

“That was a side effect of running into Syndicate L. We discovered they
were transporting something and it happened to be him.”

Erika said, “That must have been a big surprise.”

“He was just a normal sized surprise at first, but he grew.”

She laughed. “That’s what he’s famous for.”

After that she asked us questions about the most visible events of the
League’s return — mostly incidents that caused property damage — the
Mayor, the Maniacs, fighting Man-machine, Prime, the Cabal, the
Executioner, and finally Justice Fist.

“So what do you think about Justice Fist? The original Heroes League had
the city all to itself, but now you have to share with another team. Do
you see them as allies? Rivals?”

Rachel shrugged, “I’ve barely met them.  Rocket?”

I wondered what I should say. Obviously, I wasn’t going to say exactly
what I thought of Sean. Everybody knew what had happened to his father,
so it wasn’t the time to point out that he was an overconfident bully
who thought his powers made him practically godlike.

“They’re okay. They’ve helped us out a couple times. No complaints.”

“What about reports of tension between yourself and the Power? We’ve got
a witness who claims that the two of you nearly got into a fight in a
junkyard this spring, and others saw you arguing after you fought Jack
Maniac.”

I wondered who had told them about the fight in the junkyard. The
argument after fighting Jack Maniac was less of a mystery since that
took place in the middle of a suburban neighborhood.

“Well, things happen. People get upset. I don’t think we ever punched
each other or anything. Besides, it’s not like that with everybody in
Justice Fist. Anyway… We got lucky in a couple different ways that they
didn’t. The original League arranged a teacher for us, and we’ve got
people connected to the original League willing to offer advice when we
need it.”

“Oh, really? Who?”

With luck, I’d distracted her from pursuing the whole Justice Fist
issue, and put the interview back on track for Lee’s message.

“Well, in Double V’s database you’ll find an entry for a being called
the Immortal? His entry suggests that he might be ‘Gunther,’ a German in
the French Foreign Legion that operated with the Heroes League during
and after World War 2? Well, that’s true. And you know how we were
talking about Prime and the Cabal’s army earlier? We’ve got a message
from the Immortal to Prime. Here it is…”

I started the recording in my helmet. Lee started talking in some
Germanic language that wasn’t German. Not modern German at least. It
lasted for maybe a minute.

From her waist up, Erika appeared to be completely patient and
interested. I couldn’t help but notice that she tapped her toe during
the entire speech.

When Lee finished, and his voice turned into a laugh, she asked “What
did that mean?”

“Well, he started by challenging Prime to fight us. Then, he said that
if Prime didn’t drop everything to arrange a time now, Prime was some
kind of coward, and he finished things off by talking about Prime’s wife
back in the first half of the fifth century. He describes a birthmark
she had in a very… private place. I don’t know exactly how he knows, but
it’s implied, you know?”

Rachel pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to Erika. “It’s in Old
Frankish. Here’s a translation. You can run it under the recording.”



They ran it on the eleven o’clock newscast. They cut a lot, but kept
Lee’s message, running the translation as a crawl on the bottom of the
screen.

Rachel and I watched it at home. Mom and Dad had gone to bed as had
Grandpa and Grandma Klein. They were leaving on Saturday, and needed to
be at the airport early.

“That ought to stir up some trouble,” Rachel said as the segment
finished.

“Yeah,” I began.

Then my cellphone started ringing.

The caller ID on my cellphone showed the call came from HQ — which meant
either that I’d been forwarded Prime’s call through HQ or that someone
in HQ had called me.

I took the call.

“Nick,” Vaughn said, “you’ve gotta take a look at Double V’s forums. Go
to the Grand Lake section. It’s totally crazy.”

So I did.

I went up to my room, and with Rachel looking over my shoulder, checked
out the forums. In the very few minutes since the interview aired,
someone had taken the video, and uploaded it to Youtube. They’d also
linked to the page where News 10 mentioned that the full interview would
appear on their daytime interview show.

Sometimes I suspected that our fans were more interested in watching us
than we were in doing the things they wanted to watch.

That wasn’t the crazy part. I’d visited the forums before, and that was
expected.

The crazy part was the 128 post discussion entitled, “What the F@&# is
Old Frankish?”

“Did you get to the Old Frankish part yet?” Vaughn asked. I’d put the
cell on speakerphone.

“Just now,” I said.

Next to me, Rachel pointed at one of the comments. “I love how the
second poster managed to weave my butt into the discussion because
that’s got everything to do with Old Frankish.”

“I’m not defending him,” Vaughn said, “but at least he was
complimentary.”

“And that makes him not an asshole?”

I lost track of the conversation at that point because I started to read
the thread. It was more interesting that I’d thought. Some of the posts
were from an actual linguist. It turned out that we didn’t have any
examples of Old Frankish. All we had were words from the various
languages that descended from it.

Rachel and Vaughn must have started talking about the discussion at some
point because the next I heard her say was, “Not only do we have to
fight off the Executioner, and Prime, but we might get invaded by
linguists.”

In the phone’s tinny speaker, Vaughn said, “He’s already called us. I
didn’t pick up, but no joke. The guy wants to speak to Lee, and he’s not
the only one.”

I kept on reading. Somewhere around the sixth post, the topic turned to
Lee. It went like this:

Eliminator232: so how do we know that’s really old frankass?

CrusherDood: Because it’s the Immortal talking, moron. The guy’s been
kicking around for thousands of years. Look at the Double V db entry…

CrusherDood included links to the db entry, plus “the Immortal’s” usenet
group, and the collection of websites devoted to finding records of Lee
in history.

One of them claimed he’d killed at least two Roman emperors and
partially corroborated his story about becoming emperor for a month.
Another claimed to have found Sumerian records that described him. They
posted translations along with pictures of the tablets. Not knowing how
to read cuneiform, I had no way to verify them.

The translation of a medieval grimoire claimed it was possible to
imprison him with the use of “blasphemous, eldritch symbols,” but didn’t
say which ones.

Outside of his time as Gunther, I couldn’t find much on him within the
past sixty years. They’d missed his attempt to start a cult, but he’d
been posing as an enlightened being at the time, and hadn’t killed
anybody.

That’s how they usually picked up on him. Given that he could completely
become a new identity, his only identifying characteristics were his
tendency to not die, and an ability to always have edged weapons
available — even if he had to pull them out of thin air.

“I’ve never seen him do that,” Rachel said.

“Right,” Vaughn said. “He’s always got swords and stuff around the
studio, but I’ve never seen him get one out of nowhere.”

“Me neither.” I checked over a few more sites, and was relieved not to
find any references to his martial arts studio.

“Makes you wonder if any of his enemies will show up, and what they’d
be,” Vaughn said.



I woke up twice on Saturday morning, once to say goodbye to my
grandparents who left for the airport at six am, and again at ten.

After breakfast, I walked to HQ. Sitting in front of the computer
screen, smelling the bunker’s mustiness, I couldn’t help but think that
I was spending way too much time down there.

The voice mail program showed more than one hundred messages.

I deleted anything that came from a newspaper, TV or radio station
without listening to it, but most calls came from private numbers. In
the end, I deleted calls from a lot of linguists, and cultural
anthropologists, plus a pile of calls from people who just wanted to
speak with Lee.

By the time I finished, I’d gotten so deeply in the habit of pressing
delete that I almost deleted calls from Lee, and Isaac Lim.

I listened to Lee’s voicemail first.

“You didn’t get a call back from Prime yet, I bet. He’s been busy, and
he hasn’t been watching TV. Check for Ionia Maximum Security Prison in
the news. This is the kind of thing I was hoping to avoid by challenging
him, but hell, it’s not the end of the world. It keeps things exciting.”

News 10’s website linked to the breakout directly from their front page.
The news footage showed a bulky man breaking down a concrete wall.
Bullets didn’t faze him, though sometimes he stopped to throw a chunk of
concrete outside the camera’s view.

The newscast segued into a slideshow of the escapees, showing all the
people we’d fought at that old house on the north west side of town
including the man who’d melted the Rocket suit’s arm, and the guy whose
leg Cassie cut off.

Apparently he’d gotten better.

Once all the pictures had flipped past, I decided I could be relieved
that Man-machine, Mayor Bouman and the guys we’d fought at the
convenience store hadn’t escaped. They were in there too.

I sat back in my chair and closed the browser.

And that’s when Prime called.

I didn’t know it was Prime when I took the call.

The caller ID said the number was “unavailable,” but I’d set the
voicemail system to play the voicemail live while I was there.

So… “You’ve reached the Heroes League. Please leave your number after
the beep.”

It beeped.

I recognized the voice from the time he’d called to threaten us. The
language? That too. He left the message in Old Frankish.

As he talked, I debated breaking in, and seeing if he would use English.
We had a plan worked out. If we ended up speaking we were supposed to
keep him angry, and push him into arranging a date to fight us soon.

I wasn’t sure if I needed to make him angrier though. He practically
shouted into the phone.

As he started to wind down, my urge to do something won out against my
urge to not be shouted at.

I picked up the phone. Letting the computer distort my voice into the
standard Rocket voice, I said, “Can you say it again in English?”

“Leave this to your betters, boy,” he said, continued on in Old Frankish
for a sentence or two, and hung up.

Apparently he didn’t trust anyone under 30.

I recorded it all anyway, so no big deal.

When he hung up on me, I had a brief moment of wondering whether I
should call Lee or Isaac Lim back first. I decided on Lee in the next
half-second.

“I’ll be over in twenty minutes. Gotta finish off my class and arrange
for someone to take my next session.”

Lee came down the elevator fifteen minutes later.

He walked across the main room, passing the cardboard boxes, pausing for
a moment to smirk at one of the trophy cases. Between dimness of the
lights and the distance, I couldn’t tell which case.

When he finally made it to the main room’s only table where I sat at a
computer, he put a black motorcycle helmet next to my monitor, and sat
next to it on the table.

“Let’s hear it,” he said.

I replayed the whole conversation including my part in it.

After the recording finished, Lee said, “Not bad. Could be better, but
not bad.”

“So, what did he say?”

“Well, first he insulted me for a while, but then he got down to
business. We’ll meet with him next week Thursday to set up details for
the fight.”

“What kind of fight? Who’s in it?” I thought for a second. “And weren’t
you trying to push him into doing something tomorrow?”

“To answer your questions… No I don’t know what kind of fight or who’s
in it. That’s for Thursday. As for pushing him, yeah, no question I
wanted to move him faster, but it’s not my fault if he’s had 1500 years
to get educated. I’m happy it worked as well as it did. He knows it has
to be a trick somehow, but he can’t just ignore it. That’s why it pays
to know languages. You’ll never be able to hurt anybody as much in their
second language as their first.”

Strangely, none of my language teachers had ever used that
justification.

“Okay,” I asked, “so who do you want to be in the fight?”

“Doesn’t matter much to me at all. It’s more a question of who I don’t
want to be in in the fight — everybody. Here’s how the Cabal works.
They’ve been recruiting powers from the lower end of society for years.
Now the government’s discovered their breeding villages, and they can’t
recruit from the big cities where there are a lot of supers without
people noticing. Here in Grand Lake you had Red Lightning’s breeding
program, and you had the Mayor, and he was probably monitoring the
results for the Cabal.

“So,” Lee continued, ”they’ve been going after the gangs around here.
I’d bet they’ve taken over half of them by now, and terrified the other
half. And that means that if we have a fight that takes out their
leadership, good. Then we only have the Executioner and company to worry
about after that.

“The idea,” Lee said, “is to take out the Cabal’s people before they
notice their best bet is in working with the Executioner.”

Lee leaned his arm on the monitor, pushing the keyboard backward to
create more room to sit on the table.

“When I try to work out how to handle situations like this, I ask myself
who’s got common interests? More often than not, I’m not the only one
asking the question. For example, the League’s got common interests with
Hardwick’s group and Justice Fist. They’re both probably running given
what’s happened lately, but you might be able to pull in a
few.

“As for Prime and the Executioner’s groups… Prime’s people want you out
of the way of threatening their supply of new recruits, and they used to
want to kill Red Lightning’s people to keep the juice’s secret safe.
Ray’s people want to kill you, Hardwick’s group and all of Justice Fist
too. So, there’s synergy there.”

“Synergy in that they both want to kill the same people, one of whom
happens to be me.”

“Right, but that’s not the end of it. Ray’s group is small and
understands modern weaponry. Prime’s is large and has a lot of people
with powers. If they did get together they’d have a lot to offer each
other — and a lot to argue about — which might be a nice lever for us if
it comes to that.”

After that, we talked about plans for how to handle meeting Prime’s
people next week.

An hour later, he left, and I finally got around to calling Isaac Lim
back.

He answered on the first ring, and I put the picture on the big screen.

Isaac wore a helmet, green combat fatigues, and a thick, brown vest with
“FBI” on it in big white letters. A sub-machinegun hung from a strap.

I could see trees, a couple trucks painted in camouflage colors, and a
tent in the background. In the distance, I thought I heard shouting.

“Glad you called back,” Isaac said. “I’ve got to warn you that I might
drop this call at any time.”

“What are you doing?”

“Can’t say, but if you remember another time you called me… Let’s say a
ship or two got through and we had some landings. We’re dealing with
them right now.”

“Wow.”

“Don’t tell anybody.”

“I won’t. Uh… Why did you call?”

Even through the goggles on his helmet, I could see his eyes narrow.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing challenging Prime? His people
chewed through us like we were nothing, and I had powered agents in the
field.”

“It wasn’t really my idea.”

“Goddamn it, I know. It was Lee’s. I told you not to trust that guy.
What’s he trying to do, get you killed?”

“I think he’s trying to do exactly the opposite. I’ve known him all my
life, and I think he owes Grandpa somehow.”

Isaac nodded his head. “Don’t assume that’s a good thing. I’ve been
reading up on Lee/Gunther/Immortal or whatever we’re calling him today,
and he first appeared with your Grandfather after some mission early in
the war. Never did explain why. From what I’ve read, he’s known for
keeping his deals. The bad news is if he doesn’t like you, he’s been
known to keep them to the letter, and that doesn’t necessarily require
leaving his clients alive. So, you’d better hope he likes you.”

“I’m pretty sure he does. Well, if that’s all–”

“One more thing, stall. We’ve got regular agents in Grand Lake watching
Justice Fist and their families. After what happened to George Drucker,
it had to happen. All our powered agents are busy up here and in the
other landing spots. We’ve got most of the trustworthy supers in the
northern Midwest up here too. Don’t expect much help if you call the
Michigan Heroes Alliance. You’ll just get second-raters.”

“Wait, where are you?”

“Michigan’s upper peninsula. Don’t pass it on.”

“Well, I don’t think we can stall. We’re set to meet Prime next week
Thursday. Will you be done by then?”

“If I’m lucky, sure, but I could just as easily be up here for a month.”

Isaac took a breath, and frowned. “I might just be getting paranoid, but
isn’t it convenient that Prime comes when I’m dealing with one of the
biggest incursions in years, guaranteeing you won’t get any help at
all?”

“Are you suggesting Prime’s working with aliens?”

Isaac shook his head. “No, but something like it. I –”

A deep booming noise came over the audio. Isaac stumbled, the trees in
the background shook, and the picture wobbled.

“Gotta go,” he said. “Good luck.”

The days between Prime getting back to us, and actually meeting him were
a blur. A weird blur. Those of us who didn’t have exams, planned and
drilled with Lee. I worked on the suit, the roachbots, and talked
through some ideas with Chris, and Larry.

I’d called Larry when Lee told us to think about people who might help,
and it was lucky I had.

When I told him the time to meet at Man-Machine’s underground factory,
he told me, “You saved me from working for the Feds this weeked. Just
told them I was busy.”

We were going to do more than talk through ideas.

Hours later, Larry, a big guy even without the Rhino armor, walked down
the rows of frames, engines and powered armor parts, staring. Almost
every row had three levels. We could outfit a small army.

“Your grandpa and I always suspected Man-machine had to have some place
like this. He just had too much stuff, never seemed to run out. Trash
his new suit and he’d come back with an improved version the next day.”

Chris smiled nervously at him. “What would you have done if you had
known?”

“Blown it to hell probably, but those are the breaks if you choose this
lifestyle. I guess it’s good we didn’t.”

“Lifestyle?” Chris stopped smiling. “I haven’t chosen it. It feels like
it fell on me.”

Larry shook his head. “You had choices. You didn’t ever have to put on
that armor the two of you worked on. Could have stayed home instead of
trying to take down the Maniacs. Whatever reasons you had to stay away,
you didn’t. You put the armor on, and you’re here now.

“Look at me,” Larry stopped walking. “You know how I got started in
this? I found some of your,” he pointed at Chris, “grandfather’s armor
after one of his quick getaways, and I fixed it up. I met the Rocket
after that. Been at it ever since, one way or another.”

He checked his watch, and looked at the two of us. “Well, if we’re going
to get done what we need to, we’d better start welding.”



In the versions of the old west that I’d seen on television, people
handled duels by walking down some dusty Main Street, and pulling out
their guns.

If you cared about whether innocent bystanders got hurt, or didn’t want
to be interrupted by SWAT teams, you needed to find someplace more
private.

Lee and Prime had arranged the time and location between themselves over
the week.

That’s how we ended up meeting Prime and his people in the middle of a
grassy field twenty miles outside Grand Lake. We stood behind an old
barn next to a dirt road that people probably went down sometimes, but I
hadn’t seen any cars yet.

Well, other than ours and Prime’s people’s.

If there had ever been a farmhouse to go along with the barn, it had
long ago disappeared. All grayish wood with flecks of red, the barn
looked like it might fall in soon itself.

It had a working light behind the barn, the sole light I could see
besides the stars and moon.

Aside from one cloud, the sky was clear.

Not everyone came with us. On the League’s side, we had Lee, Jaclyn,
Cassie, Rachel, Marcus and I.

On Prime’s side stood all the people I remembered from our fight with
the Cabal — the big guy, the weirdly thin, long-legged woman, the man
with burning hands, and the guy who absorbed energy — plus a whole lot
more. Maybe one hundred more.

I lost count after the first fifty.

Prime stood at the front of the crowd. He didn’t look like someone who
had lived most of the way through two millenniums. Under the single
light, his brush cut, blond hair shone. His face, all hard lines, but
still smooth, could have easily passed for thirty.

As we stepped closer to him, he pulled a sword out of his trench coat.
Between Lee’s teaching, and Daniel showing me some books on Roman
history, I recognized it as a gladius, the Roman legions’ traditional
sword.

Behind me, Marcus muttered, “There can be only one.”



In front of me, Lee pulled out his own gladius, apparently from nowhere.

Only Lee wasn’t Lee. I knew him as Gaius Calidius Gallius and I always
had. Except I also knew that I knew him as Lee.

Gaius had dark hair, and tanned skin. Even though he wore jeans and a
t-shirt instead of a toga or any armor, he somehow reminded me of the
film “Gladiator.”

Gaius walked straight toward Prime, both of them shouting at each other
— probably in Old Frankish.

We followed him (but not too closely) until they surrounded us.

Oddly enough, this was according to plan.

Once Gaius and Prime stood under the light, and roughly ten feet away
from each other, Prime shouted, “Halt.”

Prime’s people stopped, creating a circle around the fight, and two
groups within it — Prime, and the people we’d fought earlier on one
side, and Gaius (Lee!) with us on the other.

Gaius turned briefly toward us, “We’re going to duel. Remember the
plan.”

Once he gave his attention to Prime, they said a few words to each
other, and then they attacked.

Lee had taught me the basics of sword fighting, but even the first few
seconds of the fight showed me how much better they were than I expected
to ever become.

Blades flashed faster than I could follow except in the most general
way.

Still, I could see patterns in the way they fought.

Gaius never blocked Prime’s blade in a way that could let it become a
contest of strength. He always deflected the blade at a small angle.
Sometimes he didn’t block at all, managing not to be where the blow
fell.

Not that Prime’s fighting style included a lot of wild swings. It
didn’t.

For the most part, Prime didn’t slash, he stabbed, barely missing Gaius
again and again.

Gaius showed no hesitation to slash instead of stab, cutting through
Prime’s trench coat and shirt, leaving a long, bloody line.

Prime didn’t stop fighting, but his eyes widened as Gaius cut. Prime
aimed blow after blow at Gaius even as the skin came together and
healed.

Meanwhile Gaius’ strikes and blocks seemed slow, almost lazy, by
comparison.

But they worked.

Gaius’ sword slashed Prime’s thigh, cutting a couple inches into it.

Even though the skin came together almost immediately, the blood flew
half a foot away.

It struck me as desperation, but might not have been. Still, instead of
moving a step or two like he had been doing, Prime rushed forward,
running his sword through Gaius’ abdomen.

In anyone else, it would have been fatal, but Gaius barely even showed
an awareness of the pain. Another sword appeared in his left hand, and
he cut into the bicep of Prime’s sword arm. Then he used the sword in
his right hand to cut into Prime’s neck.

The blow wasn’t strong enough to take the head clean off, so even as
Gaius pulled his sword back for another shot, I could see Prime’s neck
and bicep begin to knit themselves whole.

Unable to pull the sword out quickly enough to avoid Gaius’ blow, Prime
let it go, backing away.

Ignoring the sword in his gut, Gaius stepped after him in no particular
hurry, one sword in each hand.

If I were a betting man, I would have bet that Prime’s life would end
less than ten seconds from that point.

I would have been wrong.

Prime shouted, “Now!”

And they rushed us from all sides.

Crazily, that still fit into the plan. Well, one of them anyway.

I pointed my left arm at the people running at us from that direction,
and blasted them with the sonics, wishing I could do the same to the
people coming from my right.

Not that it mattered. Jaclyn stood to my right. In a blur of purple, she
knocked at least five people backward into the people behind them,
giving us the time we needed to get into position.

By the time Prime’s people stopped holding their ears, or began to pull
themselves up, I stood back to back with Jaclyn. Marcus stood to my left
and back to back with Cassie.

Rachel floated above us, intangible.

Our next step? Fight our way through to Lee, and hope they didn’t take
us out through sheer numbers.

Between the unconscious bodies on the ground from Jaclyn’s attack, and
my sonic blast, Prime’s people hung back until one of of them shouted,
“Move!”

Well, if I could call them Prime’s people.

Some of them looked professional — black (probably bulletproof) vests,
belts with pouches, knives, and guns. The rest looked like they’d been
pulled from local (and not so local) street gangs.

They had guns too — not submachine guns like the professionals, mostly
handguns.



One of them began to pull a pistol out of his pocket when one of the
professionals shouted, “No, idiot!”

He pointed past us where Prime’s people rushed us from the other side.

After that, it got too busy for me to be amused by their tactical
errors. An overweight guy in running shorts who had a swastika tattoo on
his forehead jumped over the front line.

He hit me five times before I got the chance to punch him back. He
dodged  easily.

I hit him with the sonics, and he put his hands to his ears. As I drew
my hand back, Marcus stretched his arm a good seven feet, hitting the
guy in the side of the head.

Swastika guy fell over.

In the meantime, some guy with at least five piercings in his lower lip
had grabbed my right arm. Blue electricity crackled around his hands,
and he held on strongly enough that I couldn’t pull my arm away.

The electricity never made it past the armor.

I kneed him in the groin, and punched him in the face as he bent over.

He fell to the ground, unconscious.

With a nanosecond of a breather, I took sidelong glances at Marcus and
Jaclyn. Marcus had formed his arms into shapes reminiscent of baseball
bats, and his skin had turned grayish.

A gang member breathed fire at him for barely a second before one bat
hit the guy’s stomach, and another knocked his feet out from under him.

Jaclyn, meanwhile, had knocked out three more people.

I hoped Cassie and Rachel were doing as well, but I didn’t have time to
turn completely around to check on Cassie. And Rachel probably wasn’t
visible anyway.

As it turned out, I didn’t really have time to check on Marcus (to my
left and back) and Jaclyn (to my right).

One of the professionals, a guy with missing teeth, and a puckered,
circular scar on his cheek started firing his submachine gun at me.

He never missed.

Whether it came from freakishly good aim, or a perception of time that
allowed him to fire an automatic like a sniper rifle didn’t matter.

If he had special bullets or managed to find a weak spot in my armor, I
could die.

He stood a few feet out of reach, so I fired the sonics at him. He
didn’t flinch — though people on either side of him put their hands to
their ears.

He’d worn earplugs.

He fired more bullets only the new ones exploded, knocking me backward.

I barely managed to keep standing, but I managed. He didn’t stop firing
at me though, and I couldn’t see a thing through all the blasts.

I could have started the rocketpack, flown upward, and dived at him
except that Cassie stood kitty corner from me in formation. Even with
her ability to regenerate, an exploding bullet to the back of the head
would not be good.

I ran straight forward into his line of fire, smashing into him before I
saw him, and knocking him onto his back. Leaning over, I grabbed the
submachine gun even as he fired a couple more shots into my chest.

Then I broke the gun in two, and that was great except for one thing.

I’d left formation.

As I broke the gun, people rushed around me toward the group, and I felt
hands grab each of my arms solidly.

Below me, the guy whose gun I’d broken started opening one of the
pouches on his belt.

I decided I didn’t want to find out what happened if he got that pouch
open, so I lifted my leg and drove his bicep into the ground — hard —
maybe harder than I meant to.

He screamed — an understandable response given that his arm now bent in
two spots.

A solid jerk backward reminded me that people were holding both of my
arms. I stepped back, staying upright more by luck than any plan.

The guy holding my left arm stood nearly seven feet tall, but was so
thin I wouldn’t have expected him to be strong enough to hold me. He
wore jeans, and black White Sox jacket.

The guy holding my right arm was bald, and massively bulky, but his face
somehow reminded me of Prime. Were they relatives?

“Pull,” he said, and began to step back.

Not wanting to find out whether my armor would rip before I would, I
sent a full blast of sonics into the White Sox fan’s abdomen. As the
sonics found the resonant frequencies for the majority of his digestive
system, he looked ill, and —

Well… the less said about that, the better. Let’s just say that he was
distracted enough that I could easily pull my arm away.

I’d have done the same with my right arm except the sonics on the right
still didn’t work.

The massive guy yanked me toward him, grabbing my left arm, and pointing
my hand (and the sonics) away from him.

I tried to pull away, but I couldn’t break his grip.

Even as I ran through options in my mind, a ghostly white form
materialized above him.

Touching her white, taser gloves to either side of his head, Rachel
turned up the juice.

Bluish sparks surrounded Rachel’s gloves, and the man let go, trying to
grab her, but only passing through her body without touching anything.

Knowing that he was strong, and guessing he might be able to rip my
armor off, I gave the rockets some fuel, and shot into the air, hovering
forty feet above the ground.

The light behind the barn left half the crowd in shadow, but I could see
enough. Jaclyn, Marcus, and Cassie were doing well.

A blur of hands and feet, Jaclyn had taken over my position as well as
her own. More than twenty people lay in a half circle around her. Marcus
and Cassie hadn’t taken down as many, but they were close. Marcus had
morphed into a form that reminded me of an armored bear. Cassie whipped
her staff around, hitting one man in the stomach hard enough that he
fell to the ground, and getting enough of an upswing on another guy that
he actually flew over the person behind him, convulsing the whole way.

Both ends of her staff glowed with electricity. I’d upgraded it during a
break from working on my armor.

I couldn’t see it well, but from the movement and the shouting, I could
tell that Lee (or Gaius, whatever…) was still fighting.

Below me, the man had stopped trying to hit Rachel, and crouched as if
he were about to… jump.

And then he did, shooting straight up at me.

I couldn’t think for a second. Think at Daniel for help? Except that
wouldn’t work because Prime’s people always set up telepathy blockers,
and even if they didn’t, just being near Lee was like standing in the
middle of a psychic thunderstorm. Call Vaughn over the communicator?
Start flying in a new direction?

It ultimately didn’t matter.

Even as I began to give the rockets juice, the man’s massive body shot
sideways, much like it would have if it had been hit by a giant,
invisible, baseball bat.

His body arced upward, sailing over the crowd, landing on the roof of
the barn, and crashing through.

Over the communicator, I heard Daniel’s voice say, “Got one. You okay?”

“Fine. Weren’t you supposed to wait longer?”

“Not if you needed help, and you can’t tell me you didn’t.”

“Cool. Think you guys could make it easier to get through to Lee?”

“On it. Storm King?”

I felt the change in the wind immediately.

It didn’t hit me directly, but I felt it tugging at my feet, and I heard
the roar.

It reminded me of what a giant leaf blower might sound like if there
weren’t any motor, just wind, and if there weren’t any leaves, just
people falling over each other, rolling, shouting, trying uselessly to
grab at weeds and rocks, and finally smacking into the side of the barn.

The boards cracked, and broke as person after person piled up.

And it wasn’t as if Prime’s people stood and dared Vaughn to knock them
over too. No, they ran.

The professionals ran away from the wind, some standing off to the side
of the Lee vs. Prime fight. With a few exceptions, the gang members ran
away entirely. Sensible ones ran to their cars. Less sensible ones ran
out into the fields.

Between wind and irrational panic, Vaughn had cleared a path through to
Lee in less than five seconds.

Jaclyn shouted something to Marcus and Cassie, and they ran toward where
Lee stood, except it wasn’t really Lee. He still looked like Gaius.

He’d done better without us that I would have done alone.

Of the people Prime had broken out of prison, only the guy whose leg
Cassie had cut off still stood. His new leg didn’t seem quite as
muscular as the old one, but it probably would in time.

Assuming Cassie didn’t need to cut it off again.

He and Prime both held swords, circling around Lee, and jumping in to
attack only to find Lee had moved.

Despite his freakish ability to avoid swords, Lee didn’t look good.

He’d told stories about being burned at the stake and walking away as a
skeleton after the ropes burned away. I’d always wondered if he was
exaggerating, but now I believed it.

He’d been cut to the bone on his right cheek, the inside of his right
arm, and the hole from Prime’s sword still hadn’t healed up. He’d taken
it out though.

His left arm had been charred to a point that I didn’t want to look at
it.

Strangely, none of it slowed him down. He moved as quickly as he had at
the beginning of the fight.

Jaclyn, Cassie and Marcus made it to the edge of the fight, and stopped.
I flew down to join them.

“Nice of you to drop in,” Jaclyn said. “We’re trying to decide whether
we should help ‘Gaius’ or go after them.” She nodded toward the other
side of the fight where the professionals stood.

“I don’t think Gaius wants or needs the help,” Cassie said.

“I think we’d better decide now. Look!” Marcus pointed at Prime’s men.
Some of them were sneaking into the darkness.

“My bet is that they’re coming for us,” Marcus said.

Cassie watched them go. “Could we have scared them off?”

Our communicators beeped. “Bad news,” Daniel said. “Storm King and I
aren’t the only ones in the air.”

I checked the the sky, searching it for Vaughn’s cloud.

It floated above the field, smaller than most clouds, and, it struck me,
smaller than the last time I’d seen it.

Daniel hadn’t been joking about not being alone in the air. At least
fifteen people flew toward the cloud, dark figures outlined against the
moon and stars.



I couldn’t see details, but if Daniel and Vaughn were going to get any
help, it would have to be from me. Rachel and Marcus could fly, but not
very quickly.

“Do you have this?” I asked Jaclyn. Glancing past her toward the barn, I
saw some of the people on the ground stirring. Blowing them across the
lawn into the barn might break bones, but it wouldn’t be a finishing
move for everybody.

“Go,” she said.

Leaving the scene of Lee’s fight, I gave the rocketpack fuel, and shot
upward, feeling like I’d left my stomach back on the ground. My GPS
pegged the origin of Daniel and Vaughn’s signals as off to the right of
the cloud. I kept low, maybe twenty feet above the ground, until I got
near them and then aimed upward, letting gravity stop me just a little
short of their altitude.

Most of the people flying toward us wore black vests like the Cabal
regulars on the ground, and none of them looked like gang members.

Daniel floated about ten feet from Vaughn, close enough to
telekinetically shield him.

In my head, Daniel said, “Ranged weapons when I say so.”

Evidently we were out of range of Prime’s psi-blockers.

The flyers moved more slowly than I did, but they stayed in formation,
spreading out into a crescent shape as they got closer.

About half of their people held guns, and started firing, most of their
bullets vanishing into the darkness, but some were on target.

I got hit a few times, but the bullets bounced off the armor. Meanwhile,
Daniel used his standard technique of combining telekinesis, and
precognition to create small shields of telekinetic force that didn’t
stop bullets so much as alter their path.

I thought it was a clever way to combine powers, but could only wonder
how much more quickly he’d be tired.

Daniel didn’t say to go until they were twenty feet away from us.

Vaughn concentrated, and roaring winds came from either side of the
group blowing them together. That stopped the gunfire.

I fired the sonics at them, creating a loud pitch within human hearing
range. As people held their hands to their ears, Vaughn stopped with the
wind, and started throwing lightning.

Three people fell instantly.

One of the people still flying had the presence of mind to spray some
kind of liquid from his mouth, but Daniel had apparently anticipated it
and blocked it before it had the chance to spread out.

Instants later, the would be sprayer flew sideways, slammed by invisible
force, and fell from the air.

Before any of us had time to think, the few of them that were left came
within striking distance. Vaughn blasted away with lightning, creating
flashes of light, and loud thunder.

Not that it hurt my ears. The Rocket suit had very good filters against
loud sounds, but Daniel flinched a couple times.

As they did all that, I punched people.

I must have run into all the tough people back on the ground because
these guys didn’t take much more damage than a normal human being. I
took out three or four within the space of a few seconds, and then
Vaughn, Daniel, and I were alone in the air.

“I don’t think the fall killed anybody,” Daniel said. “I slowed them
down.”

Vaughn said, “Should have let them fall. Jerks.”

He sounded tired.

“Really?” Daniel asked.

“Not really. I don’t want to kill anybody. I’ve made enough stupid
mistakes for one life.”

The winds keeping him in the air blew a little less, and he dropped a
few feet.

“Crap, I’m tired. Do you think they’re done?”

I looked over toward the barn. Prime and Lee were still at it. Jaclyn,
Cassie, Marcus, and Rachel were facing off against the guy whose leg
Cassie cut off, the huge guy that Daniel dropped through the roof of the
barn, and all those who hadn’t run away or been taken out by Vaughn’s
mini-windstorm.

“We’d better go down there,” Daniel said.

He sounded tired too.

“Maybe you guys should hide, or sit in Night Wolf’s car or something?
I’ll go down. I’m not tired at all.”

And I wasn’t. I’d fought a few people, but the armor did most of the
work. That or I was still feeling the adrenalin.

Daniel eyed Vaughn for a second and said, “Good idea. We’ll figure
something out.”

I turned my attention to the ground. The guy whose leg Cassie cut off
jumped twenty feet through the air, landing directly in front of Cassie.

She didn’t run. She clicked on the button that shrunk her staff, and
drew her sword.

Meanwhile Jaclyn and Marcus traded blows with the huge, bald guy. Being
dropped through the roof of the barn had done him depressingly little
damage.

I gave the rocketpack more fuel, shot across the distance to land a few
feet to the side of Cassie, and with an excellent view of the Lee/Prime
fight.

Lee/Gaius had acquired a few more slashes and holes, and Prime, though
he’d regenerated all the damage, didn’t seem as fast as he had earlier.

I don’t know whether it’s because he was tired or because the noise of
the rockets distracted him, but either way, Lee cut off Prime’s head
just after my boots touched the ground.

The head rolled across the grass and dirt, coming to a stop just a few
feet in front of me.

You might wonder what a person thinks at a moment like that. The answer:
nothing particularly profound.

For example, all I thought was, “Holy crap. Head.”

For a moment, Lee and I must have been the only people who realized that
Prime was dead.

He grinned as I looked up from the head, and saluted me with the
bloodied blade. In that moment, someone shouted, and it seemed like
everyone turned to see him standing in front of Prime’s body.

“Rocket, grab the head and dump it someplace!”



I leaned over and grabbed it, using the rocketpack to send myself into
the air.

Trying not to think about what I was holding, I looked around for a
place to put it, noticing lights shining at the next farm over. They had
a pond. I remembered seeing it on the way.

Flying there took only seconds.

I dropped the head without slowing down. It was a big pond. It had a
docked motorboat on one end.

The head splashed into the water. I didn’t stay long enough to find out
whether it floated or sank.

I turned around and flew back.

As I flew, Haley’s voice came over the communicator in a general message
to all. “Their reserves are coming. Everybody get out!”

Below me, people’s positions had barely changed from the way they’d been
when I left. Jaclyn had taken advantage of the moment to pound the huge,
bald guy I’d fought backward. He lay on his back, and struggled to get
up.

“Night Cat, there were a bunch of them who were sneaking out into the
field–”

“Night Wolf and I got them. Just leave, okay?”

I’d never noticed.

Thump. The first of the reserves had landed. They couldn’t fly. They
jumped about an eighth of a mile at a time. Lee had described them to us
as being a lot like Prime and others in his army — strong, tough
regenerators, possibly with a few extra powers here and there.

Even with Cassie and Lee’s swords, and Jaclyn being in their league
physically, we probably couldn’t take twenty of them.

We had a plan though — retreat.

Thump. Thump.

Two more of them.

Just like the rest of the professionals, they wore black and carried
guns, but they didn’t wear bulletproof vests, and were all obscenely
muscular.

They’d landed on the edge of the lit up area.

I checked to see what the rest of us were doing. Marcus had morphed into
a winged person, and was already halfway around the barn. Cassie put her
sword on her back in time for Jaclyn to grab her, and jump over the
barn. I couldn’t see Rachel, but that was par for the course.

Lee had disappeared already, which meant it was time for me to call in
our reserves.

I clicked on my palm to activate my phone, calling Chris and Larry. “Any
time, now.”

The rest of Prime’s reserves landed as I hung up, a rain of people I
didn’t care to meet in broad daylight, much less a dark alley.

Or dark field.

The guy whose leg Cassie cut off started shouting at them. I couldn’t
hear the details, but I did hear cars, and Cassie’s motorcycle starting
on the other side of the barn.

One of them turned to shout at the group, pointing toward the road,
which was not good. If they started moving, this wouldn’t work.

Then he pointed at me — that was very bad, but to be expected, given
that I was hovering.

I touched my finger to my palm, preparing to blast away.

Except that was when everything began to explode.

Missiles streaked through the air, blowing up in the middle of them, the
fiery blasts lighting up the whole place.

Ordinarily I’d have worried about killing people, but from what Lee had
said, we’d be lucky to slow them down.

I clicked on the communicator, and asked, “Rhino, you guys got it?”

“Rocket,” Larry said, “go. We’ve got the mech. If we get in trouble,
we’ll call.”

I gave the rocketpack fuel, and chased after the rest of the League.



We gathered in League HQ after the fight, waiting while people showered.
Vaughn slept, still in costume (except for the mask) in one of the
chairs. Daniel didn’t look much better, but he managed to start checking
his email before falling asleep, head on the keyboard.

Travis ordered Chinese take-out for everyone.

No one had wanted pizza.

Chris and Larry came in ten minutes after everyone else. Chris parked
the mech in the hangar with the League jet, and came in with Larry.

He walked past the big, steel doors into the main room, eyes darting
everywhere, lingering on the trophies, the wall screen, the computers,
and all of us.

He looked small somehow, and it wasn’t height. He’d caught up with me
sometime in the last year.

Following Larry over to the table, he stood next to where Marcus was
showing me a Youtube video.

Chris looked down at the screen. “Who’s that band, and what’s with all
the stoves?”

“Hurra Torpedo,” Marcus said. “It’s their thing. They sing covers and
bang appliances.”

“Do you think that guy knows his pants are falling down?” Cassie asked.
She held a plate with four pieces of pizza on it.

Further down the table, Travis said, “I thought you didn’t want pizza.”

“I don’t, but I’m hungry, and it’s here, and the Chinese isn’t.”

Chris looked over at Travis. “Did you order extra? If you didn’t, I’m
okay with pizza.”

At the sound of his voice, Cassie seemed to notice him for the first
time. “I didn’t know you’d be here,” she said.

Chris glanced over at me. “I thought everybody knew.”

“I told Lee. When everybody went over the plan, I thought that I’d
either have to do remotely guided missiles, or ask you. After you said
yes, I told Lee, and I must have forgotten to tell everyone else.
Sorry.”

With everything else going on, the important thing was that our escape
had been taken care of, right? And anyway, back when we’d been dealing
with Justice Fiend, the Maniacs, and the Ball, Cassie had been more than
a little suspicious of Chris.

She wouldn’t have been the only one, and I didn’t want to deal with
it.



Cassie picked a piece of pizza off her plate and said, “So what did Nick
have you do?”

“Blow people up. Only not really. Did you see those guys? The ones that
jumped in?”

“I was busy retreating, but I saw them.”

“Nick and Larry and I put together this huge mech and it’s covered with
missile launchers. As soon as they all landed, I hit them. I could
barely see anything, but they all walked away from it. It knocked them
over, stunned a bunch of them, but didn’t hurt them.”

“Disappointed?” Cassie asked.

“No, but I could have done with more of them being stunned, you know? A
couple of them jumped in my direction, but I got lucky. Larry got them.”

“With what?”

Larry turned away from talking to Lee to say, “My spud gun.”

Cassie raised an eyebrow. “You did not hit them with potatoes.”

Larry shook his head. “No, it was a shell. I don’t know if this happens
with you guys, but every so often I find I’ve got to knock a building
down from a distance, except I don’t want an explosion. I just want to
knock it over, you know? For that kind of thing you want a spud gun,
just bigger and semi-automatic. Works for these guys too.”

Chris said, “Yeah, they got knocked in a completely new direction after
they got hit. Never got near me. We did move a couple times though.
Larry shot at them while I moved, and I hammered them while he moved.
Then we left.”

“Yeah,” Larry said. “They’d have ripped our armor off, and might have
killed us otherwise. Didn’t want to stick around for that.”

Cassie nodded. “I wouldn’t have.”

The doorbell rang up at Grandpa’s house, carried down to HQ over the
speakers.

I checked the monitor next to the one Marcus had been watching Hurra
Torpedo on, and clicked the mouse.

The camera showed a guy standing on the porch, carrying two grocery bags
and wearing a shirt that said “Szechuan Garden Take Out and Delivery.”

“The food’s here.”

Turning away from the screen, I said, “Who’s going to get it?”

It was good question. I still wore the stealth suit (which doubled as my
flight suit when I was in the Rocket suit), and Larry wore a grey
jumpsuit that couldn’t be confused with normal clothes.

Travis, Marcus, Vaughn, and Daniel were still in full costume except for
masks. Jaclyn, Haley, and Rachel were still in the showers.

That left Cassie (who’d showered first), Lee and Chris as being the only
people in street clothes.

Taking it in, Cassie turned to Travis, “I guess I’m paying. Do you have
the money?”

He gave her the bills.

“Come on,” she said to Chris. “With this much food, there ought to be at
least two of us.”

She pointed past the trophy cases toward the back. “Elevator’s over
there.”



We spent the next couple hours rehashing what had happened.

We got to hear Lee’s blow by blow account of the fight with Prime,
Travis’ and Haley’s stories about being in the field, quietly taking out
anyone who tried to sneak through the grass.

“I ran out of poison in my claws,” Haley said, “and I didn’t want to
bite.”

Sitting next to her on the floor, I said, “What did you do?”

“I hit them as quietly as I could. After a little while it got easier.
They weren’t paying attention to the field any more.”

Vaughn looked up from his plate. “I thought I saw you or Travis a couple
times after I blasted everybody. You know, when a bunch of the gang
members tried to escape into the field?”

“There were so many of them,” she said. “You might have seen me. I
jumped a couple times.”

“Me too,” Travis said.

Jaclyn, her empty plate already in the trash, said, “Lee, what’s next?”

Lee shrugged. “It depends. We took out Prime, and broke a lot of bones.
They’ve got to decide who’s in charge now, and I don’t see the gangs
running out to support them. All their powered people just got taken
out. If they go after us, the regulars will be going in by themselves,
and that’s still bad, but we can figure out a way to deal with them even
if it means arming you with Cassie’s sword, and changing your codename
to Blender.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “God, I hope not.”

Sitting just behind us in a chair, Larry said, “Lee, no bloodbaths.”

Lee ate a piece of shrimp and noodles before replying, “Don’t worry
about it. That’s not in the plan. Right now, the plan is watch quietly.
The Executioner’s going to be moving soon, and that’s the enemy I’m
worried about.”

“Lee,” I said, “it’s a little off topic, but why did you want me to take
Prime’s head? Was it the regeneration thing?”

Lee laughed. “Yeah. I’ve had bad experiences, mostly with magical
regeneration or aliens. With those guys, the severed parts have been
known to crawl back and attach themselves. With ordinary regeneration,
it’s sometimes good enough that they can put the head back on the body
if they do it quickly. Hell, I chopped a guy’s head off once only to
fight him again after his body regrew. Someone got him to a doctor or
something. That’s why you’ve got to separate the pieces long enough that
they get cold. Then they usually stay dead.”

I nodded, and said, “Ok.”

I’d seen Lee kill Prime, and I’d personally played a role in making sure
he’d stay dead. I didn’t feel good about it, but I didn’t quite feel
bad.

On the other side of the circle, Cassie stopped eating, and said, “When
my dad’s head got blown apart, my mom had his body cremated. She didn’t
want the body to grow a head back that wasn’t him.”

No one said anything.

I wondered if I should go back to eating or try to say something
comforting, but if I did, what?

The computer beeped.

I got up and checked the screen. The program transcribing the roachbot’s
feed from Russell Hardwick’s house had found a keyword.

I opened the document and read the transcription. The word “Impregnator”
had been highlighted several times in the text.

“Everybody,” I said, “this is bad. Sometime in the past two days,
Hardwick’s Power Impregnator disappeared.”

I read the transcript and then played back the entire recorded
conversation for everybody. Russell Hardwick stood in his home office,
pacing the hardwood floor, cursing, and talking on his cell phone.

“The Impregnator disappeared? How did that happen? And why didn’t you
tell me earlier?”

From there it devolved into shouting at the person on the other end, and
Hardwick never did say where he’d kept it, or anything useful.



I paused the recording when he hung up the phone, sat down behind his
desk, and started working on the computer.

I wished that I’d placed the bot so that it could see the screen, but
its video recording capabilities needed work before they’d get many
details anyhow.

As I turned off the screen, Marcus said, “Who do you think has it?”

“Ray,” Jaclyn said. “It has to be Ray. You and Nick showed us the video
where Hardwick proved Ray had potential. Nick, what were his father’s
powers?”

“No idea,” I said. “I couldn’t find anything specific.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Lee said. “If it’s Ray, he’s not just doing it for
himself. He’s out to get every ounce of profit he can get out if it.
He’s got ties to Syndicate L, right? They’d be interested. And then
there’s what’s left of Prime’s people. It’d be a great bargaining chip
if he wanted their cooperation, or maybe the city’s gangs. Yeah, I think
he might want that. No matter how good he is, he’s not going to be wild
about taking all of you on with four or five unpowered people.
Especially after tonight.”

He glanced upward toward Russell Hardwick’s frozen image.

“No,” Lee continued. “He’s going to need help if he’s going to take you
out. See, here’s what he does… He targets a hero, watches him till he
finds out who his friends and relatives are, and targets them until he’s
had enough, and decides to finish off the hero. That’s a lot harder with
a team. Start killing one guy’s relatives, and suddenly the whole team
is looking for you. Ray and his people have killed teams, but it’s
harder. You need more help. I can’t say for sure he’ll be going after
gangs or Prime’s people, but he’s got options.”

“But he doesn’t know who we are,” Travis said.

I didn’t know why, but his statement felt wrong.

“I think he does,” Rachel said. “Or he guesses.” She’d been talking with
Jaclyn, and stood next to her, a little to the left of where Travis
stood next to Lee.

“I’ve been thinking about it since Christmas. After he shot the FBI
agents and left, we showed up immediately, just by coincidence. And
hasn’t he been attending those Christmas parties for years?”

Travis said, “Not every year.”

“But someone did,” Haley said. “Ray or Gina or the other guy. I can’t
remember his name.”

“Right,” Rachel said, “but think about it. He must have noticed that
Travis is nearly seven feet tall and that you’re barely over five feet.
If he’s seen any footage of us, he’s noticed that Night Wolf and Night
Cat are just as different. And then there’s Jaclyn and Marcus. The
D’Onofrio family’s many things, but it’s not exactly diverse. There were
only three black people in the whole room — Jaclyn, Marcus, and Marcus’
mom. If he’s been thinking, he’s noticed that we’re mostly teenagers,
and that Jaclyn and Marcus are teenagers and that Accelerando’s got the
same powers as C… “

“You really think he noticed all that?” Vaughn asked. “I wasn’t there,
but it sounds like a lot to take in.”

“He had months in prison to think about it.”

“Then we need to tell our parents,” Haley said.

“Except they’re blocked.” I said, but not very loudly.

“I know they’re blocked, but we can tell them something even if it’s not
exactly right. Last time Isaac had agents watch over them. He can do
that again.”

“Probably,” I said, but I didn’t point out that his best people wouldn’t
be there. They’d be fighting aliens. It didn’t seem like the right
moment. “We ought to call him though. Probably immediately.”

“Yeah,” Lee said. “That’s a good idea. And after that, we need to start
looking for Ray.”

Finding Ray didn’t sound like a good idea, but it sounded better than
finding him after he’d killed everyone we knew.

Isaac Lim wasn’t available when I called about protection for our
parents. I left a voicemail.

“So,” I said after hanging up. “How do we find Ray?”



“Don’t know,” Lee said. “I’m not a detective. Your grandparents handled
that. My job was to come in at the last moment and save the day, or
maybe just stab a few people. You know, the fun part. Investigating’s
boring. You find out who checked into hotels and rentals. You call
everyone you can think of and see if they’ve seen people matching Ray
and his pals’ description.

“All your grandparents had their own way of doing it. Romy would float
in invisibly and go through their stuff. Joe, he’d use those walking
bugs of his. Cohen, he’d run through people’s minds, or go on a
precognitive hunch. Chuck would sneak around, and talk to his contacts
on the street. It worked out.”

Jaclyn said, “What about my grandfather?”

“Or my dad?” Cassie said.

“Nothing too strange,” Lee said. “Reg could run fast enough that most
people couldn’t see him, so he could cover a lot of ground, or put down
a lot of bugs. As for John, he liked the direct approach — dangle people
out of windows, beat people, tie people to chairs… I remember one time
he cut off his own finger, let it grow back, and said, ‘Now let’s try
yours’.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn said, “what happened?”

“Don’t know. Long time ago, but he stopped after getting bad
information. People will say anything they think you want to hear if
you’re dangling them out a window. After a while, he learned how
military interrogators do it, and started using the Rocket’s bugs when
he didn’t have anyone to interrogate. It worked a lot better.

“If you want some advice though, here’s one thing I can tell you. Don’t
let Ray see you. Don’t let him see you as yourself. Don’t let him see
you in costume. And if you’re going to go looking for him, use the buddy
system. That’s all I’ve got.”

He checked his watch. “Well, I should leave. Let me know what you come
up with.”

Rachel looked over at Lee. “Do you think I’d be okay alone?”

Lee paused, and said, “Against almost anybody else, yes. Against him?
Well, I don’t know if there’s a way to catch someone who phases through
walls, but I’d guess that if there’s a device for it, he’s got one by
now. I’m sure he’s got a plan to handle each of you, and all of you.
That’s why we’re going to come up with something he didn’t plan for.”

After that, he walked into the hangar, and drove away. Larry left a few
minutes later, leaving the League plus Chris to discuss the next step.

We finished eating, talking about options. If Ray’s people didn’t want
to be bothered, they’d want to use someplace without people. In Grand
Lake that meant an old farm, an old factory, or in the early summer, a
cottage by a lake. Lake Michigan was still too cold for swimming, and
the smaller, inland lakes didn’t get busy until school let out.

As we discussed where we might look, Chris said, “What did Lee mean by
precognitive hunch?”

Daniel stopped eating and put his plate in front of him on the floor..
“It goes like this. I can kind of sense where I ought to be going and go
there. If I wanted to sense the biggest threat to us, and just follow my
intuition until I got there, I probably could. The problem is, it might
not be Ray. We might not know enough to recognize it for what it was
when we got there, and even if it was Ray, we might not be prepared to
face him. So we’re better off doing our homework first, and using my
hunches as a backup plan.”

“You can tell the future?”

Daniel shook his head. “No, just zero in on threats without really
understanding what they are.”

“It sounds dangerous.”

“That’s what my dad says. I’m hoping to get more control over it.”

“Cool,” Chris said. “Well, I better go. My parents are going to start
wondering where I am. I’ll see everyone uh… later.”

He left for the hangar. Each step of the mech clanked on the way out.

When the outside doors shut behind him, Travis said, “Dammit Nick, why
didn’t you tell us he was coming?”

“Things got busy. It slipped my mind. Anyway, Daniel cleared him. He’s
safe.”

“Bringing in anybody when we’re half out of costume is too big a deal to
forget about. Especially someone who’s grandfather was your
grandfather’s nemesis, and who recognizes some of our real identities.”

“Man-machine already knows who we are,” I said. “And he actually helped
the League when they were fighting Red Lightning, remember?”

“That’s not the point,” Travis said.

“Nick,” Jaclyn said. “He’s right. You can’t just bring someone in like
that. That’s a team decision. At the very least, I’m sure a lot of us
would have chosen to be in costume while he was here… ”

She pursed her lips, and then said, “I hope he doesn’t think he’s
joined.”

“No,” I said. “He doesn’t even want to. He was just helping us out.
Besides, he’s not going to talk or anything. We talked it through and
he’s got a block like Kayla’s. He agreed to it.”

Travis, Jaclyn, Cassie, and Vaughn all started to say something, but
then Daniel raised his hand.

“I know this wasn’t the best way to handle it, but Nick won’t do it that
way again, and he did cover all the bases. ”

From their faces, I could tell it wasn’t really okay, but it was close
enough. Mentally, I thanked Daniel for covering for me. We’d arranged
the block and all, but he’d known I wasn’t going to tell anybody until
afterward.

No problem, he thought back at me, but you know they’re right, don’t
you?

I know, I thought, but I’m not going to do it again. I can’t imagine
anything like this coming up.



I slept in the next day, and then went to HQ to see if I could find any
clue as to why the sonics in the right arm still didn’t work.

While running through my official email, I found one from Lucas AKA Red
Legacy.

He wanted to meet.

Haley and I met Lucas late Friday night on the roof of an old, empty,
print shop on the southeast side of Grand Lake. I couldn’t guess the age
of the building. The flat roof had three different levels, one of which
might have been the roof of the original. The rest were probably
additions, but I couldn’t be sure. Sagging, white, aluminum siding
covered the outside walls, making the whole building look dilapidated in
the same way.

It stood on the northeast side of an almost unused five way
intersection. A 80’s era, brown Buick came by just as we landed. It was
the only moving car we saw.

I let go of Haley and she stepped onto the roof.

“I wish we’d taken the car. Even in the summer, the air still feels
cold.”

“I know,” I said. “But the full armor doesn’t really fit in the car.
It’s probably safer this way.”

“For you. What if we got attacked in the air?”

“Uh… That’s a good point.” I found myself imagining Prime’s people
slamming into me so hard I lost consciousness, and let her go.

“Maybe I should teach people how to use the mini-rocketpacks. The
original League did. It wouldn’t be –”

“Rocket, he’s coming.”

I couldn’t see anything in the sky but stars. As I began to ask her
where, Lucas flew over the top of the trees behind the print shop,
landing next to us with a thump.

He didn’t break through the roof, but I could feel his landing through
my boots.

“Hey,” Lucas said. “I’ve got bad news. The Power Impregnator got stolen
along with my Grandpa’s journal that had the plans.”

“Wow,” I said. “The journal too? That’s not good.”

Haley didn’t say anything.

“Right, and you know who I think did it?”

“The Executioner,” I said. “That’s my guess anyway.”

Lucas nodded. “I thought I’d better pass it on. The League will have to
deal with it anyway.”

“What about Justice Fist?” Haley asked.

Thanks to the streetlight, I could tell that Lucas had rolled his eyes.

“Justice Fist,” he said. “There’s no more Justice Fist. Everyone got
scared off after Sean’s father got shot. And even if they hadn’t, my dad
shut off the money, and brought in Protection Force.”

“With Solar Flare, and all the other guys selling advertising on their
costumes?” That wouldn’t go well at all. We’d already stopped Solar
Flare from killing Ray once. If he still wanted revenge, it was going to
make our lives more complicated than I wanted to think about.

Lucas shook his head. “No. No superheroes. Dad hired bodyguards. That’s
all. I think the supers are more of a marketing thing. They get
attention while the bodyguards do the real work.”

I thought about it. “Are you sure you don’t have supers… uh… secretly?”

“Nah. I had to give my own bodyguard the slip to meet you. If he had
powers he’d be here right now. Which reminds me, I’d better get back
before he wonders where I am.”

He looked up into the sky like he was just about to take off, but then
he said, “Hey, were you guys in on what happened last night?”

The media had been reporting on our fight with Prime’s people all day
except they only had footage of the night time explosions and the
craters in the field behind the barn. There hadn’t been any mention of
Prime’s body or his head.

“Maybe a little,” I said.

Lucas laughed. “I figured. I was in the ER last night. We had gang
members from gangs from all over the city, all of them with broken
bones, and full of juice. Why? And what was with the TV appearance?”

“That would be complicated to explain,” I said.

“It’s okay. I don’t need to know. I’m just saying that if you need help,
I’m here. I owe you for being able to walk. And if you’re fighting the
Cabal or the Executioner, you might be able to get more than just me. My
dad would be interested.”

“I’ll remember it,” I said.

“Good.” He grinned at me. “Don’t forget.

And then he did fly into the sky, blending into the darkness and
disappearing.

“You’re going to tell everybody if you bring him in, right?”

“Of course. That’s a lot bigger than bringing in Chris. All of those
guys got run through the Impregnator and who knows what that means?”

Haley looked down at the roof, then back up at me. “I should find out
how Sydney is doing. I meant to call her after what happened, but it’s
been exam week, and between studying and preparing for last night, I
didn’t. I’m a horrible friend. I should have called her by now. I don’t
even know if they’ve had the funeral yet.”

“It’s only been a week. You’re fine. I bet she had exams too. Besides
with Protection Force and the FBI and everything, she might not even be
answering her phone. If you’ve got access to the data, you can
triangulate and figure out where someone is. They might not even be
allowing her to turn hers on.”

Haley sighed. “I’m just worried. Sean might have decided to kill Ray,
and convinced her to help. Even if he has Jody and Dayton with him,
they’ll all just die. They can’t win.”

“On the bright side, they probably won’t ever find him. I’m still trying
to figure out where to look.”

So where do you look for a professional killer?

On Saturday, the whole team got together in HQ to read what the
databases we had access to had on him, and figure out the best way to
tackle the issue.



We weren’t all there all day, but Daniel, Travis, and Jaclyn came in the
morning. Daniel was there at ten when I came in. Jaclyn and Travis came
in while we were talking.

By noon, we’d read everything they had, and by one everyone had arrived
to talk about it.

Jaclyn had read everything as fast as it appeared on the screen, and had
time to think about it, so she got to brief us.

She stood between the big screen and the table where we sat.

“What surprised me more than anything else was that people didn’t know.
Ray and his people had apartments in Chicago under their own names, but
they didn’t use them. The neighbors barely ever saw them which means
that they lived somewhere else most of the time, but no one knows where.

“Even assuming they took a few weeks to plan each series of killings,
they still had most of the year free. They must have been training
during some of it, but for the rest, I don’t know. Maybe they were on
vacation, but if they were, they could take long vacations.”

She frowned. “This doesn’t give us anything. They never found out where
they stayed in the places where they killed people. They’ve never found
where they kept their equipment except for the cottage they blew up in
December. The Feds don’t see any patterns except that they kill
everybody connected with the target first, and even then there are
exceptions.”

“Really?” I hadn’t heard of any.

“Ever heard of a team called Sorcerers’ Circle?” She searched our faces.
“I hadn’t either, but the Executioners killed them all. They didn’t go
after their relatives. They drugged the group of them all at once and
executed them in an old warehouse.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn said. “How’d they know it was all at once? They have
cameras?”

Jaclyn shook her head. “No. The FBI found them a few days later. The
forensics report guessed it based the state of decomposition and the
species of bugs… eating them.”

Marcus looked up from the computer screen. “They’re a bunch of psychos.”

“Right,” Travis said, “and we need to take them down.”

By the end of the meeting, we’d come up with a task list. We’d create a
list of rented houses, rented cottages, foreclosures, hotels, and empty
commercial buildings, and then we’d go down the list.

We’d have people call the hotels, the rentals, and divide up the rest
for personal visits.

Over the next few days, we discovered that detective work was quite
possibly the most boring job in existence — at least when you didn’t
have any reason to narrow down the possibilities.

That the hotels hadn’t rented to anyone looking like Ray or his people
wasn’t a surprise. The Feds had blanketed the area with warnings. Even
if they hadn’t, the local TV and radio stations still covered his
escape, Sean’s father’s killing, and regularly mentioned the possibility
that he might be in Grand Lake.

We kept calling.

On Thursday morning, Daniel called a guy named Martin Vander Kodde, a
landlord who owned seven houses on the southeast side of the city. When
he got off the phone, he said, “I’ve got something.” Then he played it
back.

Haley and I stopped and listened.

Martin picked up the phone on the second ring. “Vander Kodde Properties,
Martin here.”

“Hello, Mr. Vander Kodde,” Daniel said, his voice lower thanks to
technology Grandpa built into the phones. “I’m Detective John Baker of
the Grand Lake Police Department, and I’ve got some questions for you.”

Then he described Ray’s team, and asked, “Has anyone matching those
descriptions rented from you within the past two weeks?”

“No, I didn’t rent to them, but I did rent to four other people a little
over two weeks ago, and now I’m wondering if I should have.”

“And why is that?”

“When I first talked to them they seemed nice enough, but last Thursday
night they came back with another van full of people, all of them loud
and cursing. The other van cleared out the next morning but my other
renters called to complain. It’s a big house, and I rent out the
upstairs and downstairs separate.”

“Could you describe them?”

“Four big guys. Almost look like they might be brothers.”

Daniel stopped the recording. “It doesn’t go much of anywhere from
there, but you know what they’ve got to be? Prime’s reserves.”

Daniel turned away from his monitor. “We should go down there. Not too
close, but down there and see if we can learn anything. Maybe we could
bug their place.”

“They could turn us to paste,” I said.

Daniel gave a slow nod. “You’re right, but we don’t have to be seen. I
think we’ll want to know what they’re up to. Imagine what happens if
they show up while we’re dealing with Ray, and we haven’t planned for
them.”



It was a good point. Too good to ignore.

And that’s why we found ourselves in Night Wolf’s car thirty minutes
later. Haley drove. I sat next to her, and Daniel sat in the back.

Haley set the car’s color to blue with tinted windows, allowing it to
fit in as much as a 1964 Stingray could. I needed to put together a less
noticeable car for daytime surveillance soon, preferably something large
enough to handle the full Rocket suit.

I wore the stealth suit, but I did have the guitar too. That counted for
something.

Anyway, it wasn’t as if I’d have much of a chance to take them out in
the full Rocket suit. We had a hard time with one of them before Prime
came. Four would be impossible.

If they noticed, our backup plan was to leave quickly. Worst case
scenario, we had Jaclyn on call to pick up the car and carry us away.

Best case scenario, we got some information at the price of spending yet
another day of summer break worrying about dying.

Which was kind of lame.

It was my second week of summer vacation. The sun hung in the air, alone
without the company of clouds, and the temperature was in the low
seventies. It felt perfect — warm, but not unbearable, and I wasn’t in
any position to enjoy it.

I’d spent the last two weeks underground working on things, training, or
fighting. It didn’t feel like vacation yet. It felt like an extension of
school, but with guns.

Haley stopped the car three houses down from the rental. A big, two
story, grey painted house, it sat in the middle of the block next to a
big, two story, yellow house.

The street would have been on the high end back when it had been built.
I’d heard that in the nineteenth century, the wealthy people had their
houses on the main roads because it made it easier to travel. True or
not, it explained streets like this one, a four lane road that led
downtown but whose large, Victorian houses all looked a little run down.

The air conditioner fan blew cool air as we looked over our target.

I aimed the car’s hidden shotgun microphones at the house, searching for
noises.

A screen on the dashboard showed an image of the house, but with
markings for distance. Using the joystick, I moved the crosshairs across
the windows on the front and right side of the first floor, hearing in
quick succession “Bob the Builder” on the TV, children arguing about the
channel, a toilet flushing, and the dishwasher running.

I aimed the mic toward the second floor.

“We’re in the right place,” Daniel said from the back. “Something in
that house obscures telepathy.”

I let the crosshairs linger on the second floor’s front window.

A man grunted.

“So we’re working with the assassin now.” The man had a deep voice, and
an accent I couldn’t place.

A new voice said, “It sounds like it. Orders from the top. The new Prime
says they’ve got a device that means no more drink of the gods.”

“And no strings attached? I don’t believe it.”

“We’ll have to help them kill the League, but that’s not a change.”

“Stupid Prime. After all his talk, the new levies are worthless. They
don’t have discipline.”

“Give them time. It always takes time.”

“And this device, when do we get it?”

“Don’t know. Afterward, I’d guess. Maybe the First Cohort might get it
beforehand.”

“Ain’t that always the way?”

They kept on talking after that, but I barely listened. I got out the
roachbots, opened the window and sent a few to the home, and a few to
the cars in the driveway.

We waited until the roachbots made it into the room with the people who
were talking, and then Haley put the car in gear, and we rode away.

As she drove toward the highway, I turned back to Daniel. “That was an
extremely lucky series of events. You called exactly the right person
who happened to have a problem with his tenants, and we arrived just in
time. Did you –”

“Yes. We’d been calling people for days. I used my precognitive ability
to find the name with the most danger associated with it, so that it
wouldn’t take even longer.”

“What?” Haley talked toward the rearview mirror. “I thought your dad
told you not to do that.”

“He did, but he doesn’t know everything, and we don’t have time to
waste. If they’re working with Ray, and it sounds like they are, they’ll
lead us right to him.”

“But your dad had to have some reason –”

“Let’s drop it, okay?”

I recognized Daniel’s tone of voice. This conversation wasn’t going to
go anywhere.

Haley must have too. She drove the car up the on ramp, and down the
highway, moving a little faster than traffic.

We were on the same highway that the Grey Giant had chased Daniel,
Cassie and I down. Daniel had found Syndicate L that time the same way
he’d found Prime’s people this time.

Don’t start, Daniel thought at me.

Bugging the house and cars paid off even before we got back to HQ.

It wasn’t perfect. I hadn’t known whose car was whose so I’d bugged all
of them. When one of them started going, we got excited, but then we
followed where it went on the car’s dashboard screen. It ended up at
Meyer Music, a local store.



When I checked the roachbot’s pictures of the people leaving the car, I
saw a woman and two small children carrying thin books inside. They were
probably there for piano lessons.

That’s where Rachel and I had gone when we were little kids.

I switched the controller to the roachbots inside the house in time to
hear their phone ring and a mumbled half-conversation.

When it ended, we heard, “So, what’s our lord and master have in mind?”

“We’ve got to move it. They’re running everyone through the power device
now.”

“Everyone?”

“That’s what the call said, and you know him. He’s not patient.”

“We’d better get everybody then.”

After some grumbling and shouting, they got all four people out of the
house, and into one of the cars.

We’d gotten off the freeway, and were within in a block of HQ, and
Veterans Memorial Park as we noticed them getting on the freeway and
heading south.

Haley glanced down toward the screen, and slowed the car. “Do you think
we ought to follow them? We could get behind them if we turn around
now.”

“Uh… What if they notice? You’re both at full power, but I’m not, and
even the full suit in perfect condition isn’t a match for them in a one
on one fight.”

“We ought to do something,” Daniel said. “It sounds like they’re
throwing everybody into the Impregnator. I don’t think we want that to
happen.”

Haley bit her lip. “Do you think we could… destroy the machine without
fighting them?”

“It depends,” I said. “Between Daniel’s telekinesis, your ability to
sneak around, and the guitar’s laser, I bet we could. The question is,
could we get away after that? The machine would be destroyed, but they
wouldn’t be.”

“Right,” Daniel said, “but if they empower everybody that could be a
big, big problem. Plus they’ve been taking power juice for years. What
if they all go psychotic?”

“Wow,” I took a deep breath. “That would not be good. Of course, it took
years for Red Lightning to go off the deep end.”

“But it could still be bad in the long term,” Daniel said.

Haley drove the car into Veterans Memorial Park, and turned down the
service road. “I think we should call everybody.”

“Right,” I said, “especially Lee.”

“OK,” Daniel said. “Let’s do that, but here’s something I just thought
of. Remember when Vaughn used the Impregnator? It fried him. He couldn’t
do anything for at least an hour. If we catch them at the right time,
maybe they won’t be able to fight.”



We sent everybody a yellow. I tried to call Lee, but got his voice mail.

In the mean time, we got everyone else into a conference call — well,
except that Jaclyn joined us in HQ. She’d been waiting to see if we
needed backup anyway.

Daniel explained the situation, ending with, “So they’re throwing
everybody into the Impregnator, and it sounds like they’re working with
Ray. If we want to stop that, now’s probably our only shot at it.”

“Do it,” Travis said. “Scout out the area and we’ll meet you.”

“I’m sure we’ll want more of a plan than that,” I said.

“Of course we’ll want more of a plan than that, but we don’t have any
information. Once we’ve got that we’ll have a plan. That’s why I want
you to scout it out.”

Cassie asked, “Is Lee coming?” Wind roared in the background as she
talked.

“I don’t know. He’s not answering his phone. I don’t really think we
should go into this without him.”

Travis started talking as I finished the sentence. “We can’t wait for
him. Do you think he’d wait for us if the situation were reversed?”

“No,” I said, “because even if he screws up, he can’t die. We can.”

“That’s not why,” Travis said. “He’d go, because when he sees this kind
of opportunity, he takes it. This is no time to be timid.”

Jaclyn sat at the terminal next to mine. I looked over at her. “What do
you think?”

“Nick, I’m sorry, but we’ve got to at least scout it out.”

We scouted it out even before we left HQ.

Prime’s men had parked in a dirt parking lot. Adjusting the roachbot’s
position on the car gave us the name of the business — Perliss
Manufacturing, Co. The roachbot’s GPS system gave us the exact location,
and soon we were looking at it through Google Maps.



We could have used government maps, but Google had a better user
interface (though the Feds updated their maps more often).

The square cement block building stood a few miles outside Grand Lake
along M-22. A little bit of research showed that Perliss had
manufactured auto parts until last year when they’d gone out of
business.

Still, as abandoned auto parts factories went, it seemed to be in a nice
place, assuming you wanted to be out in the boonies, surrounded by trees
and farmland.

Travis walked up as I finished. He wore his costume, and he’d
transformed, making him more muscular than usual, and just as big. His
fangs and claws weren’t proportionately larger than Haley’s, but they
seemed more intimidating.

The satellite view hung on the big screen next to a browser window with
a Grand Lake Sentinel article entitled, “After 30 Years, Perliss
Manufacturing Closes.”

“Plenty of trees around the sides and back. We’ve got cover.”

“If we need it,” I said. “You know how the roachbots self-destruct? I’ve
made a version that’s more of a flying bomb than anything else.”

“Not much of a bomb. They’re pretty small, right?”

“Well, yeah, but it’s a shaped charge, and there’s a lot of force for
its size. What you do is take a bunch of them, and they work their way
into crevices, and then they explode. Plus, I’ve been working on
roachbots that make an electromagnetic pulse. So between the two, I’m
thinking we could destroy it. Pulse to damage the mechanism. Then blow
it up with the others.”

“It sounds like it’d work. What kind of range do they have?”

“Not much of one. Maybe a football field, but that’s optimistic. It
assumes there’s no wind, for example. Think one hundred feet if you want
to be sure.”

Rachel had stepped up while we were talking. “Why don’t I float in with
couple grenades. It would be simpler.”

“I think Lee said that if there’s a way to block you, Ray would probably
have it,” I said.

Rachel said, “You know what I hate about our grandparents being famous?
Everyone knows what we can do.”

“Except for me,” Marcus said. “I’m an original.”

“I can’t argue with that,“ Jaclyn said, walking up with Daniel, Vaughn,
 and Haley. They’d been talking about something next to the pile of
boxes and our own copy of the Impregnator.

“I’d go with the roachbots, by the way,” Jaclyn continued.

“Yeah,” Vaughn said. “I was thinking of sending a tornado at them, or
maybe some lightning, but I might kill somebody.”

“You might kill Ray,” Cassie said. “I’m not saying we should, but no
great loss if you did.”

I turned to look at her. Cassie was in costume and had the sword, but
that’s not what I was noticing. Kayla stood next to her.

Kayla gave a little wave, and said, “Hi, everybody.”

“Kayla,” I said, “I didn’t know you’d be here.”

“I had an idea,” Cassie said. “You remember how when we were fighting
the Mayor, we all got separated? Well, you know what we need? Someone
who’s not in the middle of the action. Someone who can call for help, or
tell us information we can’t look up ourselves. Kayla already knows us.
She’s already been blocked, and she doesn’t have powers, so it’s not
like we’re taking anyone out of the field. She’s ideal.”

“Right now?” Jaclyn’s face tightened. “Cassie, this isn’t a good time.
Are we all going to be bringing in our friends without telling anybody?”

“But it’s not the same thing. We’ve known Kayla for years,” Cassie told
her.

“Some of us knew Chris,” I said.

Daniel said, “I think it’s a good idea. Teams usually have someone back
at base.”

“It’ll be like the Matrix,” Marcus said. “With the operator on the
ship.”

Kayla turned her head, taking the whole scene in. “I can go. I don’t
have to stay.”

“No, stay,” Travis said. “I just wish we had time to train you.”



Thirty minutes later I found myself landing on a dirt road in the full
Rocket suit. The road ran through a farmer’s field, and ended in the
forest behind the old auto parts factory. Leaving rows of corn behind
me, I stepped into the forest, hoping that they didn’t have anyone
watching this far back.

It hadn’t looked like it from the air, but I couldn’t see everything
from the air.

Standing behind a tree, I activated my helmet’s communicator.
“Everybody, I’m in position, and I’m ready to send in the bots.”

I pulled out the controller, opened the pouches, and started by turning
on a scout bot.

It crawled to the edge of the pouch, extended its wings, and then the
rocket in its abdomen ignited.

The controller’s monitor gave a blurry view of trees, branches, and then
the roof as it ascended, passing the edge of the flat roof, shutting off
the rocket, and gliding to a stop.

A few small, rectangular windows hung open near the top of the
wall.

I guided the bot down to one of them, and sent it inside.

Once on the ceiling, it gave me a view of the factory floor.

In one sense, it looked like almost any other factory in the world — a
big room with concrete floors, and plain, grey walls. At the same time,
it looked different from most other factories. That came from the
sleeping bags, air mattresses, the microwave, the pile of canned food,
and the refrigerator.

Not to mention the guns and ammunition lying next to some of the
sleeping bags.

If the guns weren’t enough, there were the people, and the only big
machine in the room.

There were at least thirty, all of Prime’s reserves, plus some gang
members, plus Ray, Gina and the other two guys.

Half of them lay on sleeping bags, and some of those who weren’t
sleeping seemed unsteady on their feet.

I wondered how many people Ray had already run through the Impregnator.

Then I turned the bot to look at the Impregnator itself. Their version
looked bigger than ours. All curves and chrome, the League’s version
reminded me of a 50’s style, futuristic, electric chair.

The version Russell Hardwick had had constructed put me in mind of a
tanning bed designed for Frankenstein’s monster.

All white with comfortable looking cushions, the bed would have looked
inviting except for the heavy straps for the legs, arms, and body. A
white, rectangular object as long as the bed hung above it, attached
(like the bed) to an almost six foot tall, white box. A man sat on a
stool next to the box — which appeared to have a monitor and keyboard
built into it.

I didn’t recognize him.

Given that our Power Impregnator only worked on people with similar
powers to Red Lightning, and theirs worked on all powers, it made sense
that theirs would be different.

It would be interesting to find out how effective it was by comparison.
Every so often, supers discovered a latent power after some trauma.
Could this unleash them all at once?

With luck, we wouldn’t find out the hard way.

As I checked out the room, I also noticed four black boxes near the
middle of the factory floor, and guessed they might be telepathy and
clairvoyance blockers.

I added them to my target list.

After a few minutes of dividing the bots into swarms, I turned them on,
let them out of the pouches, and sent them off.

The EMP bots flew in in the first wave.

At first no one noticed, but as they crossed the room, staying close to
the ceiling, a few heads turned, and people started shouting.

I couldn’t make out what they said.

Not that it mattered. The bots dove toward the Power Impregnator, aiming
for the big white box, and the flat, rectangular object hanging above
the bed.

The bots identified vents in the box and crawled through, exploding
inside. The monitor stopped glowing, and the box began to smoke.

As the man fell off the stool, and began to back away, the second wave
flew inside.

One of Prime’s people, jumped up, successfully catching a bot in his
right hand. He tried to catch another in his left, but I’d guessed that
someone might try something like that, and sent the second wave in with
a looser, more distant formation.

As he landed, the bot exploded in his hand.

I’d set them to explode if they were caught, but I hadn’t thought about
what they’d catch them with.

Even as he screamed, the exploding bots turned the Impregnator, and the
telepathy blockers into smoking ruins.

I put the controller back into its pouch, started the rocketpack, and
flew upward, dodging tree branches.

Below me, I heard a roaring noise, and when I looked down, I saw two
shapes hurtling upward at me.

Go figure.

What sucked most about the figures flying after me was that they were
gaining.

We’d planned for aerial pursuit. We’d even planned for the possibility
that I might be attacked while still on the ground, and a few other
possibilities that meant that everyone in the League was out here
somehow.

Unfortunately, the Rocket suit made me the fastest flier, making it
necessary to pass Daniel and Vaughn’s position for them to be able to
help.

I changed direction, stopping my ascent, and aiming myself south.

The people chasing me gained even more ground because of my course
change, but I didn’t have to travel far.

Barely a second had passed when lightning burst out of the forest below,
outlining the two people following me.

They fell.

Vaughn got ‘em, Daniel told me.

As I started to reply, I got a call over the communicator — Kayla.

“Ni — Rocket? How do I use your robots? I’m looking at your positions
and everyone just started moving.”

Next time, I decided, I’d loose a bunch of roachbots all over so that
the person back at HQ could have eyes everywhere and I’d train them how
to move them. Now, however, was a lousy time for me to work technical
support.

The trouble was, she’d noticed something. Once I’d flown off in a big
obvious way everyone else was supposed to sit quietly, and then slip
away one by one.

Lee had told us that Prime’s people were mostly strong, near
invulnerable, regenerating types — near impossible to beat in hand to
hand combat, but distinctly lacking in intelligence gathering abilities.

Except, Daniel said in my head, if they’ve got any telepaths at all,
knocking out their telepathy blockers goes both ways.

Right, I thought, and if any of Prime’s regulars have latent
telepathic talent, the Impregnator’s probably converted it into an
actual working power.

I glanced at the GPS readout from my communicator. Everyone on the
ground was moving — which meant that all our great backup plans that
were supposed help me get away in the face of near unstoppable
opposition had just put everyone else in danger.

Then the communicator readout showed that someone had sent a red —
Haley.

I slowed the rocketpack, and did a complete 180 degree turn.

“Rocket,” Kayla asked, “are you listening?”

“I’m going back,” I said.

From the dots on the GPS readout, I could see Daniel and Vaughn
following behind me. They could keep up for short distances.

Leaves blocked my view of what was happening in the forest.

Travis’ and Haley’s dots moved a lot. Cassie’s, Marcus’ didn’t move as
much.

Rachel’s dot appeared inconsistently.

Finding a clear spot between trees, I dropped through, hovering just
below the tops.

I didn’t see them at first, but then Travis jumped, moving from one tree
to another like a squirrel. Haley followed, but unfortunately, it wasn’t
just her.

A group of Prime’s people ran through the forest after them. Large,
muscled, and carrying guns, they had the look of Prime’s reserves, the
people Chris and Larry had bombarded with missiles just to stun them.

Exactly the people we didn’t want to meet — especially if they’d been
through the Impregnator.

“Prime,” one of them shouted,  “Over there!”

For a moment, I looked to see if Prime was there, head somehow reunited
with his body.

He wasn’t.

Back when we’d been eavesdropping, one of them had mentioned a “new
Prime” and I realized that the guy leading the group looked familiar.

It was the guy whose leg Cassie cut off.

The last time I’d seen him, the leg had grown back, but hadn’t been as
muscular as the other.

They matched now. In fact, he looked bigger all over.

Oh, and the guy who had been shouting, “Prime, over there!”

He was pointing at me.

Well, okay, not just me as Vaughn (in his black, weirdly strapped
suit), and Daniel (whose black and silver costume didn’t seem especially
mystical) had just appeared on either side of me.

Vaughn didn’t even wait to find out what would happen next. He opened up
with lightning bolts.

Painfully bright light filled my eyes. Thunder shook the trees.

When the blue afterimages faded, chunks of dirt had been blown out of
the ground, a small tree had been blackened, and the new Prime and his
people were pulling themselves off the ground.

Though their clothing looked a little burnt, and one of them patted out
a fire on his camouflage pants, none of them ran away.

“Oh man, ” Vaughn said, “we are so fucked.”

The new Prime nodded at the people on his left and gestured toward us,
“You, get them out of the air.”

To the short  guy on his right, he said, “You, get her.”

Haley climbed higher in the tree.

I leaned forward, and dove toward where Haley crouched on a branch.
Prime’s people pulled rifles off their backs, and the short guy
crouched, preparing to jump, aiming upward at her.

I maneuvered myself into an upright position, hovering a little below
Haley and above Travis.

In the meantime, the short guy had left the ground.

Not much taller than Haley (who was around five feet), his physique
could have doubled for a body builder’s — only smaller.

He flew over me, and landed in the tree.

Overbalanced by his weight, the branch dropped downward, dragging nearby
branches with it, one of which hit the back of my helmet.

It didn’t hurt, but it distracted me long enough that I didn’t notice
that Prime’s people had their guns out until they started firing.

A couple bullets hit my chest, knocking me backward into the branches.

I held up my left arm, and blanketed them with sound, a single,
painfully loud note.

They stepped backward, but only stopped firing when Vaughn’s wind
knocked them backward.

To my left, the man assigned to catch Haley dangled from a branch.

I pointed my left arm at him, and fired another blast of sound.

He dropped, still trying to grab branches as he fell.

Hitting the ground didn’t take him out, but it didn’t help him either.

His feet hit the ground, and more wind blew him over. I made a mental
note to compliment Vaughn on his control when this was over. I barely
felt the wind moving up where I was.

Taking my eyes off our opponents, I decided to check on Haley.

Sensibly, she’d already jumped from this tree to the next, and even as I
saw her she ran up one branch, jumped and landed on a branch from the
next tree down the line. Travis wasn’t far behind her.

Even as I thought we might be able to leave, I realized that one of
Prime’s people had jumped for me.

I tried to press the button on my palm that would have sent me higher,
but I couldn’t move quickly enough. The force knocked me backward into
the tree.

I shut off the rockets with the tongue control, and we fell, hitting
branches all the way down.

He hit more than I did.

Unfortunately, even hitting the ground didn’t do much to him. He grabbed
my left arm, and kept on pounding me with his right, setting off error
messages in my helmet.

Not to mention the fact that it hurt.

I tried to move my arm out of his hold except he would not let go.
Worse, he managed to flip me over,  and sat on top of me, still keeping
my left arm under his control and pointed away from his body.

They all knew about the non-working sonics in the right arm. They had
to.

Crap.

In the middle of that realization, I also got my first good look at the
guy’s face. He had a bald head and a goatee. He looked like he was in
his twenties, but given their regenerative powers, he could have been
born in the middle ages.

“Let’s see how hard this is to break,” he said.

He pounded the middle of the Rocket suit’s chest plate, sending off even
more error messages, many of which included words like “danger,” and
“fatal error.”

Seeing those messages any other time might have caused me to freak out,
but not that time because even as all those messages appeared, a couple
disappeared — the error messages for the right arm’s sonics.

At that moment, I had a sudden realization. All the time I’d been
working on things, I’d been assuming that my new arm had been the
problem, and while I’d done some limited testing of some of the systems
in the chest area, I hadn’t done much.

Sometime during the fight where the right arm got melted, the chest had
to have gotten damaged too. It wasn’t the arm at all.

I may have laughed at that point.

The guy stared at me. “What the fuck is your problem?”

“Nothing.”

I almost asked him to do it again, except that was the best way to make
sure that he wouldn’t, and I kind of wanted him to — assuming he didn’t
crush my chest.

“Actually,” I said, “it tickled.”

Growling, he pounded the chest again, bringing up whole new error
messages, some of which included the word “critical.”

In red.

That wasn’t good, but I’d had my fingers on the right arm sonics’
button. As his hand came down, my right arm pointed up at his head.

The sonics went off at maximum possible volume, rattling my armor.

He let go of my left hand, and I hit him again with more of the same —
except the right hand sonics had stopped working again.

But that was okay, since I’d stopped trying to use them.

Instead, I used my right hand to poke him in the eyes as hard as I could
manage.

While he shouted, I pushed out from under him, shot back into the air,
and tried to figure out who to help.

I happened to glance at the guy I’d been fighting as I flew away. He had
blood dripping from his eyes. I’d hurt him for real.

Almost as gross, I glimpsed the damaged eye reforming out of goo.

We’d talked about what we’d do if they detected us, and agreed that we’d
have to fight all out to escape. It wasn’t as if we’d be able to
permanently hurt them. All of Prime’s reserves were nearly invulnerable,
and they regenerated. It hardly seemed fair.

“What if we fight someone normal?” I’d asked.

Either Cassie or Travis had said, “If we fight all out, no normals will
want to get anywhere near us.”

Without armor, I certainly wouldn’t want to.

Rising into the air, I checked where I’d last seen Travis and Haley.
They were closer than I remembered, if higher up. Haley had moved back a
tree, and Travis had followed her.

I could hear him shouting up at her. “He’s OK. Now move!”

She turned away, and leaped toward the next tree, grabbing a branch, and
dropping to the next one down. The branches shook in her wake, and
Travis did the same below her. The trees’ limbs sank under his weight.

If that had been all that happened, there wouldn’t be much to say.

The new Prime had changed strategy.  He’d shouted something and everyone
but himself and one other guy charged forward, running after Haley and
Travis.

Worse, shouts from the direction of the factory told me that more were
coming.

I wasn’t going to be able to stop all of them, or for that matter, any
of them. All I could do was delay — at best.

I chanced a look behind me.  A few peeled off from the group, and
disappeared into the forest. Judging from the GPS readout, they were
heading toward Cassie, Marcus, Rachel, and Jaclyn.

“HQ? Tell Cassie and everybody that people are coming for them.”

Something clicked once, then again. Then I heard Kayla’s voice. “More?
Oh, no…”

Another click, and she’d closed the connection.

Meanwhile, Prime, and the guy with him concentrated on firing at Daniel
and Vaughn. In that moment, I noticed their guns for the first time. I
didn’t know what kind they were, but they were big enough that I doubted
they were normally hand held.

Daniel blocked the bullets, but I could see strain on his face.

Then something whizzed past me, flying toward them.

Just before it reached them, it veered left, and exploded.

Someone behind me had a grenade launcher.

I tried to think of what I needed to do next, but there was too much
going on at once. Too many people. Too many places to fight. I tried to
center myself. What were we trying to do?

We were trying to escape.

What was stopping us? Travis and Haley couldn’t move fast enough. How
could I help them?

I didn’t get to finish the thought. Prime’s people had jumped into the
same tree Haley and Travis were in.

At the same time, I felt something slam into me from behind, and then
the world exploded, becoming fire and heat, accompanied by a Christmas
tree worth of blinking warnings.

I managed somehow to activate the auto hover, which handed the problem
of how to get myself upright over to the suit.

I flipped end over end, but on the next flip, I felt the rocketpack’s
burn pushing me upward. The next thing I knew, I hovered above the
trees.

Below me, Vaughn aimed lightning at the people with guns. Even if being
hit by lightning didn’t hurt Prime much, I doubted that it helped his
aim.

I dove, aiming for where I’d last seen Haley and Travis.

As the rockets pushed me toward them, I saw that one of  Prime’s people
was in the tree next to Haley, and had grabbed her arm.

Travis pulled himself up from the ground in front of the same tree,
surrounded by three men that were almost as big as he was.

Thanks to Travis’ and Haley’s hearing, I couldn’t use the sonics without
hurting them more than I would Prime’s people.

I wanted to help Haley, but I couldn’t work out a way to fly into the
tree without flying into a branch and being flung outward like some kind
of human pinball. Deciding that I’d use the crash to slow down and get
up to Haley somehow, I aimed for the guy on Travis’ left.

As if to illustrate some sort of combat related corollary to
Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, my approach changed the whole
situation.

Haley moved her left arm, the one that hadn’t been grabbed, and struck
the man who’d grabbed her in the neck with her palm. Whether she managed
to stab through his skin with her dewclaw, or just knocked him over, he
fell.

Travis simultaneously jumped over the men in front of him, punching the
guy who had been directly in front of him in the back of the head. The
man hit the tree with enough force that the tree shook, and bark fell.

Travis wasn’t finished. He hit the guy on the right hard enough to knock
him ten feet sideways into another tree.

A blur of motion, Travis kicked the guy on the left (the guy I’d been
aiming for) in the knee, causing him to lean his head into my punch.

It didn’t slow me down much, and I had to flip over, using thrust from
the rocketpack to slow down.

As I fell to the ground, stopping around fifteen feet past the tree, the
guy who Travis had punched into a tree turned to punch him in the rib
cage.

I could hear bones break.

Even hurt, Travis still moved faster than I could. He punched the guy in
the face, throwing him backward. The guy hit a big root at the tree’s
base with the back of his head, and he slumped.

It probably wouldn’t last long.

The force of Travis’ blow and the man’s fall had shattered the root.
Chunks of wood lay around the man’s head.


I thought about how much force would be required to do that. Quite a
lot.

Travis took a short breath, and grimaced. I wondered how many ribs he’d
broken.

I thought about pulling him out and dropping him off at Night Wolf’s car
except that would have left Haley alone on the ground. Daniel could have
lifted him out with telekinesis, but he couldn’t while flying, and
deflecting bullets away from himself and Vaughn. Vaughn could have done
it too, but being blown by the wind wasn’t a gentle flight.

And anyway, Vaughn was busy alternating between hitting Prime’s forces
with wind and lightning.

We didn’t have long though.

Ray and Gina had joined up with the new Prime, a group of men from the
factory running through the woods to join them. Between the uncombed
hair and jerky movements, they looked like they’d just gotten out of
bed.

No, I realized, Ray had woken them up from their post-Impregnator nap.

We had to leave. Another moment more, and we’d be caught up in a fight
we would lose.

Daniel, I thought at him, and he caught my entire chain of reasoning.

I sent everybody a red through the communicator system. I didn’t expect
to see Cassie, Marcus or Rachel show up soon enough, but if Jaclyn did,
that would help.

I’ll figure out a way to pull him out, Daniel sent back.

I would have talked to him more, but I’d realized that all three of the
people Travis had been fighting were back in action. The man who Travis
had knocked into the tree root had pulled himself up, and looked
murderous. The man who he’d slammed into a completely different tree had
jumped up into the tree with Haley.

The third guy, the one I’d punched after Travis kicked out the man’s
knee, had stood up, leg still wobbly, and leaped at Travis.

Travis dodged a rush from tree root guy, ducked to avoid the third guy’s
leap, wincing as he jumped upward to help Haley.

He never made it.

Another barrage of blinding lightning hit everywhere around Prime, and
as it did, Travis flew toward Daniel.

That left Haley and I on the ground (if trees counted as ground).

I started the rocketpack, and flew up toward her, assuming I’d have to
stop the guy who’d jumped into her tree.

I was wrong.

As I ascended, he fell.

She’d ripped a branch from the tree, and used it to sweep his feet out
from under him.

I didn’t even have to explain what was going on. She saw me, and jumped
from the branch she was on, putting her arm around my neck. Grabbing her
with my right arm, I sent us both into the air.

As we went, Daniel’s voice came over the communicator, canceling my red
alert and saying, “We’re done. Everybody go home.”



“I’m fine,” Travis said.

We stood outside HQ’s locker room.

He didn’t look fine. He hadn’t turned grayish, but he moved carefully.
Besides I’d seen his chest during the guys turn to use the showers. The
skin above his lower ribs on his left side had been red, and swollen.

“That kind of thing heals up when we go back to normal. Plus we heal
faster than most people. Ask Haley.”

“No, no, no. You can’t count on it for this,” Haley said.

“And it’s not that fast,” Cassie said. “I never even noticed you had a
healing factor.”

Jaclyn folded her arms across her chest. “You need a doctor.”

“Are you volunteering?” Travis tried to grin at her.

“Maybe in ten years.”

“Hey,” I said, “maybe we could get in the jet and fly you to L.A.?
Paladin and Preserver are both there. We’d have it taken care of in less
than an hour I bet.”

Travis shook his head. “I know he’s your friend, but from what I’ve
heard Paladin’s a screw off, and I bet his dad is in space, or the U.P.
with the rest of the Defenders.”

He had a point.

“Listen to me,” Travis continued. “If I have to go, I know what to do.
The whole League used to go to one of my Grandma’s cousins. I’ll go
there.”

“How old is he,” Vaughn asked. “Ninety?”

“No,” Travis said, and he tried to punch Vaughn in the shoulder, except
he missed, taking a big, indrawn breath.

I ended up helping Marcus and Haley take Travis to the doctor, and
didn’t get back to HQ for a few hours.

When I did, I intended to work on the Rocket suit, but I got distracted.
The roachbot I’d left in the factory had been destroyed, but it had
captured some sound and video first.

I fast forwarded through it, looking for interesting parts, and finding
a conversation between Ray and the new Prime near the end.

“–completely incompetent,” Ray said. “Your people led them straight
here, and they ruined the damned machine! We’ve still got the book, but
only by luck.”

Even with the roachbot’s limited sight, I could tell that Prime towered
over Ray.

They were alone in the building. All the equipment was gone — the
microwave, the sleeping bags, even the remains of the Impregnator.

Prime looked down at Ray. “Don’t talk about my men like that or I will
hurt you.”

“My ass,” Ray said. “You and I both know better.”

After that, they set the charges, and blew the building up.

As the video finished, I wondered what Ray intended to do next, and
wished I’d left some roachbots on their cars and in their stuff. We’d
found them only to lose them again, and we could use the warning if they
attacked us.

We’d only barely survived attacking them.

That being said, Ray seemed like the kind of guy who searched for bugs,
probably obsessively.

I sighed, and slumped a little in my chair, taking my hands off the
keyboard.

We were completely over-matched.

Short of nukes, I couldn’t think of anything that could really hurt
Prime’s people, and I didn’t want to kill them. I just wanted them to go
somewhere else and leave us alone.

The only thing I could think of that might help would be using paralysis
— except that would be temporary, and might not work on everybody.

Well, I had one other option, flying in with the jet, and blasting away
with the main guns.

According to Grandpa’s documentation, the main guns worked against
battleships, and spaceships. They had a good chance of doing more than
just stunning Prime’s people, but that was because they had a good
chance of burning them down to cinders.

I needed to come up with something less draconian.

Hypothetically, I might be able to set up a situation in which their
regenerative ability ran out of stored fat to use for energy, and
started cannibalizing muscles, leaving them weaker than a normal person.

And then what would we do with them? Pass them on to the police? The
authorities would only be able to hold them if they kept them on a
starvation diet. Otherwise they’d leave, destroying anything between
them and freedom.

Well, assuming the police had no useful techniques  for keeping them
inside.

Thinking about the people who would die if they didn’t, I wondered if I
had to get used to the idea of killing. I didn’t want to.

Could there possibly be a way to manipulate them into leaving us alone,
dividing Prime’s people from Ray for example? From what I’d just seen,
that seemed possible. We needed the right motivation, something stronger
than whatever hold Ray had on them.

Maybe Lee would know what to do.

I tried to push it out of my mind, and walked home. It was supper time
anyway.



After supper, I lay on my bed, trying to decide what to do next. I
thought about checking email, but most of it would be about stuff I
didn’t want to think about anyway.

Playing video games seemed irresponsible.

The best thing I could do had to be going back to HQ and working on the
suit. And that was pretty depressing by itself. Sure, I knew where to
look to find the problem with the right arm’s sonics, but I’d been
pounded by Prime’s people. Who knew how many more problems the suit had
now?

My League phone rang. I considered ignoring it, but it was Haley’s ring.

I got off the bed, grabbed it from the top of my desk, and answered it.

“How’s Travis?”

“He’ll be alright. They don’t think there’s any organ damage. That was
the big worry, and they still have some things he’s got to watch for…
His ribs will be healing for a little while, but they don’t know how
long. It’s three to six weeks for normal people. Nick, he won’t be able
to fight.”

“I know. I broke a couple ribs in that fight with Sean. Maybe Travis can
train Kayla how to use the communication system. She asked me for help
in the middle of everything.”

“It was her first time.”

“I know, and I can see how Cassie would bring her in, but I wish I’d
known beforehand.”

Haley didn’t say anything.

“Right,” I said. “I should have done the same thing with Chris, but it
was a lousy time for Cassie to make the point.”

“I don’t know, but I wasn’t calling about her. Do you mind, if I come
over?”

“That’d be great. I’m just a little surprised.”

“Travis doesn’t need me around. He’s fine, but he’s sore, and he’s
really grouchy.”

We talked a little longer before we hung up.

As I lay down again, I realized I felt a little better. The idea of
hanging around with Haley sounded a lot more pleasant than worrying
alone.

Someone knocked on the door.

It couldn’t be Haley already. I got up, feeling the muscles in my chest
and back as I walked downstairs.

I’d be even more sore the next day.

As I got to the bottom of the stairs, the door opened. My mom said,
“Nick, it’s Daniel.”

Mom went back to the computer in the family room as Daniel and I stood
together in the kitchen.

“Hey, I didn’t know you’d be coming.”

“I wasn’t. I started thinking about this afternoon, and I decided to
drop by.”

“Uh…” I tried to figure out some nice way to say Haley was coming over,
and realized that there wasn’t a polite way.

“Oops,” he said. “I’ll leave when she gets here.”

At least he wasn’t mad.

We went up to my room. Daniel sat down at my desk. I sat on the bed.

“So what’s up?”

“We’ve got to find Ray. Not right this minute, but starting tomorrow for
sure.”

“I know–“

“No,” Daniel shook his head. “You don’t know. I caught a little bit from
his head during the fight. Not a lot, because I was busy, but a little.
Nick, we’re scaring the crap out of him. Almost no one ever surprises
him because he’s super paranoid and tries to plan for everything, but
we’ve caught up with him twice. He dismissed the first time as luck, but
now he’s decided we might be competent, or we’re being used by someone
who is.

“He’s decided that he needs to deal with us sooner.”





Targets


        “And there’s one more thing…”

Daniel paused, resting his left arm on my desk.

He took a breath.

“When I was listening in on his thoughts, I happened to hear him refer
to you as the ‘main target.’ And you know how I can sense the major
association someone has with a word? He associates ‘main target’ with
money.”

“He’s here to kill me, and someone’s paying him?”

“Exactly.”

“I thought he was doing this for free as revenge for everything that
happened around Christmas. I thought they killed off anyone who tried to
stop them, and their families as a matter of policy — not for profit.”

Daniel shrugged. “I guess Ray’s got a talent for making it pay. How else
do you afford to have Syndicate L break you out of jail?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it.”

Then it was my turn to pause.

“Hey, who do you think hates me enough that they’re willing to hire the
Executioner to kill me?”

“Could be anyone. Your grandfather had over forty years worth of
enemies, plus he wasn’t completely inactive even in retirement. He
provided equipment to a lot of supers. Anyone who got hurt by one might
want a piece of you. Not to mention all the people we’ve fought since
becoming a team.”

“Yeah, but it would surprise me if it were one of my grandfather’s
enemies. I don’t really see any reason for them to bother. They’d have
to know I’m not the original by now, and wouldn’t they all be too old to
care?”

“I don’t know. I could imagine some of them might still care, but be too
old to take you on personally.”

“Yeah, right, but it’s such a big group. I hope it’s someone we’ve
fought. Otherwise we’ll have to go through forty years of handwritten
records. They never finished getting them into the mainframe, and now
you can buy better computers at Best Buy.”

Daniel nodded. “Right, let’s see if we can narrow it down. There’s
Man-machine–”

“Unlikely,” I said. “I think he might be indirectly helping us these
days.”

“Ex-mayor Bouman–”

“That would be crazy, but possible.”

Daniel smiled a little. “The Gray Giant–”

“I think he’d do it himself.”

“The Cabal, but they’re already involved. Who have we missed?”

“Blood Money,” I said. “Remember Spike and Skewer and those guys?”

“Oh yeah, and the guys you fought in the convenience store, and the
Maniacs.”

“And Syndicate L,” I pushed myself to the edge of the bed. “I’ve seen a
lot of Syndicate L. The convenience store guys might have gotten power
juice from them, and they were hauling the Grey Giant, and in
California… We destroyed millions of dollars worth of their stuff.”

“That sounds possible.”

“Right,” I said, “but why me instead of Alex, Jenny, or Brooke?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you’re step one, and they’ll move on to them?”

“I hope not. I was planning to bring them in if we needed help, but I
don’t want to hand them over to Ray.”

“Good point, but you know, it doesn’t have to be Syndicate L. I’ve got
another option, but it’s unlikely. If Ray’s as good as we think he is,
maybe he found the bugs in Hardwick’s house, and he and Hardwick staged
their fights and some of the other meetings.”

“So then Hardwick’s the client? I don’t know. Ray killed Sean’s dad, and
besides…  even if the Impregnator drove Hardwick crazy, it doesn’t seem
like he’s had enough time to go truly nuts.”

“Point, but maybe Hardwick doesn’t need the Impregnator to get nasty. My
dad said he’s a pretty aggressive guy normally. Dad was actually
preparing a case against him once, but things happened and it got
dropped.”

“What kind of things happened?”

“I don’t know. Dad never went into detail.”

“Wow. I had no idea–”

“Nick!” My mom’s voice came from downstairs. “Haley’s here.”

I got up off the bed, and opened the door to find that Haley had already
made it upstairs and was walking down the hall.

It felt good to see her out of costume. She smiled at me, and I must
have smiled back, except as Haley got to my room, Rachel’s door opened.

“Team meeting?” Rachel stepped out, and shut the door behind her.

“I thought you were going out tonight,” I said.

“I was. I am, but what are you doing?”

“I don’t know. Haley was coming over, but we didn’t have any specific
plans.”

To Haley I said, “Daniel’s here. He dropped by just after you hung up.”

“I saw his car.”

I moved out of the way, and let her through the doorway.

“Hi Daniel,” she said as she sat on the bed.

She sniffed the air. “What’s making the two of you nervous?”

Daniel looked over at me, and I didn’t even need a telepathic hint to
realize that he wanted to know if he should tell.

From the doorway, Rachel asked, “Yes, what?”

“Daniel will probably do a better job explaining it than I will.”

So, of course we went through it all again.

After a few minutes, Haley interrupted Daniel from recounting the list
of Ray’s  possible clients with, “No, you said Ray was going to move on
us sooner. When?”

Daniel opened his mouth, didn’t say anything at first, but then
continued, “I don’t know exactly, but I got the impression of needing
two weeks to get comfortable working with Prime. Now he might be moving
in less than one.”

Rachel stepped inside and shut the door. “Did you happen to hear what
Ray planned to do?”

Daniel shook his head. “I just got impressions. I didn’t get a chance to
root around.”

We talked a little longer, but then Rachel said, “I should go. I said
I’d meet Chloe in ten minutes. Call me if something
happens.”

Daniel looked from Haley to me, and said, “I’ll go too. I was just
coming over to warn you. Tomorrow though, we need to come up with a
plan.”

Part of me felt like we should be making a plan now, but I didn’t want
to. Sitting someplace quiet and putting it off sounded better.

Except, of course, that procrastinating on dealing with the minor issue
of someone who wanted to kill me seemed stupid at best.

So when Daniel and Rachel left, and Haley and I found ourselves sitting
together on my bed, we didn’t instantly start to make out.

We sat next to each other. I put my arm around her, and she leaned into
me.

We didn’t say anything.

I wondered what I was going to do, what the team was going to do, about
all this. Did I have the right to put everyone in danger to protect me?
Not to mention opening up the possibility that my family might be killed
one by one.

Well, assuming Ray and his team had any idea who my family were, and I
desperately hoped they didn’t.

Unfortunately, for Ray’s purposes, the team worked just as well.

Was it coincidental that Prime’s replacement had directed his people to
go after Haley during the fight?

I doubted it.

Strongly.

I wondered that they would have done if they’ d caught her. Used her as
hostage, or killed her immediately?

Judging from “the Executioner’s” record, I couldn’t make assumptions.

“Nick,” Haley said, “your heart’s beating faster. What are you thinking
about?”

“Everything. Ray’s going after me, and because he’s going after me, he’s
going after everybody.”

“I think you’re just an excuse. He’s really going after everyone, but he
found someone who will pay to kill you.”

“Could be, but that’s not much better.”

“I know, ” Haley said. “Maybe we could all disappear? If he knew we left
town, maybe he’d go.”

“But then if we came back, he’d come back.”

“I know, but if  we waited long enough, maybe Daniel’s dad and the
Midwest Defenders and Isaac would be done fighting the aliens, and we’d
get some help.”

“That might work. I worry that if they know who we are, Ray’s people
might do something that we’d have to respond to — like killing our
parents or friends or… I don’t know, something really bad.”

She turned her face and looked ahead, quiet for a moment.

“Maybe you should disappear for a little while.”

“Why?”

“To keep you safe. Didn’t you say your armor is in bad shape? How long
will it be before it’s fixed?”

“I don’t know. More than a week, I bet. After those guys waled on the
breastplate, I’ll be looking for broken connections for a while. I’ve
been looking into a plan b.”

“I hope it’s not the stealth suit. Travis’ costume used the same
material, and, well, you know.”

I knew. The suit’s material hardened to match the force hitting it, but
it had its limits. I’d seen his costume on the way to the doctor. It had
ripped.

“No, it’ll be better than that. I’m thinking Larry’s probably got a
spare, and if not, well, I think that between Chris and Larry and I, we
can put together something that could work.”

“I thought you had spares?”

“Not really. They’re all half broken or scavenged for parts, or too old
to trust. I need to make spares.”

“Don’t skimp on the armor,” she said.

We stayed in my room, talking, and sometimes holding each other until
midnight when she went home.



On Sunday, we didn’t have a team meeting. After a short (nine way)
conversation on our League phones, we decided to post more roachbots
around the city and hope they caught a familiar face.

They didn’t need me to do that, and so I arranged to meet Chris at the
underground factory.

Larry’s spare armor had turned out to be too big (in height and width)
for me to fit.

Chris and I sat at a desk in an office on the edge of the huge room. It
felt unnervingly up to date. Chris had a CAD program running on what
looked like a recent computer with a big, flat screen monitor.

Chris clicked a couple times, and a list with pictures of several
different chassis appeared along the left side of the screen. “What do
you think? We’ve got stuff from man-sized to mecha.”

“I can’t believe he systematized it like this. All my grandpa’s stuff
was more… personal. After he was done with a design, he wanted to do new
stuff.”

“I know,” Chris said. “It looks like Grandpa Cannon standardized a bunch
of designs, and then he customized after that. From his notes, it looks
like he could get a basic version up and running in a day.”

“That’s cool. Do any of them fly?”

“No. I think it scared him.”

I’d wanted to create something that could pass for a Rocket suit, but it
didn’t sound likely. Inserting sonics would probably be too much trouble
for the time we had. I needed something that would keep Prime’s people
away from me.

“OK,” I said, “I don’t know for sure, but I’ll definitely need some
really big guns.”

“OK,” Chris said. “Let’s see what he’s got in the inventory. I don’t
even know half of what’s here.”

He opened up another program, some kind of parts database, and we
scrolled down the list. It felt weird at how ordinary it was. Like a
whole lot of businesses out there, Man-machine’s database program
appeared to be based on Microsoft Access.

Along with more typical parts categories like cables, and chassis, it
included the category “weapons” with subcategories like “standard,”
“lasers,” and “special.”

I didn’t recognize half the guns. The lasers included a few interesting
things, but the “special” category was crazy.

Not only did it include powered hand to hand weapons that would make a
Japanese animation proud (swords, battle axes, whips…), but also
versions of the paralysis device, and some more interesting things.

“Goo guns?” I pointed at the top of the screen.

Chris clicked on it. “I never noticed that.”

The details included range, space needed for storing ammunition, and the
antidote.

“That’s wild,” I said. “Did you ever hear of Future Knight? He’s a hero
on the east side of the state. I think he’s around Detroit or something.
Works with Red Bolt.”

“That jerk? Yeah. I got questioned by him last fall. Remember?”

“Right. Well, the League fought him because the mayor got into his head
or something, and he had a goo gun too. He stopped a bunch of us because
no one could get away without ripping away huge chunks of skin. His also
had a separate chemical that dissolved the bonds.”

“Damn. That’s strange. Where do you think he got it?”

“The story is he’s some kind of future cop who came back to the past. I
always figured it was standard issue in the future.”

“Nick, where do you think he gets refills?”

“I never thought about it. His goo gun matches all the other stuff, so
I’m pretty sure it’s not from our time. Where did your grandfather get
it? Did he invent it?”

“No. It says here he gets shipments from… Syndicate L.”

“Oh, great. I wonder if it means that your grandfather’s student came up
with the stuff? You know, like he did the paralysis devices, and the
Ball, and all those mechs.”

Chris shrugged. “No idea, but it’d make sense. Hey, you know what would
be funny? What if Future Knight gave the goo to Syndicate L in the first
place because they could make more and he needed refills?”

“That doesn’t seem like him. I never got to know him, but he didn’t seem
like the kind of guy who’d hand over future tech to a criminal
organization.”

Besides, the whole thing opened up some seriously headache inducing
possibilities.

“The other reason I’m hoping he didn’t,” I continued, “is the question
of who invented it in the first place. If it was Syndicate L, you’ve got
an infinite loop.”

“Oh yeah,” Chris said. “Time travel screws up everything.”

“Exactly.”

As Chris pointed out other interesting possibilities in the special
section, I zoned out a little, wondering about Future Knight’s supposed
origin.

What did it say about the future if cops wore powered armor, and carried
swords, laser rifles, and an adhesive capable of containing supers? More
interesting, where did they get their stuff? I’d noticed that Future
Knight’s armor looked like it might descend at least a little from
grandpa’s designs, but it clearly used Man-machine’s general philosophy
about power sources.

Not to mention the fact that Syndicate L appeared to be the source for
the goo gun.

Of course, Future Knight’s armor might not actually be from the future,
but then it might mean that Future Knight was in Syndicate L’s pocket
now.

Interrupting Chris’ description of an EMP device, I said, “Goo gun. I
think I’ll need one. Is there a lot of ammo? I’ve got a feeling we’ll
have a hard time getting more from Syndicate L.”

“Well…” He gave me an annoyed look, but scrolled to the goo gun
information. “Twenty cases of the stuff.”

“That’s good. Goo guns for sure, probably a laser, a paralysis gun and…
I think it’s got to be able to move fast. I doubt you’ve got any armor
they can’t rip apart, so if I can get away from them, that’d be best.”

“OK,” Chris said, “let’s start putting this into the design.”

“Also,” I said, “I think we’ll need two. We’re going to have someone
coordinating us from HQ, and I think she might need some help to escape
if someone manages to get in.”

“Two? I guess. It’s just going to take longer.”

Then Chris and I started adding elements into the CAD program, balancing
the power needs of the devices versus how long I thought I’d need to
have armor last before charging or replacing the batteries.

Eventually, we came to an agreement, and started to build. Even under
the circumstances, it was fun.

Just as we started pulling cables, an alarm rang.

“Someone’s found the back door,” Chris said.

We ran into the office, eyes on the security camera monitor, a flat
screen hanging on the wall that showed all the entrances to the
building.

Lee stood at the backdoor entrance.

Chris beeped him in.

When we got him downstairs, I asked him, “How’d you know I was here?”

“Mystic powers, and also, I called Larry, and he gave me the
address.”

We stood together next to the elevator. “So,” I asked, “why are you
here?”

“I talked to other people back at HQ, and thought I’d catch up with you.
Nice job on the raid yesterday.”

“It could have gone better.”

“Raid?” Chris asked.

“We found out where Ray was and blew up some of his stuff. That’s how my
armor got messed up.”

Lee nodded. “But you all got away, and you managed to destroy the Power
Impregnator which could only have pulled people into their group, so it
worked.”

“Yeah.”

“But,” Lee continued, “that’s not the main reason I’m here. I’ve got a
few things that I’ll need from you. First it’s time to call in the
people from California. Ray’s going to strike soon. You’ll need to get
them in before it happens. The same’s true of any of the kids in Justice
Fist. You’ve got a contact. See what you can get out of them.”

“OK. I can do that as soon as we’re done.”

“Great. Then I want to talk about what you’re building. What’s it got?”

I went over its features including the weapons, possibly going a little
too long.

“Got it,” Lee said. “Armored. Fast moving on the ground. Can’t fly. And
it’s got weapons that might stop them for a little while. Good enough.
Who’s the second one for, him?”

He gestured toward Chris with his left hand.

“No. I was thinking Kayla. You heard she’s going to be acting as, I
don’t know, some kind of coordinator. When we took on the mayor, a bunch
of people got into HQ. Something like this might get her out.”

“Yeah. Not a bad idea. Think you could make hers into a backup
communications center?”

I hadn’t thought about it. “Maybe.”

He turned to Chris. “So what kind of suit are you going to use?”

“If you guys need me, I thought I’d stick with the big one with the
missiles. I used it last time.”

“Skip it,” Lee said. “Build another one like Nick’s. They’re not going
to be stupid enough to stand around in a big group again, but with two
or three of those, we’ve got some possibilities.”

“I don’t think Kayla’s going to be interested in fighting.”

“Is she interested in not dying? Once she’s in that thing, she’s a
target. She won’t have much of a choice. When you’ve got one built,
train her in the basics. With luck, she won’t have to suit up.”

I thought about arguing with him, but I didn’t, and he left.

Modular or not, it still took us hours to put them together. We stayed
up till 3 am on Sunday, and I came back on Monday morning. Chris had a
summer job (mowing lawns for a landscaping company), so he wasn’t back
till after supper.

We worked until two on Monday and Tuesday. By Wednesday afternoon, I’d
finished what was left, installing League communicators in all three of
them.

Dead tired, I biked home after that, leaving a voicemail asking Chris if
he could show Kayla how things worked.



I slept in on Thursday.

I didn’t wake up until ten in the morning which for me felt like all
day. I lay in bed for half an hour more, still feeling tired, and
wondering when Alex, Brooke and Jenny would show up.

I hoped I wasn’t leading them into a trap. I’d explained our
speculations that Syndicate L might be paying Ray to kill me, and the
three of them might be a bonus. Alex told me, “You need us. We’re
coming. Don’t worry about it. Besides if it’s Syndicate L, that just
makes it better.”

I didn’t ask how that made it better.

A warm wind blew through the window, long since fixed from when Justice
Fiend had trashed it.

It felt good, like the summers that I’d had every year of my childhood.
I thought about calling Daniel and seeing if he had time to get together
and  hang out and relax for a couple hours.

I sat up in bed and reached toward the cell phone on my desk, the one my
parents paid for.

It started ringing.

I flipped it open. The phone’s screen said, “Chris Cannon. Answer?
Ignore?”

I began to click “Answer,” but then my League phone started ringing. I
flipped it open to find that Daniel and Haley were both calling me on
separate lines, and that they’d both set their calls to yellow alert.

Not quite sure whose call I should answer first, I hesitated.

A high pitched pinging noise came from under my bed. I’d put the stealth
suit, my helmet, and the guitar under it. While not the most secure
place to keep something like that, I felt safer with the guitar in
reach.

The pinging noise came from the League communicator I’d added to the
outfit.

Pulling the jacket out from under the bed, and grabbing the jacket’s
left sleeve, I tapped on the face of the communicator. The screen showed
that the League had received a voice mail from Lt. Van Kley.

I listened to it, keeping the volume down so it wouldn’t carry into the
hall.

“Heroes League, this is Lt. Van Kley of the Grand Lake Police
Departement. I’m requesting your help in apprehending the people
responsible for the disappearance of several members of Justice Fist and
their parents.”

When the message ended, I clicked back to the communicator’s main menu
to find that Daniel and Haley’s calls had made it to the League
communicator too, and that they’d left messages.

Deciding that I’d have to look into why there would be a lag between the
League phones and League communicators, I was about to listen to
Daniel’s message when the communicator started to ping again.

It identified the caller as Lucas Hardwick.



That had to be good news — well, unless it meant that they’d killed
Lucas and were calling to let us know.

I answered, setting the communicator to distort my voice.

“This is the Rocket.”

“The Rocket? Thank god. I’m in bad shape. Not like when I got shot, but
do you have someplace I can go? Someplace out of sight?”

He was breathing heavily.

“Uh… Yeah. The League office. It’s downtown?”

“Right. Not far from the hospital.”

“I can be there in half an hour. I just got up.”

“Sleeping in? God, that’s crazy. I’ll be waiting.”

He hung up, and maybe at that point I should have been springing into
action, throwing on the stealth suit, and running out the door.

I intended to, but instead I sat on the bed holding the jacket, and
staring at the communicator, thinking how much it sucked that I wasn’t
even going to get a moment to relax after three days of putting the new
suits together.

After maybe five minutes of that, I asked myself who I was going to call
back first–Daniel, Haley, Chris, or Lt. Van Kley?

Haley answered the question by calling me again.

“Hey–” I began, speaking into my League phone.

I didn’t get to finish the sentence.

“Nick, have you seen the TV?”

“No. I just got up.”

“It’s after ten.”

“I know. I’ve been working on the suits for days, and I’ve barely had a
chance to sleep.”

She started whispering.

“Sydney’s here, Nick. Prime’s people broke into the hotel room where
they were hiding, and kidnapped her mom. Sydney escaped.”

“What happened to Sean?”

“I don’t know. She doesn’t know either. He wasn’t in the room when they
came. I think Prime’s people attacked everyone in Justice Fist.”

“Van Kley said the same thing.”

“Are the police going after them? Nick, they’ll be slaughtered.”

“I didn’t talk to her. She left the League a voice mail. I haven’t
called her back yet. They want us to handle it.”

“Oh. We were already.”

“Yeah. I’m just not sure how. But anyway, I got a call from Lucas. I’m
meeting him at the office downtown.”

“Lucas is alive?”

“Shouldn’t he be?”

“They trashed his house, and took his parents. I saw it on the news.
They killed the guards from Protection Force, and no one knows what
happened to him or his sisters.”

“Wow. So that’s why he sounded tired. Do you want to come with me?”

“I can’t leave Sydney. She’s lying on my bed and crying.”

“Maybe we need to bring her along too… But how do we do it without
letting her know that you’re… you?”

“I don’t know… It would be so much simpler if I could tell her.”

“She’d never keep it from Sean.”

“Look, I know. I just wish I could. Maybe Jaclyn or someone could come
here and pick her up?”

“That might work.”

After talking to Haley, I went through variations on the same
conversation with Daniel, and Chris–except Chris and I also talked about
getting the new armor to HQ.

I put on the stealth suit, covered it over with clothes, stuffing the
helmet into the backpack that hid a mini-rocketpack, and ran to League
HQ, the guitar bumping along in its cloth case on my back.



Between the eighty degree heat, and wearing a long sleeved shirt and
jeans, I began to regret not biking almost immediately.

The League cellphone rang, showing a call from Travis. I took it.

Standing on the edge of Grandpa’s block, just past Veteran’s Memorial
Park, I suddenly remembered the fight we’d had with Future Knight, and
the other supers whose memories the mayor had modified.

Hopefully we wouldn’t trash the neighborhood again.

“I’ll make this quick,” Travis said. “Vaughn got a hold of Sean, and
Camille and Julie got together and called HQ for help. The rest of
Justice Fist and their parents are gone.”

“How gone?”

“I don’t know. Could be just kidnapped. Hey, I’ve got a feeling
everything’s just about to go down. What’s happening with the California
people?”

“They’re coming. It sounded like today.”

“Great. I called Lee. We’ve got half of Justice Fist, Chris, Lee, the
California people if they come, and Larry. That’s something. Anyway,
we’re going to get together and respond.”

“What about our parents?” I was nearing Grandpa’s house.

“They’re a problem. We can’t bring them to HQ because who knows what
they’ll do. Can’t force them into hiding without people noticing. Our
best shot at keeping them safe is taking Prime’s people down.”

“Right,” I said. Never mind that we didn’t have a solid idea how to take
them all down. Not permanently anyhow.

We hung up as I entered the house. Once the elevator brought me
downstairs, I changed into costume in the locker room.

I stepped out, helmet under my arm, to find Rachel waiting outside the
door. All in white, gun and utility belt hanging around her hips, she
only needed her mask to be fully in costume.

“Hey, little brother, where are you going?”

“I’m meeting Lucas at the office. It sounds like he needs someplace to
hide. Actually, we may end up with everyone, and their dog here in a
little while.”

“So I’ve heard. Travis called me a little while ago. He said he’d call
you next. Do you need any help?”

“I don’t know why. Lucas isn’t after me.”

“And if they followed Lucas, you’re going to fight them in that?” She
indicated the stealth suit with her hand.

“Point. I was hoping the defenses would hold them for a while. I got
them mostly working this spring.”

“Grandma told me about them once. How do you think the city’s going to
like the crater?”

“There are a few to try before the self-destruct, but, you’re right. You
can come along.”

And anyway, if I understood what Grandpa had been trying to do, the
crater would be remarkably self-contained.

I flew through the tunnel with Rachel holding on to my shoulder, a trail
of small lights guiding us.

We stopped in front of the metal door, waiting for it to slide out of
the way.

When it opened, we stepped into the lower level, which wasn’t much more
than a garage one car wide with a concrete floor.

We used the side door on the right side of the room, stepping into a
stairwell that led up to the offices.

I’d setup a laptop in the corner of the conference room, and I used it
to check the security feeds.

Lucas stood in the alley behind the building, nervously checking the
sky, and, up and down the alley.

He didn’t look good. Blood had dried under his nose, and on his right
cheek, which was already swelling.

A long, bloody slash ran diagonally across the front of his white,
button down shirt. Something had torn most of the right leg off of his
pants, leaving parallel stripes that I guessed had to be claw marks.

I remembered seeing clawed soldiers among Prime’s reserves.

Given that Lucas powers were pretty much the same as Red Lightning’s,
and had included some degree of invulnerability, I guessed that at least
one of the clawed guys had gone through the Impregnator before we
destroyed it.

We let him in, bringing Lucas up to the conference room.

He limped as he walked, sighing as he sank into the chair. “Thanks. I
was going crazy standing out there. Their fliers could have come by at
any time.”

Rachel and I sat down with him, but not before Rachel said, “Thirsty?”



“Depends on what you’ve got.”

“Water, if you’re asking what I think you’re asking,” Rachel said.
“Almost everyone in the League’s underage.”

“You think I’m the kind of guy who starts drinking before noon? I was
hoping for coffee. I’ve been living on the stuff lately.”

Rachel smiled at him. “You’re out of luck there too. I’ve seen some
here, but I’m sure it’s over two years old, and I don’t know if the
coffeemaker even works.”

“I haven’t checked,” I said. “I only drink it at coffeehouses, and even
then not straight.”

“Rocket,” Rachel said, “could you get us all some water?”

I pulled some styrofoam cups off the table in the corner. They were a
little dusty, but they were stacked upside down, so no big deal. I
stepped out of the room, used the sink in the mini-kitchen, and came
back.

“What happened?” Rachel asked as I passed out the cups. Lucas eyed the
bit of spiderweb on his cup doubtfully.

Lucas sighed again. “It’s bad. I should have told the Rocket before, but
my dad’s been hiding most of what used to be Justice Fist, and their
parents. My family’s got a few places around town, and we’ve been
keeping people hidden with advice from Protection Force and the FBI.

“We checked, but the Feds didn’t have anybody with powers available.
They said they were all busy. And you know what’s crazy? At first my dad
didn’t care, so he brought in Protection Force’s normal human
bodyguards, but then later, he asked about their supers, and all of them
were busy too. Anyway, we’ve been trying to keep our people safe by
keeping them together and having everyone with powers take a shift.

“Last night I got to sleep, which was good because I’d just gotten off a
two day shift at the hospital. I was sitting down to breakfast with
everybody when I heard guns outside. I didn’t even have time to stand up
before a bunch of big guys (probably the Cabal) stormed our
cottage–followed up by Ray’s crew.

“They ran straight through the walls, and we all opened up. Jody turned
into a blur of speed, but he couldn’t hurt them, and neither could
Dayton. My dad and I started throwing lightning, but it was useless. It
didn’t take them out.

“I stayed with my dad for most of the fight until they grabbed him, and
he shouted at me to go and get help.

“I couldn’t see any way to win, so I left, and called you.”

He took a breath, and then said, “I hate this. I went through the
Impregnator just in case I ever had to face the Cabal, and what good did
it do? I couldn’t do much more than the time we tracked them down to
that house on the northside. If it’s possible, I think I did less.”

“To be fair,” I said, “they’ve gone through the Impregnator since then,
and you were probably facing their best people this time. We barely
escaped from those guys when we fought them before they got zapped.”

Rachel leaned forward. “You said Ray was there. What can he do? We’ve
all been wondering.”

Lucas looked at each of us. “He can’t do anything on his own. He copies
powers by touch. It takes a little while for him to be able fully use
the new one, but then he’s got it at full strength.”

“Oh, wow,” I said. If he’d had that last time. Especially if he’d
touched Jaclyn, anything could have happened.

“Oh, yeah,” Lucas said. “That’s not the worst of it. He came in with the
same powers as those Cabal guys, but after Jody punched him, he had this
period where he didn’t have either the Cabal guys’ powers or Jody’s
speed at full power, but he had both of them at the same time.

“He clocked the kid instantly. I envy him that. I’ve been wanting to hit
Jody since I met him.”

I laughed, and maybe I shouldn’t have. Of course, I’d already gotten my
chance. Too bad it hadn’t done any good.

I was about to ask how he felt, and if he needed any medical attention,
but then both Rachel’s and my League communicators pinged.

Rachel got to hers first. “Ghost,” Jaclyn said. “I’m carrying Sydney.
I’ll be at the office in seconds. Storm King tells me that Sean, Julie,
and Camille are coming by air if they’re not there already.”

“They’re not–” Rachel began, but then we saw the three of them dropping
past the window.

“They are,” Jaclyn said, “and so are we.”

Over the link, I heard Sydney say, “Sean!” and heard a cascade of clicks
in the background as Jaclyn used the keypad next to the door, followed
by a mechanical clunking noise as it unlocked.

“Hurry,” she said.

I felt a hint of relief as they got off the street, but it didn’t last
long.

Lucas pushed himself back, knocking his chair over, and shattering it.
Staring out the window, he said, “They’re here.”

Outside, five of Prime’s best landed in the street, cracking it.

I set the red alert on my communicator–not the one for the complex. That
would have shut down all the entrances, and the rest of the League would
need them.

From outside came the sound of screeching brakes. One of the older
streets in the city, State Street ran straight into downtown from the
suburbs.

Cars filled all four lanes, and between standing in the middle of the
road and (in one case) getting hit by a pickup truck, the Cabal’s men
had blocked three of the four.



The pickup’s front had been smashed in. The Cabal soldier bounced into
the backdoor of a yellow mini-van, but stood up in time to pull himself
on top of the truck’s cab and jump for the sidewalk.

The three cars behind the truck rear ended each other while a gray Ford
Focus slid right, into oncoming traffic, creating another crash.

I decided not to think about the drivers.

Anyway, I barely had a time to think at all.

One of the Cabal’s people jumped, flying toward the windows at the front
of the conference room. His aim wasn’t quite perfect, or maybe his
shoulders were wider than the the window (which was made of  transparent
aluminum). Either way, he shattered it, but didn’t sail through.

He managed to get his arm over the sill and began to pull himself in,
giving us a good look at his head.

His clawed hands, and too wide, fanged mouth reminded me slightly of
Travis and Haley, but his expression seemed stiffer, and less–I don’t
know–human.

I didn’t get to look at him for long. I began to pull up the guitar, but
Rachel and Lucas both beat me to it.

Rachel pulled out her pistol, and fired, the booming noise hinting that
the bullet had exploded on impact, meaning that one of my designs had
probably worked. It wasn’t easy to tell for sure because Lucas had hit
him with a lightning bolt at almost the same time.

The room shook with the noise.

As the man fell out of the windowsill, and I ran to the laptop in the
corner of the room. I switched away from the cameras’ view of the
outside to the building’s controls.

Clicking, I sent commands through HQ’s network. All over the building,
motors hummed, covering the windows and doors with an extra layer of
armor.

I wondered how long that would stop them.

Switching back to the security cameras, I saw that the Cabal’s people
were all out of the street, and appeared to be talking together on the
sidewalk.

That wasn’t a good thing. I activated the building’s sonics.

Inside, we didn’t hear much more than a distant whining, but outside,
they were experiencing noise that had to be far above the threshold of
pain.

Against that background, Jaclyn stepped through door to the conference
room, followed by Sean, Sydney, Camille, and Julie.

Jaclyn wore her purple costume. Like Lucas, the rest of them wore street
clothes. Julie, in particular wore jean shorts, and a white halter top
which, while distractingly low cut, didn’t strike me as the best choice
for a fight.

“How are we doing,” Jaclyn asked.

“Not sure,” I said. “They’re just standing there right now. No. Wait.
They’re jumping.”

Five thumps came from the roof above us, followed by a solid crashing
noise.

The lights in the ceiling shook. One broke.

“I take that back. I think we’ve got to go. Right now.”

Jaclyn turned around, “You heard him. Get out. We don’t want to be here
when they come through the roof.”

Sean didn’t move, stopping everyone. “That’s nuts. There’s seven of us.
Even if we can’t fight them. Julie can tell them all to freeze.”

“I’m sure Ray’s got a way around that by now–” I began, only to be
interrupted by Lucas.

“Listen Sean, you idiot. I’ve put up with you for months now. We don’t
have time to discuss this. When they say go, you go.”

Julie’s eyes narrowed. “Shut up.”

For an instant, her voice felt overwhelming. What I’d thought of as a
“queer tone” to her voice before felt more like a river of sound, but…
only for an instant.

I felt a thimble sized object on my utility belt hum, matching and
distorting what she said.

Jaclyn’s and Rachel’s went off too.

Julie stared.

Very calmly, but very deliberately, Jaclyn said, “Get. Moving. Now.”

A metallic, tearing noise came from above us. They weren’t through the
ceiling, but they were through one layer.

I clicked a few buttons on the laptop.

“Thirty seconds,” I said.

Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Before what?”

“Building goes boom.”

Even the most obnoxious people will stop arguing when they know the
building they’re inside is about to explode.

In theory, at least.

“What?” Julie asked.

Sean looked from me to Lucas. “You’re kidding, right?”

From behind him, Sydney said, “Sean!”

“No. And now it’s twenty-three seconds. Go!”

Above us, something in the ceiling crunched.

That did it. Sean turned around, and got out of the doorway. Julie,
Jaclyn, Rachel, Lucas, and I ran after him. Sydney and Camille had
already started.

We all ran down the stairs to the main floor, and Jaclyn clicked the
combination into the keypad in a blur of purple gloves.

The far end of the floor dipped downward, opening into the tunnel.

Ten seconds.

We ran inside, and then as we hit pitch darkness people began to slow. I
pulled a small flashlight off my belt and turned it on.

“Don’t stop,” I said.

“Why?” Lucas asked.

“Part of the tunnel’s going to fall in.”

“What the hell’s your problem?” Sean shouted. “Are you trying to kill us
all?”

At least that’s what I thought he said. I could have missed it because
at that moment, a huge barrier slid out of the wall, hitting the far
side with a solid thunk, and blocking off the tunnel behind us.

“Do we have everybody?” Jaclyn asked.

I swung the flashlight around. Sydney and Camille were up with her.
Lucas, Sean, and Julie were near me.

We hadn’t lost anyone, and that was good because the explosions started
and the ground began to shake.

A chunk of the ceiling fell to the floor next to Jaclyn along with  some
dirt.

“I think we need to keep moving,” Lucas said.

An unfamiliar voice  (by process of elimination, Camille’s) said, “If
nobody minds, I can fly us down. Just… Rocket, could I have the
flashlight? Or maybe you could come up here?”

I came up there and found myself floating. I guided Camille down the
tunnel to League HQ. It was probably the first time I spoke to her, and
she seemed nice enough given that she was Sean’s half-sister. I wondered
if she knew? Or if he and Sydney knew?

Either way, I wasn’t going to bring it up.

Once we got going, we traveled quickly enough. We reached HQ within
minutes.

Daniel, Cassie, Haley, and Travis were already there, and in costume.
They were all at the the main table–in front of the big screen.

The screen showed the remains of the League’s offices from the view of a
nearby antenna we owned. The building wasn’t standing of course, but it
could have been a lot worse. The explosion could have thrown chunks of
building across the downtown, but it appeared to have imploded.

Most of it had fallen into the lower level, but not everything. Parts of
the walls had slid into the parking lots on either side.

Also, the huge pile in the middle was on fire.

None of the Cabal’s people were in sight. If they’d been on the roof,
they might be  inside all that.

Over the room’s speakers came the sound of reporters talking about the
scene downtown, and the constant sound of phones ringing as people tried
to call us.

Camille floated the group of us up to the front of the room, and let us
float to the floor.

It seemed a little odd to  feel gravity’s pull again.

Haley’s expression, the part not covered by her mask was hard to read.
Normally she looked happier to see me, but normally I wasn’t bringing
Sean and Sydney into HQ.

Travis’ expression tightened briefly, and then relaxed, but he didn’t
take his eyes off us.

This was going to get awkward.

I tried to think of something to say, but drew a blank.

Daniel, his face unreadable thanks to his full face mask, said,
“Everybody, we just got a call that claims to be from Ray Malone.”

“I’m going to take it and let everyone listen,” Daniel continued.

He clicked a few buttons on his keyboard, and the view from his monitor
appeared on the big screen, covering most of the wall.

The switchboard program showed a list of callers (ten reporters in the
last five minutes) and voicemails, followed by information about the
current caller. This amounted to:

Caller: Unknown

FBI Notified. Tracing…

Daniel answered, “This is the Mystic.”



Ray’s voice filled the room. “The Mystic. You weren’t around for
Christmas. I got caught by a bunch of teenagers, but none of them were
called the Mystic. It’s not much, but it’s something to be grateful
for.”

Daniel’s voice stayed calm. “That could change.”

“It could, but I’m not counting on it. This time I planned it out. I’ve
got something you’ll want back. Say a few words, Mr. and Mrs.
McAllister…”

The scream in the background sounded a lot like Haley’s mom. A voice
that had to be Haley’s dad got out, “Damn you–” before being silenced.

“Those bastards,” Travis began, and his body changed. Hands and feet
turned to claws, and his muscles, which were intimidating normally,
became larger and more defined.

Something in his chair cracked. I couldn’t see what.

Next to me, Haley took deep breaths. Her muscles strained, but didn’t
change.

I felt like I should do something, put my arm around her shoulder maybe,
but at that moment, touching her without warning didn’t seem like a good
idea.

“Now, I don’t know for sure how they’re connected with the League, but
I’ve got my suspicions. Nothing I could prove in a court of law, but I’m
not a lawyer, so that’s not a problem. If I’m right, they’ve got a son
and a daughter, and the daughter’s got a boyfriend. He and I chatted for
a little while.

“You know what’s interesting? Night Cat’s also got a boyfriend. She’s
going out with the Rocket. Don’t you love coincidences? I know I do.
They make my job easier. Now if she’s not some kind of two timing
slut, it’s going to be the same guy, and today I found out his name.

“It wasn’t much work to find out where he lived, or who his parents
were. In case you’re wondering, no, we haven’t collected them yet. I
don’t think we’ll need to.

“We’ve got Justice Fist. We’ve got the McAllisters. And, we’ve got some
wonderful leads, but I think we’ve got enough hostages. See when I
talked to Nick, I got the impression that he was a good kid. Good kids
don’t let their girlfriend’s parents get shot in the head, and they
don’t let other kids’ parents get shot in the head either.”

Daniel’s face hardened. His mouth became a thin line. “That’s sick. What
kind of monster are you? They never–”

“I’m a monster who’s getting paid.”

“That’s worse–”

“Don’t interrupt me, or you could find your own family on my list.”

Daniel opened his mouth as if he were about to talk, but he didn’t. I
don’t know why he stopped, but I know I wanted him to.

“Good. Now here’s what I want Nick to do. I want him to show up
downtown, corner of Fulton And Sikes. Once he shows up we’ll contact
him, and tell him what happens next. A couple things about that–no
Rocket suit, no guitar, no equipment. Tonight he’s an ordinary kid. Now
as for the rest of your team. Stay out of it. We know how to deal with
you. If you doubt that, check out our kill list on Double V.”

“What’s going to happen to him?”

“Nothing much. We want to talk with him. After we talk, we’ll let
everybody go, but that’s only if he shows up within an hour, starting
now. If he doesn’t show, we’ll execute the hostages, one every ten
minutes. When we run out, we’ll move on to his parents. Got it?”

“I’ve got it.”

“Remind him not to be late.”

“I’ll pass that on,” Daniel said, his voice flat.

“Then that covers it. Get the Rocket over–” He stopped. “What?”

A woman’s voice said something unintelligible.

“I’d never have thought they had it in them.” Ray’s voice sounded
distant, as if he wasn’t talking into the receiver.

“Congratulations. You’ve put the fear of God into my allies, but it
won’t change anything. Be at Fulton and Sykes.You’ve got less than an
hour now.”



He hung up the phone.

Jaclyn eyed Daniel. “What was that last part about? Did I miss
something?”

“No idea,” Daniel said.

My League communicator rang, and I clicked it on. Ghost, Rachel’s code
name stood out against a blinking yellow background.

How had I failed to notice that she wasn’t with us? I had, kind of, but
when someone who turns invisible disappears you take it less seriously
than normal.

“Rocket.” She sounded tired. “I stayed behind to make sure they didn’t
dig after us.”

“Wow. Are they?” I looked toward the hangar where the tunnel to the
office opened.

“Not now. I stopped them.”

“That’s great.” Thinking about the tone of her voice, I said, “Right?”

“No. Remember when Justice Fiend had you, and I moved the barrel of the
gun inside his head? I had to pull the trigger this time.”

“You shot someone in the head?”

Next to me, Haley put her hand over her mouth.

“Don’t make this worse than it is. I shot him in the arm, but the gun
was loaded with the explosive bullets. They got caught in the middle of
it, but they woke up, and one of them noticed where the tunnel caved in.
I told him to leave it alone or I’d phase the gun through his skin and
shoot him. They all laughed, and I pulled the trigger. His skin bulged
like a balloon, and his hand blew up. I could see pieces–”

She took a breath. “I’m not going to say more about that. He stopped
moving, and the rest of them took him away. I might have killed him.”

“Could be,” I said. “An explosive bullet inside a body… That could make
quite a blast.”

“I know. You’re not making me feel better about it.”

“Sorry. It’s just… Wow.”

“How are things in HQ?”

“Well, we’ve got Night Wolf, Night Cat, and the Mystic plus everyone
from the office, but we’re waiting on everyone else. And Ray called.”

“Now what?”

“I have to go meet him or he’ll kill Justice Fist’s parents, plus some
of the League’s parents. Including ours.”

She didn’t say anything for a little while. Then, “I didn’t know this
could get worse. Give me a minute. I’m going to hurry.”

The communicator flashed “Connection Closed,” and the light winked out.

“She’s got a way to kill them?” Sean asked. “Kick ass. I thought those
guys were unstoppable.”

He’d walked up behind Haley and my chairs while I was talking with
Rachel. Haley barely moved, but her foot trembled.

I guessed she might be instants from monstering out.

“I say we follow the Rocket here, and then when Ray doesn’t expect it,
we take him out.”

I meanwhile was trying to figure out why he wasn’t saying anything at
all about Haley or I. Ray had pretty much blown our secret identities,
and given our history, it seemed impossible that he’d handle it that
calmly.

+

Daniel: He doesn’t know.

Me: You erased it from his memory?

Daniel: No. I made him miss the connection. Him and everyone else.

Me: That’s really cool.

Daniel: It’s not going to last. If they stick around long enough, it’ll
be impossible for me to keep it up without some major mental surgery,
and I’m not going to do that. Sydney and Sean will know Haley’s voice
instantly, and Sean also recognizes Travis’s voice. We can’t plan
anything with them here. Plus what happens with Lucas when Vaughn
arrives? Lucas inherited Red Lightning’s resistance to telepathy too.

Me: Rachel’s right. This just gets worse.

Daniel: I know. I think we’re going to have to lay all our cards on the
table, tell them who we are and get it over with. Maybe do what we did
with Kayla.

Me: Do we have time for that? I know I don’t. Not if I want to get there
before Ray starts executing people.

Daniel: We don’t, but having Sean figure something like that out in the
middle of dealing with Ray could be just as bad.

Me: Maybe you could wait till after I leave then?

Daniel: Are you planning to hand yourself over to Ray?

Me: I don’t see that I’ve got much of a choice.

Daniel: Nick, no one hires a guy called the Executioner to talk with
people. Ray’s going to kill you.

Me: Lee’s coming soon, and my death is one of those things he’s supposed
to prevent. If Rachel comes with me, we’ll at least stop them from
killing Haley’s parents, and we might even find out where they are.

Daniel: If you’re lucky.

Me: I don’t think we’ve got another option.

+

As telepathic contact ended, I became aware of the world around me
again.

Haley had taken my hand, and in a quiet voice said, “Can we go over
there?” She nodded toward a spot away from the main table where we’d
been sitting.

With Sean standing behind our chairs, I could guess why.



“Sure,” I said.

We got up, and walked away from the table, stopping next to a display
case containing the black uniform of some Nazi super agent. The jacket’s
sleeves ended in massive metal gauntlets, matching a grey, metal helmet
that would have covered the entire face.

I couldn’t remember the agent’s name, how the League got the uniform, or
why they put it up on display.

But anyway, we stood there, and I might have tried to hug her, but we
were both in costume and I didn’t want to take off my own mask.

“I don’t want you to go,” she said.

“I don’t want me to go either, but Ray’s going to start killing people
if I don’t.”

“I know, but wait for Lee to get here. Travis talked to him before you
got down the tunnel, and he’s coming.”

Over at the main table, Travis and Cassie were still on the phones.
Hopefully they’d managed to talk to everybody. We’d need as much help as
we could get.

“Lee works on his own schedule,” I said. “I’m not going to count on him
showing up within the time limit, and even if he does he might just act
to protect Rachel and I. If I’m here when he arrives, he doesn’t have to
do anything. If I’m out there with your parents, saving me might save
them.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she didn’t say anything at first, but then, “I’m
following you.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea. Ray said he’d planned for all of
us, and he might have just been bluffing, but I kind of believe him.”

“You don’t stand a chance alone.”

“I was thinking about having Rachel follow along. I’m pretty sure we
blew up his defenses against her when we blew up the Impregnator.”

“No, I’m not letting you go alone. Ray won’t notice me. I’m good at
sneaking around.”

I opened my mouth to argue with her, but stopped. She really was. So was
Travis. Their grandfather, the original Night Wolf, had been too.

While I turned things around in my head, trying to come up with reasons
for her to stay here, I noticed another conversation.

Sean, Jaclyn, Lucas, Camille, Julie, and Sydney stood in a circle near
the main table. Travis had put down the phone and started walking around
the table toward them.

Sean was talking and he wasn’t exactly quiet.

“So what are we going to do? Is the Rocket leaving or what? Because if
he’s not, I’m not going to sit here while Ray kills my mom like he did
my dad, something the League wasn’t any help in stopping by the way.”

“Listen, idiot,” Lucas said, “did they, or didn’t they just save your
ass?”

Sean raised his hand, pointing a finger at Lucas as he talked;. “You
shut up. I put up with a lot of your shit because your dad was
bankrolling us, but he’s not anymore, so if you don’t want me to beat
the crap out of you, be quiet.”

Lucas dropped his jaw in something that wasn’t quite a grin. “You think
you can?”

Sydney’s face looked reddish, like she might be just about to cry, or
had just stopped.

“Sean, this isn’t going to help.”

“No,” Jaclyn said, “it’s not. You two need to calm down. I don’t know
exactly what we’re going to do, but we’re not going to sit here and let
people die.”

“Yeah,” Sean said, “tell that to my dad.”

Camille folded her arms across her chest. “You’re not the only person
who lost someone when he died.”

Sean turned to stare at her, shouting, “That’s bullshit. He wouldn’t do
that.”

“Time to stop this,” Jaclyn said.

I wondered what else could pop up before I left.

As if to demonstrate, a high pitched beep came across the room’s
speakers.

Near the table, Cassie said, “Now what?”

She clicked away at the keyboard, and Alex’s voice filled the room.
“Rocket, we’re here. Where should we land?”

“Ask him if he can use the underwater entrance,” I told Cassie.

I was pretty sure the Defenders’ jets could.

Cassie passed it along.

“Right,” Alex said, “I remember that from when I was a kid.”



Ten minutes later we were all in the hangar. The doors to the air lock
opened and a Defenders podjet rolled in. Egg-shaped, except for the
wings and wheels, it wasn’t much longer than a van.

I seemed to remember that it could operate in space, but couldn’t reach
orbit on its own.

Anyway, when it came to a stop, a door opened above the wing, and Alex,
Jenny and Brooke stepped out, jumping off the wing to the floor.

All three of them were in costume–Alex as some kind of cowboy/knight,
Jenny in red, and Brooke in that silvery, alien suit.

Except there weren’t three of them. Carlos stepped out on the wing,
touched his hand to the door, and the door slid into place and locked
up.

Carlos wore a blue Los Angeles Galaxy t-shirt, and shorts.

It made total sense that he wasn’t in costume. He was eleven or
something, and shouldn’t have been there in the first place.

Still standing on the wing, he took in the room–the tools on the wall,
the League jet, Night Wolf’s car, Captain Commando’s motorcycle, the
League moon rover, and half a dozen other pieces of equipment in various
stages of repair. His jaw dropped a little.

“This is so cool.”

That was exactly what I needed to help keep myself calm before turning
myself over to Ray–the knowledge that Technomage’s son, a kid who
naturally communicated with machines, would have total access to
everything in HQ.

Alex grinned up at the kid, “You bet.”

Then Alex turned his attention to the rest of us. “Rocket, great to see
you again. You want to introduce everybody?”

I’d forgotten what it felt like to be around him. I felt good, amazingly
peaceful even though I knew it wasn’t natural.

“I wish I had time,” I said. “Things are moving really fast. Ray’s
people are about to start killing off hostages if I don’t show up soon.
The Mystic can give you details.”

Carlos bounced once on the wing as if it were a trampoline, and jumped
off.

In a lower voice I said, “Why’d you bring Carlos?”

Brooke laughed. Jenny groaned.

Alex stepped closer to me and said, “He’s the only reason we’re here.
They’ve been keeping us busy, and out of trouble, but I happened to
volunteer to take him to the San Diego Zoo, and here we are.”

“The way I remember it, his parents didn’t trust you at all.”

Alex nodded. “His mom trusted me just long enough.”

I didn’t have time to deal with this.

“Well okay, I’d better head out.”

The readout in my helmet said I still had forty minutes, more than
enough time to get downtown from here. Haley could drop me off in Night
Wolf’s car.

I’d decided to leave for the locker room, and grab my clothes when the
sound of a horn filled the hangar.

I hadn’t even taken a step.

That was the alert for the forest entrance. All of the regulars–Travis,
Haley, Jaclyn, Daniel, Cassie, Rachel (she’d appeared while we waited
for the jet), and I ran for the computer on one of the counters in the
hangar.

The remains of Justice Fist, and “Three” plus Carlos crowded in behind
us.

Jaclyn got there first.

She logged in, and the screen showed a white delivery truck from a
couple different angles. Unlike most delivery trucks, it didn’t have a
sign on the side.

Chris sat in the driver’s seat, and Kayla sat on the other side of the
cab.

“I’m letting him in,” Jaclyn said.

A little while later, the doors on the other side of the hangar opened,
and the truck rolled in. Chris parked it in front of the League jet.

They’d have to move it if Larry brought the Rhinomobile.

Chris and Kayla were both in the grey coveralls that went with
Man-machine’s armor.

Neither of them wore masks.

Sean stared at them. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

Daniel spoke directly into my head. Sorry, I can’t cover that one up
without practically lobotomizing people.

I sent back, Haley and Rachel and I should go. Could you pass that
along? I’d like to leave before Sean recognizes me.

I felt rather than heard his sigh.

Leave. It’ll probably be easier that way.

Minutes later, Haley drove Night Wolf’s car to the far end of the hangar
and into the tunnel. Rachel rode in the front with her, and I sat in the
back.

We came out in the forest. The “rock” closed behind us, and we followed
the access trail out of Veterans Memorial Park.

Once we got to the road, Haley accelerated, moving ten to fifteen miles
per hour faster than the speed limit at every opportunity.



We had thirty minutes left to get there, easily enough time, but given
that her parents might be first in line to be shot, I understood it.

In the back seat, I took off my helmet, backpack, utility belt, boots,
jacket, and gloves (not to mention the guitar). I detached the sonics,
but I kept the thinnest layer of the stealth suit on, and put my clothes
over it.

It wouldn’t give me the same level of strength or protection as the
Rocket suit or even the full stealth suit, but it might give me a second
chance if someone stabbed or shot me.

I left my communicator, and kept my League phone. With any luck they
wouldn’t have anyone capable of telling the difference between it and
any other cell phone.

Haley took the highway into downtown, cutting a couple minutes off our
time.

Probably.

I hoped so anyhow. It would justify the driving. Haley sped up once we
merged into traffic, going much faster than ten to fifteen mile per hour
over the speed limit.

I didn’t look at the speedometer. Glancing outside told me enough. We
were passing the other cars like they were standing still.

I’d have been scared for my life if Vaughn were driving, but Haley had
uncanny reflexes so even when the semi-truck ahead of us slowed down,
she steered the car into the left lane before I had time to worry.

I wouldn’t have dared to try fitting the car between the two cars on our
left, but she’d managed it.

As soon as we passed the semi, she crossed three lanes of traffic to go
down the exit to Sykes Street.

“And all that without killing anybody,” Rachel said.

“I was in control the whole time.”

“I didn’t say you weren’t.”

The blocks around Fulton and Sykes Street weren’t the nicest in the
city, but they weren’t terrible. Most of the buildings dated from the
late 19th and early 20th century. Half were abandoned, their windows
boarded up. They hadn’t been painted in the last twenty years at best.

We passed a Mexican grocery store, bar, a taqueria, a coffee shop, and a
McDonalds.

On the bright side, the place wasn’t completely abandoned, but I doubted
it would be photographed for the city’s tourism brochures any time soon.

Haley pulled Nightwolf’s car into a used car lot half a block down from
Fulton and Sykes, and next to the McDonalds.

I had five minutes left.

Haley pulled the car between two rows of cars, and stopped.

“I’ll be outside,” Rachel said, and disappeared.

I squeezed between the bucket seats, and got into the front.

“Well,” I began.

“Be careful.”

I couldn’t see her full expression through the mask, but her eyes looked
a little red.

She put her hand on mine, we leaned in, and kissed.

“Hurry,” Rachel said. Her voice sounded like she was inside the car.

I opened the door, and got out.

Then I ran for the corner.

It didn’t take long. Maybe thirty seconds at most. Once you get close to
downtown, the blocks get shorter.

I still had four minutes before the deadline, time I spent standing on
the corner wondering which of the four corners would be best.

I stood in front of the McDonalds, listening to the hum of car engines,
and people ordering (“I want a cheeseburger, fries, and a large, orange
drink…”).

Kitty corner from me stood “Bill’s Bikini Bar and Grille.”

It wasn’t open, but the bikini tops on the sign blinked off, and on.

Meanwhile, the brick buildings on the other two corners had been boarded
up.

Even as I began to wonder about the time, a rusty, white jeep stopped in
front of me. It had to be at least twenty years old.

The door opened, and a blond man with a pimpled face opened the door. I
recognized him as one of Prime’s people.

“Get in. We don’t got all day.”

He stepped out, pushing the seat forward, giving me a straight shot to
the back.

I climbed in, and remembered the last time I’d seen him, controlling an
urge to cringe. He stepped in behind me, and shut the door.

It was the guy who’d melted the arm of the regular Rocket suit with his
hands.

I put my seatbelt on, noticing as I did it that they hadn’t just sent
“Burning Hands Man.” The driver was one of Prime’s reserves–a big, bald
muscular guy.

Talk about overkill.

Even with part of the stealth suit under my clothes, I still had no
chance against either of them.



Burning Man turned around, handing me a piece of black cloth. It had
been folded over several times.

“It’s a blindfold. Tie it around your head and don’t get clever.”

I did.

It blocked the light pretty well. If I wanted to try to sneak peaks at
passing scenery, I’d have to lean my head back till it was nearly flat.

Once the blindfold was on, they started driving.

Haley might have known exactly where she was just by the smells and the
sounds. I lost track of where I was within minutes.

Within five minutes, the most I could guess was that we’d gotten on the
highway. I only guessed that because driving downtown meant a lot of
stops and starts.

After a turn, and a feeling of acceleration, the engine got louder, and
the jeep didn’t stop anymore.

My guards didn’t talk, but one of them turned the radio to an oldies
station. “Don’t Fear the Reaper” (I remembered playing it on Rock Band)
would have been perfect somehow, but the first song I heard was by a
band called “Flock of Seagulls.”

It was followed up by “Wham!”

I didn’t know much about either group, but something felt vaguely wrong
about the idea of riding to one’s death accompanied by 80’s pop.

After a while, the radio and the sound of the jeep’s engine faded into
the background, and the part of my brain that came up with messages of
gloom and doom started working overtime.

I was sitting in the back seat of a jeep with two people who could
easily kill me. I had no idea where I was going except that I’d be
meeting with Ray, someone whose reputation demanded that he execute me
at some point.

And what was I going to do about it? Hope that they didn’t have a device
that kept Rachel out, and pray Lee showed up before things got really
bad.

It wasn’t as if Lee hadn’t had us come with plans for what to do if
someone got captured. Sending Rachel out to follow the captors was even
part of it.

What sucked is that I didn’t know whether she’d managed. Her maximum
speed while flying topped out around thirty. If she couldn’t catch the
jeep at the beginning, she’d never catch up.

And then I’d be completely alone.

Rachel aside, what were the chances that Haley would be able to follow
in Night Wolf’s car and not stand out? In something that looked like a
vintage corvette? Low.

As I reminded myself that Rachel had successfully hung on to Rocket suit
in flight, I felt the jeep slow, and turn, slowing more quickly as it
did, and finally stopping.

After that, it started moving again, but I didn’t think it was going as
fast, and the road felt bumpier.

A little later, the jeep came to a stop.

“Can I take off the blindfold now?”

“Not if you want to walk away from here. Keep it on until we’re inside,”
said Burning Hands Man.

Doors opened. I took off my seatbelt, and one of them grabbed my arm and
led me out.

It felt hot outside, and I couldn’t hear any cars at all. Between that
and the car ride, I guessed we had to be out in the country somewhere.

Birds sang as we walked across… something flat. It might have been a
parking lot or a driveway.

I heard a door swing open, and then we were inside, experiencing colder
air, and the slightly stale smell of air conditioning.

“We’ve got him,” Burning Hands told somebody.

“That’s the new Rocket? He’s a kid.”

“So are the rest of ’em.”

“Yeah, well, bring him to the conference room.”

They walked me down a hall or two and took off my blindfold.

It looked like every conference room in the world except maybe on the
cheap end–a long table with chairs, brown wood paneled walls, and a
beige, carpeted floor.

No windows though. No pictures hung on the walls either.

It had a small refrigerator, the kind you find in hotel rooms or college
dorms.

Burning Hands Man stood by the door. “Ray’s coming. I’ll be right
outside. Don’t even try to leave.”

The air near his right hand shimmered.

Then he stepped out the door, and shut it.

I evaluated my resources. Aside from my suit and phone (which amazingly
they still hadn’t taken), I had chairs, the table, florescent ceiling
lights, 110 volt electricity from the outlets, and a refrigerator.

Like that was going to help.

The door opened, and Ray walked in. He looked the same as ever–a little
shorter than me, and still wearing the Rolex he’d shown me at the
Christmas party.

I’d half expected to find him in camouflage clothing, but he wore a blue
button down shirt and khakis.

In an office setting, I supposed that might be camouflage clothing.

The pistol hanging at his waist would make him stand out though.

“Nice to see you again, Nick. We’re waiting on the local Syndicate L
representative. He’s here, but he had to handle something.”

The Syndicate L representative walked through the door only moments
later.

If Ray had worn his khakis and button down shirt as some kind of office
camouflage, the Syndicate L rep went one step further.

Middle aged with a tinge of gray in his brown hair, the guy wore a light
brown suit coat over a black shirt. I thought I saw a bulge under his
left arm, but couldn’t be sure.

It had to be a gun though.

Aside from that, it pointed to an interesting pattern in the Syndicate L
higher ups I’d seen–they didn’t look like thugs.

It fit, I supposed, with how they were more focussed on transporting
illegal objects than committing crimes. Passing as regular businessmen
could only help.

It still seemed weird though.

From what I’d seen so far of them, it seemed like the only criminal
organization I’d ever heard of where having an MBA might help you get
ahead.

He didn’t seem all that impressed with me though. He looked me over, and
smirked.

I couldn’t think of anything particularly funny about how I was dressed,
but then I looked down at my shirt. In my rush to get moving, I’d
grabbed the first dark, long sleeved t-shirt that I could find–a black
shirt with a big, yellow Batman symbol on the chest.

Right.

“Looks like we got ourselves a tough one, Ray.” He laughed at his own
joke.

Then he pulled out a chair and sat down.

Under his breath, he said, “Ray, his name?”

“Nick,” Ray muttered.

“Nick,” he said, “call me Allen. I’m from Syndicate L.”

I didn’t intend to call him anything, but I was happy to put Allen at
the top of the list of names I didn’t plan to use.

He paused, possibly waiting for me to say something like, “Allen, nice
to meet you. It’s a pleasant change of pace to be held captive in a
conference room.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Nick, Nick, Nick,” he said, sounding a little more patronizing with
each “Nick.”

“You’ve caused us a lot of problems, and by us, I mean the Syndicate,
not Ray and I. Anyway, what was I saying? Oh yes, millions of dollars in
damage in California alone, and that doesn’t even count the way you
interrupted our Grey Giant delivery. What a mess that was. We had to
remove the man in charge of this territory, and I came in to straighten
things out.

“I suppose you could say I owe you my job, right? But no, that’s not
true. I’m not here permanently. I’m here to fix things. I’m a fixer.

“And one of the things I’m here to fix is you.”

He took a breath.

So did I. Allen had to be one of the most talkative enemies I’d met so
far.

“We’ve got two ways to make things right. One of them you won’t like
much, and the other… the other could lead you on the path to greatness.”

Ray glanced over at him, his face unreadable.

Allen kept on talking.

“We can’t let you keep on doing what you’re doing, oh no. We’ll execute
you before we let that happen, but we’ve got another option. We don’t
waste material. We recycle. Ha-ha. We see something in you. A potential.
A potential for genius in the art of constructing technological devices.
A–”

“Allen,” Ray said, “Allen. Get on with it.”

Allen curled his lip. “I was getting to our offer.”

“Get there faster.”

“As I was saying, we’re prepared to offer you a position working for
Syndicate L, creating powered armor, devices, and anything else we might
need.”

“What if I don’t want to do that?”

“Then I’m afraid we’ll have to kill you.”

“That’s not much of a choice.”

Ray smiled at me. “It’s not meant to be. Now for anyone who might be
listening in invisibly, I’ve got a message. We’ve taken our hostages and
moved them to separate spots all over the area. If I don’t call them
once an hour, my people will kill the hostages. Better than that, I
don’t know where they are. So you can have Ghost phase a bullet into my
brain, and they’ll die. And you can have your telepath rummage through
my brain, and they’ll still die.”

“Precisely,” Allen said. “And speaking of telepaths, we need to know
what your plans are. Fortunately, we have one who can crack you like an
egg. I’ll get her now.”

He stood up, and went to the door.

Allen opened the door, and said, “Kerri, please come in.”

If you follow comics, you’ll get the impression that all women with
superpowers are long-legged, wasp-waisted, supermodel types with
massive–

Never mind.

None of the girls on our team (or any of the grown-up women I’d
met) looked like that, so it wasn’t much of a surprise that their
telepath didn’t either.

Between the tan suitcoat, matching skirt, and short, brown hair  she
looked like a random, middle aged, office worker.

When she talked, she used a level, professional tone that I might have
associated with a doctor if I’d been in a hospital.

“A teenager.” She stated. “No known powers. Part of a group that
includes the Mystic, a telepath who may have taught him how to resist
mental probes. Is there anything else I should know?”

Allen said, “Can you do it? You said he might resist. I might be able to
get another telepath. Ray, didn’t you say one of your allies could read
minds?”

“One of the immortals can, but he just started. I think you’d be better
off without him.”

Allen walked back to his chair and sat down. “What about you? I thought
you could copy her powers.”

“Easier said than done. There’s still skill involved. I’m trying to
limit myself to people whose abilities are easy to understand. Kerri, do
you think you’ll need help?”

She shook her head. “I’m not seeing anything in him yet that worries
me.”

And that, of course, worried me.

Lee had had Daniel modify my block, and work up something similar for
everyone else on the team. Daniel had liked the idea. He’d had some
ideas he wanted to try, but until Lee said something, I hadn’t been
excited about the idea of Daniel making changes in my head.

After years of being friends with Daniel, I knew what mental contact
felt like, and if I couldn’t tell she was doing it, she had to be very
skilled or very talented. Either way, it didn’t bode well.

About the time I’d begun to worry about her abilities, I did feel
something.

The lightest touch of presence, the kind of touch Daniel used when he
wanted to get my attention, but not talk, pulled at me.

Unlike my past experiences with mental invasion, I didn’t find that my
memories had passed outside my conscious reach, or attempt to defend
myself physically.

She hadn’t triggered it.

Both inside my head, and through my ears I heard her say, “He’s been
worked on by at least three different people, and all of them were
competent. Trying to get into his memories won’t be easy. It can be
done, but I’m going to have to be careful.”

“Careful?” Allen snorted. “Why? They’re not going to leave a mindwipe
trigger in their techie.”

“Allen,” Ray said, “she’s right. Telepaths put the damnedest things in
people’s heads.”

“There’s more to worry about than mindwipes. Some people’s minds are
genuinely dangerous. Even in this one, I’m seeing effects from a fourth
force.”

“What kind of force,” Ray asked.

“I… don’t know. Not human, and I’d say, not intentional. Something big.
I don’t know how big.”

Allen looked over at Ray, frowning. “What’s that big, and would you
recognize it if it came here?”

Kerri shook her head briefly. “I don’t know. It’s outside my
experience.”

Allen said, “I don’t like this at all. Poke around inside and get out.
Make it quick. We’re wasting time now.”

Ray’s phone beeped. He pulled it out of its case. “I get so bored of
calling these people. One of these days I’m just going to skip it.”

He smiled, and winked at me.

Normally I might have felt fear in that moment, but I didn’t then.

I felt detached. I’d been feeling more and more detached the further
Kerri got into my brain. I wondered if it was because of Kerri, or if
this might somehow be Daniel’s new defense.

“It’s Ray again. Don’t kill your hostages, and pass it on to the
others.”

He hung up the phone, and put it back into the case hanging off his
belt.

“This looks promising,” Kerri said. “Whatever cluster of memories I’m
sensing now has ties to others in different parts of the brain. I’m
about to tap into–”

She began to scream. Except for the briefest moment at the beginning, it
didn’t take place in my head at all.

I became more conscious of where I was when she hit the floor, and the
screaming stopped.

Ray and Allen got up from the table, racing around it to reach her.

Ray made it first, slapping her in the face. “Back to reality, Kerri.
Come on… Do you hear me?”

Looking up at me from where he knelt over her, “Nick, if you’re doing
this, stop now, or I’m calling back and giving the execute order.”

“I’m not!”

Well, I knew I could talk at least. How soon before I needed to run or
fight?

I heard a loud hum, the hum of electrical connections being made, many
crackling noises, and the smell of burning electronics.

And, oh yeah, the lights went out too.

There weren’t any windows in the room, so when the lights went out, it
didn’t just become a little darker in the room, it became completely
black.

Well, completely black except for the line of light at the bottom of the
door.

“Don’t move,” Ray said, and something clicked, followed by a frustrated
sigh.

Then, I heard a rustling noise. I guessed it might be Ray or Allen’s gun
being pulled from its holster.

“OK. Now don’t move or I’ll fire.”

Ray opened the door.

It wasn’t much better, but I could see again.

Well, I could see Ray, or at any rate, the half of him that stood in the
hallway’s dim light. Lights didn’t seem to be on there either.

His pistol glinted.

“Allen,” Ray began, “cover him, and if he moves, aim for the head. I’ll
grab a babysitter once I’m out there and send him back.”

Allen pulled out his pistol, and pointed it at me too.

“Watch him? I say bring him along and hold a gun to his head.”

“Shut up. We don’t have time for this. I’ve got to get out there while
I’ve still got troops.”

A loud crackling noise, almost like an electrical discharge, followed by
screams and an explosion punctuated his point.

I recognized the crackling noise from the time I’d spent testing the
League jet’s lasers.

Ray slipped out the door.

Allen took a step closer to me, gun in hand, standing next to Kerri’s
body. I sat on the other side of the table from him, so he wasn’t at
point blank range, but it couldn’t have been more than ten feet either.

I wondered how good of a shot he was. Could he shoot me in the head
before I got to him? Or before I popped the (mostly bulletproof) mask
out of the collar?

Too bad I was seated on the other side of the table.

I considered dropping to the floor, and rolling out, or possibly trying
to throw the table at him.  The stealth suit wasn’t the Rocket suit, but
it did make me stronger than normal.

I’d decided to flip the table on its side, duck behind it, and pull the
mask on when it became obvious that I’d thought too long.

Rachel appeared to Allen’s left, and punched him in the face, her
electrified glove adding a special something to the blow.

He convulsed, fired at the ceiling, and collapsed.

“Follow me out. Night Cat’s waiting outside with the car.”

I pulled my mask out of the stealth suit’s collar, and gloves out of my
sleeves.

Rachel walked to the doorway and turned invisible. Then her right arm
became visible again, waving me forward.

She floated down the hall. I followed.

I hadn’t missed much when I’d come through the hall blindfolded. I ran
past wood paneled walls, and over beige carpet. It probably hadn’t been
renovated since the 1970’s.

To my left, were offices. Sleeping bags lay on the floor along with
duffel bags and gear. The building’s only light came through the office
windows.

On my right, the next room over from the conference room turned out to
be a radio studio. From what I could see through the plate glass
windows, the big, metal microphones, and the control board all looked
old.

Cobwebs hung from the “On Air” sign.

I didn’t slow down much to check it out, but Rachel turned around, and
said, “Come on!”

We ran out of the hallway and into the waiting room. The orange, yellow,
red, green, and blue chairs screamed 1970’s, but I didn’t have time to
gape at the color combination.

Shouts came from behind us, from the direction of the conference room.

Burning Hands Man ran down the hall, accompanied by one of Prime’s
reserves–the jeep’s driver.

They weren’t close, but I wasn’t going to wait for that to change. I ran
for the door, and pushed on it.

It was locked, and didn’t budge.

Rachel had, of course, flown through it.

Deciding that property damage wasn’t a big concern of mine anymore, I
punched it.

It was one of those doors that were all glass except for the metal frame
and push-bar in the middle.

The glass shattered on the top half and my gloved hand broke through,
but the bottom didn’t go with it.

I kicked it, and enough broke that I could duck under the bar and walk
out.

Haley’s black corvette sat next to the road, just twenty feet away.

I ran.

Behind me, I heard a crash, and the sound of metal tearing.

I did something stupid. I looked back.

The big, bald guy handled the door differently than  I had. He leaned in
and hit the metal edge of the door with his shoulder, smashing it out of
the frame, and the frame partly out of the building.

Turning my head forward, I ran across the lawn toward the
car.

Something in the car hummed, and the missile launcher popped upwards
from the trunk and clicked into place.

I jumped toward the car, using the stealth suit’s artificial muscles to
give me a boost, and landed right next to the passenger side door. My
momentum didn’t let me stop there.

I fell forward, hitting the car.

It hurt, but it would have hurt worse if I hadn’t been wearing the suit.

As I fumbled for the door handle, the missile fired, roaring away from
the car toward the Cabal trooper, and exploding as it hit… something.

The fireball was too bright to see exactly what.

A wave of heat that didn’t come from the afternoon sun washed over me.

Blinking away the afterimages, I found the door handle, and began to
open the door when the door opened on its own.

Kind of.

Actually Rachel pushed it open, and yanked me face first inside.

She shut the door while I was still turning around in the front seat,
and Haley hit the gas, sending the car forward with the engine roaring,
and tires squealing.

I pulled on the seat belt.

“I hope I didn’t hurt anyone,” Haley said. “Not that I want him to catch
us, but I don’t want to kill anybody.”

From the back seat, Rachel said, “I… Right now I’m hoping we all get to
live to regret killing people. ”

I barely listened to them. I’d popped out the keyboard in the passenger
seat, and turned on the 360 degree radar/camera view around the car.

It appeared on the screen in the dashboard, the one above the radio. I’d
swapped out the 8-track player for a CD player with an Ipod connection
sometime in the spring.

Clicking through the available views, I ran across the rear view just as
Haley glanced up toward the mirror.

One indrawn breath later, the car accelerated even more quickly than it
had been.

I was all for that because the screen’s rear view showed my driver.
Instead of a shirt, he wore blackened rags, and his pants were on fire.

At first I wasn’t all that bothered that he was following us. I doubted
he could catch up to a car moving at seventy mph down a country road.

Then he jumped, closing half the distance between us.

I didn’t want to find out what he could do with another jump or two.

Haley said, “Nick, here!”

The joystick that controlled the missile launcher extended out of the
dashboard on a flexible arm. She pushed toward me, and I changed the
screen to target mode.

Using the joystick to aim the crosshairs, I was about to fire when the
man jumped, landing only thirty feet behind us.

With one more jump he’d be on, or directly in front of, the car. That
was the bad news. The good news?

I had a great shot.

The car shook as the missile fired, roaring toward the man, hitting him
in the shoulder, and exploding.

Not that I saw that. It happened too quickly, but the screen had instant
replay. Surveillance was one of it’s main functions after all.

Unfortunately, it didn’t take him down any more than it took him down
earlier.

Moments later, he’d jumped again. Not that he was close, but he was
coming.

Zooming in showed that his shoulder was reddish, and that his left
eyebrow had been burned off.

While that could have been a positive sign from one angle (“Look, he can
be hurt!”), I found it easier to look at it from a more realistic angle
(“Two missiles later, all we’ve done is singe his hair.“).

Rachel turned away from the window to look at me.

“Rachel, could you hand me my helmet and guitar? And Haley, could you
open the roof?”

Rachel did, and I pulled the helmet over my head, and attached the
guitar hero controller to the cable.

“Are you sure?” Haley glanced over at me, and I said, “Can you think of
anything else?”

Rachel said, “Yes–”

The roof opened, and, I stood in my seat.

The last time I’d had to shoot an actual person with the guitar was back
in Los Angeles, and I hadn’t gone far enough then.

I pointed the guitar at the man’s leg, and fired.

A blue beam crossed the distance between us, hitting his leg. The pants
burned where the beam hit. He stared down, beginning to scream
something.

He fell.

He lay on the road. Then he pulled himself up, and limped to the side.

He sat down in the front lawn of an old white house that hadn’t been
painted in at least twenty years. Most of its paint had flaked off the
wood.

With luck, no one lived there.

I sat down in my seat, putting my seatbelt back on, and setting down the
guitar.

It didn’t look like his regeneration was instantaneous–which was good.
We needed the breather.

It was also unbelievably useful data. Whatever properties of his body
protected him from the missiles and physical blows didn’t work against
lasers.

That meant we had one more way to hurt them if we had to–assuming it
worked the same way for the rest of them.

An image of his upper thigh appeared in my mind–reddish and blackened
skin. I clenched my jaw. I didn’t quite feel guilty about shooting
him–he was probably planning to kill us–but, part of me hoped I hadn’t
permanently maimed him. And I wondered what would happen if he went into
shock on the lawn back there.

I decided not worry about it. Much.

From the back seat, Rachel said, “He’s still down. Thank God. For a
second, I thought I might have to… Nick, are you okay?”

“I think so.”

Haley glanced over at me. She reached out, and clicked the button that
closed the roof.

Then she clicked on the car’s communicator. I’d patched it into our new
system when I’d worked on the phones.

“I should turn up the volume and find out what’s happening. Lee called
me just after they took you away in the jeep, and it sounded like he had
a plan.”

“Tell me about it,” Rachel said. “I had to report back all the time, and
the communicator doesn’t work when I’ve phased out, so I had to float up
to the roof to talk.”

Watching Haley turn the volume up, I asked, “Why’d you turn it off?”

“When you got in the car, and he started chasing us, it got distracting.
It hasn’t been off long.”

Sean’s voice came over the car’s speakers, “Pull back? Why do I have to
pull back? They don’t have to–”

Alex broke in, “Because he said so, asshole.”

Sydney only said, “Sean.”

“The Power,” Sean began, but ended with  an “Ahhh–” followed by a
thump, and more moaning.

“Someone put a spear through him, ” Lucas said. “I caught him before he
hit the ground, but it’s close to the heart. Paladin?”

“I’ll take him.”

Lee’s voice came over the comm–except it wasn’t Lee’s. It was Gunther’s.
I could hear an old voice with a German accent. We’d all been trained by
Gunther, hadn’t we? “How far can you bring him back? If there’s a next
wave, it’ll be mechs, and I’d wanted a second EMP.”

“I can handle it. Give me five minutes. Paladin out.”

Gunther said, “Good. Where’s Night Cat?”

“Here,” Haley said, pressing a button on the dash. “We got him out.”

“Good. Join up with Flame Legion. Night Wolf–”

“Wait, what about our parents?”

“Accelerando hasn’t reported in yet, but,  Captain Commando and the girl
with voice powers are with her. We know where the hostages are. It’ll
work out.”

Haley held her hand over the talk button as if she intended to ask
another question, but Rachel said, “Don’t. I saw the number Ray called
the last time he stopped the executions. I passed it on to Kayla. She
got it to… the little kid?”

Rachel looked over at me.

“Carlos.”

“And Carlos found the rest of the numbers and their locations. Jaclyn
can handle it.”

Haley turned the car down a dirt road. “I know she can. I just wish I
were with them.”

As we passed rows of corn, Gunther’s voice said, “Night Wolf. Blow the
radio station to hell. Then herd them toward us.”

Off to our left, bright red beams lanced the ground, and then raked
across the building I’d been in. It didn’t look like much–a concrete
block with brown, wooden siding on the edge of farmland.

When the beams hit the back of the building, it exploded. I wondered if
Travis had hit a gas line or if they had had an armory back there.



“Oh my,” Rachel muttered. Haley glanced toward the noise, but kept on
driving.

The car’s windows darkened, sparing us the pain of too much light.
Simultaneously, sonic dampers muted the explosion’s noise.

Grandpa had figured that Night Wolf didn’t want to be overwhelmed with
light or sound.

Almost unaffected by the light, I followed the beams back to their
source, discovering the League jet hanging in the air. Not much more
than a dark shape, Travis kept it floating too high for Prime’s men to
jump to.

Probably.

Travis didn’t stop firing either. Big beams normally meant for ships,
and thin lines meant to hurt people rained down on the empty field
behind the smoking remains of the radio station.

A small hill behind the radio station blocked the field from easy view
of the road, but since we were on a dirt road that ran parallel to the
field, we could see everything.

I couldn’t tell what the equipment in the field behind the radio station
had been, except to guess that they’d been using it for training.

The remains of another small building smoked there with the equipment.
Travis might have blown that up when Ray and Allen were talking to me.
Something had pulled Ray out of the room.

Was he directing the people in the field? I didn’t see him, but that
didn’t mean much. We weren’t close.

A bunch of them had been behind the radio station when it got hit, but
now they were running away from it as that whole end of the field
experienced a rain of lasers.

On the far end of the field stood a forest–not a huge forest, but big
enough to make it harder for the jet’s lasers to target anybody.

If they didn’t make for the forest, their only other option would be to
run through fields of corn which lead them toward us, or in the exact
opposite direction.

Later in the summer, they might have been able to scatter and hide in
the corn, but if corn was supposed to be “knee high by the fourth of
July” (or so the saying went), we were still nearly two weeks short of
that.

Not even hobbits were going to be hiding successfully in the corn we
had.

Well, okay, maybe hobbits could, but these guys were too big.

So the obvious thing to do would have been for the whole group of them
to run into the forest, but these guys weren’t just soldiers, they were
old soldiers.

Even with death staring them in the face in the form of the jet’s
lasers, they must have guessed on some level. They didn’t simply run
away.

They scattered.

Someone had to be organizing them because they assembled into three
roughly equal groups, two heading into the cornfields, and one heading
into the forest.

I’m sure that seemed like a brilliant idea to somebody, but it turned
out otherwise.

The winds began to roar, and a tornado began to form, blocking the
cornfields on the opposite side of the field because this tornado lay
practically sideways, running the distance between the radio station and
the forest.

Dirt and young cornstalks flew into the air, making its shape clearer.

When one of the soldiers tried to jump over it, the tornado simply
sucked him in, and threw him back into the middle of the field.

The rest of them fell to the ground, and started crawling away, trying
not to get sucked in themselves.

Vaughn’s powers and control had evidently been progressing. I was pretty
sure he couldn’t have done that last fall.

The group running in our direction didn’t do any better.

They barely made it to the corn before the three in front started
floating straight upward. The others changed direction, but didn’t get
far before they started floating upward too.

I wasn’t sure whether it was Daniel or Camille, but Camille seemed more
likely.

I wondered how long she could keep them up in the air, but didn’t get to
find out. Haley turned down another dirt road, bringing us behind the
forest.

Ahead of us, our people stood at the edge of the forest–Larry in full
Rhino suit, Gunther/Lee, Alex healing Sean, Kayla in her powered armor,
and I assumed the trees hid everyone else.

If Lee’s plan went as he intended (and it seemed to be), we’d be
engaging Prime’s people in hand to hand combat within seconds.

Hopefully it would go better than every other time we’d tried.

Haley parked the car by the side of the road. As we got out, I couldn’t
help but notice who wasn’t there–Jaclyn, Cassie and Julie. And that
sucked because Cassie could have chopped them to pieces, Julie could
have told them to stop, and had a pretty good chance that they’d listen,
and Jaclyn…

Jaclyn could have done something. Physically, she was the only one of us
who was in Prime’s army’s league. Plus she was a whole lot faster than
any of them.

I couldn’t say that we were doomed, but part of me would have felt
better knowing they were with us.



Not that rescuing the hostages wasn’t important.

Gunther waved us to stop as I shut the door. “Rocket, stay by the car.
Night Cat, Ghost, over here. Everybody else, get into formation on the
road. Mystic, how soon?”

Daniel stepped out from behind a couple trees. “They’re going to be a
couple minutes. They’re waiting for the group that hit Camille’s
anti-gravity wall to come down, and she’s letting them down one at a
time. Also, if you can believe it, they’re scared. They know we’re
herding them, and they don’t want to find out what’s waiting on the
other side of the trees.”

“Good. What about Ray?”

“Can’t sense him or his people.”

“Figures. Kayla, do the roachbots have anything on Syndicate L?”

Her voice only barely modified by her armor, Kayla said, “Nothing yet.”

“Keep watching. Syndicate L’s coming. Everyone, remember to buddy up,
and if I tell you to retreat, retreat, and make sure your buddy’s doing
it too. Ghost, Night Cat, you’re together. Mystic, you’re with the
Rocket. Everyone else, the way I said before.”

Sean, who had just gotten off the ground, followed Alex and everyone
else into the road. He wore a black, basic, League uniform–same material
as the stealth suit.

He looked over at me, his expression unreadable.

I heard Daniel’s voice in my head.

I gave them a choice–they could stay and help, but be blocked like
Chris and Kayla, or leave, and have everything about our identities be
mindwiped.

All of them, including Sean, had stayed.

That said something good about him, I supposed.

Meanwhile, our lines firmed up. Chris, Larry, and Marcus stood in the
front. Alex, Brooke, and Jenny lined up next to them which seemed crazy.
They were basically hand to hand fighters, and Brooke’s shining alien
armor counted for something, but Alex would crumple after a hit from
Prime’s Reserves, and I couldn’t think of anything he could do to
seriously hurt them.

Haley, Rachel, Gunther, and Sean were in the next line. Daniel and I
stood next to the car, and at orders from Gunther, Kayla and Carlos
stood way behind everybody.

Carlos wore my armor–the one I designed with Chris? Even if I hadn’t
figured it out by the process of elimination, I’d have guessed Carlos
was inside from the way he kept on extending and retracting the laser,
and the two goo guns.

“Hey Rocket, thanks for letting me borrow it. It’s so cool!”

So, yeah. There’s that.

I tried to work out a reply that didn’t sound annoyed when the final
piece of our formation appeared.

At least thirty copies of Jenny appeared (all in her bright, red
costume), and took positions on either side of the main group.

She carried a goo gun just like Future Knight’s, and aimed it toward the
forest.

“Where’d you get that?”

“Your friend, Chris, brought one, but he only had ten shots in its size.
Gunther told him to give them to me. That’s not really the same Gunther
who served with our grandfathers, right?”

“Actually, yes. It’s kind of weird,” I began.

I didn’t get to finish.

Daniel shouted, “They’re coming!”

They burst out of the forest, knocking down trees that stood in their
way, reminding me more of a barbarian horde than a Roman Legion.

A big one fell only ten feet from the car, which would have been a lame
way for the car to get crushed, not to mention a lame way for me to get
crushed.

I aimed the guitar at one of them, only to find he’d been hit three
times with balls of gray goo.

Expanding, they covered his chest, and ran toward his legs, hardening.
He tried to take another step, and toppled.

The other guys charging along with him didn’t do any better.

Unfortunately, the guys immediately behind them jumped, flying over,
and landing directly in the road with all of us.

Ahead of me, Haley dodged a blow that could have killed her, rolled, and
came upright as Rachel delivered a shock directly to a Cabal soldier’s
eyeballs.

Behind them, Larry took a few steps, bringing the Rhino suit up to
speed, and mashing a grey furred Reservist into a tree.

I heard cracking noises, but wasn’t sure whether they were from the
Reservist or the tree.

Two more charged Alex and Brooke. The one going for Brooke simply
disappeared. Water splashed across the ground where he’d been.

A massively muscled, red haired guy knocked Alex to the ground, holding
him down with his left hand, and raising his right arm, ready–I
assumed–to punch through Alex.

Except he didn’t.

Alex grabbed the arm on his chest.

It withered, and shrunk.

Alex pushed the man’s hand off himself, rolling his body to the right
and standing up.

I didn’t get a chance to see what happened to him after that because the
next group of Cabal soldiers had also jumped out of the forest.

One of them landed directly on the hood of Haley’s car–which didn’t
dent, though it did bounce a little.

I didn’t have time to point and aim the laser in the neck at him, but I
had been holding the guitar.

I pressed the button that set off what I thought of as the “light show
lasers.”

The guitar blazed with blue and white light, and the Cabal soldier held
his arms up to cover his eyes.

My helmet filtered out the worst of the light, but for a moment, the
world turned white.

Then I saw people again, even if they seemed a bit washed out between
the bright light and the filter.

I stepped back from the car, pointed the guitar’s laser at the man and
felt a brief moment of indecision.

Could I shoot someone who wasn’t actually actively trying to harm me?
But then it struck me that the only reason he wasn’t was because he
couldn’t see.

That wasn’t going to last.

I fired the laser into his leg, making a deep gouge, burning the pants
around the newly created hole, and cauterizing his wound at the same
time.

The smell reminded me uncomfortably of barbecue.

And then because he hadn’t fallen over, and because the whole point of
shooting him in the leg had been to reduce his mobility, I shot him in
the other leg.

Maybe he hadn’t said anything when I shot him the first time because
between the light, and the pain from being shot, and struggling to
balance, he couldn’t handle screaming at the same time.

That ended with my second shot.

He tried to take a step,  fell, and landing in the dirt road, he shouted
in a language I didn’t recognize.

Then he pushed himself up with his arms, reaching out to grab the car,
but didn’t make it.

His legs shot out from under him, and he flew feet first up into the
air. Then, as if thrown by an invisible hand, he crashed into the trees,
disappearing.

I turned to thank Daniel for the help, but realized that another one had
just jumped out of the forest and landed on the other side of Daniel.

The guy had a knife.

It seemed redundant that someone who could probably generate tons of
force with a punch would bother with a knife, but maybe he liked knives.

Whatever. I didn’t have time to point out the man’s inefficiencies.

He slashed at Daniel’s chest, and Daniel stepped back at exactly the
right moment. Earlier, and the man would have been able to adjust the
knife’s path. Later, and the knife would have been inside Daniel’s body.

He slashed again, and Daniel stepped away just in time.

The man grunted out, “Lucky.”

Except he’d made  a mistake, because the pause was long enough for
Daniel focus  on the guy, and telekinetically hurl him into the trees
after mine.

I was about to congratulate Daniel except…

Thump. Thump.

Two more guys had landed in the corn field just past the road.

I raised my guitar to start firing at them when Daniel spoke into my
head.

Nick, I’ll get them. Help Kayla and Carlos.

Glancing in their direction, I didn’t see a problem at first–well, in
the first instant at any rate.

That changed.

A short guy ran toward the two of them. I recognized him from earlier
fighting, but I couldn’t place him at first.

Kayla went from doing nothing I could see to firing wildly, missing him.
Grey goo flew past him–except for the one that hit him in the middle of
the chest, dripping down, and hardening, but not slowing him down at
all.

Kayla opened up with her paralysis guns, and my anti-sound device
hummed, protecting me.

I didn’t fall over, but unfortunately neither did the short guy.

He jumped again, kicking Carlos in the chest, and knocking the power
suit on its back.

The short man jumped on him, raining down blows on to the armor.

Carlos’ laser went off, not hitting anything, but that was only by luck.
The beam burned a long line in the dirt before Carlos stopped it.

Kayla moved quickly, leaning in to kick him in the ribs.

It wasn’t a bad idea, but I would have gone for the head or tried to
crush a knee.

It was moot point.

He caught her foot, pulling it sideways and she fell.

With both Carlos and Kayla on the ground and only the Cabal soldier
upright, I felt comfortable taking a shot.

Putting the man’s right shoulder in my helmet’s crosshairs, I fired, and
he shouted in surprise, letting go of Kayla’s leg.

Getting off Carlos, the man charged me.

I didn’t even think about what I’d be hitting. I fired, holding the
button down even though I knew it used more power.

I don’t think I panicked, but I can’t say I was thinking clearly.

Being rushed by someone who you know can kill you does
that.

The beam entered his chest just under the ribs, and made a four inch
wide gash. He looked down, not showing any expression at first, but
slowly dropping his jaw.

I couldn’t see how deeply the beam penetrated, but it looked like it had
gone fairly far.

He stumbled, but didn’t fall instantly.

He took another step, and Carlos fired his goo gun. The first shot
missed, passing the Cabal guy, and me, hitting the side of Haley’s car
with a splat.

I hoped it didn’t mess up the paint because then I’d have to mix up a
new batch, and I knew it would be a pain.

The second spread out and hit the guy running toward me in the back of
the legs. It hardened, and he fell.

He didn’t even try to get up. He lay there, breathing.

If he had the ability to regenerate like everyone else in their group,
he couldn’t heal instantaneously.

A charred hole in the clothes on his back surrounded a hole in his skin.
Pinkish new skin on the hole’s edge hinted that the shot had bought me
time, but how much?

My communicator beeped.

Gunther said, “Everyone, fall back into the field now, and execute the
plan.”

Plan? I thought over at Daniel.

All we have to do is fall back–that, and help anyone who can’t get
out.

Checking out the situation made me wonder if anyone would be able to
move at all.

Once they’d started jumping, they’d landed everywhere. There were no
lines, just a chaotic mess of people fighting each other.

Chris, Larry, and Marcus fought back to back, and they were doing better
than I’d have expected–aside from being surrounded. Larry’s armor took
their punches. I saw some new dents, but he didn’t seem any slower for
it, and when he punched back, they flew.

His punches didn’t take them out of the fight, but they didn’t laugh it
off either. I saw a guy get knocked fifteen feet into the air, and land
crotch first on a tree branch.

Even with invulnerable nuts, that couldn’t have been fun.

Marcus melted out of the way of their blows, and had turned the ends of
his arms into piston-like things that would shoot forward with a pop,
knocking the person he hit backwards.

Chris alternated between shooting them with goo guns and his own laser,
but he didn’t run.

His armor’s left thigh had been dented,  and he limped.

I hoped it was a technical problem.

Either way, I couldn’t see the three of them making an easy exit.

Not far from them, Alex, Brooke, and a group of Jennys stood together.
Jenny mostly seemed to be keeping them back with fire. I wondered why
she wasn’t using the goo guns. Was she already out of ammo?

Brooke stood next to Alex, possibly a little unsteady on her feet. Alex
didn’t exactly appear to be full of energy either.

She managed to keep a portal open long enough for the two of them plus
one of the Jennys to get away.

Sean flew upward, out of combat, and into the field behind us.

Gunther stood alone, fighting with a huge flaming sword, backing slowly
toward Marcus, Larry,  and Chris.

Prime’s people didn’t try to crowd him. None of them had metal weapons
(Sean’s work?), and even as I watched, Gunther chopped off somebody’s
hand.

The new Prime (who I’d taken to calling Gimpius Prime in my head)
shouted at people to keep on him, but didn’t get too close himself.

Haley swung out from the trees, and her car’s roof opened
to receive her. Once she sat down and the roof closed, the car’s rocket
booster ignited, and it shot into the air, landing in the field near
Alex, Brooke, Jenny, and Sean.

She’d left one of Prime’s people tangled in ropes, hanging from a tree
above the battle.

I’d have to ask her how she’d managed it.

In the meantime, Kayla, and Carlos had crossed most of the distance
between the dirt road, and the fall back position. Daniel and I followed
them.

And that’s why we weren’t in the middle of it when Gunther shouted,
“Now,” and the number of Jennys doubled, or possibly tripled.

All of her ran into the crowd, firing the goo guns in the hands of her
many bodies, outnumbering Prime’s people three to one.

Not that they went down easily, some versions of Jenny got punched, and
disappeared. Some of Prime’s people didn’t initially get covered by goo,
and frozen in place, but they probably wished they had in the end.

Larry jumped after one escapee, tackling him, and throwing him in front
of Chris–who sprayed the guy with goo.

Gunther hamstrung a couple with his sword, giving two Jennys time to get
them.

Rachel made her hand visible over one man’s eyes long enough for Marcus
to knock him in front of group of Jennys, and then that was it. They
were all subdued.

Well, for the moment. They’d break the goo. It was merely a question of
how soon.

Standing next to Gimpius Prime, Gunther said, “Let’s talk about your
surrender.”

I didn’t hear much of what followed, both because I wasn’t close, and
because I wasn’t listening.

Using the helmet’s zoom to look at the faces in the crowd, I confirmed
that Ray and his people weren’t in the group.

I had a very bad feeling about who they’d gone after.

While Gunther talked to Gimpius, I tapped out a message to Jaclyn.

“Busy?”

If she were in the middle of a fight, a text would be easier to ignore
than a call. Probably.

Her message came back seconds later.

“Not busy. We freed the hostages and brought them to the hospital.
They’re  OK. Some scrapes and bruises. No major injuries. No one dead.
We’ve handed the Syndicate’s people over to the police. Is it over on
your end? And did something happened to Kayla? She’s supposed to be
handling communications.”

“Kayla’s fine. Are my parents there?”

“No. They aren’t supposed to be. Did that change?”

Back when Daniel took Ray’s call to HQ (even though it was only a few
hours ago, it seemed like days now),  Ray had said something about not
needing them because he had enough hostages.

So he might not have taken them with the others, but he could have left
them as backup hostages.

Or, thinking about how he usually handled his victims, he might have
been planning to kill them on the way out if things went wrong.

Which they had.

I wrote, “Don’t know. Bye,” and blasted into the air with the
rocketpack, flying away from the fall back position in the corn field,
and toward Gunther.

I heard shouts, but I didn’t listen to them, landing a few
goo-splattered soldiers away from Gunther. Larry stood next to him.

The nearest one tried to grab me with his left hand, but I was out of
reach, and he couldn’t move.

He chuckled as I stepped around him.

“So that’s it,” Gunther said, “you’ll leave them alone for a year, and
we’ll let you all go.”

Gimpius said, “Agreed, but after that year, no limits.”

He glared as I came closer.

“I’m not going to stop hunting until the two of you are dead.” He eyed
Gunther, and then me.

“The Rocket?” The bulbous head of the Rhino suit turned in my direction
for a moment. “Why him?”

“He’s the one who took my father’s head away. Where is it now?”

“Uh… I didn’t keep it. I dropped it in a pond.”

Gimpius made a noise somewhere between a sigh and growl.

“Wouldn’t want to be you,” Sean said from behind me.

He must have followed me, I realized, and looking behind me, I noticed
that everyone was coming.

Even Travis had moved the League jet. It floated above the field, and
had its anti-personnel lasers pointed at Prime’s people.

“Gunther,” I said, “I have to go. Ray’s going after my parents.”

Gunther didn’t miss a beat. “Of course, he is. I’m going with you.”

“What?” Larry asked. “How do you know that?”

“I don’t,” I said, “but he’s not here, and he knows who my parents are,
and Accelerando saved the rest of the hostages. So…”

“God damn,” Larry said. “If everything’s taken care of here, we should
all–”

My communicator started flashing red. Kayla’s voice came over the
communicator, “It’s the second wave. The roachbot saw Syndicate L
mechs!”

“Rhino,” Gunther said, “you take command. I’ll borrow Night Wolf’s car
and help the Rocket.”

“No, I’ll go.”

“Nice thought, but I don’t have a choice.”

I couldn’t see Larry’s face behind the gray mask, but I could imagine a
look of comprehension that went along with the sound in his voice.

“Oh, that. Well, then you’d better move. Where to?”

“My dad’s office for Dad, and my mom works at home, but if they’ve
already been taken, I don’t know where.”

“I do,” Gimpius Prime grinned through the hardened goo spatters on his
face.

I didn’t like the look.

Gunther said, “What do you want?”

“Nothing.”

No one said anything.

“2913 Northshore Drive,” he said. “My people brought stuff over there
for him.”

“What,” Sean said, “is it rigged with explosives?”

Gimpius shrugged. “Believe me or not, but you’ve got a chance of beating
him there, if you believe me.”

Gunther smiled. “He’s probably hoping to finish you both off, but I’d
bet he’s telling the truth… mostly.”

Gimpy didn’t say anything.

“I’m going. He could already be there,” I said, and clicked the buttons
on my palm that readied the rocketpack for take-off.

“Wait for me. Don’t fight him by yourself,” Gunther said.

I barely heard him over the noise of take off.

For the first time since putting the helmet on, I paid attention to the
GPS readout. We weren’t more than twenty minutes south of Grand Lake.
They must have been deliberately trying to disorient me on the way down
here.

I could be home in less than a minute if I wanted.

Maybe I could get Jaclyn to check my dad’s office. I clicked on the
communicator and started to text her.

I’d just moved my left arm in front of me and touched a button with my
finger when Rachel materialized. She had her hand on my shoulder.

It had to be at least the third time she’d pulled the “invisibly tag
along” trick since she’d gotten home from school.

Not that I wouldn’t need the help.

“You could have told me.”

“I barely had time to grab on,” she shouted through the wind. “Besides,
don’t complain about me. Look behind us.”

I turned my head to see Sean Drucker flying behind me. “What are you
doing here?”

“He killed my father. I’m going to kick his ass!”





The Executioner


        It’s a bit of an understatement to say that Sean wouldn’t have been my
first choice of companions.

I decided to ignore him, and texted Jaclyn.

Me: Can you check my dad’s office?

Jaclyn: I’ll do it. Should I meet you if he’s okay?

I was about to send her the address, but Rachel said, “What if Ray
touches her?”

The combination of wind and rocket noise made it hard to make out her
voice, but I got the gist of it. And yes, Ray with superspeed, near
invulnerability, and massive strength sounded like very bad combination.

Me: Guard him, if he’s still there. Call me, if not. Also, the others
might need help.

Jaclyn: Right, it looks like they’re still fighting.

She was right. The latitude and longitude for the rest of the group was
changing constantly.

Jaclyn: You’re going after Ray, right? You’re sure you don’t want Cassie
or me?

Me: Gunther’s coming.

Jaclyn: Got it. I’m gone.

And with that, we were above my house.

I didn’t need to land to know they’d taken Mom.

The front door had been ripped off its hinges and lay in the front hall.
Dad had replaced the wooden door with a metal one after a string of
neighborhood break-ins a few years ago.

Someone had left the imprint of a fist in the metal, stretching it, and
showing the grey metal under the black paint.

Our family cat, Grunion, stood in the hall, poking his head under the
door, sniffing at something.

As I flew down to the lawn, he started, and ran deeper into the house.
Typical.

Rachel let go of my shoulder, saying, “I’ll check the house–just in
case.”

I thought, “Just in case, what? Just in case we find Mom and Dad dead
inside?” But, I didn’t say it.

I landed on the lawn as Rachel floated into the house. Our house. The
one we’d grown up in.

Even though Grandpa and Grandma had been superheroes, our two different
worlds had never intersected in quite this way.

My mind pulled me in all directions. I wondered if I should pick up the
door, and lean it in front of the doorway so that it wasn’t so obvious
the house was open. I wondered if I should go in and catch Grunion and
shut him in the bathroom with his litterbox. I mean, we shouldn’t have
to come home, and go looking for a lost cat once we found Mom and Dad.

Assuming we found Mom and Dad.

A quick glance upward told me that Sean hadn’t landed with us. He
hovered above the street, a few feet past the sidewalk.

Turning my attention back to the house, it struck me that the stealth
suit felt uncomfortably warm in the heat of a summer’s day. I adjusted
the environmental systems, and felt the suit begin to cool.

As I finished clicking my fingers to my palms, fiddling with the
temperature, Rachel floated out the front door.

“No one’s home. I didn’t even see many signs of a struggle. Oh, and I
put the cat in the bathroom. He’s mostly M–”

And she stopped.

Liz Baker had just run out of her front door and across their yard. The
Bakers lived next door. He worked at a bank downtown. She stayed at home
with Devin, their son–which was weird. Not weird in theory, but in
practice she couldn’t have been more than six or seven years older than
I was, so she must have just gotten out of college when she had the
first one.

Anyone who looked at her could tell that a second was on the way.

That, and that she was crying.

“I called the police! It was awful. They broke down the door, and hauled
Mrs. Klein away, and I pulled Devin out of the yard. Is it safe? Are
they gone? They’re not coming back, are they?”

I looked at her, and tried to think of what to say.

I must have paused for too long because she took a step back, and looked
at us. She’d stopped crying, and I could only guess that it had occurred
to her that she didn’t know these capes even if she had seen them on TV.

To be fair to her, the stealth suit was all black, and the silver helmet
hid my face. The guitar, and rocketpack could only add to the
strangeness. Rachel, meanwhile, wore all white, was translucent, and
didn’t touch the ground.

The gun holstered on her belt probably didn’t help either.

“It’s safe,” Rachel said. “We know where they went.”

“Right,” I said. “How long ago did they leave?”

Liz thought for a second. “Maybe half a minute ago. It might be longer.
I don’t know. I really don’t know.”

“Let’s go,” I said. “We might be able to catch them while they’re still
driving.”

“Right,” Rachel said, and looked up in the air. “Where’s Sean?”

He’d left.

Next to me, Rachel said, “Does he really think he’s going to stop Ray by
himself?”

I didn’t say anything. I’d pulled up my communicator. They’d given Sean
one, and he’d managed not to trash it yet. I clicked, and got a GPS view
of the team including Sean’s dot.

He was flying toward the address Gimpius had given us.

Idiot.

I hoped he didn’t plan to take on Ray by himself. If I guessed right,
all he’d manage to do is pass his powers on to Ray.  And that was a best
case scenario. Worst case was that he’d be dead by the time we got
there.

If I were Ray, I’d have picked up super-strength and invulnerability
before I left the radio station. It’s not as if those powers were in
short supply among Prime’s people. Fists weren’t magnetic. He’d be able
to pound Sean into paste even without a gun, and that was assuming he
hadn’t packed non-magnetic bullets just in case.

I called Sean’s communicator.

He didn’t answer.

“We’d better go,” I said.

“Rocket, before we do, you need to listen to me. You know the address
Prime gave us? Ray left a note inside with the same address. He’s
expecting us.”

“So basically, we’re walking into a trap?”

“Looks like it.”

“I’d say skip it, but he’s still got–” and I would have said, “Mom”
except Liz stood with us, listening.  “–a hostage,” I finished.

“So we go,” Rachel said, “and try to surprise him. He can’t anticipate
everything.”

I clicked  button on my palm, and the rockets lit. Rachel grabbed my
shoulder, and I took off.

I barely got into the air before my communicator started beeping. Sean?
No, Jaclyn.

I hovered, and took the call.

“Rocket, I’ve got your dad. He’s safe, and still at his office for now.
I’m getting him out of here.”

“Why?”

“I just fought four mechs, and there might be more. He’ll be safer with
everyone else we freed.”

“Just don’t bring him home,” I said. “Ray’s got my mom.”

“Oh, Nick… And you’re trying to catch him? What’s your plan?”

“I don’t know. I’m just thinking that with Ray’s power, I ought to get
all of our armored people to help.”

“Maybe I can swap places with Chris and send him over. Look, if you get
stuck, even if Gunther’s there, call me. We’ll think of something.”

We hung up, and I started flying.

Taken by itself, the flight there might have been fun. Summer, the real
summer, the warm part, had started, and as anyone might guess from its
name, 2913 Northshore Drive was on the north side of Grand Lake.

More than that, it wasn’t directly on Grand Lake. The GPS showed the
address as a dot near Lake Michigan, just a few miles north of Haley’s
family’s cottage.

To get there, I flew over Grand Lake, seeing our harbor, a couple big
ships at dock, the marinas, boats pulling water-skiers, and sailboats
with their sails wide and catching the wind.

I barely noticed.

I knew I ought to be planning, but I couldn’t talk to anyone to do it.
To catch Sean, I’d given the rocketpack all the fuel it could handle.

The rockets’ roar in combination with wind made talking over my wrist
communicator impossible.

The communicator’s GPS showed Sean as being three miles ahead of Rachel
and I.

If we hadn’t talked to Liz or Jaclyn, maybe we’d be closer. As it was,
he’d reach the cottage before we did–probably a minute before, but a lot
could happen in a minute.

What would we do when we got there? Gunther wanted us to wait for him,
and he’d told me before that he felt confident Ray would kill me if we
fought.

That argued for stalling until Gunther got there.

Except…

Sean wasn’t going to go in there quietly, and we’d arrive just behind
him, probably in the middle of the fight.

Obviously we could hang back, and let Ray do his stuff, but it wouldn’t
be right. It’d be like letting Sean walk on a mine.

So we had to go in after him, and maybe save him.

Or… Rachel could taser-glove him into unconsciousness. Either way, he
wouldn’t be screwing things up anymore.

Of course, if he’d already screwed up enough that Mom was dead before we
got there, it really didn’t matter.

I didn’t know what I’d do then.

Once Rachel and I crossed Grand Lake, I stayed over land, figuring that
it’d be easier to stay out of sight that way. To judge from the GPS,
Ray’s hideout appeared to be directly on Lake Michigan.

The dunes and trees would hide us better than flying over the lake
would.

I got a visual on Sean. He appeared to be doing the same thing, but
possibly not for the same reasons.

He flew over the county fairgrounds. People were already working on the
midway. I recognized the race track, and wondered when they’d put up the
Ferris wheel.

A truck joined him in the air. Even with the zoom, I didn’t recognize
the model, only that it looked old.

I hoped it was a leftover from last year’s demolition derby. Otherwise,
he’d just stolen it.

Further out from the city of Grand Lake, cottages and big houses
dominated the coastline closest to Lake Michigan.

From the state park northward, aside from the houses, the landscape
seemed to be all trees.

Sean and the truck disappeared into the bulge of a forested dune near
Northshore Drive.

Even in the distance, I could hear a crashing noise.

No explosion though.

If the truck still had gas, I now had anecdotal evidence that all those
films that showed cars exploding on impact were wrong.

In my ear Rachel said, “I hope that wasn’t Mom.”

The GPS showed the landscape in the helmet’s technical readouts.

We weren’t far off.

The helmet’s enhanced visuals showed a cloud of something in the
distance. It wasn’t easy to see. Dust, maybe. As if Sean had crashed the
car into something outside of the house–or maybe something inside, but
it fell out, and onto the ground?

It didn’t seem likely, but you never knew.

We grew closer, and I saw the truck.

It lay upside down next to the cottage’s dirt driveway. The cab had been
smashed nearly flat, and the passenger’s side door had been knocked in.
The shape of the dent struck me as roughly human.

Bloody, though.

Dark, reddish liquid covered the grill, and dripped slowly onto the
sand.

If it had hit Sean, I doubted that he’d survived. If he’d hit someone
with it, he’d probably killed them.

Still, the blood’s color didn’t look quite right. It was too dark. I
supposed that magnetic powers might have an effect on blood, but only
when Sean was around, and I didn’t see him.

If Haley had been with us, she’d have been able to smell the difference.

I wished she were.

Then I landed.

Closer to the road seemed like the better idea than closer to the house.
Trees would hide the landing from view, and the noise of the rockets
might be confused with a car.

If I were lucky.

Anyway, the stealth suit’s rockets weren’t as powerful as the regular
suits. With any luck, no one would hear them at all.

I landed behind a tree–one of many that hid the cottage from the view of
the road.

I slowly moved my head around the tree to inspect the house.

It stood at the top of the dune, the stony, dirt driveway leading
straight up to the back of the house.

I’d seen a lot of houses and cottages by the lake, but this wasn’t one
of the more impressive ones. The wooden siding hadn’t been painted
recently, if ever, and had bleached to the grey of driftwood.

Trees didn’t  grow next to the house, and the only cover within twenty
feet of the house were clumps of knee-high beach grass.

In short, no cover at all.

If Ray had assigned someone to watch for intruders, I’d have to find
them before I crossed the final distance. Otherwise I might as well walk
up the road, and knock on the door.

I pulled the roachbots’ controller off my belt, and began to activate
them.

“What are you doing,” Rachel’s voice asked.

“I’m going to check out what’s going on. You know, without being
noticed.”

“I can do that.”

“Then I’m just getting them into position before anything happens.”

No answer.

Not that that surprised me.

I’d managed to get the roachbots landed on the house by the time Rachel
got back.

“We’re screwed,” she said. “They knew I was there. They’ve got something
that detects me when I’m intangible.”

“What about–”

“They know you’re here too. They told me that we need to walk up the
path and come in from the beach side.”

“Why the beach side?”

“Don’t know, but Ray said we’d better use it if we want to see Mom alive
again.”

That didn’t leave a lot of options.

She faded into visibility, and we walked up to the house, following a
concrete footpath around to the front.

The house didn’t look any better close up than it had from the road. All
the windows had been boarded up. The flecks of white paint that remained
on the wood made it seem more abandoned than it had before I’d come
close enough to notice.

The wooden porch sagged as I stepped on it, making me wonder if I’d fall
through.

I looked down, hoping to avoid the really bad boards, and saw a trail of
blood drops leading to the door. Following the drops backward, I saw
that they came around the left side of the house. We’d walked up the
other side.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Lake Michigan behind us.

Sitting a good fifty feet above the lake, whoever owned the house had a
great view of the sandy beach and the water below.

Crazy, the things a person notices.

“Rocket,” Rachel said, and I turned back to the door. “Let’s not keep
the psycho waiting.”

I managed a chuckle, and pulled the screen door open. Since the actual
screens were torn, jagged-edged things that had been eaten away by wear,
it barely counted as a screen door, or arguably even a door.

The wooden door behind it wobbled as I  opened it, and stepped into the
room, waiting for the helmet to adjust to the darkness.

It didn’t take long. The helmet probably adjusted more quickly than my
eyes did.

At first I only saw silhouettes, and lines of brightness in the windows
where the boards weren’t quite flush.

Instants later, I saw more than I wanted.

The room hadn’t been updated since the 1950’s, or maybe the 1930’s.
Cracked plaster walls, and worn, wooden floors told of abandonment and
decay.

It wouldn’t have been a bad cottage. The living room was big enough, and
the highly detailed, stone fireplace on the far wall argued that the
original owners had had some money.

If I’d visited the place at any other time, I might have checked out the
woodwork on the stairway, or the old, peeling wallpaper.

I might also have wondered what sort of furniture they’d had back when
people used the place, or why it hadn’t been fixed up.

But I didn’t wonder any of that. I got distracted.

Sean lay on the floor. The black Heroes League uniform had been ripped
half off him, and his left forearm bent in the middle.

Gina bent over him, but not quite as remembered her. The last I’d seen
her, she’d been about the same height as Ray.  Now she had to be seven
feet tall at least, and even her muscles seemed to have muscles.

I  couldn’t tell for sure on the height because she wasn’t standing. But
as she bent over Sean, splinting his arm, it was obvious she had to be
bigger than he was.

I also noticed that the back of her shirt had ripped, and from what I
could see, she had long, red scars on her back, and bloodstains on the
ripped pieces of her shirt as well as her pants.

Unmoving, Sean looked pale.

I wondered why they were saving him. It seemed out of character.

Ray stood in the middle of the room, semi-automatic pistol in hand. My
mom had been tied to an old wooden chair near him, her hands bound
behind her back.

She’d been gagged, but not blindfolded, and stared up at us.

Two men in Syndicate L’s power armor stood behind Ray, paralysis guns
and automatic rifles hanging under their arms, aiming them at us.

“Nice to see you again, Nick. And nice to see your sister Rachel too.”
Ray pointed the pistol in Mom’s direction. “Now that we’re all here, I
thought I’d lay some cards on the table. First, you’ll find we’ve got
protection against Ghost here phasing a bullet into our bodies. Try it,
and we shoot your mom.

“Second, the guys in the armor back there have armor-piercing bullets.
Maybe your armor can take it. Maybe it can’t, but are you going to risk
it? I wouldn’t.”

Remembering the last time I’d been shot in the stealth suit, I knew I
could take one, but not too many–and maybe not even one if the guys in
armor were using higher caliber weapons.

“So here’s what you’re going to do now. Drop the utility belts, the
guitar, the gun, the Rocket’s helmet, and ditch the jetpack.”

“It’s not a jetpack,” I said. “Notice that there’s no air intake, blades
or compressor. It’s a rocketpack.”

I knew it was a mistake as I said it, but a part of me couldn’t let that
go.

“Right,” Ray said. “Gina, please move.”

She backed away from Sean, and as she did, Ray pointed the gun toward
Sean, and fired.

The bullet thumped into the plaster just past Sean, adding a few more
cracks and a hole to the wall’s collection.

“Missed,” Ray pointed the gun back at Mom. “Next time, I won’t. I figure
he’s got a few shots left in him. How about this? I’ll  shoot a toe
every time you mouth off. That sound fun to you? And when he’s done, we
move over to dear old Mom. Got it? Good. So ditch your junk, rocketpack
included.”

We did it.

I left the helmet till last, but at the end, I took it off and put it on
the floor next to the guitar, the belt, and the rocketpack.

“Great,” Ray said. “Now push them across the white painted line toward
me, and when you’re done, make sure you’re on the same side.”

Someone had painted a white circle on the floor. Rachel and I looked
over at each other, and stepped across it.

I didn’t look at Mom. Between unmasking and the block, it seemed like
tempting fate. If I pretended she wasn’t there, maybe we could avoid any
weird, block-related side effects.

Then I tried to think of a way to get us out of there. Well, to the
degree I could keep my mind on it, given that Ray was in position to
kill half my family.

“Can I ask you a question?” I watched Ray, hoping he wouldn’t start
shooting Sean just for that.

He didn’t. He smiled, and said, “Go on.”

“I’ve been wondering how you ended up at the D’Onofrio Christmas party
in the first place. You came there for years. How’d you start?”

He smiled wider. “It’s a funny story, and we’ve got a little time. Sure,
what the hell?”

You know how sometimes near the end of the story, the villain explains
pretty near everything he’s ever done? I guessed it probably didn’t work
that way in real life, but it was worth a shot.

Ray kept the gun pointed at my mom, but acted as if we were making small
talk at the Christmas party.

“So you know I’ve done jobs for the Chicago Outfit, right? I got a job
to kill Night Wolf a few years back. Night Wolf had been retired for
years by then, and the client was old, so I took it because it sounded
like easy money. If he was still alive, he had to be in his 80’s.



“So I drove up to Grand Lake, and started looking around. After a while
I connected him with a doctor, and I found out that the doctor was part
of some big, Italian family. In an interview a few years back, Night
Wolf had said something about Italian families that made it sound like
he was part of one. So when I heard that the doctor’s family’s Christmas
party was open to everybody, I dropped by. And do you know what, no one
knew a damn thing about Night Wolf. A couple days after the party, I
finally connected him with some guy named Chuck who’d married into the
family after World War 2, and died earlier that year. After that, I
dropped by every couple years. They had good food, so why not?

“And besides I thought I might find League members. Somebody would pay
to know who they were.”

Rachel very calmly, and without a trace of irony in her voice, asked,
“How’d that work out?”

Ray gave a short laugh. “Not too well. I didn’t get any hints until late
last year, and even then I didn’t figure anything out until a few weeks
ago. I couldn’t believe I missed it, but then I thought about all the
things that no one talked about. No one talked about who Chuck’s friends
were. No one talked about his hobbies. It was like he only existed for
family and business. How’d they miss the other stuff? They’d known him
for years. And then I realized the obvious. The Mentalist, the League’s
telepath, had been working on everybody the whole time. I only figured
out the Rocket because I guessed right on Haley and Travis.

“And that explains this,” he turned toward my mom. “Your son’s the
Rocket. Hell, your father was the Rocket. What do think of that?”

Mom blinked, and mumbled something unintelligible through the gag.

“Take my word for it,” Ray said, “she doesn’t know what I’m talking
about.”

I don’t know what I ought to have done then. I felt like screaming, or
maybe attacking, but he still pointed a gun at Mom’s head.

And besides, I’d noticed something he hadn’t. Mom was clenching and
unclenching her jaw. Dad did that sometimes when he was upset or
worried.

I’d never seen Mom do it.

Not sure what that meant, I didn’t say anything.

“I’m not a big fan of supers, but I’ve got to respect the first League,”
Ray said. “They put up a wall between their identities, and it lasted
longer than any I’ve ever gone up against. But, it’s over now, and I’ve
got other plans for today.

“Nick, say your good-byes, we’re leaving in a minute.”

I managed to find my tongue. “We’re back to the plan where I’m going to
design stuff for Syndicate L?”

“That’s about right.”

I thought about arguing with him, but I knew where it would go–another
reminder that he could blow my mom’s brains out.

A look from Rachel told me she could see the same thing. Well, that’s
how I interpreted it–her white mask covered the top half of her face,
and her mouth had set into an expressionless line.

Outside, something exploded. It was hard to tell the exact distance, but
it might have been within a block of us.

“OK,” I said, “then let’s go now.”

Ray smirked at me. “What, you don’t want to say good bye to your mom and
sister? Sorry, but no. I’ve got one more thing to take care of.”

Behind him, one of the men in powered armor said, “A car’s parked on the
road. Two people got out.”

“Good.”

A moment later, the man said, “They’re coming in.”

The door to the house opened, blowing in the smell of the lake, and
Gunther walked through, sword in hand.

Looking like Gunther had in every picture I’d ever seen of him–tall,
brushcut, and muscular, I didn’t see why Ray would look forward to his
appearance.

As Haley stepped through the door, Ray said something, his voice low,
and intense.

The white circle that had been painted on the floor flared, making
everything outside the circle a shade lighter. Simultaneously, the walls
of the room turned reddish, including the open doorway behind
Haley.

She turned, and tapped it with her claw, making a clicking noise.

She frowned.

“Nice one,” Gunther said. “I especially like the way the circle ends at
the door on the far side of the room, allowing you to leave while I’m
stuck here.”

I checked the far end of the room. The circle coincided with the open
doorway–which, unlike the rest of the circle, was completely clear.

So that left Rachel, Mom, and me within the circle with Ray, Gina, and
the two powered armor guys.

And Sean. He lay on the floor, not moving much, but he had his eyes
open.

When I started paying attention again, Ray was talking.

“After the bit where you challenged Prime, I looked you up. I happened
to know a guy who could put this together.”

I remembered finding a link online to records of how to cage “the
Immortal.” Obviously, someone else had too.

To one of the men in powered armor, Ray said, “Stu, shoot Mommy if Nick
tries anything. Gina watch Ghost and the kid on the floor. Don, you’re
with me. And Nick, we’re leaving. Now.”

He gestured simultaneously at me and toward the door.

I tried to think of what to do next. He probably didn’t realize it, but
I still had the sonics. He hadn’t told me to get rid of them, so I
hadn’t. And anyway, the stealth suit’s sonic weapons were supposed to
blend in.

Doing some of the more clever tricks without the helmet’s readout would
be a challenge, unfortunately. I could probably do a little from memory.

Disabling everybody with a blast of sound also got harder without a
helmet. In a room like this, I risked breaking my eardrums, and
disabling myself.  And Mom. Not to mention what might happen to Haley.
Sonic blasts and sensitive hearing did not go well together.

I considered letting Ray take me out, and dismissed it. I might get
everyone else out of danger, but from what I’d seen so far, Ray would
get me out of reach before anyone had a chance to catch us.

I’d have to do something now.

“Now?” Gunther tapped on the white circle’s wall. “Ray we need to talk.”

“No, we don’t.” Ray pointed his gun at me. “Move it.”

I took a step.

“I killed your Syndicate L contact. His name was Allen, right?”

Ray turned his head toward Gunther. “What?”

“He got out of the building and started calling people on his phone. I
shot him while he was talking. Hope that doesn’t cause any problems with
you getting paid.”

Ray stood there, staring at Gunther as he kept on talking.

“I wonder how they’d work with that? They probably don’t have  one
central computer for processing accounts. Do you suppose Allen told
anybody? It’d be funny if you were doing all this for free.”

Ray stepped toward Gunther, the almost transparent, white wall glowing
between them.

Don, the guy in powered armor who’d just started to follow Ray out,
said, “Ray, they don’t know where Allen is. And shit, they’ve lost a lot
of mechs.”

“Hey Joanie,” Gunther said.

Joan was my mom’s first name. Of course he knew it.

Mom’s eyes darted between Gunther, Ray, Rachel, and I.

Sweat, or maybe a tear, rolled down her cheek.

It was hot with everybody including two guys in powered armor in the
room, but I doubted that heat was the main reason.

Her eyes lingered on Gunther. She had to recognize him.

“Its not the first time she’s been kidnapped,” he said to Ray. “The last
time it was remnants of Red Lightning’s army. I don’t think think your
dad was with them. If he had been, it would have been me who killed him,
not Chicago Hawk. It was Chicago Hawk, right?”

Ray didn’t say anything. He stood in front of Gunther, his pistol
pointed at Gunther’s stomach, close to, but not touching the pale wall
that separated them.

Near me, very softly, Rachel said, “Nick.”

Following her gaze, I noticed that the ropes holding Mom’s legs had
fallen to the floor.

It didn’t look like anyone had untied them.

Mom’s arms were on the other side of the chair from where Rachel and I
stood, but if she were hoping to get away, those ropes had to go next.

Glancing near the legs of her chair told me no more ropes lay on the far
side.

I thought she might be waiting for a better chance, but then I realized
that this was it.  For the first time since I’d arrived, no one held a
gun to her head.

Ray, his body tensed, still pointed his gun at Gunther, but somehow
didn’t attack him. Gina stood next to him. One of the guys in powered
armor (Don?) stood near the door that led deeper into the house, the
door that wasn’t blocked by magic. The other armored guy (hadn’t Ray
called him Stu?) pointed the arm with the paralysis gun under it at Mom,
but his eyes were on Ray and Gunther instead.

In that moment, I knew that it wasn’t just Mom’s best chance, but if I
wanted to do anything more than hope that Gunther would get us all out
of it, it was also mine.

I’d even come up with the beginnings of a plan.

The whole point of this party was capturing me. If I weren’t here, Ray
wouldn’t stop to kill Mom. He’d chase me.

And anyway, he’d assigned Mom’s death to Stu. So, if I could take out
Stu, and Don, and then run out the door, I’d be outside.

And after that…

I had no idea what I’d do after that. Maybe Gunther would get us all out
of it.

I could hope.

I’d made a frequency that worked well against electronics a preset, and
so I could adjust the sonics with a couple taps to the inside of my
gloves. Changing it from regular to narrowcast sound wasn’t much harder,
but it felt like it took forever.

Each tap could be the moment Ray noticed my hands’ movement.

“Yeah, Chicago Hawk,” Gunther said. “That was one crazy guy, crazier
than I’d expect anyone could be, and survive. Would you believe he’s
still alive?  He’s  old now, but in okay shape.  I drop by every once in
a while.”

“No kidding,” Ray said. His voice came out flat. To me, he seemed
seconds away from snapping.

“A lot of people said he was too hard on criminals, but I thought he was
just about right.”

Ray’s upper lip curled. “Don’t push me. My buddy left me with some more
words to use if you caused me problems while you were caught. You want
to find out what they are?”

Ray delivered the last line at a volume barely short of a shout.

Gunther smiled a little. “Go ahead,” he said, catching my eye.

Did he guess what I was planning? It really could be a message to
me–well, unless I was reading something into what he’d said.

But maybe, I told myself, I shouldn’t overanalyze this, and start
moving. He’d told me that I spent too much time thinking more than once
over the years.

Next to him, Haley bit her lip.

As I reminded myself that it really was my best chance whatever he’d
meant, the ropes fell off Mom’s hands, landing on the wooden floor with
muffled thump. In the silence that followed what Gunther said, it seemed
louder than it actually had been.

“Hey, don’t move!” Stu raised his left arm, and wiggled the paralysis
gun that hung under it in Mom’s direction.

I pointed both of my arms at him, firing off the sonics, and wishing I
had my helmet on. It had crosshairs for each arm, and showed the shape
how the sound would disperse across a distance.

I felt the buzz of the sonics next to my forearms, and heard a high
pitched wail, but thankfully, a lot of “Electronic Nuke Mode’s” noise
took place outside of most human’s hearing.

I hoped it wouldn’t hurt Haley much.

Meanwhile, smoke obscured Stu’s face, creating clouds within his helmet.
 He started coughing.

Near the door, Don managed to point his paralysis gun arm at me, but
nothing happened. I’d put the anti-paralysis blocker into my pants’
pocket. It made an audible buzz, but I could still move.

I fired the sonics again, this time at Don, and ran for the door.

Don raised his right arm, moving it with a jerk toward me. It was the
arm with the automatic rifle, but he didn’t fire. He tried to grab my
arm, but either because of damage to his armor, or bad aim, he missed.

Ray shouted something as I ran through the doorway, and into the
kitchen, past the bedrooms, finally coming to a door.

The wooden floor thumped beneath my feet, and I could hear more
footsteps behind me.

I didn’t even try to open the door. Gathering speed with every step, I
raised my arms up to protect my face, and ran through it.

The door shattered.

I stumbled, and nearly fell as I dropped to the sand behind the house.
Between my rush to leave and the stealth suit’s additional strength, I’d
overshot the steps.

I nearly hit the grill of the white, Ford Bronco parked in the driveway.
Dodging it, I twisted, and turned left into sand and knee-high, dune
grass.

Then I started running, tapping on my palms to increase the suit’s
energy output. The artificial muscles in the suit amplified the motion
of my muscles, but they worked because Grandpa had figured out how to
make them release energy in response to the pressure of being used.

Normally, the helmet’s computer regulated how much energy the suit used,
adjusting to increase efficiency. Without the helmet, I had to set it,
and I set it to the maximum.

I’d probably use up a month’s worth of energy in a day at that rate, but
if I won, it would be worth it.

And if I didn’t, it might not matter.

Behind me, I heard metal hit metal with a clang, and crack.

I turned to look, and saw Ray exit the house, followed by Gina. Gina
turned behind her, looking back through the shattered door, and into the
house.

Whatever she saw, she didn’t stop. Ray pointed toward me, and they both
ran across the sand after me.

Ray had changed.

He looked a lot like Gina.

Not exactly like her. He wasn’t female, but like her, he’d grown another
foot, and grown a bodybuilder’s set of muscles.

Another major difference was that her clothes fit. She wore a white
wifebeater and camouflage pants.

He wore a newly shredded blue, button down shirt, and tan khakis–the
stuff he’d been wearing back in our meeting.

He must have just touched Gina. That was probably good news. It meant
that if he’d copied the powers of any of Prime’s people earlier, they’d
worn off, and he couldn’t will them back into existence.

From the way her shirt had been ripped on the back in combination with
the blood, I guessed the she had to be the one Sean hit with the truck.
I’d also guessed that she must regenerate, but at least she wasn’t
invulnerable.

On the other hand, Ray carried a pistol, and Gina had grabbed a rifle.

That wasn’t good news. I wondered if I’d passed some level of hassle
where Ray had decided to kill me instead of capturing me.

I took the mask back out of the collar of the stealth suit, and pulled
it over my head. It wasn’t as good protection as the helmet, but it was
something.

Barely jumping over a log, I ran past the next cottage. It was newer,
and bigger, with aluminum siding colored three different shades of the
same pinkish-tan.

Not that it mattered, but the folding chairs and a big, black, propane
grill on the deck reminded me that I needed a new plan now. Imagine if
someone had been grilling.

I’d gotten Ray away from Mom, but now I needed to take him out, and not
just him, Gina too.

Not that I had the slightest idea how.

I needed to figure it out soon though, because if I kept running past
cottages, we’d run past one with people soon enough. And then we’d have
a brand new hostage situation. We’d get the same thing if I ran next to
the road, and if I jumped down to run by the beach, they’d be able to
take potshots at me from the top of the dunes.

I jumped off the dune I was on, landing near the middle of the next.

I ran upward, using the gait I always used while in a Rocket suit, one
that maximized my stride. It was a lot longer than when I wasn’t wearing
any suit, but there was a trick to it. You had to get the rhythm right
because it was as much a jump as a step, and if you ran like normal,
you’d only connect with air.

I made it to the top, three, maybe four strides later, and chanced a
look back.

They weren’t doing as well.

Gina had finished a leap as long as the house on top of the last dune,
but messed up the landing, falling forward, and landing on her face.

Ray seemed to be imitating my running style, but not as fast as he could
be. His strides never got as long as mine, and sometimes he stumbled.

I had to be able to use that somehow, but it wasn’t obvious. It wasn’t
as if I’d be able to make them stumble off a cliff. Beyond the question
of how I’d manage it, despite all of the dunes, this part of Lake
Michigan was distinctly short on cliffs.

Besides, if I outran them, they’d run back to the house. I had to go
back there for Mom–not to mention my stuff.

Then I thought, “Maybe I should double back now?”

It made a lot of sense.

Without Ray around, I was willing to bet that Gunther would get past the
magic quickly, and then I’d have help.

I turned right and started running down the dune,  toward the road, and
decided to cross it, and let them wonder if I were heading for the woods
on the other side.

Well, that was the plan.

I’d run down the dune, kicking up sand with every step,  but as I neared
a big, leafy tree about ten feet from the road, I heard a muffled thump
behind me.

Knowing better, but unable to stop myself, I looked back.

Gina had landed most of the way down the dune, almost knee deep in sand,
but she hadn’t fallen this time.

Pulling her legs out of the sand, she jumped again.

She kicked up a lot of sand when her feet left the ground, but I didn’t
pay much attention to it. I was too busy watching where she’d land.

That would likely be low on any list of “Smart Things to Do When You’re
Being Chased.”

Here’s why: If I would have run, I’d have likely made it partway across
the street, possibly all the way across, and into the forest.

As it was, she landed within arm’s reach of me.

I adjusted my stance, wondering what she’d try.

She pulled her right arm back, telegraphing her punch, giving me a
chance to think about what I’d do.

I’d learned a lot of holds from Gunther, but most holds assume normal
human strength, and don’t take into account the possibility that the
held person could kick the ground and launch both of you twenty feet
into the air.

I didn’t even consider a hold.

Assuming you did it correctly, some throws worked well even against
extremely strong people.

Gina could generate tons of force, but I’d practiced against people just
as strong.

Stepping a little to the right, I pulled down on the punching arm with
 my right hand, and pushed forward on her back with my left arm,
redirecting her momentum.

It wouldn’t have worked as well without her strength or the stealth
suit’s, but she flew forward, smacking  her whole body into the street.

Out of my peripheral vision, I saw Ray running down the dune. Checking
the other direction, I noticed that Gina was already getting up.

The road left bloody scrapes on her face, and arms, but they didn’t slow
her at all. One knit itself together as I watched.

If I didn’t move, they’d be able to go after me from two sides at once.

I jumped.

Landing twenty feet down the road, I started running.

The house we’d all been held in couldn’t have been more than a couple
hundred feet ahead. I could see Haley’s Stingray, the color currently
white, parked near the driveway.

I checked behind me. Gina had just started running, but Ray was catching
up. Either he’d gotten the hang of running, or he’d had a hard time with
sand earlier, but he couldn’t have been more than a car length behind
me.

I was so screwed.

In the back of my mind, I thought about everything I’d heard about
fighting regenerators. The results didn’t inspire me. Basically you had
to trap them someplace their other powers couldn’t get them out of, or
inflict such massive damage that they couldn’t heal immediately.

I didn’t have any traps available. As for massive damage… The car might
or might not be out of missiles. The guitar was inside the house, and I
might not make it that far.

What else?

I passed a wooden utility pole.

Power lines could inflict massive damage, and not just to him, also to
me. The stealth suit was resistant to electricity, but unlike the
regular suit, it didn’t double as a Faraday cage.

Still, it was something.

I tried to think of a way to survive hitting Ray and Gina with a downed
power line.

As I did, I noticed someone in the air above the house.

Sean.

I supposed that the situation could get worse, but I couldn’t think how.

A shot rang out, and then another.

I checked behind myself again.

Gina had stopped, and pointed the rifle at Sean.

I couldn’t see if she’d hit because I’d noticed Ray jumping toward me.

I dove into a somersault, coming up to find Ray had landed past me on
the side of the road.

He turned. He’d catch me in two steps. We both knew it, and he didn’t
say a word about it.

I didn’t get any hints from his movements of how he planned to attack,
and I had a bad feeling he’d be more than a match for me in hand to hand
combat.

I pointed the sonics at him, delivering a normal blast at maximum power
from both hands.

I aimed it toward his head.

Sonics at full blast hurt. The mask over my head gave some protection,
but even with it, I wanted to curl up in a ball, and wait until the
noise stopped.

Ray gritted his teeth as the sound hit, and nearly fell over, hitting my
left arm with a glancing blow.

Well, a glancing blow for him. With Gina’s strength.

The suit protected me from the worst of it, but I took three stumbling
steps before I had control of myself. Worse, I’d stopped firing due to
the arm wrenching pain.

Then I turned back toward him, the next step of my plan in mind.

Fortunately for me, Ray didn’t seem to be all there. He’d put his hand
to his right ear, and it came away glistening with blood.

Seeing me, his hands turned into fists, and he stepped toward me, but
something didn’t seem quite right.

He wobbled a little.

I punched him in the face, and he fell on his back. For all his
strength, he still had the mass of a normal person.

I grabbed his legs, swung him around, and let go, aiming him toward the
crossbar where the utility pole and the power lines touched.

Ray hit the power lines hard, ripping two from the crossbar in a shower
of sparks, and hitting the utility pole with his back.

His strength made it worse.

When you’re falling, the most natural thing in the world is to reach
out, and grab the nearest thing you can as hard as you can.

He grabbed a power line.

Arguably, you could say that disorienting him by blowing out his
eardrums with the sonics, and then swinging him around had “worked,” but
I hadn’t expected it to work quite that way.

His fingers sank through the covering into the wire, and since his right
leg had already hooked over the crossbar, and was still touching one of
the lines it had knocked off the crossbar…

Well, I’d managed to create short circuits myself before, and this was
similar, but much louder and brighter.

Lightning covered his body, and he moved without any control, breaking
the crossbar, and snapping the line he’d grabbed–which made even more
sparks.

He fell to the ground as both ends flew away from each other, landing in
the road on opposite sides of the pole.

Ray lay in the dirt a few feet from the road. Under his shredded shirt
and pants, burns blackened his left arm, and his right leg.

The air smelled of ozone, and burned meat.

One part of me hoped I hadn’t killed him. Another hoped I had.

Then Ray took a long slow breath.

What was I going to do now?

From the road behind me, Gina shouted, “Ray!”

I turned, hoping I had a moment before she attacked, but it didn’t
matter.

As I looked over my shoulder, she put down the rifle she’d been using to
fire at Sean. When she started to run toward me, the old truck I’d seen
in front of the cottage appeared in the air, smashing into her front,
carrying her off the road and into the trees.

Meanwhile Ray moaned. I turned back to look at him.

He was shrinking, turning from seven feet tall, and freakishly muscled,
into the physique he’d had before the change, but now bloodied and
burned.

As he became smaller, some of the blackened skin flaked off, leaving
reddish skin behind. Not all of the blackened skin went, but enough that
his survival seemed possible.

I wondered why he’d changed back. Did he have to consciously hang on to
his acquired powers, or had he run out of energy to keep them going?

Either way we’d need to see Alex, or an ambulance, before I felt sure
he’d survive.

I decided to run back to the house and call the police on the
communicator I’d left inside. I had some first aid supplies in my
utility belt too.

Glancing toward the house, I saw that Rachel had flown out, and hung
above the trees near the end of the driveway.

But Rachel wasn’t the only person I noticed.

Wind blew past me as Sean landed next to Ray.

He stared down at him. “You bastard. Do you recognize me?”

Some part of my brain followed it up with a line from an old movie, “My
name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die.”

I didn’t say it.

Except…

I heard the screech of metal ripping. A few feet down the road, the
metal stem holding the sign bent near the ground, and flew into the air.

“Hey,” I said, “you’re not going to–”

It came out of the sky, the thin metal stem first, burying itself in
Ray’s chest, leaving us to stare at the wobbling sign. Diamond-shaped,
it showed a black figure of a deer against an orange background.

The words on the smaller sign below it said, “Deer Crossing.”

“There, asshole. Remember that. I got you.”

Blood seeped from Ray’s back into the dirt.

“You killed him,” I said.

“I killed him? You threw him into power lines. The way I see it, I
just finished the job.”

“Are you crazy? Don’t you see a difference between killing a guy because
he’s trying to kill you, and killing him when he’s practically dead?”

Sean reddened.

“He was a killer, and I stopped him. You weren’t going to. I did what
had to be done. What were you going to do, hand him over to the cops?
He’d only escape again.”

“I don’t know what I was going to do. All I know is that you didn’t kill
him because you think the system doesn’t work. You were going for
revenge.”

“Yeah, well. I don’t see why you weren’t. He was holding a gun to your
mom’s head.  If you cared what happened to her–”

I clenched my fists, and stepped toward him.

I don’t know what I planned to do next, but it was probably for the best
that I didn’t. For one thing, we’d have been fighting near the downed
power line Ray broke.

For another, Sean didn’t have any powers that stopped physical damage
that I knew about, and the stealth suit didn’t use any metal that was
easily affected by a magnetic field.

In short, I could have really hurt him, and the only thing that stopped
me from trying was hearing a crash behind me, followed by more crashes,
and a screeching of metal that only grew closer.

I turned around, discovering that the truck Sean had hit Gina with was
tumbling down the road toward the two of us.

Well, the two of us plus Ray’s body.

In some universe, Sean knocked the truck out of the way, and between the
two of us, we defeated Gina together, laying the groundwork for mutual
respect and future friendship.

In my actual universe, a universe that doesn’t work like a Disney movie,
I didn’t even have time to jump out of the way before the question of
how to avoid the truck became irrelevant.

A brown and purple blur passed me. I felt the wind. Instants later (I
didn’t see how it happened), the truck turned, rolling off the road, and
hitting a tree.

Only then did Jaclyn slow down enough that I could see her. She stopped
in front of Gina, who stood in the middle of the road a couple hundred
feet away from us.

I didn’t hear what they said, but I saw Gina throw a punch. Jaclyn
dodged it easily, and punched her, knocking Gina backwards.

Then Jaclyn blurred again, moving fast enough to get behind Gina before
she fell into the street, hitting her hard enough to knock her back in
the other direction.

It went on like that.

By the time they were done, Gina lay on the road, unmoving, and Jaclyn
stood next to her, clearly ready to continue if she had to.

“I’m glad that’s over,” Rachel said.

She had floated down to us during the fight.

I turned my head toward her. “Is it over?”

“Completely,” she said. “Once you got away, Gunter told Haley to smash
through the floor next to the circle. It didn’t take much to take out
the rest of them.  And everyone else took out the mechs Syndicate L
sent, and they’re on their way here. That’s why Jaclyn came. Now all we
have to look out for are the cops and the press.”

“What about Mom?”

“Shaken up, but unhurt.”

“What about…”

“Her powers? The block?”

“Both.”

“I don’t think she’s got much for powers. It took a lot of effort just
to make her hands and feet intangible. The block’s gone though. All of
it.”

I thought about that for a moment. “Wow.”

“I know.”

Half-forgotten, Sean’s voice surprised me. “You guys had your telepath
mess with your mom’s head? That’s messed up. I thought it was sick when
he went into my head, but that’s beyond sick.”

Rachel said, “Shut up, Sean. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He opened his mouth to say something, but then he stopped. I assumed
he’d just remembered my grandma’s reputation.

Rachel’s eyes drifted toward the “Deer Crossing” sign sticking out of
Ray’s chest.

“Were you making some kind of joke with that sign? If you were, it’s not
that funny. You know what would have been better,” she said. “Dead end.”





Turning Eighteen


        I turned eighteen a few days later.

It had been an odd few days. After the fight, the police came, taking
Ray and Gina away in a Box.  They questioned Mom about her kidnapping
too, and she went to the police station to answer questions without us.

Dad brought her home late on Thursday afternoon.

Rachel and I wanted to talk about it, but we couldn’t quite find the
right moment. Theoretically we could have asked her at any time. Dad
wouldn’t have been able to pay attention to the conversation with his
block, but somehow using the block’s side effects to make Dad zone out
right in front of Mom didn’t feel right.

We didn’t even try.

On Sunday night, Dad ran back to the office to grab something. Rachel
watched an artsy movie with a lot of shadows in the family room while
Mom grabbed leftover pizza from the refrigerator in the kitchen.

I’d grabbed a ham sandwich, and sat down on the sofa in the family room.
I watched the movie for  a few minutes, and then the actors started
talking.

They were speaking French. I realized I’d have to follow the subtitles.

Rachel may have heard me groan, or maybe she’d been intending to pause
the movie there. Either way, she got up, and walked into the kitchen.

With the counter being the only thing separating the family room and the
kitchen, I heard everything.

“Mom, do you want to talk about Thursday? You know about what Nick and I
are doing now.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t think I can handle it. Maybe later.”

Mom sounded tired.

I wondered if she’d ever want to talk about it.

When I went to bed, she was sitting in the living room, using her
laptop.

I said goodnight, but nothing else, and she said goodnight, but didn’t
volunteer anything either.

Then I walked up the stairs.

I didn’t know where Mom went on the Internet that weekend, but she
couldn’t have watched the television or listened to the radio much.

Locally, we were the news.

The slant on what happened didn’t bear much of a resemblance to my
experiences. The way the news told it, Prime’s people were working with
Ray and Syndicate L to capture Vaughn’s uncle, Russell Hardwick, and
Justice Fist (and their parents) for a ransom.

I’d never heard anything about a ransom, but I wouldn’t put it past Ray
to try to get some extra profit out of the deal.

The newscast explained my parents’ involvement by noting that my dad had
been the therapist for Julie and Lucas before either one got any powers.
They didn’t mention Haley’s parents at all.

Much of the rest of the coverage focussed on how the Heroes League had
fought Syndicate L mechs throughout Grand Lake.

I couldn’t help but notice what didn’t make it in. They barely talked
about the battle near the old radio station, or the fact that they
hadn’t caught any of Prime’s people. They didn’t mention that I’d been
held captive, or say anything about Syndicate L wanting me as an
employee.

They didn’t mention much about Ray’s death either. They mentioned that
he’d been accidentally killed while fighting the Rocket and the Power.

That was it.

I guessed the Feds might be involved, and later Isaac Lim confirmed that
FBI telepaths had removed my real name from Gina and the two guys in
powered armor’s memory.

That was a relief until I started to wonder whether there were other
circumstances where the FBI was allowed to do mindwipes.

Nationally, the story got some press, but it faded in a couple days. In
the Double V forums though, it started a fairly lively debate. They knew
about Ray’s superhero kills, and the way he’d hunted heroes’ friends and
families.

They wondered how “accidental” his death really was, and who had killed
him, making some uncomfortably good guesses.

I found the subject depressing and stopped following the forums within a
day or two.

On Wednesday (my birthday), Rachel and I were meeting Lee for lunch, and
a talk.

So while I got to be like every eighteen year old in that I was finally
eligible to vote and be drafted,  I was also eligible to hear the full
story behind Lee and Grandpa’s deal.

If you’d asked me beforehand what kind of lunch you have when you’re
turning eighteen, and you’re about to receive potentially life altering
secrets from an immortal friend of your grandfather, I wouldn’t have had
the slightest clue.

As it turned out, the answer was pizza.

After months of eating undelivered “mistake” pizza from Travis’ and
Haley’s family’s restaurants, I shouldn’t have wanted any. Fortunately,
Lee let us choose the toppings. It was a small thing, but it made all
the difference. It’s nice to have a little control over your life.

We ate it at a picnic table in Veterans Memorial Park right next to the
beach.

Unlike the state park on Lake Michigan, Veterans Memorial’s beach turned
to grass maybe twenty feet from the shore, so it wasn’t filled with
people.

On the weekend, the park’s most popular spot was the boat launch.  On
Wednesday, that was probably still true, but people launched boats maybe
once an hour.

We chose the picnic table furthest from the ramp anyway.

Even though it was a weekday, people still took boats out on Grand Lake.
Most of them were likely vacationers from northern Illinois visiting
their cottages, or people camping at the state park.

I saw jet skis, speedboats, and sailboats, including a few catamarans.

The air felt warm. A few clouds floated high in sky, hanging above the
marina, houses, and factories on the other side of the lake.

Even though we were there for a purpose, it felt good. For the first
time that summer it felt like summer for real. It was already July, and
I’d missed the first third of it fighting. By late August, college would
start.

That would be a change.

On the bright side, I  still had a couple months of vacation to look
forward to.

Lee ate a couple pieces of pizza before saying, “Now’s your chance. What
do you want to know?”

“I know this isn’t a question about Grandpa,” Rachel said, “but what
were you trying to do back in the cottage? I know you were trying to
make Ray mad. Did that go the way it was supposed to?”

“I’m usually trying to do at least three things at a time. There I was
trying to make Ray mad because I thought he might take down the barrier.
 Physically, I’m human, so unless he could copy my abilities magically,
it wouldn’t work. I was also trying to distract them so that your Mom
could get free, or so that you or Nick had time to think of something.
Either way I had a plan.”

I thought about that. “So… What would happen if someone did manage to
copy your abilities magically, or maybe with some kind of non-magical
power?”

“Interesting question.” Lee smiled at me, or at least showed his teeth.
“It depends. They’d have to have a lot of power behind them to copy the
way I do what I do, so it probably wouldn’t work. If they managed to
copy my connection to the rest of myself, they’d have the power they
need to make it work, but they’d probably just get devoured.”

“Devoured?” That sounded like a vote for the “Lee’s really a dragon”
theory.

At the same time, Rachel said, “What did you mean by ‘the rest of
myself’?”

“That… gets into the meat of things. I come from a very old species. You
don’t have a name for us. We’re not fond of other sentient beings. You
might say that’s the reason I’m here.

“A while back, we decided to destroy the younger races we’d discovered.
It wasn’t anything personal, we just didn’t want the competition. After
a while, I got bored with it, did a few things that made it a lot
harder, and left. I hid most of myself in a pocket dimension with a
small link that allows me to draw on power when I need it. Outside of
that, I set things up so that this body would blend in wherever I
happened to be.

Nodding to Rachel, he said, “That answers your question. As for yours,
Nick, devoured means devoured–anyone who tries to connect to my real
body will disappear utterly, and I’ll have another way to present myself
to the world.”

I tried to wrap my head around that.

“So… that means you met Grandpa… how?”

“Every so often somebody manages to trap me.  I can break a magical
circle, but most of the time it’s not worth it. It takes a lot of
energy, and the more energy I use, the more likely I am to be noticed,
and I don’t want to be noticed. During World War 2, Hitler’s people ran
across my name, trapped me, and kept me for a little while. Then your
grandfather came by. He let me out, and we worked out exactly what I
owed him for doing it.”

Rachel nodded. “And what was that?”

“I’d assist him in fighting the war, and I’d train any of his children
and grandchildren how to fight, and if necessary, protect them. That,
and not do anything that puts the human race in any special danger.”

I thought about that.  “Uh… Is there anything you’re likely to do that
would put the human race in danger?”

Lee took another piece of pizza. “Anything that I’m likely to do? No.
I’ve been keeping my head down for a long time now, but sometimes I’ve
been known to take a risk. Now I take less.”

“I’m assuming that you’re hiding from your people, whatever they are…
What happens if they catch you?”

“End of the world, Nick. Rivers of blood. Fire from the sky. Disease.
Death. The usual.”

“So… Just by being here, you’re putting the entire planet at risk.”

“Exactly,” he said, and then he took a bite of the pizza. “Don’t worry
about it. The way they search, I’m thinking we’ve got ten, maybe twenty
thousand years. By that time, I might not be here anymore, or better
yet, I might be ready for them.”

“Or if you make a mistake,” Rachel said, “they might come tomorrow.”

“It’s a risk, but if you think about it, they’ll destroy the planet if
they happen across it anyway. I say, you might as well have a fighting
chance.”

She eyed him. “What are you planning to do? Turn humanity into your
personal army?”

“Something like that. I’ve been here a while, and I’ve been following
certain people and their descendants if they show any talent.”

“For fighting?”

“For anything useful. Talent with technology. Organizational talent. And
yeah, sometimes powers. Useful talents sometimes show up more than
once.”

“You’ve been following us,” I said. “Our family, I mean.”

“One among many, but yes, I’ve been keeping in contact every few
generations. It’s useful. This isn’t the first civilization that I’ve
watched develop. You’re on the cusp of the interesting
stuff–immortality, faster than light drives, and then, within four or
five thousand years, real power. It’ll be fun.”

I thought about what he’d said.

On Grand Lake, a speedboat pulled a water skier west toward Lake
Michigan. They couldn’t possibly be planning to pull the guy down the
channel. It was a no wake zone. Part of me wanted to find out whether
they were that crazy. The other part…

“What happened to the other civilizations?”

“Totally destroyed,” Lee said, “but I’ve got a good feeling about this
one.”

Rachel’s jaw dropped a little. “Oh god.”

“Don’t worry about it. The last time my people came through this part of
space was fairly recent, so they aren’t likely to come back. Besides
I’ve set up a few false sightings of myself for them to waste time on.”

Rachel began to open her mouth as if to talk, and Lee said, “Far from
here.”

“But seriously,” he said, “don’t worry about it. I’ve got some inside
information that says we’ve got time. I don’t experience time completely
linearly, and I’ve seen things. Nick, someone who looks like you is
there when I fight them. Whoever he is, he’s older, maybe forty.”

“We’ve got twenty years?” That was worse than getting hit with some
random asteroid.

“No,” Lee said. “The tech’s so advanced that no one’s going to come up
with it any time soon. I figure it’s got to be an alternate you, a
clone, or maybe a time traveling version. Maybe all three. Maybe
something else.”

Very calmly, Rachel said, “What about me?”

Lee shrugged. “Don’t know. You’re mostly good at not being seen, and I
didn’t see you.”

I tried to think of another question. I knew that I should have a lot.
The end of the world was a big deal.

“Look,” Lee continued, “you’re both focusing on the wrong thing. This
might not happen to either of you ever. You should be thinking shorter
term if you want to be afraid of something.”

Rachel nodded. “OK. What should we be afraid of in the short term?”

“Our stuff. We left ruins, and planted some things for younger races to
fight over.”

“That sounds interesting,” I said. “What kind of stuff?”

“Remember how I said we wanted to destroy everybody? Stuff that helps
with that.”

“Oh. Like trapped weapons or something?”

Lee shook his head. “Not the kind that blow up, or something obvious.
Think superweapons that need to be fed sentient beings to work, or
implant a permanent, irrational need to kill in whoever uses them.
Anything that makes you kill a few of your own people to get the enemy,
or starts a war that comes home with you after you win, well, that’s
what we wanted.

“Because you know what? Once people got used to the idea, they usually
came up with their own versions, and we didn’t have to lift a finger.”

“That’s sick.” Rachel nearly spat.

“You got it. Ever hear of the Abominators?”

“No,” Rachel said, while at the same time I said, “Yes.”

Looking over at both of them I started talking. “That’s not their real
name, but I think Grandpa and the League fought them once. And all the
decent aliens pretty much hate them. Aren’t they basically extinct?”

“Right. They found a lot of our stuff.”

We talked more after that, but not much worth repeating.

What can you say that tops, “I’m an alien on the run from my people who,
by the way, commit genocide as a hobby, and might stop by any day now?”

Near the end of lunch, I got a text message from Daniel. It said, “Dad
says come by any time.”

Daniel’s dad had come home the day before. Major operations were over,
the aliens contained or destroyed, and the Defenders could handle
mopping up without him.

Rachel dropped me off at Daniel’s house. Daniel opened the door.

It felt like the first time in ages that I’d been over. In some ways it
had.

I’d spent most of spring trying to pinpoint the problem with the Rocket
suit’s arm that actually turned out to be in the chest, plus making more
roachbots, and the communicators. We’d all spent a lot of time
practising with Lee.  Between that, graduation, end of the semester
papers,  and assignments, I struggled to think of the last time we’d
just hung out.

“I know,” Daniel said. “I keep on waiting for the next call, the one
that says Ray’s not dead, and the Cabal’s back, and we’ve all got to
scramble or die.”

“Exactly. I’ve been waiting for that too.”

“Dad’s in his office.” Daniel pointed down the hall. The  basement door
wasn’t far. “You know what we ought to do? Get together and watch movies
like we did last summer.”

“I’d bet we’d get more people most nights this time around.”

“Count on it. Last summer we all barely knew each other. We can call
Cassie after you’re done talking to my Dad.”

I went down to his office, noticing Daniel’s younger brother, and sister
sitting on the couch in front of the TV in the basement.

His sister flashed the word, “hi” into my mind as I passed, but neither
of them made any attempt to stop watching Nickelodeon. Presumably that
episode of Avatar: The Last Airbender must have been particularly good.
More likely, as with many little kids,  they couldn’t see any reason to
stop watching TV.

I thought, “hi” back at her, but didn’t assume she’d be listening for a
response. Walking a little further into the basement, I stepped into the
office.

It wasn’t some kind of official superhero’s office. No trophies, keys to
the city, or momentos from famous cases hung on the walls.

Shelf after shelf of books covered every available space. Most of them
had to do with law, history, or political science, but the especially
worn looking books had to do with religion, specifically Judaism. After
World War 2, Daniel’s grandfather (the Mentalist) had become a rabbi.
Daniel’s dad had kept the books.

Half of them weren’t even in English.

The dark, wooden bookshelves went all the way to the ceiling, but a few
framed pictures had their own place. Most of them showed Mr. Cohen’s
friends, either from law school or his time in army intelligence. One
showed a few of them standing in front of a graffiti covered section of
the Berlin wall. He’d been there before it fell.

He sat behind his desk, standing up, and closing his laptop as I walked
through the door.

“Nick,” he held out his hand, and we shook. “How are you doing?”

“I just got back from seeing Lee,” I said.

He nodded. “And he told you what he really is, and your head is still
spinning.”

“Yeah, I’d ask how you knew, but that’s obvious.”

He laughed. “I didn’t need telepathy for that. You turned eighteen
today. That’s part of the deal. You need to know.”

“Who else knows? Everybody but me?”

“The original League, plus Larry, and I. There might be a few other
people.”

“It’s really crazy. What am I supposed to do now? I’m obviously supposed
to keep on learning from him, but am I also supposed to watch him in
case he accidentally summons the end of everything?”

“No. That’ll happen, or it won’t. He’s managed to stay out of sight for
a few thousand years now. I’m willing to trust he can do it for a few
thousand more. In the short term, I look at it this way, any time he
spends teaching you kids is time he’s not working as a mercenary. Think
of it as your personal contribution to global stability.”

“I can see that.”

“Good. So what’s the real reason you’re here today?”

“I originally planned to talk about Sean. He basically murdered Ray, and
I’m not at all sure what to do about it.”

Unsure of what to say next, I paused.

Daniel’s dad said, “Start where you think the beginning is.”

“Well, the real beginning’s back in December when we found Ray at
Haley’s  family Christmas party, but that would take too long, and you
could say the next beginning is when Ray killed Sean’s dad at
graduation, but I think the beginning that matters was when Sean told
Rachel and I that he was going to kick Ray’s ass, and beat us to the
cottage…”

I gave him a step by step account of what happened, telling him about
how Lee (as Gunther) distracted Ray, allowing me to escape, and forcing
Ray to follow. Describing Ray’s borrowed powers, and how I’d finally
thrown him into the power lines I said, “he managed to make things worse
by grabbing a power line so hard his hand touched metal. By the time he
hit the ground, he’d snapped the line in two, and practically
electrocuted himself. The thing is, he was still alive. I could see him
healing, but then he stopped, and he also shrunk back to his normal
size.

“I don’t think he had any powers then because the last person he’d
touched was me–and even if he could absorb through the stealth suit, I
don’t have anything to take. Nothing that would help him heal anyway.
That’s when Sean skewered him with the sign, when he was lying on the
ground doing nothing.”

“And what did you do then?”

“I told him that I couldn’t believe he’d killed Ray, and he said a few
things, and I got angry. Then Gina attacked us, and Jaclyn took her out.
Right after that, everyone in the League showed up, along with most of
what was Justice Fist, and the police. If I’d made a big deal about it,
I don’t know what would have happened. Maybe I should have, but  I was
really tired.

“And that’s it. There’s nothing more to tell.”

He nodded. “So what do you want to happen now? Do you want Sean to go to
jail?”

“I don’t know. I want something to happen, but I don’t think I want him
to go to jail. Ray was a monster. With all the people he killed, and all
the people he threatened to kill if I didn’t work for Syndicate L… He
deserved to die. If I’d killed him in the fight, I wouldn’t have been
happy about it, but I think I could have lived with it. Still, I
wouldn’t have killed him while he was lying helpless on the ground.”

Completely calmly, as if he hadn’t just heard me describe a man’s death
or say I would have been okay with killing Ray myself, he said, “Let’s
talk about your options. If you did want to accuse him of murder, it
wouldn’t be hard to establish a motive. Everybody knows who killed his
father. Establishing that he was no longer a threat? That could be a
challenge. Besides you and Sean, Rachel was the only person who saw the
fight, right? Even though people don’t know she’s your sister, they know
she’s your teammate. His lawyers would have some obvious routes to
discredit her testimony and yours. You fought him as the Rocket once,
right?”

“Yes. In the metal yard near downtown.”

“Right. So there’s bad blood between you and him.”

“Yes, but–”

“And if it became known that you and Rachel are brother and sister, it
would be even better for them.”

“Is that likely?”

“I’ve seen bigger surprises come out during a trial.”

I thought about that for a second. “Couldn’t you prove he was lying on
the ground, and that he couldn’t do anything with forensics? Uh…
somehow?”

“Real life isn’t a CSI show. Besides, I’ve heard of supers getting off
even if it’s obvious they did it when someone like Ray was the victim.
Sometimes juries just won’t convict.”

“Are you telling me the law’s useless?”

“No. It’s not useless. I’m trying to show you it’s not simple, and that
you might not get what you want.”

“So what am I supposed to do? Beat him up?”

Mr. Cohen almost smiled. One corner of his mouth rose a little. “That
didn’t end with the old League.  We’re responsible to police our own. A
lot of people wouldn’t be in here right now. They’d be hunting him down,
and making sure that he knew that if he ever did anything like that
again, they’re capable of doing the same to him. Captain Commando acted
as the League’s unofficial policeman for heroes. Larry’s done it too.”

“Larry?”

Mr. Cohen’s eyes drifted toward the ceiling, and  though he didn’t show
it, his tone of voice made me think he was highly amused. “Years ago.
Maybe he’ll tell you about it.”

“OK, but I don’t think it would work with Sean. I fought him before he
got powers, and he pulled his dad in after the fight. After he got
powers I tried to talk to him as the Rocket, and he attacked me. Daniel
stopped him, but he didn’t seem intimidated after that.”

“It’s not the way I handle it myself, but from what I understand you’ve
got to be deliberately frightening. You can’t just win. You need to
leave him terrified of what you’ll do if he ever crosses you again.”

“I don’t want to beat him up. What else could I do?”

“I’ve got an idea, but you aren’t going to like it.”

“Why won’t I like it?”

Sitting up a little straighter in his chair, Mr. Cohen said, “I think we
need to take a step back before we talk about that. I asked for your
thoughts on what happened because I think you need to hear yourself say
them.

“I’m a big believer in taking a look at the whole picture. Can our legal
system take care of the problem? What about letting the superhuman
community handle it? And is it worth it? In my  experience, you can
never ask, ‘Is it worth it?’ enough.”

From the main room of the basement, Daniel’s brother and sister started
laughing, making me wish I could lower their volume along with the TV.

Mr. Cohen glanced toward the noise–though that meant glancing toward a
wall covered with books.

Turning back to me, he said, “At least they’re enjoying it… But back to
what I was saying, the way I see it is this. Sean killed Ray, and you
think he should be punished somehow. What you’ve got are two ways to do
it. The legal way, which might not work, and the way a lot of supers
would handle it–intimidation, and maybe beating him up.

“The best case for doing things  within the legal system is that even if
he escaped jail, he might think about different ways of handling it next
time. The best argument against it would be that he could end up in jail
for twenty years, converting him from an ordinary kid who went too far
to a bitter, powerful enemy–assuming he’d stay in jail.

“Now the problem with scaring or beating him, your other option,  is
that it doesn’t stop there. The dislike the two of you already have for
each other could turn into hatred, and an increasingly violent feud.
I’ve seen it happen.”

I thought about that. On Sean’s end, I wasn’t convinced that some hatred
wasn’t already present, but I couldn’t know it for sure. In his world,
ganging up on someone with two of your friends might be something you
did when you merely disliked the person.

“Nick, I think the wisest thing is for you to stay out of it. I think I
need to talk to him and then submit his name to the Stapledon program.”

“The program that’s giving Vaughn and Cassie free ride scholarships to
college? That’s…”

It seemed wrong enough that I couldn’t even think of a way to say it.

Daniel’s dad took a breath. “It’s for everyone’s good. The Stapledon
program is meant to help people adjust to having powers, and to teach
people how, and when to use them. All of you should join up.”

I found my voice. I’d heard a lot about the program last semester. “I
know that Isaac Lim wants us to, but it sounds like too much. College is
supposed to be harder than high school, and then putting the Stapledon
program, and normal life together… I don’t know if I can handle it. From
what Isaac said, Stapledon sounds like the Army Reserves for
superheroes, but with more on-duty weekends.”

Plus, the thought of dealing with Sean the whole time sounded like hell.
The last year of high school had been bad enough.

“I think you’re better off in the program than out of it, Nick. Daniel
will be in it. So will Preserver’s son, Alex. You’ll be among friends,
and if you choose to keep on doing this, you’ll need the support.

“And that’s why I’m recommending it for Sean too. He did what he did
because he had powers, and almost no guidance. That’s how a lot of kids
go wrong.”

“But he killed someone. Shouldn’t something happen to him other than
free tuition to whatever college he wants?”

“I know. It doesn’t seem right, but it’s not a simple situation. If he’d
killed some random person, he’d be going to jail right now, but he
didn’t. He killed Ray. During a fight. Ray’s got a long history of
killing supers, their friends, and their families.”

I considered pointing out that I knew that, but I never got the chance.
Daniel’s dad kept on talking.

“Ray terrorized people. He deliberately baited supers into going after
him, and exploited their mistakes. He’d killed Sean’s father, captured
his friends and family, and he was going to kill more people if he got
away.

“I’m not saying what Sean did was right, but right now I think we need
to look at the question of whether he’ll make a habit of it, or whether
this was the product of an extreme situation. That’s why I’ll be going
to talk to him.”

“But…” I struggled to find words. “You don’t believe in killing. I heard
you argue about it with Jaclyn’s grandfather last fall.”

“I know. I still don’t, but in this situation I have to be fair to Sean.
If I’d been facing Ray, I would have known whether or not he was faking
unconsciousness, and still a threat just by touching his mind. Sean
can’t do that, but he had more options than stabbing Ray with a sign. I
think we’ll all be better off if he learns what they are.”

I had to admit he made sense, but I couldn’t say I liked it.

When push came to shove, I didn’t want Sean to go to jail for killing
Ray. You could argue that Ray’s standard operating procedure was driving
people past what they could emotionally handle, and then killing them
while they were too tortured to think straight.

It didn’t take much to see that if your strategy was based on giving
people an irrational need to kill you, it could come back to bite you
someday. Sean just happened to be the biter.

And anyway, if Sean kept on trying to be a hero, he needed more help
than I wanted to give him. Plus, even if I wasn’t wild about him getting
into the Stapledon program, it could have been worse. Mr. Cohen might
have wanted us to bring him into the League.

“OK,” I said. “That’s all I wanted to talk about. I guess having him in
the program would be better than just leaving him to figure things out
for himself.”

“Much better.”

“On the other hand, if he goes bad after going through the program, he
might actually become competent.”

Mr. Cohen gave me a brief, and slightly uncomfortable smile. “I know.
We’ll be watching.”

He stood up, and so did I. He held out his hand. I shook it.

“Think about joining Stapledon, Nick. It’s less Army Reserves than it’s
ROTC. You’ll be taught what you need to know about being a superhero,
make connections within the community, and you’ll have the chance to
study things you’ll never see at a university.”

“Like what?”

“Alien technology. The history that hasn’t made it into the textbooks
because it’s still too secret. That kind of thing. And you’ll probably
see some action too. Not all of it on Earth.”

I thought about that.

Isaac Lim had hinted I might get to find out more about what they were
doing in space if I signed up.

“Who’s behind it? I’m assuming the government, but who?”

“Various agencies. They’ve all found useful people through it, but not
just the government. Some supers and their teams have money. We provide
about half the budget.”

“What’s the catch? You’re providing free tuition, but even in ROTC don’t
you have to sign up after that?”

“You’ll have to be on call throughout college, and for four years after
that. Count on being kept busy, but don’t worry about the effect on the
rest of your life. We’ll handle it.”

I decided not to ask how. “OK,” I said. “I’ll think about it.”

I left.

Daniel’s brother and sister were still watching TV, but Daniel stood
behind the couch, turning his head toward me as I walked out of his
dad’s office.

I walked over toward him. “I didn’t know you were going into the
Stapledon program.”

“I couldn’t do anything else. It seems like my dad’s their main
recruiter.”

“Seriously?”

Daniel shook his head. “Not really, but since joining the Midwest
Defenders he’s been involved. I think he’s talked to everyone in Justice
Fist by now. They’re not all going into the main program. I think some
of them are going into the affiliated programs for people who don’t
intend to be vigilantes. The main program’s for people who have gone out
and actively fought people.”

“Huh. I don’t think of myself as a vigilante. I’ve been training because
it seems like everyone and his dog has been going out of their way to
come here, and beat up on us.”

“And along the way you’ve been in more fights than some people get into
in years.”

“Yeah.”

We looked at each other. Then Daniel said, “Let’s go upstairs and call
Cassie. We should do something fun this summer.”

“Assuming we can fit it in between fighting random psychos…”

We walked up the stairs, coming out in the hallway near the kitchen.

Daniel’s grandfather stood in the kitchen. He wore a blue suit which
seemed a bit formal for being at home in early July. On the other hand,
given his dementia, they were probably grateful that he wore clothes at
all.

Dishes covered the counter. They weren’t broken. They’d been carefully
stacked. Even as we stepped closer, another stack of bowls floated out
of a cupboard door, landing softly next to the large plates.

“Hello Nick,” he said. “Hello Daniel.”

He knew my name for a change.

“Grandpa,” Daniel said, “what are you doing with the dishes?”

“Practicing. If you want to improve your fine manipulation skills, you
need to practice.”

A plate floated back toward the cupboard, and the door swung open. The
plate floated inside, and the door shut behind it.

“Grandpa, maybe I should put them back. I need practice too, don’t I?”
Daniel’s voice remained level.

In my head, he said, I just called my dad.

“I’ll try this time,” he said aloud.

The cupboard door opened again, and a stack of platies floated back
where it belonged.

Ignoring the plates, Daniel’s grandfather stepped toward me, and held
out his hand.

It felt warm, if wrinkled.

“The power device. It’s dangerous. Destroy it,” he told me.

As he let go of my hand, i asked, “Do you mean the Power Impregnator?”

He didn’t say anything, and opened a drawer. It was filled with boxes of
sheeting–aluminum foil, plastic wrap, wax paper..

That was going to be a mess, I thought, but then the basement door
opened.

Daniel’s father stepped out.  Speaking to Daniel’s grandfather, he said,
“Dad, why don’t we go into the living room and talk.”

In my mind, he said, Nick, Daniel, why don’t you go outside. This will
be easier without distractions.

We stepped outside.

Daniel shut the door behind us, and we stood on the walk in front of his
front porch, stopping next to a light shaped like an old gas street
lamp.

Looking back at the house, I asked, “Is he getting worse?”

“I don’t know. It seemed like one of his good days. He knew who everyone
was, and he was in a good mood. It’s so stupid. Do you think he’s
worse?”

“it seems like ages since the last time I saw him, and the last time…
Wow. You know, the last time I was here, he seemed to think he was still
fighting World War 2. That was worse. He was doing something weird, but
he was in the real world–if that makes any sense.”

Daniel frowned. “Maybe. Maybe not. That’s how he used to practice. He
grew up in New York City during the Great Depression so his family
didn’t have much. He’d practice his control while putting away dishes.

“He told me that his mom walked in on him while he was practicing once
and started screaming about how he might drop the dishes. Unfortunately
she surprised him–”

“Ugh. How many did he drop?”

“I don’t know. He told me the story when I was little. I remember
hearing that it didn’t exactly make his mom stop screaming. He laughed
about it when he told me, but as a kid he felt guilty for years. Dishes
were expensive.”

“He seems to have recovered.”

“Yeah. Can we talk about something else?”

I nodded. “Do you want to stand here, or take a walk, or something?”

Daniel took a step toward the sidewalk. “Let’s go.”

We walked down the block, not saying anything at first.  We’d done it
before, and we’d do it again, but in some ways this was the last time.
High school was over. Who knew where we’d be next summer? Daniel was
going to the University of Chicago. He might stay there all summer next
year . Jaclyn had decided to go to the University of Michigan. Maybe
she’d even see Rachel every once in a while.

It almost made me rethink my own choice. I’d opted to go to Grand Lake
University, and stay in town. If I joined up with the Stapledon program,
they’d pay for any college that would let me in. I’d never thought to
apply to MIT, but that seemed possible if I wanted it enough. Isaac Lim
might even be willing to pull some strings to get me in.

Still, the thought of leaving Haley in Grand Lake made me feel a little
funny, and I wasn’t at all sure how to bring the Rocket suit along if I
left home.

Ahead of us, Mr. Welch, a grey haired man in a t-shirt mowed his lawn.
He waved at us as we walked past, the roar of the mower making
conversation impossible.

I imagined poking Daniel in the stomach, making sure to imagine the
uncomfortable feeling as vividly as I could.

He made contact, or at any rate, made the tenuous contact we already had
stronger.

 +
Daniel: That never gets old. +
Me: It got your attention. +
Daniel: A lot of things get my attention. +
Me: Did you catch what your grandfather said about a power device? +
Daniel: I did, and I’ve got no idea what he meant. Dementia or not, his
shields won’t let me get anywhere. +
Me: That sucks. +
Daniel: I know. +
Me: It seems kind of ominous. +
Daniel: We can add it to the list. My dad still won’t say anything about
what he was doing in space, and neither will Mom. And she was in contact
with him the whole time, or at least when they were both dreaming. Then
there’s Martin Magnus, Gimpy and all the other Cabal remnants that still
have to be out there. Plus, Lee. +
Me: I can clear up Lee at least. +


I did.

 +
Daniel: And strangely that doesn’t make me feel better at all. +
Me: Me neither, but it’s nice to sort of understand what’s going on. +
Daniel: Ha. +


We stopped at a city park a few blocks from Daniel’s house. We’d played
there together as kids, usually with Daniel’s mom watching us.

Two boys sat on the swings, shouting at each other about something. I
might have caught the word, “Pikachu.”

We walked over to some trees and stood in the shade. Daniel pulled out
his phone. “I might as well call Cassie. Do you have any movie ideas?”

On the playground, the two boys had jumped off the swings to race for
the slide.

“I’m working on it,” I said.

The End of Book Two: Powers





1943


        June 1943, Germany. Somewhere in the Black Forest:

The castle stood on top of a hill. From his position in the forest, Joe
wasn’t impressed. It didn’t match up to the castles he’d imagined when
he’d read Ivanhoe. This castle wasn’t much more than a big tower
connected to a house. Both were made of stone, but at the end of the day
it was smaller than the old monstrosity of a house that Giles Hardwick
had grown up in.

He found it hard to make out details in the darkness, but the moon gave
enough light for him to notice the two soldiers standing at the top of
the tower.

He’d have to kill them both, and he doubted it would be
quiet.

Well, if they wanted quiet, they’d have sent Chuck in. As Night Wolf,
Chuck could have been in and out of the castle, or taken out all the
guards before they had any hint that anything was wrong. Choosing to
send in a man wearing powered armor with rockets on the back argued that
they didn’t expect stealth.

Softly, he said, “You ready, Al?”

“I’m in position all around the hill. The Jerries aren’t expecting
anything, or they’d have put more guards outside the house.”

Joe turned the Rocket suit’s helmet toward where Albert Nakamura
crouched behind a bush. If it had been lighter, he’d have looked like
any other GI (even though he was a Jap)–olive green uniform, M1 rifle,
helmet and belt of pouches.

“How many of you?”

“Twenty. I’ll split a few more off if it gets bad.”

“How’re John and Giles doing?”

“They’ve placed the charges. John just told the other me that he’s ready
to blow the bridge any time.”

“Let him know he can. I’m going in… Oh, and just like we said before, if
I manage to get in quietly, don’t attack right away.”

Al grinned. “Think that’s likely?”

“Not a chance in hell, but I’m hoping.”

“Good luck.”

“You too. All of you.”

One step at a time, he walked away, keeping as quiet as he could. No
sense in revealing Al’s position when he took off.

Once he couldn’t see the castle through the pine trees anymore, he
stopped and started the rocketpack, shooting upward, past needle covered
branches, and into the sky.

He didn’t give them time to think. He shot toward the tower, grabbing a
guard’s arm, dragging him off the tower, and letting go.

The soldier fell four stories while Joe turned around, aiming himself at
the top of the tower again.

By the time he returned, the other guard had pulled his rifle off his
back, and begun to aim. He never got the chance to fire.

Moving at nearly two hundred miles per hour, Joe punched him in the
helmet. The Rocket suit protected Joe from feeling the impact of the
hit.

The soldier slid across the floor, his neck at an impossible angle.

Joe flew past him, turned around again, and landed on top of the tower.

Six months ago, when he’d first gone to war, he might have reflected on
how the soldiers he’d killed were people doing their jobs just like he
was, and been saddened by their deaths.

Now he merely felt relieved that he’d been quiet.

Compared to normal, anyway.

Quiet was, of course, a matter of opinion.

Joe  guessed that in the opinion of the soldier pushing up the hatch on
the tower’s roof, he hadn’t been quiet at all.

The soldier stared up at him, and slammed the hatch shut.

Joe guessed he’d been recognized, and wondered what that might mean. The
fact that he’d run might be a good thing. It might mean that he knew
they didn’t have anything that could stand up to his armor. On the other
hand, it might mean they had Nazi supers around, and he was going for
help.

Joe wondered what the Germans called supers. All Aryans were supposed to
be Übermensch, so they couldn’t call them that. Besides, Hitler didn’t
have any powers. That’d make him an Untermensch.

Deciding not to worry about it, he grabbed the handle on the door,
pulled up, and realized it was locked.

Standing up, he brought his armored boot down on the hatch, shattering
the wood. Then he ripped what was left out of the way and threw it over
the battlements. Pointing his right arm into the air, he fired off a few
shots. Al would know any chance for stealth was over, and he might as
well move in.

Checking downward through the doorway, he saw that the stairway ran
around the wall, and that the room was empty except for some chairs and
beds. He started down the stairs,

From outside, he heard automatic weapons fire, and a big explosion that
had to be the bridge. These boys weren’t getting reinforcements unless
they could fly.

And with any luck, flying reinforcements were busy somewhere else. That
girl in Casablanca (What was her name? Geistmädchen?) could have killed
him if she’d flown faster.

She’d had a nice figure though.

Thinking about it wasn’t the main reason they shot him, but it couldn’t
have helped.

He’d been cautious as he started down the stairs to the next level, but
he couldn’t see the whole room. The next thing he knew, he was knocked
into the wall, pushed by the force of the bullets. Finding his footing,
he jumped off the stairs, landing on the wooden floor.

Four soldiers in grey uniforms pointed guns at him.

On their faces he saw every emotion he’d ever felt in
combat–determination, anger, fear, hope…

They fired at him, and he fired back. They had a mixture of pistols and
rifles. He had a modified .50 caliber M2 machine gun hanging under his
right arm.

It did what it always did. It made holes in people.

When he finished, he stepped over the bodies, and walked through the
doorway behind them.

He’d walked into the building next to the tower. It didn’t look like a
castle in a film. It looked like what it was–an old fortress that no one
ever bothered to make pretty. The reddish-brown wooden walls had cracks,
and so did the stone and mortar outside walls.

He couldn’t believe the Nazis were building a weapon here. It didn’t
make sense. If he were creating new technology, he’d want tools, a
workroom, assistants, and storage rooms full of materials.

After checking every room on the floor, he didn’t see any of that. He
saw beds, clothes, and weapons. The Germans plainly had people living
there. He shot a few more, wondering how many people he’d killed during
the war so far, and hoping he’d never find out.

The last room was different.

It looked just the same as the others–faded paint, and cracked plaster,
but this one had a circle painted on the floor. Strange symbols
surrounded the circle.

Something hung in the air in the middle of it. Joe got an impression of
a smoky, reptilian body, eyes, teeth, and indescribable wrongness. He
turned his head away, and shut his eyes.

He did not scream, but he wanted to.

Then it started talking.

In unaccented English, it said, “You’re Joe Vander Sloot. Your
great-great-great-great-great-grandfather worked for the Dutch East
India Company. I liked him, and do you know what? I think we can make a
deal that we’ll both get something out of.”

Still trying to stop himself from running out the door, Joe could only
think, “Goddammit, when did I step into a Bela Lugosi movie?”

They’d sent him in because intelligence said the Nazis were building a
superweapon. This wasn’t technology. The Nazis were summoning demons.
Joe knew he didn’t know anything about magic, and he’d never heard of a
Sunday School that went into the specifics of demon summoning.

His hadn’t for sure.

And anyway, he needed to know more about exorcism than summoning now,
assuming you could exorcise something that had already been caught.

It started talking again. “You can look at me now.”

Joe turned his head slowly, following the corner of the helmet’s
eyeholes. By the time he reached the creature, it had changed.

A man stood in the middle of the circle. With the brush cut, blond hair,
and bulging muscles, he looked like a stereotype.

“Call me Gunther. It’s as good a name as any, and while you’re at it,
step on the circle.”

Joe thought about it. “Aren’t I supposed to ask for three wishes first?”

It laughed. “I don’t do wishes.  I do contracts. Think of it as one wish
with multiple points if you want. And make it quick. Meeting the man who
summoned me will be a lot more fun if I’m outside the circle.”

From outside and below came the noise of men shouting in German and
English and the sounds of automatic weapons firing.

Joe said, “OK. First, you don’t attempt to hurt me or my family, or any
of my descendants.”

“I wouldn’t anyway. You’re helping me out, right? But think about it,
given enough time everyone will be descended from you, and I’m an
immortal mercenary. See how that might cause problems? How about we cap
it at three generations? You won’t even know them after that.”

Joe was nineteen years old. He’d broken up with his last girlfriend
before the war even started. With a shrug, he said, “Sure.”

He thought about it some more. “Immortal mercenary? So could I send you
on a mission? Could I have you kill Tojo, Hitler, and Mussolini?”

“Yeah, but that would be it. Nothing else, and then I’d be done. No
protecting future generations. I’d take a list of my targets and go.”

And then whatever he was, Joe thought, he’d be free to do anything he
wanted.

“Uh… Skip that then. How about you work on my side for the rest of the
war, and if anything else comes up after that, you stay on my side.”

“That works for me. I’m not particular about sides.”

The voices below them in the house began to grow louder. The sound of
feet thudded against stairs.

“If you’ve got anything else,” Gunther said, “you’d better hurry.”

With the threat of immediate combat, Joe could only think about getting
into position to fight whatever and whoever would be coming through the
door.

“Tell you what, it seems like you’re having a hard time with this. I’ll
make it easier. I’m good at two things, killing people, and making
music. I’ll teach you, or whoever you want how to fight better, or play
music or both.”

“You’re offering me piano lessons?”

“Piano, guitar, Hawaiian nose flute, whatever. And don’t forget the
fighting.”

They were nearly to the door.

Joe pointed both arms at the door, fingers ready to tap his palms and
start firing. Nodding, he said, “I’ll take it. I agree.”

“Then we’re in agreement. Break the circle.”

The door to the room shattered, and pieces landed on the floor, none of
them crossing the circle.

The man ducking his head to step inside couldn’t be a normal human
being.

Even with the room’s  high ceiling, the man’s head stayed less than an
inch away. Slouching, he stepped inside, putting him within arm’s reach.

Joe stepped back. He swung his arm to the left, hoping it would cross
the circle. It hit an invisible barrier.

Magic, he thought.

Then he evaluated his opponent. The man looked like he was in his
thirties, and wore a brown suit–not a uniform. Slightly pudgy with
unkempt, short hair, he wouldn’t have seemed frightening at all if he
weren’t so big.

“He’s one of  the Jötunn,” Gunther muttered. “Norse legends. A giant.”

“Short giant.”

Short or not, the giant threw a punch at him, hitting Joe in the
stomach. His armor didn’t break, but he felt the punch. Seconds later,
he felt the wall hit his back, cracking plaster, and then he tumbled
away from the inside wall, into the corner where it met the stone
outside wall.

Pulling himself up to a sitting position, Joe pointed the M2, and fired,
holding his fingers against his palm.

Not all the bullets hit, some ricocheting off the invisible wall around
the circle. Others left holes in the wall. A few hit the giant.

He fell backward, throwing his arm back, and using the wall to brace
himself. Plaster cracked around his hand, but he only stayed there long
enough to get control of his feet. Then he moved left, putting Gunther’s
circle between them.

Joe pulled himself off the floor. He couldn’t see any blood, but the M2
had torn through the giant’s suit jacket and shirt. It wasn’t much
damage, he knew, but the fact that the giant had taken cover gave him
hope.

He clicked his palm, switching to the armor-piercing rounds, and
wondering if he should have gotten them blessed by a priest, or used
silver like the man in the Lone Ranger radio show.

He felt the hum, and heard a clacking noise. Armor-piercing rounds were
ready for firing.

“Arik,” Gunther said, “Let’s talk.”

Joe heard it in English, but as if dreaming knew it wasn’t. Whatever
language Gunther actually used sounded Germanic, but aside from knowing
it wasn’t German or Dutch, Joe didn’t recognize it.

Arik replied in the same language, but Joe didn’t understand it at all.

Gunther took a few steps forward, stopping at the edge of the giant’s
side of the circle. “Now, I’m sure Hitler’s men talked about reviving
the old religions, and it sounded like they meant it, but if it were me,
I wouldn’t count on it. I think they’re willing to say whatever you want
to hear.”

The giant replied, raising his voice.

Gunther nodded. “I’m sure that made it easier to sell me out, but ask
yourself this… After it’s all over, how long do you think it will be
before he goes after you?”

Arik gave a shout, and stepped forward, standing inches from Gunther.

“Yeah, I know, but decide now, because once he gets the circle down, you
won’t get another chance.”

Arik snorted, and he started to walk around the circle. He clenched his
fist and a flame burst from his right hand, growing until it appeared to
be a sword.

Joe didn’t have much time to think, but it didn’t matter. He knew what
to do. He couldn’t touch the circle itself, but the circle had been
drawn on a wooden floor.

He could smash wood all day.

He stepped once, and then jumped, hitting the invisible barrier, sliding
down it, and landing on the floor.

The wood cracked, but didn’t break.

He raised his left leg, and brought his foot down on the floor again,
this time smashing through, destroying boards, and even snapping wood a
foot inside the circle.

Pointing his right arm, and the M2 toward Arik, he fired.

The armor-piercing bullets didn’t do much more than the normal ones.

They knocked Arik backward, some of them ricocheting off him, ripping
his suit jacket around his left shoulder. A little blood dripped into
the fabric. A wisp of smoke rose from the wound.

“Gunther,” Joe said. “Fire in the hole.”

He didn’t bother to add that the two of them would also be in the hole.

Joe pointed his left arm, clicked on his palm, hearing a whoosh as the
propellant ignited, and launched the grenade into the wall behind Arik.

It exploded, fire exploding outward, the blast throwing Joe backward
even though he expected it.

He hit the wall that it seemed he’d just pushed away from.

Even as he began to wonder how Arik was doing, a figure appeared in the
smoke.

What was left of Arik’s suit had burned into charred remnants of
blackened cloth. The parts that weren’t charcoal were actively on
fire–as was all of Arik’s skin.

He didn’t look happy, but he wasn’t writhing in pain either.

Arik’s skin had had a slightly reddish tinge even before the blast, but
now it didn’t seem to have much else.

Shouting something in a language Joe didn’t understand, the giant
grabbed the arm of the Rocket suit, picked Joe up, and threw him, back
first, through the stone wall.

He knew he should be doing something, but he could only wonder if Arik
knew that his beard was on fire.

Dazed, he tried to think how to start the rocketpack, but didn’t manage
to start thinking clearly until after he hit the ground.

Even then, he wasn’t thinking all that clearly. He didn’t recognize the
voices that said, “Joe, are you okay?”

Staring up at the tower, he did recognize the flaming man who’d jumped
out of the tower, and was falling toward him. Pushing off with his right
hand, he rolled over, and stood up.

Arik landed. The fiery sword burst from his hand again, illuminating the
night.

One of Albert Nakamura’s copies raised his rifle, and started firing.

Arik raised the sword, and in a single blow, cut him in half.

Both halves disappeared as M1’s started firing in the darkness, little
flashes of light appearing all around the hill.

Ignoring the bullets, Arik turned, and ran toward Joe, sword raised.

Joe had enough presence of mind to start firing again, this time
clicking the palm of each hand. Bullets flew. A grenade shot from the
launcher, hitting Arik’s chest, and  exploding on impact.

Joe didn’t look directly at the blast, but he saw Arik tumble backwards.

With all the flame, it was hard to miss. Unfortunately, Arik got up. Now
burning even more than before, the flames around his body making him
look almost twice his height, he pulled himself upright, ready to run
toward Joe again.

Joe tried to come up with a new plan. Hitting him with a grenade made
him flame more. Firing bullets at him didn’t do much.

He turned the suit’s loudspeakers to maximum, and blew the most
obnoxious whistle he could manage.

And just in case, he got ready to press the buttons that started the
rocketpack.

From the castle, he heard the sound of glass shattering, surprising him.
The glass breaking itself didn’t surprise him much, but the fact that
there was any left to break did.

Arik covered his ears.

Joe wondered what would happen when he had to take a breath, or when
Arik got over his surprise.

It didn’t matter. A dark figure dropped from the tower, hit the ground,
and stood up.

It shouldn’t have been able to move.

In the light cast by Arik’s flames, Gunther’s hideously burned body took
a casual step toward Arik. By the second step, each hand held a sword.

By the third step, Arik had pulled his hands from his ears, and again
created  a sword of flame in his right hand.

From the widening of Arik’s eyes, Joe guessed he might be about to run.

He never got the chance.

Blocking the flaming sword by chopping into Arik’s forearm, Gunther
stabbed him in the chest with the sword in his other hand.

Arik gave a grunt, and his body fell forward as Gunther stepped to the
side, and out of his way.

A great gout of flame erupted from his back where Gunther’s blade
slipped through.

The flames around Arik’s body grew higher, and pine needles on the
ground around the castle caught fire.

The tallest flames licked the castle walls, and crept toward the windows
of the manor house connected to the tower.

Near the front of the house, the tarp covering the back of a truck began
to burn.

“Well,” Gunther said, “unless we want to be part of Arik’s funeral pyre,
I think we should move on.”

Joe couldn’t think of a reason to stay.



One hour later:

Joe, Gunther, and Albert found John and Giles next to a stream a few
 miles south of the bridge they’d blown up.

Even near the stream, the density of the trees made it almost impossible
to see the night sky. They couldn’t see the burning castle either, but
Joe could even smell the smoke through  his helmet.

He wondered if anyone couldn’t smell the smoke.

John stopped leaning against a tree as the three of them walked up, and
started walking toward them, moving with a grace Joe found almost
unnatural.

Giles stayed near the tree, looking up and down the stream, his rifle
out.

Almost eye to eye with Joe despite the height the Rocket suit added,
John said,”I know you’re not Chuck, but, dammit, did you have to burn
the castle down? It’s like a beacon saying, ‘Something’s wrong here’.”

John stopped. Nodding at Gunther, he said, “Who’s he, and what happened
to him?”

Even in the near blackness, Gunther’s face didn’t look right.

“Captain, meet the Nazi superweapon. He got burned by a fire giant, and
one of my grenades, His name is Gunther.”

“He’s the superweapon? Intelligence never said it was a man.”

Gunther chuckled.

Joe said, “I don’t think he’s a man.” To Gunther he said, “Sorry about
the grenade.”

“Not a problem,” Gunther said. “I’ll get better.”

John said, “So what now, is he on our side?”

Gunther said, “Technically, I’m on Joe’s side, and I’m with the rest of
you as long as you’re with Joe.”

A burned fleck fell off his face.

John eyed Gunther, and then Joe. “What the hell?”

Joe shook his head. “I’ll tell you about it later, but somebody had to
make a deal with him, and if it wasn’t me, it would have been Hitler,
Himmler, or Goering.”

John looked up and down the stream. “Well, we’d better get moving
anyway. Jawing about this isn’t going to get us anywhere. Al, you
ready?”

Al closed his eyes, for a moment, and then opened them, saying, “I’m
flying the plane to the rendezvous.”

“Then we’d better start marching.”

Once they started moving, Giles walked behind Joe. Gunther walked ahead.

After a few steps Gunther said, “You’re using the Cabal’s potions.”

Giles said, “I don’t know who the Cabal is, but my powers do come from a
potion. That’s right.”

“I’ve heard of a way to make them permanent. You’d have to be careful.
The design of the device is booby trapped, but if you can get around it,
it’d be better than carrying around flasks of liquid all the time.”

Joe concentrated on avoiding tree roots, but said, “What device is
this?”

“I don’t know what to call it. The Abominators came up with it.”

Giles whispered, “I’ve never seen anything about any Abominators in my
book.”

“No reason it should say anything, and honestly, maybe you’re better off
not knowing. The Abominators learned everything they could from my
people, and we’re a pretty nasty bunch. I’ll tell you about it some
time.”
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Excerpt from Alien Machines and Evil Beatnik


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

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

I’ll write that again with more appropriate emphasis.

I had a spaceship.

In. My. Basement.

A SPACESHIP.

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

The question was when.

And how.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She raised an eyebrow.

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

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

In short, lying was useless.

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

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

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

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

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