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TBD


        We’d said our goodbyes earlier, so when my sister Rachel and I got out
of Dad’s SUV at the airport, we didn’t have much to say to our parents.

I popped the hatch, grabbed my suitcase and backpack and put them next
to me in the drop-off area. I handed Rachel her suitcase (her backpack
hung on her back), and shut the hatch.

We moved to the side of the vehicle. Mom had her window open.

Rachel said, “I’ve got everything. Nick?”

“Me too.”

Dad smiled at us. “Enjoy your conference, and congratulations to both of
you again. Full ride scholarships. That doesn’t happen to everyone.”

“Thanks, Dad. Now hurry and get out of here before airport security
decides you’re terrorists.”

She glanced toward two men in blue uniforms standing next to a column.

“Rachel,” Mom said.

“Relax, Mom, they’re not even looking at us. Besides, you know what I
mean. Five minutes.”

Signs hung on every metal column under the canopy. All of them said,
“FIVE MINUTE LIMIT.”

Mom took a breath, and managed a smile. “We’ll see you in a week. Stay
safe.”

“Bye, Mom,” I said, noting that she hadn’t congratulated us, and that
she seemed a little worried.

Mom likely guessed we really weren’t going to a conference, and that our
scholarships were more than scholarships.

Twenty minutes later we’d picked up our boarding passes, checked our
luggage, and stood at Gate A7.

We weren’t alone.

Travis, my girlfriend’s older brother sat in one of the chairs, looking
as tall and muscular as usual. In the row of chairs across from him sat
Daniel, and Jaclyn.

Daniel waved to me. Rachel and I walked over.

“It’s not going to be long,” Daniel said. “I think we can board as soon
as everyone gets here. Anyone know where Cassie and Vaughn are?”

“No idea,” I said.

Jaclyn closed her calculus book, and said to Daniel, “You don’t already
know?”

Daniel shrugged and replied telepathically, They’re not in range.

Travis said, “Look who is here,” and quickly pointed past Daniel and
Jaclyn.

Sean Drucker and his friends (Jody and Dayton) played cards next to the
sitting area’s far wall. It seemed a good enough excuse to ignore us.

After last year, I was happy to be ignored. The guy wasn’t much more
than a bully, and now he had powers.

Hey, Daniel said, Cassie and Vaughn are here—plus a couple more.

A few minutes later, they were, and they walked up talking with Julie
and Shannon, a couple of Sean’s friends—or at least they had been last
year. They didn’t make any effort to talk to Sean that I saw.

Shannon started a conversation with Rachel that lasted all the way
through boarding the plane.

Life stopped feeling normal (at least for me) when we boarded the plane.
It wasn’t in the “Platform 9 and 3/4 sense.” We didn’t have to walk
through a wall, but I felt like I had when I saw the people in the
plane.

When my grandfather retired from superhero work, he kept his hand in the
game by creating and fixing devices for any hero who needed help. Some
of them brought their kids. Sometimes he made house calls in the League
jet, and took me along.

It felt like I recognized half the plane—mostly kids from the gated
communities some supers had created so they could live without a secret
identity.

They recognized me too, and not just me. A lot of people seemed to know
Daniel, and some knew Travis and Jaclyn. Rachel must have visited more
places than I’d remembered because people knew her too.

Even Cassie, who had been hidden to a degree, knew a few people, mostly
from Washington D.C.

Vaughn got recognized too, but mostly from context. He acknowledged
people with a smile.

For me, however, walking down the aisle turned into a chorus of “Hey
Nick, it’s been years.”

It felt like years passed before I made it to my seat, but it was okay.
It felt good to be remembered, and honestly to know people still
remembered Grandpa.

I ended up sitting in the middle between Rachel and Cassie. Turning
around to stow my backpack in the compartment, I noticed that Sean had
been part of the line behind me, and must have been waiting as people
tried to talk.

He passed my row without saying anything at all, but he didn’t seem
happy.

Sean didn’t have any real reason to be bothered. It wasn’t as if
everyone worshiped me or something. I knew people, you know? Some I knew
better than others. Some I liked better than others.

I’d met a lot of supers without ever trying to, and I’m pretty
inoffensive, so no one had anything much against me.

I could see where it might be a comedown for him though. He was pretty
popular in high school.

It probably wouldn’t last. He was good looking, and even charming from
what I’d been told. I’d never noticed it myself.

The only way people wouldn’t like him was if I made a point of telling
people what he was like in high school, and I wasn’t going to. Why not
let both of us get a fresh start?

Of course, if he generally treated girls like he’d tried to treat Haley,
I wouldn’t be doing anyone any favors by keeping silent.

Still, he might have changed. I could tell myself that anyhow. So, I
decided not to say anything unless he gave me a reason.

We weren’t in the air for long. They didn’t even give us the chance to
get out of our seats before the captain announced that we’d be landing
at O’Hare in Chicago.

When we got to Chicago, they herded us into tour buses, and they brought
us to a hotel somewhere in the suburbs. The sign identified it as
“Springhill Suites.” The Kennedy Expressway ran behind it. It stood on a
four lane road near other hotels, a couple pizza places, and a Hooters
(which got a few laughs).

The hotel itself didn’t do much for me. It stood ten stories high, and
was divided into two sections. One looked newer than the other, but both
weren’t much more than gray concrete and glass.

Oh, and one other thing… The first floor was an Outback Steakhouse.

I guess what I’m getting at here was that they’d brought us to a large
and exciting city, and stuck us in the least interesting spot they could
manage.

I did notice that aside from our buses, the parking lot stood empty.

Our bus pulled in front of the main entrance, and a blond man in shades
and a suit stepped inside the bus.

“I’d like everybody’s attention. We’ve arrived at the hotel we’ll be at
for the week. First year students need to grab your carry-on luggage and
follow me to a conference room. Your suitcases will be brought up to
your rooms. The rest of you need to pick up your keys at the desk, and
you’ll be free until supper.”

We all grabbed our stuff, and followed each other down the aisle. Daniel
and I had been sitting next to each other. I waited while he grabbed his
backpack.

“Did you see who that was? Did you notice he was on the plane with us?”

Daniel put the backpack on his back, “No, but you did.”

I stared out the bus window at the entrance to the hotel, stunned that I
was part of a program that used Bullet as a babysitter. The guy could
create cone-shaped force field constructs, some of them as large as
planes.

I wondered if the decoy scholarship programs that the government set up
had this level of protection.

I doubt it, Daniel said. I’m sure they’ve got some, but I’d bet they
send the powerhouses with us.

Ten minutes later we sat in a conference room inside the hotel. It felt
like the world’s most boring science fiction convention—no cosplay, or
decorations of any kind.

No denying there were a lot of us though. They’d parked eight buses in
the parking lot, and more than half of us were in the first years’ room.
I wondered why.

Bullet walked up to the podium. I didn’t know what to call him outside
of costume, but his codename worked for now.

“First off, I’d like to welcome all of you to the Stapledon program.
This is the largest class we’ve ever had enter the program, so handling
this many will be just as new to us as it is to all of you. I hope we’ll
be able to live up to what we’ve done in the past because it’s never
been more clear than now that this program is necessary.

“What we’ve told you is that we’re going to train you to become better
heroes, and that’s true. The world needs heroes, but that’s not why
you’re here.

“What the world really needs is soldiers. Some of you know that aliens
regularly attempt to raid our planet. Almost none of you know that
others have already quietly invaded it. That’s why you’re here.”

Bullet scanned the crowd, all of us sitting there and watching him, and
continued. “For you to understand this, we’re going to have to step back
for a second and review some things that everybody thinks they know, and
then I’ll tell you which ones are really true.

“Everybody knows that the Heroes League claimed to be fighting aliens in
1970’s. Some people think the aliens were faked by the government. Some
even think they were really aliens, but they were hired by the
government. Either way, everyone knows there are superheroes who claim
to be aliens even though they look a lot like humans.”

That was all too true. The “alien” heroes I’d seen on TV could have been
faked by a good special effects department. All they needed were
prosthetic foreheads, pointy ears, oddly colored makeup, and weird
teeth.

They’d look at least as real as anything on Star Trek.

Bullet paused, checked his notes. “You know why they look like humans?
They are human, or at least they’re close to it. Very few real aliens
have ever been on Earth. One exception—the Abominators. Some of you
might have heard the name. Most of you haven’t. The Abominators found
Earth, turned humans into their soldiers, and seeded star systems all
around this part of the galaxy with humans they’d modified. Then they
used them to conquer other aliens—the real ones.

“They left our world fallow, and forbid any of their soldiers to come
here to avoid messing up the unmodified stock.

“After a while, they managed to brush up against the Xiniti, a
particularly murderous bunch of aliens, and the Xiniti slaughtered the
Abominators—except for a few that managed to escape here. They were
planning to use our planet to hide out, and breed a new bunch of
super-soldiers, but it didn’t work out.

“The Heroes League ran into them, and the League brought in a bunch of
younger heroes they’d trained to help fight. In the end, we won. Instead
of destroying the planet like they usually did with Abominator worlds,
the Xiniti decided they owed the League for their help with the last
Abominators.

“And that’s why you even exist, and why this planet isn’t barren rock.”

He paused, looked all of us over again, probably to get a sense of our
reactions.

I’d known a lot of it already. I checked the faces of people near me.

Well, maybe not right near me. I’d sat with the rest of the League, and
we’d talked through all of this when Lee told me what he really was.
We’d talked about it again after Cassie brought home that Abominator
gun, and even checked into League records.

So, none of us seemed particularly surprised.

In the rest of the room, reactions varied, but a lot of people were
freaking out. They weren’t rioting or anything, but I’d heard a girl
behind me say, “That can’t be real,” and a guy say, “Abominator?”

Another girl said, “It’s true. Look at them. They already knew.”

By “them” she probably meant us. Could she read body language or was it
some form of psi?

Bullet held his hands up. “Quiet everybody. We’re not even up to the
good part yet. I’m just warming up to current events.

“Right now, the real aliens have formed an alliance, and guess who’s not
in it? Us. They’ve set the Xiniti to quarantine the whole spiral arm.
They claim they’ll someday let Earth become a member, but I’m not
counting on it.

“You know why? Because they can’t see humans as anything but Abominator
foot soldiers, and they never will. Even if they somehow warm up to us,
our homicidal cousins out in space aren’t helping. Once they got out
from under the Abominator yoke, they started wars with each other, burnt
all the life off a few worlds, and have been constantly antagonizing the
Xiniti.”

He stopped for a second, his mouth in a straight line. “Does that sound
bad enough?”

Someone near us muttered, “Yes.”

“Well, good news. The bright spots in this whole outer space situation
are that invading planets mostly isn’t worth the effort, and the
Abominators pumped Earth up as some kind of holy place, so our cousins
don’t want to burn us to a cinder.

“Sounds better, right? Well, it’s not. Owning Earth would be worth a lot
to any faction that took us over. They might even be able to unite all
our cousins into one force again. So, they’re quietly infiltrating,
making alliances, bribing people, and taking over countries if they
think they can manage it.

“We’re going to train you to find them and fight them.”

“Now,” he said, “the first two years will be mostly classes, but in the
third year your classes will include internships with nearby superheroes
or superhero teams. The summers starting in your second year will all be
intense physical training, and—”

The sound of someone clearing her throat sounded, audible everywhere in
the conference room, but not unbearably loud. Just as obviously, it
hadn’t come from the speakers near the front of the room.

Turning my head back, I saw a woman standing in the middle of the room.
She held her hand up. “Excuse me?”

“I’d planned to take questions later, but go ahead.”

“Oh…” She paused, looked down for a second. “I’m sorry, but I’m not
comfortable with this.”

Bullet frowned at her. “With what? And please identify yourself.”

She wasn’t holding her hand up any longer, but she was still standing. I
got a better look at her, and realized I knew her. Even half a room
away, I could tell that she was over six feet tall with light brown
skin, and waist length, black hair. A long sleeved blouse hid her
muscles.

The last time I’d seen her, she’d been part of a team of the
grandchildren of supervillains who’d faced the original League. Her
grandfather (or father?) had been Dixie Superman, a white supremacist
from an alternate universe where post-Civil War Reconstruction had
turned into a more than hundred year long occupation.

A few seats down the row, Jaclyn glanced at me. She remembered her too.

“I’m Izzy… uh… Isabel Ivarra. I don’t have a costumed identity yet.”

“Go on.” Bullet didn’t sound patient.

“I’m not comfortable with the way this sounds. The way you’re talking
it’s as if we’re going to be hunting people down whether they’ve done
anything wrong or not. What happens to them after we find them? Do we
kill them, send them home, or keep them in a big concentration camp?

“If all we’re going to be are super-powered enforcers, I’m not staying.
You can keep your scholarship. I’m going home.”

I didn’t catch the words, but people began to talk when she said that.
Bullet held up his hand to stop the noise.

“Wait. It’s more complicated than that. Where did you get that idea?”

“You. Your tone. You’re basically saying ‘Kill them all. The only good
alien is a dead alien.’”

She’d sounded nervous when she started, but she’d worked up a good head
of steam as she talked. I knew I wouldn’t have said it quite that way.

Bullet shook his head. “That’s not how I meant it.” He looked down at
his notes. “I was going to talk about this later, but since you’ve
asked, we need to get this on the table now.

“We can’t kill them all. We aren’t even going to try. So far as we can
tell, the first appearance of the genetic structures that give us powers
comes after the Abominators appeared on Earth. Even though they tried to
keep our genetic pool uncontaminated by the finished versions of the
humans they modified, it didn’t work. Their work has been coming back
here for years, and leaving descendants. Plus when the Abominators tried
to hide from the Xiniti here, they released even more genes into our
gene pool.

“If you have powers, and they’re not magical, you’re probably a product
of the Abominators’ work. They never intended for you to exist. They
never imagined their work combining in this way, but here we all are.

“Now, if you’re wondering why we’re so focused on the aliens around us
in this program, it’s because their influence is so pervasive. The
Cabal—the group that a lot of heroes fought last year—shows evidence of
coordinating with aliens. The Nine have been collecting Abominator
artifacts for years, and we think their organization may have been
infiltrated. I’m not going to go into detail about why we think that,
but we’ve got good reason.”

Bullet stopped, and nodded at all of us. “I hope I’ve answered your
concerns, Isabel, and I hope that all of you understand why we haven’t
let this out to the press, and why we had telepaths put security blocks
into your heads before you even filled out the paperwork to attend.”

Telepaths. That had been a pain. The man assigned to put in my block
freaked out, and by the end, we’d had to bring in Daniel and his dad to
get anything done. As I understood it, they’d had to do that for all the
League and former Justice Fist members—something else for Sean to hold
against me if he wanted to, I supposed.

The rest of the time, Bullet talked about all the stuff you’d have
expected—program requirements, details about how many classes you’d have
to take to finish—that kind of thing.

I barely listened. I wondered if anyone was. From what we’d just heard,
the Abominators were responsible for everything related to powers. You
could see why they didn’t want it to get out. Of course, with the
security block, it wasn’t as if we’d be able to tell anybody.

When the talk ended, I got up in a daze, still thinking about all of it.
Following everyone out, we walked into the hall. A few groups of people
stood talking, but most of us started walking back to the lobby. We
still had to get our room keys.

I found myself next to Daniel, Cassie, and Vaughn.

“Talk about crazy,” Vaughn said. And then he opened his mouth, but said
nothing.

“Whoa,” he said, “that’s quite a block.”

I agreed, but I didn’t say anything. I’d noticed Isabel walking a few
feet ahead of us.

Stepping a little faster, I said, “Just a second, I feel like I should
say something to her.”

Behind me (by then), Daniel said, “I don’t know. She seems kind of
worked up—”

Okay, I heard that, but I didn’t really hear it. So when I tapped her on
the shoulder and said, “Hey, we met this summer. I’m the Rocket—”

I didn’t get to finish my sentence.

As someone with a suit of powered armor that could hit speeds faster
than three hundred miles per hour, and a “jet” fast enough to fly into
space, I had an idea of what speed felt like, and this felt fast.

She grabbed me, and the hall turned into a blur of beige carpet, and
white walls.

When I could see details again, I found myself stumbling to find my
footing in a conference room—not a big conference room either. We stood
in one of the normal sized ones—a room just large enough to hold a table
with twelve chairs.

She let go of me, and we looked at each other.

Whatever part of my brain should have been handling possible threats
hadn’t yet engaged. The part of my brain assigned to figuring out how
the world worked, however, found it interesting that the speed hadn’t
ripped my flesh from my bones, and argued that her toughness might be
the result of force fields instead of being physically tough (and that
the field extended to protect people she was carrying). Depending on the
properties of the field, that could explain her ability to amplify
sound.

“How did you recognize me?”

I couldn’t decide at first whether the emotion in Izzy’s voice sounded
more like fear or anger. I hoped for fear because if she were angry she
could kill me without thinking.

“When you were all with Evil Beatnik, I tracked you back to the
apartment. Sorry. You were after us. That’s how I handle things like
that.”

She didn’t say anything, frowning. Then she said, “This never ends.”

I tried to think about how to respond. She was obviously upset, and it
didn’t take much to guess that being mind controlled by Evil Beatnik
last summer might have been traumatic. Being influenced to break things
and hurt people on his behalf, and knowing that if he ever showed up,
you’d do it all over again couldn’t leave a person happy.

It made me wish I knew what my dad would do. His skills as a therapist
seemed more relevant to the situation than anything I knew about being a
superhero.

The next thing she said sounded calmer, but only by a little. “Please
don’t tell anybody. I know what I said to Bullet back there, but as long
as I’m doing something I can respect, I want to be here.”

“I don’t think anyone can hold being influenced by Evil Beatnik against
you. It’s not your fault at all. Not even legally, I’m pretty sure.”

“I don’t care about that. You know what my grandfather was. I don’t ever
want to be associated with him. He was horrible.”

I had the feeling that if I pushed there might be a story behind what
she’d said, but it didn’t seem like the right time.

“I won’t tell anybody. The Heroes League knows, of course, but we keep
secrets.” I thought about that for a second. “I’d give you examples, but
kind of goes against the whole point, I guess. No, wait. We also know
the identities of everyone else on the team, but we haven’t mentioned
them to anyone because it’s not their fault either.”

She’d smiled a little when I said the bit about examples, and said, “I
haven’t seen any of them since then. When we were free, I flew away. I
keep expecting to see one of them on the news, and not in a good way.
They’re psychotic.”

Daniel’s voice sounded in my mind, It sounds like you’re wrapping up in
there. Agent Lim wants to talk to you so you’ll probably want to hurry.

“Do you think we ought to go?” I asked.

Izzy nodded. “Yes. I still haven’t gotten my room key. Oh, and I’m sorry
about dragging you away like that. I was still freaking out after
everything, then out of nowhere here comes the worst experience of my
life back all over again.”

“No problem. I didn’t know it was that bad.”

“No,” she said, “you wouldn’t.”

She opened the door.

“’I wouldn’t’ why?”

“You’re the League. You were protected against him somehow.”

“No. We had records about him, but mostly I got lucky.”

I followed her out, reminded of how much taller she was. When I was in
the Rocket suit, she stood a little taller than I did. Without it, I was
probably six inches shorter.

She got one step out of the door, and stopped. When I stepped around
her, I saw Isaac Lim walking down the hall with Daniel, Cassie, Jaclyn,
and Vaughn.

Even though none of them were in costume, it felt official. It might
have been Lim’s blue suit.

“Everybody,” he said, “let’s step back into the conference room.”

“You too,” he told Izzy.

Izzy’s mouth twitched. If that meant she was worried, I was in
agreement. She didn’t deserve to get in trouble for yanking me out of
the crowd like that, but I could see how she might.

We all went into the room anyway.

Lim sat down on the table. “I wanted to talk with you about a few
different things, and I’m hoping you’ll pass them on to Travis and
Rachel.”

“Of course,” Daniel said.

From behind me, Vaughn muttered, “If we remember.”

Isaac nodded. “Great. First off, I heard about the first year briefing,
and Izzy, you were right to say something. Bullet’s a straightforward
guy, and he’s mostly involved in the endgame. With his powers, there’s
no reason to bring him in until shooting’s the only option. He tends to
forget how much happens before then.

“So to make things clear, we don’t bother anybody who’s not causing
trouble. Besides, as you heard, if we went after everyone connected with
aliens we’d be going after almost everyone here. So don’t leave, okay?”

“I’m not.” Izzy stood a little bit to the right of me. “He was clear
enough in the end, but I hope you’re not sitting on any more surprises.”

Isaac smiled a little. “Nothing big that we’re planning to tell you at
your current security clearance.”

Cassie snorted.

“Getting a little sick of secrets, Cassie?” Isaac grinned at her. “I’ve
got some good news and some bad news there. We’ve seen signs that the
Nine have stepped up looking for you since what happened in D.C. They’ve
been looking for you on and off for years, but they weren’t motivated to
make Grand Lake a priority until recently. Watch out for them.”

“Wait,” Cassie said, “you don’t have people watching me yourself?”

“Of course we do, and we’re not the only ones, but we can’t watch you
all the time.”

“Thanks for the part-time protection then.”

“It’s the least we can do,” Isaac said, and from his smile, I knew he
was making a joke.

“You think you’re funny,” Cassie said.

“Is that everything?” Jaclyn glanced toward the door. “This is our last
chance to get into our rooms and unpack before supper. I know I can make
it, but I’m not so sure about the rest of you…”

Isaac said, “That’s the other thing. Watch it with the powers while
you’re here. That’s the official reason I’m visiting. We’ve got
telepaths, but we can only erase so much of the staff’s memory before
someone notices. Now, I’ve got to say, there wasn’t much of anything to
see when Izzy grabbed Nick, but our alarms went off. So I’m just telling
you to watch it, okay?”

He pushed himself off the table. “Well, that’s about it. Just one more
thing before I let you go. You guys know a lot of people around here.
Izzy’s new to all this. Would you mind introducing her around? I’d
suggest you avoid people whose parents or grandparents fought Dixie
Superman, but it’s too late, right?”

Captain Commando, and Jaclyn’s grandfather “C” had fought him more than
anybody else. It fit—what with Captain Commando’s patriotic theme, and C
being the best known black super during the 1960’s. How could either of
them not end up going to head to head with a guy who wanted to end the
civil rights movement, and convince the South to secede again?

Jaclyn, Cassie, and Izzy all looked at each other.

“Later,” Isaac said, and walked out the door.

“You don’t have to,” Izzy said. “I don’t want to cause you any trouble.”

It was funny to see someone with her powers being shy, or if not shy at
least nervous.

“Don’t worry about it,” Cassie grinned up at her. “I don’t know a lot of
people outside the group either.”

“After last summer,” Izzy began, “I feel strange about asking you for
anything.”

“We didn’t even fight each other,” Jaclyn said. “I don’t know how we
managed it, but we didn’t. We’ve got nothing to forgive, nothing to
forget. We’ve barely met, and never as ourselves.”

She held out her hand, “I’m Jaclyn.”

Izzy took it. “Isabel. People call me Izzy.”

“You know,” Vaughn said, “I’m feeling like someone ought to start a
‘hero descended from supervillians club.’ It seems like there are a
bunch of us all of a sudden.”

The rest of the week went by in a blur, and we spent most of it in the
hotel. We did take a couple field trips—probably to make it seem like we
were a normal bunch of students visiting Chicago. During one field trip
we went to the Field Museum.

For the other, we toured the Midwest Defenders’ Chicago headquarters.

We got a more thorough tour than most groups, but the Defenders were all
out on an emergency. That was okay. As much as I missed seeing Daniel’s
dad as Mindstryke, and liked most of the other members of the team,
Guardian still made me feel incompetent.

Aside from the field trips, we spent the rest of the week taking tests
both physical and mental, some of them based on our abilities, some of
them common to everybody.

I spent most of Tuesday, Wednesday, and part of Thursday taking tests,
some on general problem solving ability, others on science and
engineering, and one on strategy and tactics. They also threw in some
psychological and personality tests.

Oh, and near the beginning of the week, everyone took the power juice
test—the one where they dropped small amounts of liquid on your arm, and
the colors indicated your potential power areas.

Just like the last time I took it, I came up with nothing worth
mentioning.

Around 11am on Thursday morning, I found myself sitting in the hall with
around twenty other people, all of us waiting to see our advisers.

I didn’t know anybody. Well, that wasn’t quite true. I knew Brooke,
Guardian’s daughter, but her name got called about the same time we
noticed each other. We waved as she stepped into a conference room.

It sucked. With as many people as I knew through Grandpa, it seemed like
one of them would be around.

On the other hand, I could handle being alone. I pulled out my League
phone, and began to check email. As I opened one from Haley, my phone
beeped.

A yellow dot appeared on the screen. I clicked on it.

The next screen showed that Marcus and Haley had already responded. They
were the only members of the Heroes League that were still in high
school, not in college, and not in the program. The screen showed no
details on the threat. I called HQ.

Kayla answered. “Rocket, don’t worry about it. It’s covered.”

“What’s covered?”

“There’s a guy with scales robbing a jewelry store downtown.”

“Who are they fighting?”

“A guy with scales. I don’t know his name.”

My heart beat faster. “There are a lot of guys with scales out there.
Some are no big deal. Some are really bad news.”

“I don’t know which one it is, but I’m sure it’ll be okay. It’s not just
Night Cat and the Shift. They’ve also got a couple Justice Fist people
along.”

“Uh…” I thought about that. Most of the former Justice Fist group were
here too. It only left—

Kayla interrupted my thought, “The girl who covers herself in metal, and
the one with gravity powers.

“Wow. Ok.” So… Sean’s sister, and his half-sister who he refused to
acknowledge because acknowledging her would mean he’d have to admit his
dad cheated on his mom.

“I’m sure it’ll be okay,” Kayla said.

“OK. Gotta go,” I said, and hung up, still wondering if I should fly
home.

Meanwhile, a woman was saying, “Nick Klein? Nick Klein to conference
room five?”

I pulled myself up, and said, “That’s me.”

She pointed down the hall.

I followed her arm, walking down to conference room five, opened the
door, and walked in.

It could have been the same conference room Izzy dragged me into earlier
in the week. They all looked alike—wood grain table, beige carpet, white
walls, and potted plant in the corner.

The only thing different was that this time Izzy wasn’t here.

A mustached man stood up, pushing his chair away from the table. A
couple inches taller than I was, he wore a black t-shirt that showed his
chest muscles.

He held out his hand, “Freddie Nation. Nick, I’m sure you don’t remember
me, but it’s great to see you again.”

I didn’t remember him, but the name told me I was in the right place. Of
course, my papers said that “Dr. Fredrick Nation” was my adviser, and
somehow this guy didn’t look like an engineering prof to me.

“I don’t remember you, but it’s… good to see you too.”

“No reason you should remember me. Like a lot of people I attended your
grandfather’s funeral, but not as myself, and I wasn’t around much
during the years when you were your grandfather’s lab assistant.”

That had to be how it looked from the outside. “After the Rocket’s
retirement as a hero, he stayed home and worked on devices for the
community with his grandson as an assistant.”

It was accurate as far as it went, but it felt less like my life, and
more like I was an appendage to Grandpa’s.

“Now,” Dr. Nation continued, “let’s talk about the program. What we
expect is ridiculous. We expect you to become at least semi-competent at
police work, military combat, and fire and rescue operations. You’re
going to be better at some than others, but you’ll have to pass minimum
standards at all of them. Plus, we’re requiring people to learn about
alien technology and magic.”

“I’m going to learn magic?”

He shook his head. “You can’t learn to do magic without a gift for it,
but we can train you to recognize supernatural creatures, devices, and
spells.”

“Huh. That sounds interesting.”

“I know. I wish I’d known anything at all about it when I started, but
that’s not everything. You’ve also got to choose an area to specialize
in. I’m assuming that will be technology?”

“Definitely.”

He’d opened a folder with my name on it when I sat down. With that, he
crossed out “TBD” where it appeared next to “Specialization:” and wrote
“Tech” next to it.

I thought about it. “Is that alien tech or regular technology?”

“Both. And since it’s official now, it’s time to discuss examples of
your work. What did you bring?”

I’d brought my guitar hero controller (complete with hidden laser and
exploding charge), and some roachbots. We spent the next half hour going
over how they’d been constructed and how I used them.

He’d opened the back of the guitar,and was looking it over. “Blowing up
the guitar when you fire the shaped charge is very rock and roll, but it
leaves you without a weapon.”

“Well, it was more of a concept weapon than something I actually
intended to use. Kind of taking an idea and seeing how far I could go.
I’ve used it, but it’s been more accidentally useful than intentionally
useful in some ways.”

“I can see that, and honestly, I shouldn’t complain.”

“Really? Why?”

“Ever heard of ‘Yellow Burrito?’ Up until the early 80’s, that was me.”

“Yeah. Wow. You were in the Heroes League in the mid-70’s, right? You
were out of San Francisco, and all your stuff was burrito themed. Uh…”

A guitar hero controller with a laser had to be hundreds of times cooler
than the “Burrito Gun,” right?

He gave a lopsided smile that made me think he might be embarrassed. “It
made more sense in the 1970’s, or at least it seemed funny,” he said.
“Besides people underestimate a guy with burrito themed weapons.”

I would have.

“You knew my grandfather?”

“He was great, Nick. Best teacher I ever had. They invited new kids into
the League all the time. I’d bet half the faculty of the Stapledon
program cycled through.”

I wasn’t sure how to take that. I knew they’d had a lot of members
outside the core group. I’d never realized there were that many.

“Why?”

“They never said, but I’m sure they wanted the new kids to be prepared.”



Still thinking about my meeting, I went back to my room, changed into
shorts and a t-shirt, and headed for the hotel’s gym. It had a floor
with a track running around the outside of the room, and weightlifting
equipment in the middle.

A total lack of powers wasn’t going to stop them from getting a baseline
on my physical abilities.

Never mind that they were irrelevant. If I had anything to say about it,
I wouldn’t ever be facing anyone without armor. The closest I’d come to
doing that had been fighting Ray early last summer. I’d worn the stealth
suit, and it had still been too close.

I thought about it more. There had been that time when Vaughn and I were
attacked by two different groups of guys while we were out running.
Plus, I’d had to fight Sean, Dayton, and Jody all at once before they
got powers.

OK. Maybe getting a sense of my unassisted physical abilities might be
useful.

I’d been attacked a lot last year.

When I got near the gym, I noticed that no members of the hotel staff
were near it. When I stepped inside I knew why.

People with physical powers were still being tested.

They’d walled off a section in the middle of the room with plates of a
black material I didn’t instantly recognize. Seriously strange and bulky
machines filled most of the space, and all of them were being used. Some
of the people running on the track hit speeds that wouldn’t have been
out of place on the highway.

Meanwhile, all the regular exercise machines had been moved into a small
corner of the track.

Vaughn sat on a stationary bike, sweating, and looking annoyed. They’d
taped some sensors to his chest and arm. The wires led to a laptop on a
table.

He wasn’t the only one either. Daniel sat a few bikes down from Vaughn,
steadily pedaling, and barely sweating at all. I wondered if he’d
started later, or if he’d tricked his body into performing better than
it should.

From within the crowd of people on bikes, someone said, “Nick!”

I followed the voice, and noticed Jenny Nakamura getting onto a bike.
She waved at me.

A woman in green scrubs taped a sensor to her arm.

“Hey,” I said, simultaneously noticing that no one here seemed to have
physical powers.

The woman next to Jenny said, “Nick Klein?”

“Yeah.”

“Why don’t you get on this bike over here?”

I walked over to the bike next to Jenny’s. That would be okay. Maybe we
could talk?

A noise came from the bike on the other side of mine. Tall, blond, and
pedaling hard, the guy looked familiar.

Sean.

Well, crap.

I got on my stationary bike, and ignored Sean. I didn’t have anything to
say to him.

As the woman in scrubs taped sensors to my arm and chest, and after
she’d explained to me what I had to do, I turned to Jenny. “I saw Brooke
before I met my adviser. I don’t know where she is now.”

From the row of bikes behind me, Brooke said, “Back here.”

I turned toward her voice and saw her. “Hi. I didn’t notice
you.”

She looked just like she had last spring—tanned with long, curly hair.
Based on looks, I’d pegged her as good looking, but not necessarily
smart. I’d been wrong. When we’d been captured by Syndicate L, she’d
been the one who organized us to escape.

Then I said, “Is your hair different?”

Jenny laughed while Brooke said, “Yes, now that I’m dating Alex my hair
grows faster. I was dyeing it blond, but my roots kept on showing so I
gave up.”

That explained it. Her hair was still blond. It just wasn’t as blond.

“Less talking, more pedaling,” the woman monitoring us said.

“Troublemaker,” Jenny said, but she knew me well enough to know exactly
how much of a troublemaker I wasn’t.

“Yeah,” I said, and pedaled.

On my other side, Sean kept on pedaling, and didn’t say a word.

It was so different from high school. If I’d known her in high school,
I’d never have spoken to Brooke. Honestly, I probably wouldn’t have
spoken to very many people there. We wouldn’t have had much in common.

Because of my grandfather, I knew people here anyway, and even the
people I didn’t know had good impressions of the Rocket—both past and
present versions.

Except for my senior year, high school had been pretty lonely. When I
considered the number of times people tried to kill or kidnap me last
year, it seemed strange to think that socially at least, it had been the
best year of high school—even including the time Sean and his friends
tried to beat me up.

Hey, Daniel broke into my thoughts telepathically. I’d watch out for
Sean. He’s angry at you.

What does he think I’ve done now?

It’s not what you’ve done, and really I don’t think it’s even you. He
was a big deal in your high school, right?

Yeah. Very.

So he’s here, and nobody knows him, but lots of people know and like
you—

And he’s always seen himself as popular, and me as, well… not. I
finished Daniel’s thought for him.

Yeah. Plus you’re dating his ex-girlfriend, who’s friends with his
sister, who he’s angry at for being friends with his half-sister,
because she proves that his late father cheated on his mom.

Crap. I’m starring in a soap opera. Or possibly an episode of Jerry
Springer.

Except unlike Jerry Springer, the violence here is real. Nick, I get
brief prescient visions of him attacking you. Make sure you don’t end up
alone with him.

I’m not planning to. Wait, is he thinking about attacking me right
now?

No. He’s not intending to hurt you at all. Think “crimes of passion.”
He’s feeling angry, grieving, insecure, and out of place. If you’re
nearby, he might lash out.

OK. I’ll stay away from him. I was planning to anyway.

So after that, you know what happened? Nothing much. They tested how
much I could lift, ran me through an obstacle course, tested how well I
sprinted and a few other things too. A few hours later I was done.

That night around 2am, I found myself awake. I couldn’t put all the
blame on Daniel, but first of all, he snored. Second, we’d been friends
as long as we’d been alive, constantly talking to each other through his
telepathy. The upshot of that? Not only did he snore, but sometimes I
could feel his dreams while he slept, if he slept nearby.

In this case, nearby meant across the room in my own bed. I didn’t know
what sort of dreams he was having, but I woke up with my heart racing,
and feeling panicky. Thirty minutes later, I still hadn’t managed to
fall asleep.

I pulled on jeans and a t-shirt, and grabbed a book. I’d been reading
Iain M. Banks’ Player of Games. Reading it in the lobby might help me
calm down.

I didn’t even make it to the lobby.

The floor’s vending machine stood next to the elevator, and Sean stood
in front of the vending machine. To be fair to him, he wasn’t stealing
pop. With magnetic powers he could have.

I should also say that despite what Daniel thought, Sean didn’t start
out being hostile.

He pulled a can of pop out of the vending machine and said, “So, what’re
you doing up?”

It wasn’t friendly either, but it could have been worse.

“I couldn’t sleep.” I didn’t want to explain that I’d had Daniel’s
nightmare.

“Yeah?” He pulled the tab, and opened the can, barely seeming to care.

That annoyed me, because it wasn’t as if I’d volunteered the
information. He’d asked. I didn’t see any reason to start a conversation
with him. If anything, I’d be willing to go out of my way to avoid it.

I pressed the down button on the elevator. If nothing else, I could
leave.

“Have you been telling stories about me?”

“What?”

“Telling stories about me. Making me look bad.”

“I’ve barely seen you, much less talked to anybody about you. Anyway, if
I wanted to make you look bad, I wouldn’t need to lie. You’ve actually
treated people I know badly. That’s your fault.”

As I said that, a part of me knew that this was not one of those
occasions where honesty would help. In fact, it was probably a really
bad idea.

“Yeah, like what?”

“That time you tried to beat me up with Jody and Dayton.”

“You threw a snowball into Dayton’s car.”

“Which does not justify beating up anybody, and three on one is kind of
cowardly.”

“You fucked up my leg. I’ve still got a limp!”

He did. Not normally, but after today’s exercise, it was obvious. I had
mixed feelings about that most of the time. I mean, I’d done permanent
damage to his knee. In the moment though, I said, “Which I’d never have
done if your friends weren’t holding me down so you could kick me.”

We stared at each other.

The elevator door opened. I stepped forward. He could argue with himself
if he wanted to.

The doors shut before I reached them.

“What are you going to do about that?”

Sean smiled at me, more pleased with himself than he deserved to be.

That brought the situation home. I stood facing Sean without any armor,
not even the stealth suit, armed only with a book, and not one of Banks’
larger books either.

The question was, did Sean intend to hurt me, or had he given any
thought to what he’d do next at all?

Near him, the vending machine shook. I doubted that he even realized he
was doing it.

Through my growing fear, I found myself analyzing what I could do. The
vending machine sat in an alcove built into the wall at my left, Sean’s
right. If I punched him, I could probably take him down before he backed
up enough to put the vending machine into play.

This was so much like chess only he was thinking zero moves ahead—unless
he knew something I didn’t.

Also, was I really going to attack? He hadn’t attacked me, and shutting
the doors was more of an implied threat than a direct threat.

“See? Without the armor, you’re not much.”

As I tried to come up with a reply, I felt (and heard) a gust of wind.
For a second, I thought Vaughn might have heard us. Then I realized Izzy
stood with us in the hall.

She reminded me somehow of the Dixie Supergirl identity she’d used when
she’d been under Evil Beatnik’s control. It might have been her ponytail
and her pajamas even though the pajamas didn’t look much like the Dixie
Supergirl costume. The costume had been covered with the Confederate
flag. Her pajamas were a t-shirt with the words (and pictures of)
“Peace, Love, Giraffes” and blue, plaid pants.

Both the costume and t-shirt left her arms bare. Even though they
weren’t weirdly sinewy like some bodybuilders’ muscles, they were solid.

She’d also drawn herself up to her full height. “What do you think
you’re doing?”

Sean stepped back. I didn’t blame him.

Even though her voice wasn’t loud, it didn’t quite sound human. The
tones were richer, and stranger.

Remembering how she’d taken him out this summer, I wondered if he’d
recognized her yet. There couldn’t be a lot of women taller than he was.
Plus, she’d taken him out with her voice.

“I—” He said.

She talked over him. “I could hear you. What was the point of that? Do
you think that just because you have powers and he doesn’t, you can do
anything you want?”

It didn’t end there. Travis appeared. I had no idea where he’d come
from, but he stood there in jeans and no shirt, giving a very good view
of his muscles.

Other doors in the hall opened, and a few kids stepped out. I didn’t
recognize all of them, but enough.

“What’s going on?” Travis asked.

If that wasn’t enough, Isaac Lim stepped out from the stairway along
with Flick, a woman on the Midwest Defenders’ team.

She wore her costume, a yellow bodysuit with massive gauntlets around
her hands.

“Sean,” Isaac said, “we have to talk.”





Orientation


        “And then what?” Haley asked.

We were sitting on my bed at home, backs to the wall, our legs next to
each other.

“I don’t know. Isaac and Flick took him away. Isaac asked me some
questions later, but he already seemed to know what happened.”

“What happened after they left? You said everyone was in the
hall.”

“Well, not everyone. Izzy and Travis both have enhanced senses so I know
how they found out, and I don’t know about anybody else. It wouldn’t
surprise me if more people heard us than opened their doors. Sean was
shouting part of the time, and I’m sure I was louder than usual. Anyway,
by the time Isaac got up there, there were maybe eight people. I told
you they detect power use somehow. I think they might have cameras in
the hall too.”

“It doesn’t sound like they trust the students much.”

“I… think it’s more complicated than that. I mentioned that I was
surprised they got up to where we were so quickly, and Isaac told me
that the program had no tolerance for bullying. He said, ‘You’ve heard
of bullied kids coming to school with a gun? Well, it’s as if every kid
in the building has a gun—except for the ones with atomic bombs. Plus
they’ve got friends. If the program turns this hotel into a smoking hole
in the ground, the fallout will be so big that getting fired will be the
least of my problems’.”

Haley’s eyes got a little bigger. “Oh, no. He’s right.”

“Yeah. I mean, if I got the jet, I could probably take out the hotel
myself, and there are a bunch of people who could do it without any
technology. They measured strength, and Travis can move 40 tons. Izzy
and Jaclyn can both do more than 80. The device they brought isn’t
accurate after 85 tons. It’s a very interesting device though—”

I started to explain why, and then stopped. Haley had an expression on
her face that I’d slowly begun to recognize as the “please don’t explain
that now” look.

“Anyway, I’d bet any of them could take out the hotel by themselves, and
I know they’re not the only ones.”

“Is Sean out of the program?”

“I don’t think so. I saw him the next day. If he was out, I think they
would have sent him home. Why?”

Haley pulled her legs up to her chest, and put her arms around them.
“Don’t be mad. I still think Sean is a jerk, but I don’t want to see him
kicked out if he doesn’t have to be.”

“I don’t want to see him kicked out either, but you know what’s weird?
Isaac told me that if they can only have one of us in the program, it
will be me. It’s really crazy that he’d say that. I mean, I could get
Sean kicked out.”

“I don’t think he was promising to kick Sean out if you asked for it.”

“No, but still… After Sean tried to push you to go farther than you
wanted, and after I fought him, he brought in lawyers and his dad’s
friends. He made the school get me counseling, and his dad pushed the
police into investigating you. Now it’s totally the opposite. He’s got
no power over us at all, and there are lots of ways I could hurt him.”

She bit her lip. “What are you going to do?”

“Nothing. At least for now. I want to give him a chance, but honestly, I
got pretty angry about it afterward. In the moment I didn’t feel much,
but later it bugged me that he thought he had the right to terrorize
me.”

“I know I said I didn’t want Sean to be kicked out, but if it looks like
anything is going to happen, tell somebody, and watch out.”

“Don’t worry about it. I will. Daniel said the same thing, and I don’t
think he’s going to let me go anywhere without him.”

Then because it had been on my mind, I asked, “What happened to you? I
saw you sent a yellow to everybody, and then everything turned green
later.”

“Oh that,” she smiled a little. “I was downtown with Sydney and Camille,
and Kayla relayed that the police were having trouble with a lizard guy.
He called himself Ridgeback–I’ve never heard of him–and he’d robbed a
jewelry store. Anyway, we caught him. Sydney and I chased him down, and
Camille turned off gravity around him, and made him float. He had a few
normal people with him, but they weren’t hard to catch.”

“Ridgeback? That’s interesting. If he’s the guy I’m thinking of, he’s
more of a mercenary. I’ve never heard of him stealing jewelry.”

“He wasn’t very good at it. He did it in the middle of the day, and
overturned a bunch of cars. It was almost like he was trying to get
attention.”

“Which would be dumb,” I said.

“I know.” She let go of her legs and stood up. “Do you want to go for a
walk?”

“We could.”

My phone began to ring. I pulled it out of my pocket. I didn’t recognize
the phone number.

Haley leaned over and glanced at the screen. “That’s Sean.”

I almost didn’t answer, but then he’d have to call back.

“Hello?” I could at least pretend I didn’t know who was calling.

“Hi.” Sean sounded tired. “This is Sean.” Pause. “From school.”

Like I had any confusion about which Sean he was.

“I’m calling because… I’d like us to get along better.”

That was close to an apology. It moved vaguely in that direction without
using the words.

I didn’t say anything.

“I don’t want to cause trouble for you. So… that’s why I called.”

I thought about it. I didn’t want to be friends with him. I didn’t even
want him to think things were okay between us, and I felt like that was
exactly what I was supposed to do. When someone apologized, weren’t you
supposed to accept it, and forgive the guy?

It felt fake. I struggled to think of something to say, and then I found
some words—even if they weren’t the best words.

“You want us to get along better? Leave me alone. It’s really simple.
It’s all I’ve ever wanted from you. Don’t make my pens roll away. Don’t
close doors on me. Don’t make snide comments about me or my friends.
Don’t hit me. It’s not hard.”

And then I hung up.

The words had come all at once, but once they were over I found myself
sitting on the bed, staring at the phone in my hand, not sure of what to
do next. I couldn’t convince myself that what I’d said made things
better.

Sure, Sean hadn’t made much of an apology, but it was closer to one than
anything else he’d ever said to me.

On the other hand, maybe it was good for Sean to know that after you
treat someone badly enough they don’t really care when you apologize.

I could tell myself that.

I put my phone back into my pocket.

Haley had gotten off my bed just before the phone rang. She sat down
next to me, and took my hand. With her senses, she’d probably heard both
sides of the conversation, my rising heartbeat, and smelled… well,
whatever reactions my body betrayed there.

Then she put her right arm around my shoulders. I leaned into her, and
put my arm behind her back. We stayed that way until I felt better.



A little over a week and half later I found myself moving into my
college dorm room at Grand Lake University.

I’d been assigned to dePuit Hall, a long, brick, rectanglar building.
Built in the 1960’s, Grand Lake University had designated it as one of
the default dorms for freshmen. Whenever it had been designed must have
been some kind of low point in the architecture of institutional
buildings. It wasn’t much more than a five story rectangle with one long
hall that stretched from one end to the other.

It was almost impossible to get lost, but it had to be among the most
boring buildings I’d ever seen.

I didn’t bring much with me—my books, clothes, and bedding. I’d grown up
in Grand Lake, and I assumed that I’d be able to pick up anything else I
needed from home. The fact that I didn’t have a car would probably make
that more complicated, but I’d figure it out.

Anyway, between my dad, Haley, and I, we brought everything up in one
load.

Dad gave me a hug before he left. Once he was gone, Haley and I put my
clothes into drawers, made my bed, and set up my laptop.

It didn’t take long. While we worked, we couldn’t help but wonder about
my roommate. He wasn’t there when we arrived, but all of his stuff was.

According to the information I’d gotten about my room assignment, his
name was Jeremy Barrows, and he was a physics major.

A quick look over his books gave a more interesting picture. He seemed
to be interested in aliens. In addition to the textbooks on his desk, I
noticed a book called Aliens Among Us. It had a blurry picture of a
Xiniti on the cover.

The picture looked like it dated from the 70’s—back when the League
would have been meeting the Xiniti for the first time.

“Nick,” Haley said, “look at this.”

She pulled a book off the shelf on top of Jeremy’s desk. It was a copy
of Teachings of the Eldest, a book Lee, my martial arts teacher, had
co-written as part of a scam.

I laughed, and was about to ask her to pass it over so I could look at
it when I heard a voice from the open doorway behind me.

“Hey, that’s mine.”

Haley colored. “Sorry. I wasn’t going to take it or anything. I just
wanted to look at it. My mom has the same book.”

Jeremy turned out to be a slightly chunky guy in shorts and t-shirt. The
t-shirt said “Gevil” (except the “e” was a sigma) in Google’s
multi-colored letters. Jeremy himself had a small mustache and five
o’clock shadow.

“Does she actually believe it?”

“What? No. I don’t think so. I think she bought it at a garage sale. It
was really popular once, and she was curious, so…”

After a pause, she said, “I’m Haley, Nick’s girlfriend.”

“I’m Nick,” I said, and even though it was obvious, followed it up with,
“I just moved in.”

“I guessed,” Jeremy said. “I don’t believe in any of that stuff either,
but it’s connected to some deep, deep secrets.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh yeah. Mind blowing stuff. You ever heard of the Immortal?”

“A little,” I said.

Haley’s upper lip twitched, but she managed to smooth it into a smile,
and appear politely interested.

“He’s big. Really big. Records of him go back to Sumerian times, and
some people think they’ve seen records of him in cave paintings. The
guy’s totally mysterious. He appears all over the world. He changes his
looks and name, but some things never change—his attitude, the way he
takes outrageous damage, and how he manages to make weapons appear out
of nowhere.”

“His attitude?”

“Oh yeah, he’s totally devil-may-care. Nothing fazes him. Plus, he’s a
total sociopath. He’ll kill anybody. Former allies, friends, whatever.
He doesn’t mess with his employers—he’s a mercenary—but, after the job’s
done they’re fair game too.”

I’d seen web sites devoted to Lee, and his actions as the Immortal. This
was going to suck. I did not need to watch my every word—especially
since I’d be heading to Lee’s studio to train with him every Wednesday.

How easy was it to change roommates?

“Um,” Haley caught my eye briefly, “what does that have to do with
Teachings of the Eldest?”

“He wrote it.” Jeremy practically shouted. Then he stopped.

“Sorry, this is the biggest new development in years. He co-wrote the
book with another guy, and now the guy is suing him. Well, not as the
Immortal, but as ‘the Eldest’ who has a P.O. Box in Chicago ‘in care of’
Don Juan Matus. And that’s also where he gets his royalty checks.”

“Don Juan?” I thought about that. “That sounds…”

“Fake?” Haley supplied.

“Yeah. Very.”

“It is fake,” Jeremy said. “Don Juan was this old Indian shaman or
something in a totally different series of spiritual books. He was fake
too.”

I could totally see Lee finding that funny.

“How did you find this out?”

“There’s this Internet group that studies him, and one of our guys
stumbled on it. You know what? That’s not the best part. He’s associated
with the Heroes League, and he showed up here in his Gunther identity
just last spring. I might see the guy. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

“I guess,” I said, “but if he’s a totally remorseless killer, are you
sure you want to?”

“I wouldn’t get close,” he said. “I’m not crazy.”



Haley and I took a walk around campus before she left. It seemed like
the only way to get away, and by then it was nearly supper time. Time to
use my brand new ID card in the dining hall for the very first time
ever. I planned to join Vaughn and Cassie, and maybe Jeremy, but I hoped
not.

Figuring out what to do about him would be harder if he were around.

Giles Hardwick Hall had been built only five years ago. I didn’t know
what to call the style. Pseudo old building? Though mostly red brick,
the arched doors, inset windows, and concrete corners shaped like stone
blocks gave the impression of age. At any rate, it looked better than my
dorm.

The line extended out of the dining hall and onto the sidewalk outside.
The other dining hall wouldn’t open until the rest of the student body
arrived. For the weekend, it was Freshmen only.

The practical result? I got to examine the trees and grass behind the
dining hall while waiting.

I stood in line behind a group of girls I didn’t know at all. They were
talking and laughing together. I tried to think if there were anything
I’d done that would give Jeremy clues that I was more than your average
student.

Deeply into my own thoughts, I barely noticed when one of them said,
“Nick?”

Then I did recognize her—Courtney—as in Courtney and Keith, the biggest
fans of Guardian I’d ever met. They’d dated all the way through high
school. Last I’d heard, they’d been planning to go to the same college,
but not Grand Lake University.

What’s more, Keith’s uncle had been one of the first people to brew
power juice in Grand Lake. Courtney could use it to change her
appearance.

She looked great. Better than I’d ever seen her in fact. She’d lost a
lot of weight last year, but she’d changed more than that. She’d had two
large moles on her cheek, but now her skin was perfect. Something about
the shape of her face seemed different too, but I couldn’t think what.

Come to think of it, she also seemed taller than she used to.

“Hey, Courtney. I didn’t recognize you. I didn’t expect to see you here
at all.”

She walked around her friends to stand next to me. “Keith and I broke up
this summer, and I didn’t want to go to the same school.”

“Sorry. I should have guessed.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m happy it’s over. Believe me, it was a
miserable summer. How are you and Haley?”

We caught up on the way in, and she introduced me to her friends. I
stayed with them until we got inside the cafeteria. Once I got my food,
I sighted Vaughn and Cassie.

Walking over to join them, I reflected that if Courtney wanted to keep
all those changes, she’d need to use power juice all the time.

The cafeteria had more than one level, allowing people on the edges to
take in everyone on the main level of the room. Vaughn and Cassie sat
together at a table with a view, but also one that wasn’t more than ten
feet from an exit.

I wondered if that was intentional or accidental. Lee would have
approved, though he probably would have positioned Vaughn with his back
to the wall and Cassie nearer to the edge.

She’d work better as a lookout because she could take a lot of damage
and still report back, giving Vaughn time to counterattack.

Not that any of us were likely to be attacked in the cafeteria—at least
not this early in the semester.

I sat down next to Vaughn, thinking that I’d spent far too much time
training in the last year.

“Who were you talking to?” Vaughn’s gaze followed Courtney and her
friends down the steps.

“Remember Courtney from high school? Dated Keith?”

“No kidding? She’s looking really good.”

“Power juice?” Cassie asked.

“Can’t say for sure, but I’d bet on it.”

“Oh yeah,” Vaughn said. “Shapeshifting. Appearance only, right?”

“I think. But that’s with power juice. If someone made it permanent, she
might be able to do more.”

“You know what would be crazy,” Vaughn said. “Shapeshifting girlfriend.
Think about it.”

“Right,” Cassie said. “She could shapeshift into a guy, and no one would
ever guess you were dating.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“What I’m wondering,” Cassie said, “is whether we should talk to the
program about her. Everyone and their dog can make powers permanent
these days. I told you about that, right?”

When she’d been in Washington D.C., she’d learned that the military had
a power impregnator, and she’d seen an ancient (probably Abominator
made) version when she’d broken into a research facility owned by the
Nine. I hoped they hadn’t learned anything from it. That would not be
good. The Nine were scary.

“Everyone except us,” Vaughn said.

He was right. Our power impregnator had been modified, and then damaged
during the summer.

“We probably should talk to someone,” I said. “Impersonating people
could be really useful. Think Mystique in the X-Men comics.”

“See,” Vaughn said. “Blue and naked is exactly the kind of thing I had
in mind.”

“God,” Cassie muttered, “and you were wondering why you and Brittany
broke up?”



I saw my adviser Monday morning. Not Dr. Nation, but my official college
advisor Dr. Farkas. Well, one of my advisors. I had two because I had
two majors—chemistry and electrical engineering.

Dr. Farkas wasn’t taking it well.

I sat in his office while he opened my folder, and stared at the papers
inside. I occupied myself by looking at the books that covered all four
walls of his office. To judge from them, chemistry was his only
interest.

“I don’t think you can do this,” he said. “I don’t like to say that
because obviously you’re very bright, but majoring in electrical
engineering and chemistry could easily result in flunking out of both
programs. Aside from which, you’ll never get through both programs in
four years if that’s your goal.”

“I… I think I can. You’re looking at my initial schedule. It’s changed.
I took some tests a few weeks ago and it turns out I can skip a bunch of
classes in both programs. I’ve actually got a list here… I’ve divided up
the rest of them by year and made a schedule for the next four years,
and it should work.”

I took it out and put it on top of his folder. I had a photocopied copy
for each advisor in case they hadn’t gotten it.

He read it. “I’ve never seen any student test out of this many classes.”

“The registrar okayed it and so did my engineering advisor,” I said. “I
can more or less skip the first year of each program and go straight
into sophomore courses. If you look at it, you’ll find I skip more
electrical engineering courses.”

After a call to the registrar, and a call to my engineering advisor, he
signed my paper, and I was free.

The Chemistry Department’s professors all had offices in the same
section of Davidson Hall so I walked out to find a lot of students
standing or sitting at the tables in the common area between offices,
and generally waiting for their advisors.

Courtney stood in a line next to a door. It wasn’t a surprise. We’d been
in AP (advanced placement) chemistry together.

She didn’t seem to see me. I thought about it. I had questions for her.
If I caught her at the right time, I could ask them.

When I turned to check on her, she’d just stepped into her advisor’s
office.

I decided to wait. It wouldn’t be long.

Fifteen minutes later, she stepped out of the office, and started
walking toward the hall. I waved to her, and she slowed, letting me
catch up.

“Did you just see your advisor too?”

“Kind of. I got out, and then I noticed you were in there, and thought
I’d say hi when you got out.”

Then I wondered if I’d been too honest. She could take that a bunch of
ways ranging from “creepy stalker” to “he’s interested in me” to “just
being friendly.”

The first two were the last things I wanted her to think. Even beyond
not wanting to hurt Haley, I’d never thought about Courtney in terms of
dating. She’d been dating Keith the entire time I knew her. I’d always
thought of her as nice, and a lot more sensible than Keith in a lot of
ways, but more as a friend than anything else.

If I’d met her for the first time in college, I’d probably have classed
her as “completely unapproachable.”

“Hey, you’re silent all of a sudden. What’s on your mind?”

“I still can’t get over how different you look.”

“Oh,” she said, and took a breath. “Well, you know why.”

She’d showed Haley and I at the restaurant when we’d gone out together
before prom.

“Yeah,” I said, “but you’ve made a lot more changes since prom.”

Her eyes darted around. We were walking down the stairs to the first
floor with a lot of other people. Every freshman had to see their
advisors today. Classes started tomorrow.

“Let’s not talk about this here. Let’s try…” She paused. “Let’s try
somewhere on the lawn. Michelle always has people in our dorm room.”

We didn’t say much as we followed people down the stairs and out of the
building. One look outside told us that the lawn wouldn’t be private.
People were everywhere. Freshmen had moved in on Friday and Saturday,
but on Monday everybody could move in. Cars filled the streets between
buildings, and every parking space in front of them.

Students carried suitcases, backpacks, and duffel bags full of stuff
across the lawn toward the residential halls.

“We could walk by the river,” I suggested.

A few minutes later, we’d walked past Voss Hall of Engineering, and
stood near the water. The park where the League fought Evil Beatnik lay
on the other side. A few people sat in the park, or walked down the
sidewalk next to the river, many of them in business clothes.

The university’s side of the river hadn’t been developed as much. Weeds
started where the lawn ended, and continued down the bank, ending in
mud.

It was private in the sense that no one stood in hearing distance. I
supposed that people could still see us through the windows of the
engineering building.

We sat where the river bank began—the edge of the lawn .

“You’re probably wondering why Keith and I broke up?”

I had been, but I hadn’t intended to ask about it. I’d really intended
to find out how much power juice she was using, and where she was
getting it.

“A little.”

She stared down at the river before she said anything else. “Keith wants
to be a superhero. He went to college in Chicago so he could impress the
Midwest Defenders. He kept on bothering me to do it with him—I’d do the
investigating, and he’d do the fighting. It was awful. I only wanted to
lose some weight, or at least look like I had. It wasn’t coming off any
other way. We argued for months, and he dumped me in July.”

I nodded.

“And that’s it,” she said. “After we broke up, I had a lot of time on my
hands, and I spent it experimenting with my powers. I don’t know why,
but I thought I’d see how attractive I could become while still looking
like myself. Maybe it was supposed to be some kind of revenge on Keith.
I don’t know. It’s a little like how my mom dyed her hair red after my
parents divorced.”

She stopped, and watched the river. I didn’t say anything for a little
while.

“Does it last? Or do you have to take more juice all the time?”

She gave me a slightly lopsided smile that reminded me of how she used
to look.

“If I change myself, and don’t take any more, I stay that way.”

“That’s interesting. I wonder if you’re changing yourself at the level
of DNA, or if you’re rearranging yourself, but you’ll slowly change back
with time?”

“Can’t tell you. I’m not taking the risk of finding out. I’m making my
own juice. I don’t want to get stuck if I don’t have to.”

“What happens if power juice becomes illegal?”

She shrugged. “Maybe I’ll build one of those machines that make powers
permanent.”





Settling In


        Even three nights later, I still found myself thinking about the
conversation. I’d talked about it with Haley, (and for that matter
Daniel, Cassie, and Vaughn) and we all agreed it wasn’t likely that
Courtney would be able to recreate the power impregnator on her own.

Despite what you might see in the movies, being a chemistry major
doesn’t automatically qualify you to construct a device that activates
powers hidden in a person’s DNA.

I mean, honestly, it would have been a lot of work for me to construct
one, and I had Grandpa’s documentation.

I knew that, and yet on Thursday night I lay in my bunk, staring at the
ceiling, and wondering what she planned to do with her powers anyway.

She could already pass for a model. What else did she
want?

I turned my head. On my desk, the numbers of my alarm clock glowed red,
showing the time—1:34 am. I had three classes on Friday. I didn’t have
anything due, but I still wanted to be awake.

I settled in, closing my eyes, and trying to think of something that
would put me to sleep.

On the bunk below, Jeremy breathed steadily, probably sleeping. Over the
last few days, he’d seemed okay, and I’d decided I could deal with him
for a year.

I just hoped I could keep my identity as the Rocket secret.

Naturally, it was as I thought about that that my League phone began to
vibrate. I’d put it in a pocket in my pajamas, hoping it would wake me
up.

I clicked on it, and the screen glowed.

Marcus had sent a yellow. I checked the map. He was downtown, and
moving.

Was he alone? If he’d gone on patrol, he was supposed to take someone
else along.

I dropped to the floor as quietly as I could, pulled on the stealth
suit—the innermost layer could pass as long underwear or exercise
clothes, and pulled jeans and t-shirt over it.

Cassie, Vaughn, and I had worked out a plan for situations like this,
and tonight we’d get to put it into practice. I couldn’t realistically
keep the Rocket suit in my room, and I couldn’t realistically head back
to Grandpa’s house to get it on short notice.

Once I got my shoes on, I stepped out of the room, closed the door
quietly, and walked as quickly as I could down the hall. After I stepped
out of the dormitory, I ran for the school parking garage.

I’d parked the van on the second floor, so by the time made it up the
stairs, I found I wasn’t the first person there. I opened the door and
stepped inside to find Cassie was already in the back of the van,
grabbing things.

“There you are. Now all we’re missing is—”

Vaughn opened the passenger side door, and stepped in.

I turned on the van, and drove out. Even at this time of night there
were still a few people using the parking garage, but I’d taken the
precaution of tinting the windows so they couldn’t easily see inside.

I’d also added a few other details that made our lives a little easier,
but the main point of the van was more to be a mobile closet than a
recognizable League fighting vehicle.

“Does anyone know what’s going on?” I tapped a few buttons on the
dashboard, and a screen showed Marcus’ location downtown.

“No,” Vaughn said.

From the back, Cassie said, “Marcus caught somebody breaking into First
of Michigan Bank downtown, and now he’s chasing the guy.”

“I didn’t think we were doing patrols because of school starting,” I
said.

“We’re not,” Cassie said. “Marcus went out for the fun of it after
work.”

“Anyway, Marcus is still in high school so he doesn’t start for another
week,” Vaughn said. Except for the mask, he’d changed into his costume.

“I know,” I said, “but we were using the buddy system for patrols to
avoid this kind of stuff.”

I pulled the van to the side of the road. We were downtown. If Marcus
and whoever he was chasing kept on moving in the same direction, they’d
go past us soon.

Getting up and walking into the back, I threw off my t-shirt and jeans,
and pulled on the stealth suit’s upper layers—pants, jacket, and helmet.
Then I grabbed my utility belt, rocketpack, and the guitar.

Meanwhile, Vaughn and Cassie had stepped out of the van.

I followed them out, hearing the sound of gunshots, and brief roaring
noises that reminded me of jet engines.

I’d parked in an alley. We were near the city’s arena next to a street
of old, brick buildings that had once been factories, but were now
restaurants and shops.

The roaring noises grew louder, and I looked up in time to see seven
people jump the distance between the two buildings on either side of the
alley. Glowing lines of fire shot out of the bottoms of their boots.

Rocket boots?

Marcus followed them, lengthening his legs as he jumped, and stretching
his arms to grab the ledge on the other side. His leap reminded me of a
frog somehow.

If it weren’t night, I could have blamed it on his green costume. I only
recognized him because I knew he was coming, and because no normal human
could stretch like that.

Frog-like or not, the way his shape briefly blocked the stars made me
think of Batman cartoons—which ironically brought me back to
reality.

We should have attacked them when they passed over us. If we’d called
Marcus and told him to hang back, that could have worked beautifully.

Sparing everyone else my 20/20 hindsight, I said, “I’m going up,”
started the rockets, and shot into the air.

Suddenly above the row of buildings, I had to decide how I wanted to
handle this. We didn’t have a plan. Okay, we kind of had a plan, but it
didn’t amount to much more than, “Find out who Marcus was chasing, and
help him.”

I leveled off, and angled sideways, flying above the street.

I’d gotten ahead of them, giving me a second to detach the guitar from
my chest, and send a message to everyone on the comm.

“Hang back, I’m going to blind them. One…”

The stealth suit’s sonar filled in the details normal human vision
couldn’t, assisted by a computer. I’d improved it during the summer.
Each of the seven figures running across the roof appeared to be wearing
more than just boots.

Hard supports ran up the sides of their legs, arms, and chest. Small
rockets or jets hung on the supports, probably to help stabilize the
boots. The design reminded me of Jack Maniac’s a little, but unlike him,
I hadn’t seen any sign these guys could do more than make
rocket-assisted jumps.

Large bags hung by straps across their shoulders. I guessed they might
hold the bank’s money.

Marcus had lost ground or he’d heard my message. Either way, he ran half
a rooftop behind them.

Cassie followed him, staff in hand, sword on her back. Vaughn flew above
her.

“Two…” This could work, I told myself. Blind them, and we could take
them hand to hand. Reports of their actions during the chase showed no
indication they were anything more than normal humans. Sure, their
exoskeletons might be strong, but they weren’t armor.

“Three…”

Switching the setting from communicator to voice, I shouted, “Hey,”
through the suit’s speakers. As they turned their heads toward the
noise, lasers from my guitar bathed the rooftop in bright, multi-colored
light.

My helmet blocked most of it, but from the shouts, their helmets hadn’t
done as well.

Better than the shouts, lightning flashed from Vaughn’s black gloved
hand to hit one of them. The bank robber’s arms flailed, and he fell
over as electricity crackled.

The crazy thing? I recognized that as one of Vaughn’s smaller “taser
sized” blasts.

I turned and flew toward them, landing a few feet from the edge, and
letting the guitar hang while I gave them a blast of pain with the sonic
weapons.

The two directly in front of the blast tensed, and one put his hands
uselessly on the side of his helmet.

Marcus, in the meantime, had shifted from his long-limbed form into a
muscular, humanoid shape that appeared to be made of rocks and reminded
me of a comic book character.

Shouting, “It’s clobberin’ time,” he punched a guy in the face, cracking
the man’s helmet, and knocking him down.

Cassie came out of the darkness behind Marcus, sweeping a guy’s legs out
from under him with her staff, and hitting him in the head with it when
he tried to push himself up.

He stayed down after that.

I charged the two guys standing in front of me, taking one down with a
punch to the solar plexus. While he gasped for breath, the other backed
away. He must have been disoriented from the light and my sonic blast
because he tripped.

The exoskeleton restricted his movement more than the Rocket suit
because he had a hard time getting his arm into a position to push
himself up.

The big bag of money couldn’t have helped him either.

That left two effective fighters—one guy in an exoskeleton, and another
who (I only then realized) wasn’t wearing rocket boots at all.

He’d been jumping between buildings with nothing but his own strength.

Dressed in black combat gear like the rest of them, he pulled out a
pistol with a solid barrel—a paralysis gun in all probability. He
pointed it at me before I had the chance to move.

I didn’t have time to worry, but if I had, I probably wouldn’t have. I’d
worked out a device that countered the sounds the gun used to trigger
paralysis.

He pulled the trigger.

The device on my belt didn’t hum at all.

I tried to dive to the right, but I’d already lost control of my legs.

I crumpled, and fell to the roof of the building. I fell sideways, and
then rolled halfway on to my back—”halfway” because I was mostly on my
arm and right side of my back, and partly on my rocketpack. It wouldn’t
let me roll all the way there.

The other guy—the only guy with an exoskeleton still standing—had pulled
out a paralysis gun too.

I could tell because the helmet’s sonar gave me better peripheral
vision. That let me see a flying person fall (Vaughn), and
simultaneously see Cassie jump, drop to the roof, and let go of her
staff.

I couldn’t see if it fell to the ground.

Not that it mattered. We couldn’t do anything anyway.

I didn’t see them get Marcus, but since they’d stopped fighting he had
to be down too.

The man without the exoskeleton (the leader?) looked over the group. He
turned to the other guy, “Check how badly our people are hurt. I’m
calling it in. We’ve got the girl.”

Something about his voice sounded familiar.

The other guy said, “Think that means we’ll get a bonus? They were going
to give one to Ridgeback.”

“Doubt it, but we deserve one.”

“No shit. After D.C.? We’re lucky we’re not dead.”

“Nah. They don’t kill people.”

“Yeah? I heard guys died.”

“Me too, but I think that was the frog-men.”

“Bastards.”

“Yeah. Check those guys, okay?”

“Got it.”

The leader pulled a phone from his belt, and held it in front of his
mouth. “Tell Sixer, we’ve got her plus some teammates.”

I couldn’t hear the response.

“Who? The guitar guy—we’re pretty sure he’s the Rocket—plus Storm King,
and the shapeshifter.”

The leader went quiet for a while, listening to the person on the other
end, or maybe waiting for a response.

Meanwhile I heard the heavy steps, and occasional hum of the man with an
exoskeleton moving around, helping the guy who’d fallen over up, shaking
the other guys back to consciousness.

A breeze blew across the roof. It sounded like it might be gaining
strength.

That would be great. What’s worse than lying on roof paralyzed and
unable to defend yourself? All of the above, but with darkness and rain.

If I were lucky, it wouldn’t just be rain, but I couldn’t count on that.

I tried to think of a way out of it, but no obvious plan came to mind.
Unlike Daniel, all my plans required the ability to move.

My mind jumped around. I don’t like to think I was panicking, but if I
was, I had an excuse. Doing my best to keep my mind on something
possible, I tried to move my toe.

Strangely, I could. I could move all my toes—not my legs, hands or arms,
but toes? Yes.

Not that it mattered. What was I going to do with my toes when I
couldn’t move the rest of my legs?

Then I thought, why didn’t my anti-paralysis device work?

I thought about my toes, and I knew why.

My device worked against the kind of paralysis created by one of
Man-Machine’s inventions, a paralysis gun that used sound to trigger
paralysis throughout the body. It worked because we needed to be
paralyzed to sleep.

The gun they had used some form of radiation to specifically block
individual limbs from moving. I wasn’t sure how you’d manage to avoid
paralyzing the heart, but since I wasn’t dead, it was obviously
possible.

“Dead? Both of them?” The leader sounded matter of fact about it.

He pulled a gun out of its holster—an automatic pistol, not the
paralysis gun.

“What’s your ETA?”

He hung the phone back on his belt. “Men,” he said, “they’ll be picking
us up by helicopter in ten minutes. There will be a medic on the flight.
Before then, we’ll need to get a couple things done. They want the
Rocket and Captain Commando, but Storm King and the Shift are useless.
They don’t want us to leave them alive.”

I felt sick.

I tried to wiggle my fingers. Even if couldn’t move my arms, I could do
a lot if my fingers were free.

They wouldn’t move, and the leader’s voice still seemed strangely
familiar to me.

The leader stepped forward as the wind kicked up a notch. “I’ll take
Storm King and—”

Then lightning hit him, engulfing his entire body. He fell over.

I’d have closed my eyes if I could. Bright, white light filled my
vision, followed by a thunderclap, both filtered to a bearable level by
my helmet.

Vaughn didn’t need to move to act.

Around me, electricity hit the men in exoskeletons—the ones who’d gotten
up anyway.

I’d have felt a lot better then, if it weren’t for the leader.

Even with his burned and smoking clothes, he’d begun to stand up.

He didn’t get up easily. He pushed himself up one hand at a time,
swaying as he made it up on two legs.

Taking an experimental step, he spied something on the roof, and bent
over to get it—the automatic pistol. When he came up the second time, he
seemed stronger. He stood up normally.

Quickly, he pointed the gun past me—probably at Vaughn.

This time the wind came up as a roaring, howling blast that drew the man
into the air, and threw him off the building.

If I’d been able to gasp, I might have.

Vaughn had used lethal force twice, but I wasn’t complaining about it.
The guy had been planning to kill him, and Marcus when they couldn’t
defend themselves. Anyway, given what had just happened, the chances
were likely that it wasn’t lethal enough.

Still, was the guy dead or not? And if not, how long would it take
before he make it back up to the roof to finish his job?

I hoped desperately it would be after the effects of the paralysis wore
off. I wiggled my toes with the idea that I’d soon be able to move the
rest of my leg. Some moved more easily than others.

Maybe getting messages from my brain to my toes wouldn’t make any
difference anywhere else, but I couldn’t think of anything that would
bring me closer to actually being able to move.

Near me, but out of sight, someone who had been hit by Vaughn’s
lightning moaned and whimpered.

Just a little louder than their voices and the wind, Marcus said, “Hey
guys, I think I worked my way around the paralysis—not all the way
around, but I can move.”

He paused.

“Anybody there? Look, I know Storm King can hear me even if he can’t say
so. Can anyone else give me a sign?”

From the tone of his voice, I couldn’t say he was panicking, but he
sounded nervous. I would have sounded nervous too.

In that moment, he stood alone.

Times like this made me wish Daniel had decided to go to college in
Grand Lake instead of Chicago. A telepathic group discussion would have
gone a long way just then. I could have told Marcus about the van we’d
parked in the alley next to the building. Driving away had a lot going
for it.

“I’m thinking this through guys. We can’t stay here, but I can’t carry
you all away at once, and I don’t want to leave anybody. I’m wondering…
Could a zap from Storm King clear the paralysis, maybe? We could try it
on Captain Commando first.”

He paused, and then in a more excited voice said, “No! Got it! I’ll
change into a glider, and Storm King can float us out of here.”

He grabbed Vaughn, Cassie, and I, placing us next to each other. Then he
changed, and I felt straps surround me. Out of my peripheral vision, I
could see his body stretching into a wide pair of wings.

“Don’t start the wind just yet,” he said. “It’ll take a minute before
the wings are strong enough.”

A boot scraped across the edge of the roof.

I glanced toward the noise. The leader had climbed over the edge of the
roof to my left.

He held the paralysis gun, pulling it up, and aiming.

I wanted to say something. I couldn’t.

It turned out I didn’t need to. I half expected that he’d tell Vaughn to
start the wind going, but he didn’t.

The straps, tendrils, or whatever they were withdrew at a speed that
caused us all to roll sideways while Marcus flopped over in a clatter of
wings, and weird noises that sounded a lot like “splort.”

It didn’t leave me in a great position either. I’d managed to roll
completely on my back, the rockets holding the middle of my back above
the ground. My head flopped over, the helmet touching the roof. When I
was a little kid, looking at the ceiling upside down like that, and
pretending I could walk on it had seemed fun.

Under the current circumstances? Much less fun.

On the bright side, when I tried to get up, I actually moved my right
leg a little.

I didn’t have time to feel good about that. From my right came a flash
of light, the crackle of electricity, and the sound of Cassie saying,
“Fuck, that hurt!”

Lightning hit the leader again, and while his body shook, the paralysis
gun dropped out of his hand, falling to the roof with a clunk.

Part of me hoped it still worked by the the time I could move. I planned
to grab it. A more practical side of my mind hoped it had been destroyed
in the first lightning strike.

Near me, Cassie stood up, entering the edges of the helmet’s peripheral
vision. She didn’t waste any time. Once she was on her feet, she ran
straight at the leader as he bent over to grab the gun.

She hit him in the back of the head with her fist—not always a good
move. Do it softly enough, and you can knock someone out with minimal
work, but do it hard enough, and you can give them permanent brain
damage. If you’re Cassie, and they’re normal, you also stand a good
chance of punching through the skull.

I strongly doubted that he was normal.

Either way, he hit the roof, and lay there.

Cassie pulled out handcuffs from her utility belt, and cuffed his hands
behind his back. Then she pulled out another set for his legs.

I’d made them based on one of Grandpa’s designs. Jaclyn and Cassie could
both break them—Jaclyn almost instantly. Cassie needed time.

From what I’d seen, this guy’s strength was closer to Cassie’s than
Jaclyn’s. Hopefully we had enough time for the police to bring a Box.

“Whoa,” Marcus said, “that was great. What do you think we ought to do
with these other guys?”

Cassie glanced over at Vaughn and me, “Storm King fried most of them,
but if they do wake up, the cuffs’ll never get around the exoskeletons.
We’ll have to get them out first.”

“Hope we don’t rip their skin off. A few of those guys are looking
extra-crispy.”

I moved my left arm, and tried my left leg. They moved. I rolled myself
over to my front, and pushed myself up.

I could stand even if I felt a little wobbly.

Next to me, Vaughn pulled himself up. “Hey guys, we won anyway.Doesn’t
that kick ass?”

I turned to look at him, and nearly fell over.

Cassie grabbed my arm, stopping me.

“Are you okay?”

“I think so. My legs are still coming back.”

Vaughn put his hand on my shoulder. “Me too. I wasn’t along when you
guys fought Ray the first time. That’s a nasty weapon.”

“Yeah. I know.” I concentrated on standing.

Marcus nodded. He’d changed back to almost normal—human shape, but all
gray skin and his green costume. “Ray caught me when I was completely
pre-change. I couldn’t do a thing. This time was pretty cool.”

“Except that he was going to kill us,” Vaughn said, grinning. His mask
didn’t cover his mouth and chin.

Marcus sighed, and looked over the unconscious bodies on the roof. “That
does bug me. Does anyone know why?”

Cassie let go of my arm. I didn’t fall over. My legs were feeling closer
to normal.

“I’m thinking it’s the Nine. They were talking about what happened in
D.C. when I was there.” Cassie sounded tired. “I fought people who
worked for the Nine, and discovered they were kidnapping girls who
looked like me.”

“Wow,” Marcus cocked his head. “Did someone make clones of you too?”

“No,” Cassie said, “but it’d be easier if they had. They wouldn’t have
any reason to send people after me. I think they’re interested in
Abominator technology.”

“Oh,” Marcus said, and didn’t say what we were all thinking. Some
Abominator technology worked for Cassie that, so far as we knew, worked
for no one else on the planet.

“We’d better call the cops and get these guys out of here,” I said.
“They mentioned something about a helicopter coming.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Marcus said, “the police have been following me
since those guys robbed the bank.”

He had a point. I’d been hearing sirens in the background during the
entire fight, and they were growing closer now. Police cars rounded the
corner and roared down the street, blue and red lights flashing.

Something scraped the roof. We all looked.

The leader was awake. More than that, he was obviously trying to move
himself toward the edge. Given the half-foot high ledge, it would be a
challenge to get over with his feet and hands cuffed.

Once we turned to stare at him though, he tried to break the cuffs on
his arms, muscles straining. Cassie dropped down to push his arms
straight.

I picked up his paralysis gun, and pointed it at him. Cassie looked at
me, and let go.

When I fired, his head slumped, his arms and legs relaxed.

“I wonder how long that will work?” She stood next to the body, pulling
a flashlight off her belt, and looking him over. Covered in black (mask,
jacket, pants), the guy’s muscles were obvious through his clothes.
Vaughn’s lightning and the man’s fall to the ground had ripped his shirt
in a few different spots.

Blood stained spots around the rips, but his skin was unbroken. Even
without my helmet’s help, Cassie’s flashlight made it obvious.

“There’s something up with this guy,” Cassie said.

As I began to say, “Yeah, I recognized his voice from somewhere,” she
reached down and pulled his mask off.

Blond haired, and square jawed, he looked like a younger version of her
father.





Taking Control


        By the time the police took the Nine’s people away in a Box, it was
already three in the morning. The fight had taken maybe ten minutes.
Answering their questions took most of the time.

We never saw the helicopter that the leader—Cassie’s brother? What do
you call someone who was cloned from the same person you were cloned
from? Cassie had at least been raised by the original Captain Commando.
It made sense if she thought of him as her dad, but for the guy we’d
fought, Captain Commando wasn’t much more than an unwilling DNA donor.

Anyway, the Nine’s copter didn’t appear. The News 10 Choppercam did, but
unless they were secretly controlled by the Nine, the Nine’s people must
have scrubbed their mission.

That’s a long way of saying that by the time the police cars and deep
sounds of the Boxes’ diesel engines faded, we’d relocated to the van I’d
parked in the alley.

Once we’d taken turns changing back to civilian clothes behind the
curtain in the back of the van, Cassie said, “We ought to talk about how
we did.”

Vaughn stepped out from behind the curtain. He wore black jeans and a
New Pornographers t-shirt. Putting his hair into a ponytail, he said,
“We won, right? What more do we need to do?”

Cassie sat in the passenger seat, twisting around to look at Vaughn and
Marcus. “We need to think about what we did right and wrong. We do this
all the time.”

Sliding over the back of the seat, he said, “Not all the time. I mean
really, not even half, I bet.”

Cassie made a noise somewhere between a grunt and a sigh. Whatever it
was, she sounded annoyed.

“I messed up.” Marcus looked up from the floor. He hadn’t been holding
his head in his hands, but his position had a little bit of that feel.

Vaughn shook his head. “No, you were the best of anybody. We’re all okay
because they couldn’t take you out.”

“No,” Marcus said. “I messed up before anyone even knew about it. I
shouldn’t have been out there alone, and it never occurred to me that
they had paralysis guns. If they’d turned around and shot me each time I
moved, I wouldn’t have been able to shift out of it. They could have
taken me out any time they wanted, but they didn’t, and I led all of you
guys into a trap.”

“That’s not your fault,” Cassie said. “None of us thought about it
either. I never thought they were anything more than bank robbers until
they started talking about D.C. We were lucky they couldn’t handle
Vaughn.”

She looked over to me. “Nick, what do you think?”

I stopped typing on my League phone. “Sorry, Haley wanted to know what
happened, and I’ve been telling her.”

Cassie frowned.

At Cassie’s look I said, “Sorry,” again.

“That doesn’t mean I wasn’t listening though. Um… I thought we screwed
up from the beginning. They literally jumped over us. If we could have
attacked them then, the paralysis guns might not have mattered.”

“Right,” Cassie said. “I thought about that too.”

“The other thing that should have tipped me off,” I said, “was their
technology. I don’t know how much was in the bank vault, but if it was
less than twenty thousand, I bet those exoskeletons cost a lot more than
that.”

“No kidding?” Vaughn shook his head.

“No kidding,” I said. “Plus Haley and I were talking about when she
fought Ridgeback, and it’s really obvious in retrospect that that should
have tipped us off too. What in the world is a mercenary like Ridgeback
doing robbing a jewelry store in Grand Lake?”

Vaughn threw up his hands. “Ok, you win. This was a total screw up. So
now what?”

I didn’t have an answer. I wasn’t going to suggest the obvious—track
down the Nine to their secret base and take them in.

The Defenders hadn’t done it. There had to be a reason for that, one
that was probably connected to the hero body count the Nine had racked
up over the years.

“I don’t know,” Cassie said. “But we’d better come up with something
because I don’t think they’re going to give up.”



Cassie didn’t say much on the way back to the dorms. If I’d been
attacked by a clone of my dead father, I don’t know how talkative I’d
have been.

Around 3:25am, I snuck back into my dorm room, changed into pajamas, and
went back to bed.

Jeremy seemed to be asleep.

That’s what I thought at first, but when I pulled the covers up, he
said, “Where’d you go? You’ve been gone for an hour.”

More than that actually, but I didn’t correct him. I had to think. He’d
find out about what happened tomorrow morning, and it wouldn’t take too
much to notice I’d been gone around the same time the Rocket appeared.

I needed to come up with an explanation he’d accept.

“I couldn’t sleep, and then I heard the Heroes League was fighting
somebody downtown, so I went down there.”

“Seriously? Bring me along next time.”

The next day I sat down to eat breakfast with Jeremy in Hardwick Hall’s
cafeteria. My first class was organic chemistry at 9 am—which seemed
cruel and unusual punishment given when I went to bed.

“Organic chemistry? Don’t sophomores take that? And it’s supposed to be
a hard class.” Jeremy looked up from his cereal. He’d dripped a little
milk on his t-shirt.

“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s only the first week, but it doesn’t seem
that bad. I tested out of so much stuff that I’m taking everything out
of order.”

“Yeah? I saw your schedule. It’s all two or three hundred level classes.
I don’t know how you’re going to survive.”

“The three hundred level classes are all math or engineering, so that’s
okay. I’m actually a little more worried about the criminology class
I’ve got to take.”

Jeremy started laughing. When he stopped, he said, “I wouldn’t worry
about it. You’re going to be fine. I’m going to need the help. I’ve been
looking over some of the stuff in my calculus book, and I’ve got no idea
how I’m going to get to point where I understand the stuff in the back.
Some of the stuff on the syllabus for two weeks from now looks pretty
scary.”

I put my fork into my scrambled eggs.

I was doing this all wrong. It was nice of the Stapledon people to get
me out of classes that would bore me, but I hadn’t intended to look like
this much of a freak.

How long would it be before he connected “The Rocket: inventor and
genius” with his roommate who was always gone when the Rocket was
around, and just happened to be surprisingly smart?

Not for the first time that week, I told myself that I should have
roomed with Vaughn.

We’d talked about it, but between school, the team, and the Stapledon
program, it sounded like a little too much togetherness.

At the same time, if I were rooming with Vaughn, I wouldn’t have to hide
anything at all. It would have made everything so much simpler.

“What did you see last night?” Jeremy asked.

“When I went out to watch fight? Nothing worth mentioning. They were all
running around on rooftops, and I couldn’t get up high enough to see
anything until the police came—”

“Nick?”

A hand touched my shoulder. I turned to find Courtney standing next to
my chair.

“Oh, hey Courtney.”

It still took me half a second to recognize her, and that was despite
the fact that she was wearing clothes from high school—a Guardian
t-shirt, and jeans. Well, the jeans couldn’t be from high school—too
small, but I remembered the shirt.

Now it looked like she was deliberately wearing something oversized.

“I was hoping to catch you. Do you have time to talk?”

“I’ve got class in…” I checked a clock on the wall, “Crap. Five minutes.
I can call you afterward.”

She bit her lip. “That’ll work. Class goes till 10, right?”

“Right.”

She said good-bye, and walked after a couple of friends. I got up from
the table with my tray. I was going to have to run to make it on time.

Jeremy watched her go. “How do you know someone who looks like that?”

“High school,” I said, and left.



Courtney said she’d leave her door partly open, and that’s how I
recognized the room.

The girls’ side of DePuit Hall smelled better than the guys’ side, or if
not precisely better, more strongly of perfume and hairspray. Whoever
the R.A. was had put more effort into aesthetics too. In my hall, the
R.A. taped white cardboard with our names written in marker to the
doors. Here, the names were neatly written on cutouts of the school
mascot “Wavie.”

Granted, it was still kind of stupid to have the school’s mascot be a
wave, but it looked better than white cardboard.

I knocked on the door, and said, “Hey, it’s Nick.”

Courtney opened the door all the way. “Hi, come in and sit anywhere.
Michele’s got class.”

The room was a testimony to random roommate assignments. Above
Courtney’s desk hung a poster of Guardian and the Midwest
Defenders—including Daniel’s dad.

Meanwhile, a series of pictures of men and women stuck to the wall above
the lower bunk. Almost all of the people wore cowboy hats. Many held
guitars, and a few were on stage.

I guessed they must be country musicians. I didn’t recognize any of
them.

Not being able to think of anything else, I said, “How’s it going?”

“Not good,” she said.

From the tone of her voice, I believed her.

“Did you know Keith’s been going out with someone for a month? I saw it
on Facebook.”

“No,” I said, hoping that she hadn’t called me over to talk about that.

She didn’t say anything more for a little while. Then she shut the door,
and said, “You can sit down.”

They had a carpet on the floor, and an old, green couch.

I sat on the couch. Courtney sat on the chair by her desk.

“Did you hear the news this morning? They made power juice a controlled
substance.”

“No, I didn’t.” I’d been following the whole thing obviously, but not
through the news.

Well, a little through the news, but mostly through the Michigan Heroes
Alliance’s emails. The various states’ Heroes Alliance groups had come
out against it.

Still, I’d originally heard about the change last spring. I wondered
what took them so long.

Courtney barely gave me time to finish my sentence. “I thought they’d do
something eventually, but not without more warning.”

“You should be okay, right? You keep your shape even without taking it,
and you’re making your own power juice anyway.”

She started to say something, stopped, and then said, “It’s not that
simple. They’re going to watch who purchases certain ingredients now,
and I’ve been… experimenting. Plus being able to use my powers is just
better.”

I thought about what she’d said. “Experimenting?”

She shook her head. “Nothing weird. I wanted to find out what I could
do.”

“What did you find out?”

“A lot. I can control what’s going on inside my body more than I
thought. For example, I can change how sensitive my fingertips are, and
I can stop alcohol from making me drunk.”

“Huh. Do you think you were metabolizing it faster, or did you make it
so that your system didn’t get affected by it at all?”

“I’d say I metabolized it more quickly. I felt it, but not as much.”

“That’s cool. I wonder how much you could control your body chemistry?
If you think about it, you might be able to control moods, or maybe make
yourself focus more deeply than normal people, or give yourself perfect
recall, or I don’t know—lots of stuff.”

“Not if I go to jail. Nick, I’m officially a criminal now. I’ve got a
huge stash of juice hidden at my mom’s house, and I can’t let her find
it. Even if she doesn’t care what I’m doing, she could go to jail if
someone else finds it.”

“Wow.”

Her hands moving nervously as she spoke, she said, “I know. I know. I’ll
figure something out, but this is that last thing I need right now.”

I knew I could do something. I could hide it in HQ, or even in Grandpa’s
house. The problem was that I’d have to get it to her whenever she
wanted more, and then I’d be storing a controlled substance.

Right, I told myself, as if the League HQ’s contents didn’t violate a
bunch of laws even without power juice.

Then it occurred to me that she wasn’t asking for help at all.

She sat in the chair by her desk, staring down at the floor. She wasn’t
crying, but her voice had a little bit of a tremor sometimes as she’d
talked.

She’d probably called me because with Keith out of her life, I was the
only person she could talk to about this. She’d called me for comfort,
and I should probably give her a hug, or put my hand on her shoulder, or
something.

Except honestly, with Courtney looking like an idealized version of
herself, I didn’t feel comfortable with that.

I could have said something, but nothing came to mind.

As I tried to formulate an idea for what to do next, the sound of keys
and voices came from the hall.

The room’s door opened.

Two girls entered. The first one, the one holding the keys, had to be
Michelle, Courtney’s roommate, the one with the country music shrine
next to her bed.

She wasn’t much taller than Haley (short), had dishwater blond hair, and
smiled as she noticed the two of us.

“Sorry Courtney, I hope I wasn’t interrupting?”

Courtney said, “No,” and if she was annoyed, she didn’t show it.
“Michelle, this is Nick. He’s a friend from high school.”

Michelle smiled at me, “Hi Nick, when I opened the door, I thought you
might be her mysterious ex-boyfriend.”

Courtney shook her head slowly, “That will not ever happen.”

Michelle gave a short laugh, and turned to the girl behind her,
“Everybody, this is Melanie. I just met her in my freshman composition
class.”

Taller than Michelle, Melanie had hair so blond it was practically
white, and she seemed a little thin–the kind of thin where you worry
about her health, not the kind that people compliment.

Then I recognized her. She’d gone to my high school’s prom with Logan, a
guy who, after taking power juice, turned into a monster and tried to
eat everyone in the school.

Worse, she’d taken it too, and she had telepathy or something like it.

Melanie’s eyes narrowed as she looked at me. “I know you from
somewhere.”

“Uh, yeah… Central High’s prom.”

Her eyes widened. “I was so wasted that night.”

Melanie shook her head, “You all heard about that prom, right?”

“I was there,” Courtney said, sounding annoyed.

Michelle, confused, said, “I’m not from here. I’m from Traverse City, so
if something special happened, I don’t know about it.”

“You heard about it,” I said. “It’s the one where a guy turned into a
monster and attacked people in the gym, and the Heroes League took him
out?”

“Oh,” she said, sounding shocked, “that prom. They were talking about it
on the news for weeks. That was when people started using that… power
juice stuff?”

Right there I guessed that Courtney hadn’t told Michelle that Keith had
been the guy who got famous for demonstrating power juice, breaking his
arm in the process. I felt sure she wouldn’t thank me for explaining it
either.

“Logan, the guy who turned into a monster? He was Melanie’s date,” I
said.

Michelle’s jaw dropped. “No…”

Melanie nodded. “Oh yeah. I took the stuff too. He turned into this
thing, and I could read minds or something. I’d already drunk a lot of
Jack Daniels, and it felt weird. Just strange. It was like I was in this
crowd of people who just wouldn’t stop talking.

“It’s a great story for parties,” she said. “Everyone’s got bad date
stories, but I’ve got the worst date.”

She looked down toward where I sat on the couch. “What happened to you?
We were talking, and then Logan turned into a thing. Where did you go?”

“I got caught up in the fog.” That’s what I’d been telling people
anyhow.

She nodded. “Me too.”

“Keith and I were on the other side of it.” Courtney sounded tired.

I wondered if I should do something, but what was there to do? Anyway, I
did have a question. “Whatever happened to Logan? I didn’t see him at
all after prom.”

Melanie shrugged. “I saw him a little during the summer. I guess he’s in
some college program, but it’s got something to do with the government.
Maybe he’s in the army?”

“Huh.” I didn’t think the army would take someone with his drug use
problems, and I knew he wasn’t in the Stapledon program. I would have
noticed that. I really would have noticed that.

It didn’t seem likely that they had special program for people with bad
reactions to power juice. I could see someone wanting to study him
though.

“I should get to class,” Courtney said. She grabbed a notebook and a
couple textbooks, and put them in a backpack.

I got up, and walked out the door with her. When the door shut, I said,
“If your class is at eleven, it doesn’t start for at least half an
hour.”

She sighed. “I know. I didn’t want to be there anymore. Michelle’s nice,
but I don’t want to talk about prom.”

We stood there in the hallway. We weren’t the only ones. Halfway down
the hall, someone said, “Hurry, they’re only serving breakfast for ten
more minutes.” Plus, a bunch of the doors were open.

“Do you want to go outside?” Courtney looked down the hall.

I said, “Sure.” We walked down the stairs to the ground floor, and out
of the building.

Not all that many people were around. Most of them were on the
sidewalks, and we walked on to the lawn. No one stood near us.

“I’m sorry I dragged you over here.” She frowned. “I needed to talk to
someone, and you’re the only one who knows anything about it.”

She looked around us, probably checking how close people were. “I’m also
sorry if you feel uncomfortable. You’re Keith’s friend, and it’s really
unfair of me to complain about him to you.”

“It’s okay,” I said. It was. Keith hadn’t been as much a friend as an
acquaintance that I knew pretty well. Anyway, if I felt uncomfortable,
it wasn’t because of him.



After my last class of the day (organic chemistry lab), I walked to the
parking garage. Outside of driving to the League’s headquarters, it was
the only place I knew I could get some privacy.

I walked up to the third floor of the garage, giving a look over the
ledge in front of the van. Half of campus lay in front of me—residence
halls, lecture halls, GLU’s recreation center, railroad tracks, and past
them old factories, and old houses, most of them rented by students.

I got into the van, pulled the curtain, and sat in the back with most of
the stealth suit, the guitar, our utility belts and our costumes. When I
bought the van, I’d put in hooks to hang things on, and put in shelves,
but it was still messy.

I sat in a bucket seat, trying not to step on anybody’s costume, hoping
I wouldn’t discover anybody’s underwear.

I pulled out my League phone, and called Isaac Lim.

He answered, and his picture appeared on my screen. Black haired, with
light brown skin, he wore a black suit, and stood in front of a gray
wall. It appeared to be painted metal as opposed to rock or a normal
wall. Could he be on a ship?

“Nick,” he said. “ What’s up?”

“I’ve got some questions. A bunch, actually. I’m wondering if you know
anything about that guy we fought last night, if someone I know could
get into the Stapledon program, and if you know anything about Logan,
the guy who attacked people at prom last year? Plus, what’s up with the
power juice ban? Can anyone use it legally?”

Isaac turned his head to look down the hall—or so I assumed. The gray
wall on my screen could just as easily have been outside.

“That’s a lot of questions, and I’m in the middle of something. We’ll
have to make this quick.

In the background a series of baritone horn blasts sounded. An alarm?

“Do you have to go?”

“No. It’s been like this for the last hour here. Let’s try to cover what
we can…

“To get the easy stuff out of the way first, I don’t know anything about
Logan. We did the initial interview once the juice wore off, but we
passed him on to the CIA’s labs because they had better facilities. I
don’t know what happened after that. Do you need to know?”

Did I need to? Not really, but it would have been nice.

Keeping my voice quiet so that it wouldn’t be heard outside the van, I
said, “Just curious. I haven’t seen him since then.

“Then about the Stapledon program—nope. We can’t take anyone else. We’re
on our way to go over our budget already. They’ve been running anybody
with the right connections through the M.E.D., and between that and the
kids with new powers we’ve got the biggest class ever. We set aside ten
times as many slots in the program this year and used every one of them.
They won’t open any more.”

Isaac sighed. “So this friend of yours with the powers, what kind does
he have?”

“Appearance. She can change what she looks like, and I guess quite a bit
inside herself too.” I paused, trying to think of something that might
persuade him. “It’d be useful for undercover work.”

He nodded, not showing any special eagerness.

“If she wants to use her powers, I’d tell her to join the military.”

“Yeah?”

“They’ve been testing their people. They’ve put a few into
Stapledon—people from the military academies mostly. We suspect they’ve
got hundreds of people using power juice now. It’s legal for military
use. Plus, that way they’ve only got powers while they’re in the
service. They only run people they can trust through the M.E.D’s.”

“OK. What’s an M.E.D.?”

“Metahuman Expression Device. It’s a better name than ‘power
impregnator.’”

“That doesn’t take much.”

Isaac grinned. “Can’t argue with that. Anyway, have her contact a
military recruiter, or wait for a year, and we’ll get her into the
program. In the meantime, keep her off the juice. If she gets caught,
the program won’t take her.”

I couldn’t see Courtney joining the military, and convincing her to wait
would mean I’d have to tell her I was the Rocket.

“Um… Any chance we could run her through an M.E.D.? That way she’d have
powers and wouldn’t be tempted.”

“No,” Isaac said. “Not quickly. She’d have to pass the background check,
and after that, she’d be at the end of a very long line. If you want it
to happen, you’ve got the pull, but we’re still going to consider
whether it’s worth the risk.”

“Huh.” I thought about that. “Is there any way she could use power juice
legally?”

“In the long run, yes,” he said, making another quick check to the
right. “Not now though. We’re still working on the details of that.
Right now, we’re getting it off the street.”

“Why?”

“Why? The obvious, Nick. It’s hard enough for your average cop to handle
a supervillain. We don’t need three times as many.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of ‘Why now?’”

“Not a bad question. It’s politics. Last spring we floated the idea to
the big guys in the superhero community. We thought they’d be all for
it, but they weren’t. Some of them didn’t like the idea of the
government regulating powers, but a lot of them… Well, you know how they
say powers skip a generation?”

“Yeah.”

Isaac smiled, quietly amused at something.

“It turns out they don’t. It’s just difficult to make them active. A lot
of supers had started letting their non-powered kids use power juice to
get around it. Once we learned that, we offered them the use of M.E.D.’s
and that was the end of the problem.”

So basically Courtney would have to wait until the rush on the
government owned power impregnators was over. I could probably get ours
working with her powers before then.

A boom came from Isaac’s end of the connection. He kept his cool, but
said, “Is that all?”

“I think so.”

Looking squarely into the camera, he said, “Good. Then I’ve got
something important to pass on. The Nine have something big going on,
and we’ve good reason to believe Cassie’s a target.”

Crud. I’d forgotten to bring up Cassie’s “brother”…

“Nick,” he said. “We’re putting people in place to watch all of you, and
in case you’re thinking of taking the Nine on, don’t. They’re not
Syndicate L. They’ve got powered people throughout the organization, and
even the normal people are armed with advanced technology. Plus, we’ve
reason to believe they’re trying to reverse engineer Abominator tech.”

“OK. We’ll call you if we see anything.”

“You definitely will,” he said, “and we’ll send in the Midwest
Defenders. The word is that the mission is being run directly by one of
the Nine. Let us handle it.”





Being Watched


        On Monday night, Vaughn, Cassie, and I sat together in “Criminology
101.” We weren’t alone. Julie and Shannon were with us.

We sat in a darkened room, looked up at the screen, and watched the
professor talk. This would have been normal for a distance learning
class except for a few details. First, we were sitting in League HQ. We
could have been sitting in a room at the University, but then we’d have
been sitting together with Sean, Dayton, and Jody.

It would have been a little awkward for all of us in a variety of
different ways. Awkward for me, because Sean and I didn’t get along
especially well. Awkward for Cassie and Vaughn, because they were
friends of mine and knew Sean. Awkward for Julie and Shannon, because
they had been on a team with Sean.

The other detail that made things a little different from your typical
distance learning class was that the professor on the screen was in
costume—specifically, a brown costume with a texture that suggested
feathers.

Before he’d retired, people called him Chicago Hawk. In class, people
still called him Chicago Hawk.

The lecture hadn’t been bad either, but it had also been three hours
long. Presumably that saved the program money—they only had to set up
the equipment in the various universities once a week, right?

“Remember,” he said, his voice scratchy, “that’s eighty pages to read by
next week. I’ll know if you’re not prepared. And don’t forget that next
weekend we’re all meeting in person. You should have already received
your instructions.”

After the screen blacked out, Julie threw back her head, leaning back in
her chair. “Eighty pages? Doesn’t he realize we’ve got other classes?”

“I’ll take the reading over calculus any day,” Vaughn said. “I’ve got
problems due on Wednesday.”

Pushing herself up, and out of the chair, Julie said, “I haven’t even
touched calculus yet. Hey Shannon, are you ready to go?”

She grabbed her books, and stuffed them into her backpack.

Shannon smiled a little, and said, “Almost.” She turned toward the table
where Cassie, Vaughn, and I were still sitting.

“Thanks for telling us you were having classes here. It would have been
really weird to sit with Sean and the guys after everything.”

Julie picked up her backpack, and hung it over her shoulder by one
strap. “I don’t even want to think about that. At least I can avoid him
when we’re meeting in the big group.”

As Shannon and Julie walked away, I reflected on how different they
were. They were cousins, but they weren’t much alike. Shannon had dark
hair, wore clothes that never registered in mind, and seemed to be in a
good mood most of the time. Julie had light hair, wore clothes that
seemed to show a little more skin than average, and complained a lot.

Okay, maybe that wasn’t fair to her, but that was my impression.

Once the elevator door closed and started carrying them to the surface,
Vaughn said, “Did you know Julie and Sean were dating last year?”

I turned toward him. I don’t know the expression on my face, but Vaughn
grinned as I made it. “No,” I said. “That’s about the worst couple I can
imagine.”

Vaughn threw up his hands. “Not my fault, but yeah, it was pretty bad.”

Cassie shook her head. “Over. Topic closed. Let’s move on. My mom’s
practically got me under house arrest since the attack last week. Nick,
do you know anything?”

“Nothing I haven’t told you. We’re being watched by the Feds, and
they’re keeping us safe, I guess. At least that’s what Isaac says.”

Cassie snorted. “Just like we were when Ray or Prime’s people came after
us? I’m not impressed.”

I sat up a little straighter in my chair. “I know. I told you what he
said.”

Vaughn looked over at each of us, “Who do you think the Nine are
sending? There are a lot of those guys. Could even be Dr. Mind, right?
That guy was permanently after your dad.”

Cassie frowned. “Vaughn, Dr. Mind’s dead. He died in the same raid
where Dad and the League found me.”

“Right,” Vaughn said. “I forgot.”

I tapped away at the keyboard, calling up Dr. Mind’s Wikipedia entry,
and displaying it on the twenty foot tall screen. “That was always
really bizarre. The original Captain Commando versus a brain in a jar?
Usually he had piles of minions or powered armor, but it was still
pretty weird.”

Cassie stared at the table, not listening to me. “I heard him talk about
someone called Six or Sixer. I’ve been thinking about it all week. Who’s
that?”

I searched for the Nine on Google, but didn’t find anything I didn’t
already know.

“It says here,” I said, “that the Nine call the higher ups by number to
confuse outsiders.”

“It’s working,” Vaughn said.

I skimmed across the entry, and decided I’d have to look at the Feds’
information to get anywhere.

“It might be their powered armor guy,” I said. “I’m pretty sure Rook was
one of Dr. Mind’s followers.”

“Great,” Cassie said, “Is he a Nazi too?”

“Dunno,” I said, and tapped away at the computer, heading for the Feds’
supers database.

Vaughn said, “Aren’t you the guy who knows this stuff? You’re on the
Double V forums all the time.”

“Well, yeah, but I don’t know everything. The Nine keep a low profile.
Everybody knows they do stuff because sometimes they take credit for
things, but they employ supers, and they’re an organization. So when
supers show up, you never know if it’s one of the higher ups or some
mid-level guy.”

I watched as our system passed our key, and then got an encrypted
response from the other server. When it verified that it came from the
Feds, we could assume that we’d logged into the real server instead of
some impostor.

A little later, I’d searched out the Nine’s entry. I displayed it on
HQ’s twenty foot tall screen.

We started reading.

“An organization with global reach, the Nine is best known for its
mysterious nine leaders…”

I skimmed downward.

“The Nine’s operations include legitimate companies, but also support of
political organizations, some with ties to terrorists, and even
revolutionary groups. The group owns its companies indirectly, often
using corporate entities that exist only on paper…”

It offered a link listing front companies and the organizations they’d
supposedly owned as well as individuals said to be working with them.
The names were meaningless to me.

I kept on reading.

“Our first evidence of the Nine comes from the raid the Heroes League
made on Dr. Mind’ facilities that resulted in the acquisition of a
toddler with a combination of Captain Commando’s DNA, DNA from an
unknown donor, and nonhuman DNA. Following up on the communications
attempts that followed the raid revealed worldwide connections. Further
research indicated that these communications occurred regularly, and
that Dr. Mind’s supplies had been ordered by individuals on other
continents with no known ties to his organization.”

The entry listed operations where the Nine were likely involved in what
was going on.

I read the whole thing, and clicked through to read related pages when
Cassie and Vaughn caught up.

I didn’t, in the end, find a list of who specifically ran the Nine.

“Terrorists,” Vaughn said. “These guys fund terrorists.”

Cassie and Vaughn had logged into the database on their own.

“And political parties. And they don’t seem to have a problem bribing or
blackmailing government officials either. It looks like they’re all
about behind-the-scenes power,” Cassie said.

“Yeah,” Vaughn stared at his screen, “the Feds think they’ve got
connections in corporations all over too. I’d say these guys want to
take over the world, but it looks like it might be too late.”

From the sound of their voices, they were impressed, and maybe a little
shocked.

So was I. If they had as many connections as it seemed like, it couldn’t
be long before they got into whatever database listed all of our real
names.

Of course, we didn’t have access to that one either. I’d checked. So
maybe we were more secure than I’d expect.

“Umm…”I said. “Totally different subject, but I’d like to know what you
think. You remember Courtney from school? I’m thinking about fixing up
our power impregnator, and letting her use it.”

Both Vaughn and Cassie looked up from their computer screens.

Cassie said, “What?”

Vaughn cocked his head, and then shook it. “Whoa. She doesn’t know
about, you know, all of this, right?”

“I haven’t told her anything. I was just thinking that it might be a
good idea to let her use her powers legally instead of illegally. She’s
going to use them anyway, and if she owes us, that’s a good thing.
Otherwise she’s going to have to steal stuff to brew her own power
juice, or find someone else with a power impregnator.”

Cassie stood up. “I know for a fact that the government’s got a bunch of
power impregnators these days. What’s wrong with talking to them?”

“I talked to Isaac. I think it can happen if I try to pull strings, but
I guess that there’s a line. A bunch of supers’ kids are going through
as part of a political deal.”

“Deal?” Cassie looked over at Vaughn, but from his face it was obvious
he didn’t know what I was talking about, so she turned back to me.

I explained it.

Listening, her face seemed to get redder as my explanation went on.
“That is so messed up!”

“I don’t know,” Vaughn said. “I think that’s the way these things get
done. Everybody cuts a deal.”

She shook her head. “Not like this. For all we know, the government
hasn’t gotten around the whole psychotic side effect problem—which is
not good at all if they’re running everyone through it. If they did
figure it out, it ought to be open to everybody.”

“Right,” Vaughn said, either sounding calmer than Cassie, or faking it
better, “but I’m sure they’ll open it up soon, right?”

He caught my eye.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Isaac never said anything about opening it up
to the public. Actually, it sounds like they’re keeping the power
impregnator as quiet as possible.”

“Yeah?” Vaughn looked mildly annoyed. “Cassie’s right. That is messed
up. Remember that lecture of Mr. Beacham’s? The one where he compared
supers to some kind of medieval warrior class?”

Everybody in our high school knew about that lecture. I’d felt that it
had been over-hyped at the time.

It seemed more insightful now.

It made sense, actually. When people with powers came into the picture,
democracy could only last as long as they believed in it, and even if
they did, it would be tempting for any government to bend things to keep
them happy.

I said, “I remember it. That was the class that convinced Sean that
Justice Fist ought to be open with identities.”

Cassie gave a short laugh. “That worked great for them.”

I supposed that he couldn’t be insightful for the entire lecture.



On Friday night, around 7 pm, we landed on an airstrip in the middle of
a grassy field. In the twilight, I couldn’t see any farms or houses
nearby. Given that it was dark, I couldn’t reasonably expect to, but
even when we’d been in the air, I’d barely seen any lights around where
we’d landed.

The airstrip’s lights had flickered off as the plane rolled into the
hangar, one of three identical buildings made of gray, corrugated metal.

We’d flown in a nearly windowless MD-11 (the successor to the DC-10)
that had been painted to look like a Fedex plane.

Inside the stripped down interior of the cargo plane, it was harder to
take seriously the idea that we were some kind  of privileged group.

Even though the plane had seats, there was no carpet, just yellow lines
in the aisles. Pipes, wires, fire extinguishers, and insulation hung
from the top and sides.

Rachel had boarded earlier and noticed me eying all the exposed
components as I walked in. She kicked my foot as I passed, and said,
“Don’t touch anything.”

Given the surroundings, I shouldn’t need to say it, but we didn’t have
any kind of in-flight entertainment.

We disembarked inside the hangar, taking elevators down with our
luggage.

The doors opened into a hallway of gray concrete, lit by florescent
lights. Blue arrows on the floor gave the hall its only hint of color.

Once we were out of the hallway, any illusions I might have had were
blown away.

The metal doors opened into a big room. On the one hand, it was
obviously an underground, concrete bunker. On the other hand, it was
probably the nicest bunker in the world. The open area between the rows
of rooms had couches, big screen TV’s, and chairs. Carpet covered the
floor except for the sections with dark stained hardwood.

Clusters of green plants made the room feel less industrial, and the
smell of food reminded me that I hadn’t eaten since lunch.

I placed my luggage in Daniel’s and my room, and followed everyone else
to the dining area.



After dinner, I went back to the room. It was twice, possibly three
times as large as my dorm room.

I considered turning on the television, but didn’t really feel like
watching TV. I had a couple books in my backpack, and almost decided to
read one when Daniel came in with Isabel and Jaclyn.

It still seemed weird to see Izzy here with us—and not just weird for
me.

She glanced back as she shut the door behind her, and when she turned
back to us, she smiled nervously.

To Daniel, she said, “What did you want to talk about?”

“Nothing in particular,” he said. “I thought we’d just hang out.”

Untouched by anybody, the television turned on.

As the channels flipped over to a movie channel, I felt his presence in
my mind, and not just his—Jaclyn’s and Izzy’s too.

Sorry everybody, I feel like I have to keep this quiet in case
someone’s hearing is good enough to hear us talk. Let’s all sit down and
pretend we’re watching the movie.

Izzy sat in one of the chairs near the TV. It looked a little small when
she sat in it.

Jaclyn sat on the couch.

I thought at Daniel, Private message… Not that I don’t trust her, but
why are you bringing Izzy into this?

She’s got an outside perspective. We’ve all grown up with this in one
way or another.

Then I felt everybody’s minds again.

Now, for real, Jaclyn thought at us. What’s going on?

I’d told Daniel about Courtney during supper. We’d agreed that if I were
going to run her through the power impregnator that we all ought to talk
about it because we were all going to get in trouble if it went wrong.

I explained about Courtney, the power impregnator, and what Isaac said
about the “deal” the government had made.

So, I told them, I’m thinking through whether I should let Courtney
use our power impregnator, and maybe other people too.

Jaclyn shook her head. Knowing how Grandpa was treated at the beginning
of the war, I’m the last person who should be saying, “Don’t worry about
it, the government will do the right thing in the end,” but do you know
that they won’t?

I considered it. I don’t. Honestly, I really think they will
eventually, but I don’t know how long that’ll be, and well, you know
about Lee and everything. If that’s Abominator tech, it’s likely to be
booby trapped.

I sensed confusion from Izzy.

Who’s Lee?

Oops. I hadn’t meant to pass that on. I felt a pulse of worry from
Jaclyn.

A friend of my grandfather who knows a bit about Abominator tech.
Anyway, it’s not just the way they’re using it for politics, I’m worried
they might not be taking appropriate precautions.

Daniel’s mental presence, quietly but solidly there, slipped into the
conversation. I haven’t sensed anything wrong with anyone who went
through the government version of the power impregnator.

A flash of interest from Jaclyn, You can sense the difference?

No, Daniel said, but I know which of the kids here went through it.
They’re happy, not deranged.

Got it, Jaclyn thought. I’m not against running people through our
power impregnator if we’ve got a reason, but I don’t want to get in
trouble. I know they want us in the program, but this is big enough that
they could throw us out. Do any of you have a backup plan for paying for
school if this falls through? I had to refuse the scholarships I got
when the government stepped in to pay for everything.

Izzy started in with a blast of emotion intense enough that I couldn’t
name it.

You can’t let this go because of college. This isn’t right. There’s
enough of an imbalance between supers and everyone else without keeping
powers within the same group of people and their kids. We should be
telling people what’s going on. This should be in the news.

Uh… No. I paused to organize my thoughts. I’m a little worried about
everyone knowing. Someone I know did research and leaving power juice in
your system when you go through the power impregnator will likely mess
you up for good. I don’t want a bunch of Red Lightnings out there.

Another blast of intense emotion from Izzy. What’s going to make it
safe is if people all over are testing and examining it, and the
government has to address it openly.

I don’t know, Daniel thought. I think if it got out, the government
would make it illegal immediately with the need for more testing as an
excuse—just like they are with power juice.

I sensed Izzy stifle her first response, but then she thought, That
might be true, but I still think we need to help people outside of here
get powers. And we shouldn’t stop there. We should go to our handlers,
tell them we know what they’re doing, and that it’s not right.

I caught a feeling of impatience from Jaclyn, and then she thought, If
we were going to talk to them, wouldn’t it be better to just talk to
them and not run anybody through? If anybody finds out we’re giving
people powers, they’ll do what they can to shut us down. If we’re only
arguing with them, they might listen. If we’re arguing, and deliberately
working against them, they’ll never listen, and we’ll get in trouble.

This wasn’t quite what I had in mind with the discussion.

I wasn’t ever thinking about making a political statement. I just
wanted to help Courtney. I don’t even know anyone else I’d consider, so
this might just be a one time thing.”

Why Courtney? Jaclyn asked.

I thought about it. Well… She wants to do something, and I think she’ll
keep on using power juice one way or the other. Plus, I know she wants
permanent powers. If she gets them from us, it’s better than someone
else. She might help us.

And she might go nuts. Jaclyn said.

Right. Now we were getting into territory I’d already thought through.
Believe me, I’m going to look into that before I do anything. I don’t
want to create another Red Lightning.



We spent Saturday morning learning first aid from Guardian, who as I
remembered was a doctor in normal life.

He stood there in his silver uniform, muscles outlined under the fabric,
talking about first aid. Seeing him up there with gauze, bandages,
gloves, and tape laid out in front of him on the desk struck me as
weird.

Alex sat at the desk next to me, playing with his pencil, smiling a bit
as Guardian said, “All of you need to learn first aid. The skills could
save your life and the lives of your friends…”

He didn’t pretend to be interested either. You’d think he might when you
considered he was dating Brooke, Guardian’s daughter.

Four hours of lecture, demonstration, and practicing later, we moved on
to the next class—basic combat training.

We met in the gym, and I recognized the instructor. He had a blond, buzz
cut, wore camouflage, and stood around six and half feet tall. Weapons
from various eras lay on the concrete floor in front of him, ranging
from knives to swords to pole arms to automatic rifles.

He introduced himself as Gunther, but I didn’t need to hear the name.

It was one of Lee’s forms.

He’d never told anyone exactly what he was, but when Lee took a form, it
became near impossible to think of him by any name but the one he’d
chosen.

Gunther smiled at us, a wide grin full of white teeth.

Picking up a long spear from the pile of weapons in front of him, he
said, “Today we’re going to talk about the Greek phalanx—not because I
expect you to fight with spears, but because of what it represents.

“The Greeks, and most armies that were any good, fought as a group, not
as a bunch of heroes who happened to be on the same side. They had
shields that covered themselves and the man next to them.

“Sometimes you’ll be in that situation. Sometimes you’ll be fighting
enemies alone. What I intend to teach you is when to fight in formation,
when not to, and when to avoid fighting at all. I’m told that other
people will talk about loyalty, duty, courage and other values you’ll
need to live up to, but let’s be honest, that’s not my
field.”

Gunther grinned briefly, and started class moving. We spent most of the
time doing a series of games and exercises that used simple formations
without any real fighting or power use.

I stuck around after class, stuck around until the last person left. The
last person being Dayton, one of Sean’s friends.

Dayton could see any technique and mimic it. He was going to get a lot
out of training with Gunther.

Anyway, the metal door shut behind him, closing with an audible click as
the bolt slid into place.

Gunther in turn shifted form, changing into an Asian man with shoulder
length, black hair, wearing a shimmery blue, button down shirt and black
jeans. He was a little shorter than six feet now—around my height.

It was the form I was more used to seeing him in. He tended to fulfill
people’s expectations. His “Gunther” identity had been what the Nazis
got when they attempted to call up an immortal warrior. Grandpa had met
him in that form, and he’d ended up associated with the Heroes League.

“Lee” had been the form he’d used when starting up a martial arts studio
in the 1950’s.

“Seeing you here was bit of a shock,” I said. “The government’s got you
on the National Security Threat List.”

Lee picked up a spear, and twirled it around like a baton. “So I’ve
heard, but this isn’t a government installation.”

“No?”

Lee stopped twirling the spear, and threw it toward the concrete wall.
The point sunk in, disappearing while the shaft quivered.

“You’re in a joint program. The Defenders have money too—in the form of
a foundation, and some deep pocketed donors. This is their training
facility. Whenever you’re here, I’ll be teaching. When you’re on a
government base, you’ll have different people, but I still might show up
if I’m in the mood.”

“Huh,” I said, wondering what would happen if he did show up
unexpectedly. “Well, that wasn’t the main reason I stayed—”

“Yep,” Lee said. He didn’t seem surprised. Immortality had easily given
him time to develop enough social awareness to detect geeks with
ulterior motives.

“—I was really hoping to ask you some questions.”

Lee looked up toward the corner of the room. A camera hung there. It
wasn’t the only one. Cameras hung in each corner of the room, and from
the ceiling.

“Private questions?” He asked.

I thought about that. “They don’t have to be.” I said. Then I tried to
think of how best to phrase them so I didn’t give away too much.

“I know the power impregnator was an Abominator thing. Was power juice?
No one ever said it was, but it seems logical.”

Lee nodded.

I thought some more. “You said that lots of Abominator stuff contained
traps. How well did Grandpa do with the power impregnator? I know what
happened to Red Lightning, but was it the machine, the juice, what?”

Lee picked up a sword, gave a practice swing. “They did a good job with
the power impregnator. I’m not a techie, but I doubt that was the
problem. He was a little off before they ran him through the machine.”

Lee lay the sword back on the floor. “That it?”

“No. What about the combination of the two?”

“That couldn’t help.”

“Have you seen any modern versions of the power impregnator or power
juice? What did you think?”

Lee smiled at me. “Haven’t seen a new power impregnator, but if they’re
based on your grandfather’s design, things should be okay. As for the
juice, well… I’d say the government’s new version is safer than the
original, but I don’t know how much.”

So in Lee’s opinion, even the new power juice might be risky. In that
light, the government’s ban might be a good thing. On the other hand,
Lee couldn’t know for sure.

“OK,” I said. “Thanks.”

Lee put his hands in his pockets. “You’re missing something.”

“What?”

“The traps are a sham. Sure, they’re real. Sure, people can go nuts, but
that’s not it. People are supposed to notice the traps and remove them.
The real trap is something people won’t ever remove.”

Lee eyed the door, and took a step toward it.

“What?”

“The powers themselves. That’s the beauty of it all. In the lifecycle of
a normal species, powers show up around the time the species figures out
how to do most of the same stuff with technology. They’ve had years to
adjust their culture, and set up rules about what’s appropriate, and
what’s not. With you guys, and all the other species the Abominators
modified, you’re getting these abilities long before you can actually
handle them—at least in theory.

“I mean, think about it, if some guy can crack the planet with his mind,
how are you going to stop him? And if you do, what if he’s got kids? Or
cousins? No, the next hundred years or so are going to be interesting.

“Chances are, the power levels are going to rise.”

After we finished talking, Lee said, “The advanced class is coming in
soon. I’d have you stay except you’re already going to stick out.”

“I am?”

“You’ve been training with me for years. You’ll stick out. Oh… And by
the way, bring the full suit next time. You’ll need the protection.”

“Yeah?”

“Count on it.”

Not long after that, I walked out of the door, finding a group of ten
people waiting outside.

I recognized a few. Rod, a bearded, but otherwise typical college guy,
and Sam, a sorceress of Pakistani or Indian descent. I couldn’t remember
which. She said, “Hi, Nick.” Rod gave a wave.

Cassie knew them somehow. They were a year ahead of us.

It felt a little weird that they recognized me, but I’d pulled them out
of an invasion of fishmen during the summer. You don’t forget something
like that.

Plus, Grandpa had left the identity of the Rocket with a massive
reputation to live up to, so everyone next to them probably recognized
me too.

The group of them filed into the gym, and I was alone in the hall. Alone
amid gray concrete walls, I walked my way back toward the bunker’s
inhabited section.

If I’d wanted to avoid thinking about Grandpa, I couldn’t have. The
Defenders had decorated with pictures of important moments in history
for superheroes. Ranging from the World War 2 era, pre-Heroes League
group called the “Victory Squad” to the last gasp of the Abominators in
the 1970’s, Grandpa seemed to appear everywhere.

Nearing my room, I turned the corner to see Dayton—Dayton, as in one of
Sean’s friends. Dayton, who stood a head taller than me, and had become
even more muscular last spring after Vaughn’s uncle ran every member of
Justice Fist through his own version of the power impregnator.

“Hey Nick,” Dayton grinned at me, showing no trace of the animosity I
usually saw in Sean. “How long have you been training with that guy?”

If it had been Sean, I might have ignored him and kept on walking, but
aside from one fight, Dayton had always been decent to me.

I stopped, and thought about the question. “Well, officially since I was
twelve. My grandfather gave me free martial arts lessons as a Christmas
gift  and Gunther was my teacher. The thing is, I’d already known him
for years before then. He’d been teaching me things even before he’d
officially started training me.”

Thinking back, whatever form Lee wore, he’d always been training me.
Even the games he’d played with me as a little kid were all obviously
about strategy and tactics. Some of them had taught me basic fighting
moves, and I couldn’t have been older than six.

Dayton nodded, “Thought so. Remember when Jody, Sean, and I fought you,
and you kicked our butts? I asked you afterward where you took martial
arts, and you told me a studio. It was good, but nothing like this guy.
Did you know you move like him?”

“No.” Did I move like him? I didn’t try to except when he told me
to—which happened a lot in class. If anyone would notice, it would be
Dayton. His real power was the ability to pick up skills by watching
people use them.

“It’s pretty cool. He’s always walking as if he expects to be attacked,
and he’s always watching for it. You’re not exactly the same, but you do
a lot of the same things.”

I probably wasn’t watching for nearly as many different possible attacks
as he was.

Dayton put his hand to his chin and thought for a second. “You know, the
way you walk doesn’t make you look nearly as cocky as he does either.”

That managed to get me to laugh a little. “I’m sure.”

Dayton laughed too. “Yeah, I bet he thinks he can take on anybody. Don’t
take that wrong. I’m getting the feeling he can.”

“Could be,” I said.

Dayton checked quickly to either side, “Um… I don’t want to bug you
about this. I know Sean’s been a jerk to you, but if you could—”

Sean’s voice interrupted him. Dayton and I turned toward the noise, and
saw Sean walking down the hall, about fifty feet behind Dayton.

“Oh,” he said as he saw me, and didn’t say anything else.

On the whole, I saw that as an improvement.

“Talk to you later,” Dayton said, gave me a wave and walked toward Sean.

I stood in the hall, wondering what that had been about. Had Dayton just
talked to me so he could bring Sean up, or had that been a spur of the
moment thing?

What had he been planning to ask, anyway?

All I could say for sure was that Sean wasn’t in on it. Otherwise he
would have finished, right?

Haley had said Dayton seemed like the only decent guy among Sean’s
friends back when she’d been dating Sean. I could see that, even if I
felt like his loyalty was misplaced.

Crazy to think Vaughn’s uncle had sent Sean and his friends through the
power impregnator (without much opposition I’d bet, even though some of
them were seriously screwed up) while I had to slowly get permission
from everyone on the team to do the same with Courtney.

Well, I only had Rachel and Travis to go.





What She Asked For


        There were other people to ask, or so I learned on Sunday night. Haley
wasn’t mad exactly, but she wasn’t happy either.

“There’s me, and Marcus, and Kayla too. She’s staff, but she’s still
part of the team.”

We were in League HQ, but not the main room. After getting back around
seven, I’d gone to the lab to recheck the modifications I’d made to the
main Rocket suit over the summer, and then start looking over our power
impregnator.

Someday soon, I’d have to modify the spare suits, but not tonight.

At least that was my plan until Haley called. I was a little
disappointed that I wouldn’t be able to work uninterrupted, but I wanted
to see her, so I said it was fine if she came over.

That’s what led us to this point. She sat on the stool next to mine,
frowning a little, both of us sitting next to a table amid the lab’s
machines and dismantled rocket suits.

I put down the Rocket suit’s arm, and stopped testing it.

“I’m sorry. I was just thinking about the people at Stapledon. I think I
got a little… over-focused?”

Haley sunk a little on the stool. “I don’t like it that you didn’t even
think about me.”

I tried to think what the right thing to say would be. I’d already said
I was sorry. Saying it again seemed redundant. If I was going to say it
again, I’d have to say it differently.

I considered how I might say it. The words did not come.

“Nick?” Haley looked up at me.

“I was just trying to think of a good way to fix the problem. I don’t
want her to get in trouble, and it sounds like Lee’s more worried about
the power juice than the power impregnator. It just makes sense. Plus,
better that she gets powers from us. What if Syndicate L gets an
impregnator and sells access to it? She’d owe them.”

Haley’s brow furrowed. “I know it makes sense. I just feel left out.”

“I didn’t mean to leave you out.”

“I know.”

She sighed. “I think I’d have felt better if I hadn’t heard from Sydney
that you were hanging around with Courtney a lot.”

“Huh?” I tried to figure out how Sydney would know, and then
remembered—Sydney was Sean’s sister, and Sean went to Grand Lake
University too. He lived on a different floor of the same dorm as I did.

“Oh,” I said. “I told you I’d been talking with her. You don’t think
I’d—”

“No, I don’t. I’d know.” She said, her voice low.

She would, too. She’d easily be able to smell Courtney on me if Courtney
and I had been doing more than talking. Plus, with Haley’s hearing, she
could skip the polygraph machine, and listen for my heart rate while we
talked.

“Good,” I said. “That’s a relief.”

“Nick, I’m worried. I feel like I’ve barely seen or heard from you all
last week.”

I started to say, “I won’t have Stapledon next weekend,” but I didn’t
get more than two words into it when she said, “I’m not done. One girl
at my high school got dumped by her boyfriend on Friday–just a week
after he left. He was at college too.”

“Oh,” I said. “I’m not going to dump you.”

I could have touched her then, but I wasn’t sure if I should. It seemed
like I might have been wrong earlier when I thought she wasn’t angry.
Sure, she might be more strongly scared, but she might be a little
angry.

The fact that she was strong enough to rip my arm off if surprised might
have factored into my decision too—not that she would. Well, not
intentionally.

Instead, I talked. “I bet whoever got dumped was further away from her
boyfriend. We don’t have to deal with distance at least. You can come
over any time.”

Haley shrugged. “I don’t know, but I think you’re right.”

Her tone seemed a little happier.



Aside from my distance learning “criminology” class on Monday night, I
barely had any reason to think about the stranger parts of my life. I
did my readings, worked on my homework, and even had time to get to the
lab on Wednesday night to reassemble the power impregnator.

Looking it over showed it wouldn’t take much to bring it into working
order.

If I wanted to be cautious though, I’d need to get samples of Courtney’s
blood and tissue to see how it reacted to a jolt.

Vaughn hadn’t worried about that, but since our machine had essentially
been preset to work with him, it hadn’t been as important.

After I got back to campus, and parked the van in the parking garage, I
noticed that Courtney had left a text message on my phone.

Sitting in the driver’s seat of the van, I decided to check what it was.

It said, “Call me.”

I sent back, “Now?” It was nearly ten.

Instead of a reply, my phone rang.

“Nick,” Courtney said, “you remember my… legal problem?”

“Yeah,” I said. If she meant what I thought she did, I’d been working on
it for the last couple hours.

“I discovered a way out, and I need a favor.”

“Really? How?” And also, I should have said, “What? What did you figure
out?”

“I don’t think I should talk about it on the phone.” She sounded a
little nervous.

“OK,” I said. That seemed a little paranoid, but honestly, given that
Isaac said we were all being watched, it wouldn’t surprise me if the FBI
were bugging our phones.

Not that she would know that, right?

“Can we meet now?”

I thought about it. “Sure. Where?”

“We could meet in the dorm’s lobby.”

“That could work, but I’m not in the dorm so it’ll be a few minutes.”

“Where are you?”

“The parking garage.”

She paused. “I didn’t know you had a car.”

“I don’t really. It’s an old delivery van. Cassie, Vaughn, and I bought
it together and we’re sharing it.”

“Doesn’t Vaughn have a car?” She sounded amused.

“Yeah, but this was more for moving in, and hauling things to the dorm.
Believe me, if you ever see it, you’re not going to be impressed.”

She laughed.

I looked behind me, checking the back of the van. We’d cleaned up. The
van had gray metal cabinets that locked. I’d installed a few of my own
security measures as well.

Aside from the curtain we used for privacy when changing into costume,
it looked like a normal van.

We’d planned for this. The moment you admitted you had a car, you’d
inevitably get asked for rides.

“Give me five minutes to get back to the dorm,” I said, and got out,
setting the security by clicking a button I’d added to the dashboard
during the summer, and shutting the door.

A few minutes later, I walked up the steps to the dorm. Courtney stepped
out.

She wore an over-sized Grand Lake University sweatshirt and jeans. She
didn’t need to. The lights above the dorm’s main doors showed me she
still hadn’t reverted to her natural appearance.

She smiled at me. “I was thinking we could go over to Dykstra and sit on
one of the benches.”

That worked. The Dykstra Administrative Building held GLU’s offices and
the student union. The building would be closing at eleven anyway. Plus,
if we sat on one of the benches outside, we’d be able to see anyone
walking close enough to hear us.

After crossing the lawn and the service road between Dykstra and our
dorm, we sat on one of the concrete benches on the plaza in front of the
building. They’d held the student activities fair there during the first
week of school.

It was a warm night. You never knew for sure what you’d get in
September.

I turned toward her. “So…”

She looked both ways. No one came out of the revolving doors. “I’ve been
keeping my ear out for people talking about power juice and PID’s—”

“PID’s?”

She gave a slightly embarrassed smile. “The devices that make powers
permanent? They’ve been calling them PID’s on some boards I’m on. I
mean, power impregnator device sounds stupid, but PID is okay.”

Just what the world needed—another name for the same machine.

“Anyway,” she said, “I went to this party over the weekend where people
were talking about power juice, and I heard someone telling people he
could make their powers permanent—legally.”

“Wow. Right there in front of everybody?”

She shook her head. “Not exactly. The party was… not something I’d have
gone to normally. I told Melanie I wanted to try power juice again, and
if she heard anything about it, she should let me know.”

I may have groaned then.

“Look, I know,” she said, “but she did hear about it, and she told me.
I’m going to meet the guy this week, and find out how much it will cost,
and then maybe go through with it on Saturday.”

Her voice trailed off near the end.

“That’s soon,” I said, and meanwhile my heart started beating faster.
Could I test our machine before then? And was I willing to blow my
secret identity to convince her not to use the other one?

“Well, it’s still the beginning of the semester, and the load can only
get worse from here, so I thought if I am going to do this, I shouldn’t
wait.”

“If it’s real,” I said. “It might be fake, or maybe they’re going to, I
don’t know, kidnap you or something.”

She took a breath. “That’s where the favor comes in. I was hoping you
might be willing to come with me in case something goes wrong. I
remember last year you fought Sean, Dayton, and Jody all at once, and
you’ve been taking karate lessons for years. I’d feel more secure if you
did.”

I thought about it.

On Thursday night, Courtney and I walked up to a house near campus. A
brown two-story, it had to be around a century old.

The lawn hadn’t been mowed in the last few weeks. The bushes in front of
the houses hadn’t been clipped either, and had grown high enough that
they partially blocked the windows.

Courtney knocked on the front door, and a college-aged guy opened it.
Square jawed with obvious muscles showing through his t-shirt, he fit
every stereotype I had about football players.

Of course, I had no reason to believe he actually was a football
player, so every part of the stereotype but that.

Courtney smiled uncertainly, and said, “I’m looking for
Davis?”

“Sure, come in.” He stared at Courtney for a second, and then glanced
toward me. “Both of you.”

He led us through the house. A couple guys were playing video games on
the big screen TV in the living room.

They ignored us.

We followed the guy through the dining room (or so I guessed from the
chairs, table and two mountain bikes), and into the kitchen.

A dark haired guy stood next to the refrigerator. He was about our age,
maybe a little older, but better dressed. His purple, button down shirt
shimmered a little in the light.

Giving a sly grin, he said, “I’m Davis. Good to see you again,
Courtney.” Turning to me he said, “And you’re her boyfriend?”

“No, her bodyguard,” I said.

Davis gave a small laugh. “Sure, I should have seen that right away.”

Courtney said, “You know why I’m here. How do we get started?”

She sounded a little nervous to me, but that might have just been my
imagination.

“You’re direct,” Davis said. “I like that. Here’s how we get started.
I’ll tell you a little about how we do things, and you can decide
whether you’d be comfortable working with us.”

Courtney raised at an eyebrow. “I’m not looking for a job.”

Davis gave a wide smile. “Hear me out. This isn’t so different. You’re
looking to make your powers permanent. We can do that, but there’s a
cost. For normal people, we’d say one hundred thousand dollars—”

Courtney’s eyes widened, and she began to say, “I can’t—”

Davis held up his hand, “Don’t worry about it. What can you do?”

“I,” she started, and paused, still probably thinking what I was
thinking.

One hundred thousand dollars? Who could afford that?

“I can change my appearance,” she said, “but not my shape. Not in a big
way.”

“What else?”

She took a breath. “I can make myself stronger and faster, but only by
comparison to normal people—not supers.”

Davis nodded. “Do you have any skills?”

“I’m a chemistry major. I can make power juice, but so can anybody if
they’re careful.”

Davis grinned a little. “Don’t underestimate yourself. We can work with
that. You can make yourself very useful.”

Courtney said, “To who?”

“Ahh,” he said. “I can’t say. We’re a large organization, and not
strictly legal in all of our areas of business. You’ll find out after
you go through with it.”

“So, if I decide to work for you, it’s free?”

He shook his head. “No, we’ll have you pay what we think you can afford,
and then we’ll have you do us a few favors.”

“Oh.” Courtney stood still for a second, and then said, “What if I
decide not to do it at all? No permanent powers? Nothing. We’re okay,
right?”

Davis smiled. “We’re okay. Sure. If you did decide not to get involved
with us, we’d all want you to keep quiet about tonight. You don’t tell
anyone about us. Not unless they can be trusted.”

Courtney nodded.

Davis turned to me. “You understand that?”

“Sure,” I said, hoping he wasn’t a telepath because if he was, he stood
a good chance of knowing that I was recording the entire conversation.

I did my best to keep that, and the other precautions I’d taken, out of
my mind.

“If I said yes,” Courtney said quietly, “how soon could it happen?”

“Tomorrow, if you wanted.” Davis opened the refrigerator, and pulled out
a can of beer.

“What’ll it be?” He asked. “Are you interested or not?”

“I’m interested,” Courtney said, “but I need a little time to think it
over. Its a big decision.”

He pulled out a card, and handed to her. “Call this number. You have two
days. After that, it’ll never work again, and you’ll have to find me
another way.”

Courtney put the card into the pocket of her jeans. “Thanks. I guess
we’d better go.”

“Sure,” Davis said. “One question though. I’m trying to find someone in
Grand Lake. Have you seen this girl?”

He held up a photograph. It looked like it had been modified or created
by a computer, but I knew the subject.

It wasn’t exactly right, but the girl looked an awful lot like Cassie. I
had a sudden intuition as to who Davis represented, and wanted to get
away as soon as I could.

Despite my anxiety, I understood how the Nine had failed to find her.
The girl in the picture resembled Cassie the way a picture might if,
hypothetically speaking, they didn’t have any idea what Cassie looked
like, and instead had to resort to gender-flipping an exact clone of her
father in Photoshop.

Cassie could thank Dr. Mind, and splices of DNA from unknown (possibly
alien) donors for not having a cleft chin, for lighter blond hair than
her dad, and other small details that made her not quite the same.

Of course, we were all still wondering what else he’d hidden inside her.

Courtney glanced at me out of the corner of her eyes as I said, “No.
Never seen her in my life.”

“Me neither,” she said. “Hey, thanks. I’ll call you.”

She gave him a smile, and we walked out.

It was a nice night for walking. September in Grand Lake still felt like
summer, or at least it could. Tonight was one of those nights where you
couldn’t tell the difference. I felt warm air, and a little bit of a
cool breeze.

The moon and stars shone through the trees.

Once we got a few houses away, Courtney checked behind us, and turned to
me. “Was that Cassie?”

Then it was my turn to check behind us. Courtney had been right. We were
alone.

“It looked a lot like her, but not quite.”

I tried to keep my tone casual. Maybe she would buy it.

“You’re right, but you have to admit it’s close. It could have been a
picture of her sister… Wait, does she have a sister?”

“Nope.”

I fought back an urge to pull out my League communicator, and check
people’s positions. Haley, or Travis could easily still be watching the
house, and who knew where the others were.

It all depended on “Davis” and whether that house was his base of
operations, or whether he’d just borrowed the kitchen for the meeting.

For now, my job was to get Courtney away from the place before anything
happened.

She took a breath. “Nick, I think we should tell Cassie. I don’t know
who he represents, but I’m betting it’s one of the big
organizations—Syndicate L, the Mafia, or if she’s really unlucky, one of
the powered organizations like the Nine, or the Dominators.”

I nodded, and we crossed a street, and turned right. We weren’t more
than half a mile from campus by then. Given that most of the houses
around here were rented by students, you could argue we were there
already—just not officially.

“I’ll tell her, but it’s not going to do her much good.”

Courtney furrowed her brow. “Why?”

“Well, if you’re going through with it, you can’t set the police on
them. If you’re not going through with it, you still probably can’t, not
without risking revenge.”

Speaking quietly, she said, “I’m not going to do it.”

“Really?”

“Well, you heard him. I’d pay, but afterward I’d be in hock for any
favor they’d want for the rest of my life. I’m not that desperate.”

“Yeah. That didn’t sound good to me either. Not that I have the option,
but if I did, it wouldn’t have sounded good.”

We walked without saying anything for a little while then, our footsteps
audible in the darkness.

We were going to have to tell Courtney something soon, but I wasn’t
going to tell her I was the Rocket without Daniel vetting her first. I’d
been that cautious about telling Chris last spring and I knew him better
than I did Courtney.

What a pain that Daniel went to school in Chicago.

Oh well.

Noting something about Courtney that had been nagging at me, I decided
to try to clear it up without telepathy.

“What’s with the over-sized sweatshirts? You’ve been wearing them a lot
lately.”

She’d worn her Grand Lake University hoodie.

Giving a short laugh that sounded a little uncomfortable to my ears, she
said, “I’ve been feeling like I get a little too much attention, so I’ve
been dressing down for classes, and not wearing makeup all the time.”

“Oh.” I could see how that might happen.

She bit her lip. “There’s also another reason. You remember why Keith
and I broke up?”

I did. She didn’t want to use her powers as a superhero. He did.

“If I changed my mind,” she said, “I could hide a lot under a
sweatshirt, so I thought I’d let people get used to seeing me that way.”

I rolled that around in my head, not sure what direction I should go
with questions—if any.

I didn’t get to ask anything though, because then my phone beeped. I
pulled it out of my pocket, and checked who’d called.

It was Haley.

I answered. “Hey, how’s it going?”

Haley’s voice came over the phone. “He’s moving. He left the house just
after you did, but not before we sent in the roachbots.”

The sound of a car’s engine roared in the background, and Haley talked
over the noise—but not to me.

“He turned left! Don’t let him go!”

Travis, her older brother said, “I know! Let me drive,
dammit.”

The tires squealed.

“It’s going great. We’re on his tail, but I don’t think he knows yet.
Besides, Storm King’s in the air. Even if we lose him, he’ll keep up.”

Plus the tracking roachbots had GPS, but time out of sight was time for
them to notice and nuke the bot.

“Cool,” I said.

“Are you still with Courtney?” Haley’s tone didn’t specifically sound
annoyed, angry or jealous, but it didn’t quite sound casual either.

“Yeah, but I’m nearing campus, so I can meet you soon.”

“Good. Hurry.”

We said good-bye, and hung up.

In a quiet voice, Courtney asked, “What’s going on?”

“It’s just Haley. I’m supposed to be meeting her tonight.”

“Oh,” she paused. “I’m glad you came with, but I hope she’s okay with
it. I don’t want to cause problems.”

We were nearing campus. I could see the upper stories of the parking
garage above the trees. I considered running. Haley, Vaughn and Travis
were following someone who worked for the Nine, and they were doing it
without me.

As I thought that, I realized something else—they didn’t know. I’d been
too surprised by Haley’s call to mention the Nine.

I thought about waiting to tell them until I got to the van, but I
didn’t think for long. That was crazy. They needed to know immediately.
Davis might not be much, but the Nine could throw anybody from the
villain side of things into a fight.

Johnny Destruction had worked with them before. I’d met his son the past
summer, and didn’t want to again.

I pulled out my phone, stopped, and started to type a text message.

Courtney stopped, and said, “Nick?”

“Sorry. I forgot to tell Haley something. Just a second.”

Angling my phone so Courtney couldn’t see it, I wrote, “Davis showed us
CC’s picture. It’s the Nine.”

Haley wrote, “Knew it. THX.”

We’d suspected. We knew they were in town, and even though other groups
might have a power impregnator, Cassie had said she’d seen one when she
fought the Nine in D.C. last summer.

If we’d been following directions, we’d have called in the Feds at even
the slightest suspicion of the Nine being involved, but Travis had said,
“Let’s not pull them in until we know. We’ve seen the Feds in action.
They’re not that good at handling people with powers.”

I had a bad feeling that I should have pushed for specific conditions
for when we’d turn this over to the Feds. You could say that we didn’t
“know” the Nine were involved yet, because anybody could be searching
for Cassie. Other organizations might start just because the Nine were.

All the same, the simplest explanation that fit the facts was most
likely the correct one. Right now, the simplest explanation made me
worry that we’d be walking into one of the Nine’s hideouts.

I desperately wanted to put the full Rocket suit on, but that would take
time I didn’t have.

One of these days, I’d have to come up with version of the suit that I
didn’t need to hide in the van. Instead, wouldn’t it be cool if the van
turned into my armor?

“Nick?” In the dark, I couldn’t see Courtney very well, but that was a
good thing. That way she was less likely to pick up on how frustrated I
felt with being interrupted while I was thinking.

“What?”

“If you need to go, you can. I’m sure I can make it back to the dorm.”

I turned my head toward Courtney. She smiled a little, but her voice had
quavered as she’d started to say, “I’m sure.”

I gave it some thought. I wanted to run and join everybody, but it
didn’t feel right. She’d wanted me to come along because she felt
nervous before. The fact that she had powers and I didn’t hadn’t stopped
her from asking for help.

I couldn’t see her asking me to leave her alone in the dark unless she
knew that Davis wasn’t likely to bother her at the moment.

She must have read something from my expression because she kept on
talking.

“If other people really need help, you don’t need to stay with me.”

“What?” I could hear the shock in my voice.

She lowered her voice. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have listened, but I
modified my body in case there was trouble… I could hear both ends of
your conversation with Haley.”

“Huh,” I struggled to come up with some way to deny it. What exactly had
we said? Haley had mentioned Storm King. That linked us directly to the
Heroes League without question. Plus everyone knew Travis was Haley’s
older brother, and she had to have heard him if she heard Haley.

Crap.

Well, maybe I’d gotten lucky and she’d missed that part?

“You’re with the Heroes League?” She said slowly. She stopped walking,
and so did I.

I checked around us—again, seeing only the porch lights of the houses
around us, the streetlights, and campus directly ahead. If someone were
around, I couldn’t see them.

Given the powers of people I knew, that meant nothing.

I needed to create see-in-the-dark glasses with 360 degree vision for
when I wasn’t in costume one of these days. One more thing for my
constantly growing list of “to-do’s.”

“Can’t talk about it,” I said.

If I told her anything, and there was a telepath around, I might as well
be shouting our real names in the street.

I really wished Daniel were here, or at least that he could fly across
Lake Michigan as easily as his father did.

“Let’s keep on walking,” I said, and tried to figure out what to do
next.

What would Lee do? I thought about that for a second.

Kill her, probably.

OK, what would Grandpa do? Judging from what happened with Grandma,
marry her.

That wasn’t an option, and anyway, unless you were a polygamist, that
would only work once.

“We need to talk about this somewhere no one will hear us.”

Keeping her voice low, Courtney said, “Where?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

What would Lee do if someone he’d actually listen to (like Grandpa) told
him not to kill her? I didn’t know, but I felt sure he wouldn’t leave
her alone.

We walked two blocks without talking.

Turning my head as little as possible, I used my peripheral vision to
keep as much of my surroundings in my view as I could. It was a
technique Lee had taught me.

We still weren’t being followed. I probably walked a little more quickly
than usual, but Courtney kept up without a problem.

She glanced at me when we neared the parking garage.

“The van,” I said.

A few minutes later we opened the van’s doors. The moment they shut, she
said, “Are you the Rocket?”

“Yes,” I said. “Could you give me a second?”

I stepped into the back, and pulled the curtain across, and changed into
the rest of the stealth suit. When I opened the curtain, I stepped out
in the black jacket, and pants of the stealth suit, and carrying my
helmet and guitar.

“This is so weird, I had no idea.” She stared at the uniform. “Well,”
she said, “not until a few minutes ago.”

I sat down, and turned the key.

The van turned on, and I clicked on the buttons that logged us into the
League’s communications system.

A screen on the dashboard showed everyone’s positions. Haley, Travis,
and Vaughn were stopped somewhere on Jefferson Street. Cassie and Marcus
were moving separately in that direction.

I was going be last. I knew I had to tell people, but I didn’t look
forward to explaining why.

I backed out of the space, and started driving.

I was about to say something to Courtney when Haley’s voice came over
the communicator. “Rocket, are you driving here?”

“Yes. Things got complicated. I’ll explain when I arrive.”

She didn’t say anything for a second, making me wonder if she’d hung up.
Then, “Davis went into the back of a store. It’s right next to that
night club in the strip mall… Lakeside Lounge? We’re trying not to get
too close.”

“Got it,” I said, and then she did hang up.

Lakeside Lounge wasn’t more than twenty minutes away. I drove south,
passing through downtown, blocks of old factories turning to blocks of
old houses as I drove.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Courtney looking at the van’s
dashboard, and glancing downward at my guitar.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen,” I told her. “Our original plan
called for following him, but it looks like he’s gone somewhere
interesting. Anything could happen now.”

“This still doesn’t seem real to me,” she said.

“Yeah. Well, ‘anything’ includes a big fight. I’m not going to park
nearby. You shouldn’t even be close enough to see it, but I need you to
stay in here if there is one. I’m hoping there won’t be.”

She took a breath. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I don’t know
anything about fighting.”

The car ahead of us slowed for a red light. I pushed down the brakes,
and they responded a little more slowly than I expected. Still, I didn’t
hit the car.

I felt a little like screaming. Between the Nine, trying to figure out
how to bring up the block with Courtney, and how I’d explain her
presence to everyone else, I had too much going on in my head.





A Kind of Small Crow


        As always, Jefferson Street was a zoo. It probably had the most fast
food restaurants and chain stores of any street in the city. At ten or
eleven at night, the traffic became bearable—it wasn’t bumper to bumper
anymore.

I brought the van to a stop on the other side of the road from the one
with Lakeside Lounge–four lanes worth of cars and semi-trucks away.

We were next to a Subway, a shoe store, and Grand Lake Marina Supplies.
That last store took up most of the space. Even though the store had
closed, the lights were still on, and I could look in at speed boats,
engines, water-skis and other gear.

Across the street, Lakeside Lounge took up most of the strip mall. The
only store next to it was something called “Dan’s Fan City.”

Dimly lit, I couldn’t see much in there, but I could see fans.

If I remembered what Haley said correctly, Davis had gone into the back.

The screen on the dashboard showed Travis and Haley parked on the far
end of the Lakeside Lounge’s parking lot. The “Wolfmobile” blended in
with all the other cars. Even knowing where it was, I couldn’t see it.

Meanwhile, a group of people stood next to the entrance of the building,
the ends of their cigarettes glowing in the dark.

The screen showed Cassie as being five minutes away (assuming she didn’t
drive her motorcycle through yards and parking lots), and Marcus as
roughly the same—he flew slower, but straight.

Over the communicator, Haley said, “So why are you driving the van?”

“Courtney heard both ends of our conversation, and figured out who I
was. I couldn’t leave her there after that, so I brought her along.”

Haley said, “Oh, no…”

Simultaneously Travis said, “Again? Wasn’t Chris enough? Seriously, you
have got to stop telling people without an okay from the rest of us.”

“Look,” I said, and I might have sounded a little irritated, “I didn’t
tell her, she had enhanced hearing. She heard Haley talking.”

Courtney cringed. “I am so sorry. I wasn’t trying to find out. I
modified my ears so I could hear better, but all I wanted was warning if
people were sneaking up on me.”

Travis groaned. “You’re letting her listen in?”

“What was I supposed to do? Tie her up, and stuff her in the back of the
van?”

The sound of wind and Vaughn’s voice came over the speaker. “That’d be
kind of kinky.”

Oh great, Haley had called us on the League’s common frequency. Everyone
in the group could listen in if they wanted to.

Marcus’ voice came over the speakers along with the flap of his wings.
“You know what’s crazy? The guy who created Wonder Woman was way into
bondage, and that’s why Wonder Woman got tied up all the time in the
beginning. Bizarre, right?”

With a muffled growl and series of thumping noises, Cassie’s motorcycle
overrode all other noise. “I missed half of that. Why are we talking
about bondage now?”

Almost at the same time, Haley, Courtney, and I gave three variations
on, “We’re not.” Meanwhile Marcus began, “Well, you know Wonder
Woman—”

“Never mind,” Cassie said. “Did you send the roachbots in yet?”

“No,” I said, but Haley interrupted me, “A few. That’s how we followed
him. I haven’t found him again yet. They’re just crawling through the
vents right now.”

“So we wait till they find him?” Cassie asked. “Then what?”

“We call the Feds,” I said. “If it’s the Nine, and it is, that’s what
we’re supposed to do.”

Travis started talking practically the instant I stopped. “No. We should
take out their power impregnator like we did with the Cabal.”

Courtney gave me a confused look.

At the same time, I said, “No. We barely survived that, and we’re not
supposed to.”

“C’mon Rocket,” Travis said, “do you think we’ve got a chance of running
into anything even close to the Cabal’s people and Ray’s team at once?”

“Famous last words,” Vaughn said.

Travis’ response sounded annoyed to me. “What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing,” Vaughn said. “You know what I mean. Whenever people say
something like that, it’s always worse.”

“We don’t live in a horror movie,” Travis muttered.

“Yeah,” I said, “but the Nine are tough, and they’ve fought us twice
now. Who knows what they’ve picked up?”

“Not twice,” Travis said. “The first time was Night Cat plus Sydney and
Camille.”

I’d said it because it sounded good, but then I thought about it. “Did
you all use League communicators?”

We’d let Justice Fist borrow them last spring.

Haley stretched out her answer into two syllables, “YEEees?”

“That’s one thing they might catch,” I said.

I wasn’t worried about the communicators’ encryption. I’d only put them
together last spring. It wasn’t as if they were old League technology
that everyone had analyzed thirty years ago.

Maybe I should have been worried more. The communicators were based on
the roachbots, and Grandpa had designed the first versions of the
roachbots in the 1950’s as mobile bugging devices.

I’d updated them substantially over the past year though. Grandpa’s
design survived only in the most general terms.

All the details of the current systems were mine.

Of course, the communicators still connected to the League’s old alert
system. That might be a vulnerability.

I thought about that.

The deep rumble of Travis’ voice came over the communicator. “Do you
have anything concrete, Rocket?”

That yanked me back to reality. “Uh… No, but that doesn’t mean I’m
wrong. I can think of possible vulnerabilities, but I don’t know they’re
really vulnerable. The most I can say for sure is that I’ve got a bad
feeling about this.”

Someone (Marcus?) made a noise somewhere in between a snort and a
chuckle.

Travis exhaled. “Alright. Your bad feeling’s been noted, but now we’ve
got to decide whether we go in or not.”

Cassie’s voice came over the speaker, but without her typical optimism.
“I’d say not.”

That was a shock. Her time in D.C. must have been quite an experience.

“Look,” Cassie said, “I’ve fought the Nine twice now. Both times they
had a lot more behind them than I expected. Let’s see what the roachbots
turn up, and then go in.”

Marcus spoke up, “I was there the last time, Night Wolf. They had
paralysis guns that the Rocket’s devices couldn’t block, and I’m betting
they still can’t, right?”

“Right,” I said.

“Just by luck,” Marcus continued, “I was the only guy who could move
after that. I’d say we shouldn’t move in unless we’ve got a plan to
avoid being hit.”

The sound of wind and Vaughn’s voice broke in at exactly the same time.
“Shift’s right,” Vaughn said. “Night Wolf, you’ve got no idea how close
it was. I mean no idea.”

Travis said, “Night Cat, you’re the only one who hasn’t said anything.”

Haley went quiet for a couple seconds, and then started talking all at
once. “I didn’t think Ridgeback was all that hard, but if what they’re
saying is true, I don’t want to walk into a trap.”

“OK,” Travis said, sounding a little surprised. “Then we’d better get
out of here before they notice. I’ll start. Rocket, give us a couple
minutes before you pull out, and check on the roachbots we sent in.”

“Sure,” I said.

“I’m doing it right now—just like I’ve been doing it,” Haley said. “He
doesn’t need to.”

So that was pretty crazy. We were doing the sensible thing. It was as if
we were in a horror movie where the characters said, “Hey, instead of
learning the dark secrets of the haunted house we just bought, why don’t
we leave, and sell the place?”

I felt pretty good for all of a second—because then I remembered that
when people started doing things that sensible, it almost always
resulted in all hell breaking loose.

I pulled out my roachbot controller, and checked the bots. I wasn’t
going to take them over, but I wanted to find out where they were going.

Notices began to scroll up the screen:

[Connection Successful: Bot499]

[Connection Successful: Bot500]

[Connection Successful: Bot502]

[Connection Successful: Bot512]…

A little bit of fiddling with the controller’s buttons gave me a view of
one of the vents, but disappointingly, no conversations. I started to
switch from one viewpoint to another when more messages started.

[Connection Lost: Bot499]

[Connection Lost: Bot500]

[Connection Lost: Bot502]

[Connection Lost: Bot512]…

At that moment, I began to have that horrible sinking feeling a person
gets when everything goes horribly wrong, and you know you don’t know
how bad it’s going to get yet.

I clicked on the van’s communicator on the League’s open frequency,
“Night Cat, can you connect to the bots? I can’t.”

Haley’s voice came over the speaker, but with noticeably more white
noise than usual. “I can’t either. You didn’t change anything?”

“Nothing,” I began.

Travis said, “Shit!”

Across the street, the Wolfmobile whipped out of its parking space, all
black, headlights blazing, and moving through Lakeside Lounge’s parking
lot at a speed much faster than the recommended ten miles per hour or
less.

At the same time, the van’s screen switched from GPS to radar, and began
beeping while the word “Alert!” appeared again and again across the
bottom.

On the screen, jagged graphics of bird shaped objects dove toward the
van.

They went for the windshield first, and if it had been normal glass, it
would have shattered.

It was transparent aluminum—kind of. Grandpa came up with a transparent
metal alloy that included aluminum, and I was glad he had. It bought us
some time.

I pressed the button that electrified the outside of the van.

A black bird dove, hitting the windshield with its beak, and leaving a
divot in the middle of the windshield.

Courtney and I jumped back in our chairs as it hit, and watched as it
became outlined in bluish-white, crackling electricity.

It fell, spasming.

I’d gotten enough of a glimpse of it to realize it wasn’t alive. A fiery
red glow burned under the tail—which either meant it was using some form
of reaction engine, or it had incredibly bad gas.

Theoretically, both could be true.

So anyway, we were probably facing robot birds.

I took a break from considering the ramifications of gas propelled birds
to push down the accelerator.

The van jerked forward, smashing into, and zapping a couple more birds.

From the street came the screech of brakes, and the beeping of horns.
Travis must have made it onto Jefferson Street. I wondered what they
were going to try. The Wolfmobile had better weapons than the van, but
Grandpa had designed it more for car chases and crowd control than
fighting angry birds.

I considered calling them on the open channel, but didn’t get a chance.
More birds slammed into the windshield—and not just the windshield
either. They also hit the back windows and the van’s sides.

The charge on the battery that provided the shocks plunged.

If there were enough birds, the person controlling them could bring the
battery to zero long before I could charge it up.

It was a different battery than the one I used to start the van, so it
wasn’t as if that would be a problem, but aside from armor, it was
almost the only protection the van had.

The armor would protect us for a while, but we really needed to leave.

The birds covering the windshield made that a lot harder. I had to stop.
I still hadn’t made it out of the parking lot. Worse, the new group of
birds didn’t seem to be as affected by the electricity as the first ones
that hit.

They weren’t falling off the windshield, and they were releasing some
kind of liquid.

Acid, maybe? Or something explosive?

I turned on the windshield wipers, and sprayed the windshield. It wasn’t
the best idea. It certainly didn’t move the birds much, but I hoped it
might dilute whatever was dripping toward the engine compartment.

I pressed the accelerator, checking the radar to make sure I wasn’t
about to hit anything.

Then I slammed on the brakes, provoking a curse from Courtney, and
knocking a few off the windshield. Unfortunately, more landed.

I had to come up with something better.

I knew I didn’t want to go out there, but I was beginning to think my
best option might be flying away. Hopefully carrying Courtney wouldn’t
slow me down too much.

“Hey,” I said, doing the speed forward and jerk to stop thing again.
“We’ve got spare armor in the back. You’ll need it if we have to leave
the van.”

“Leave the van? Oww!” Her seat belt tightened, stopping her from hitting
the dashboard. “Nick, Rook’s out there!”

“Right,” I said. “So that’s what rooks look like? Kind of like smaller
crows?”

She glared at me, and I guessed this might not be the time to discuss
it.

“Do you know how many people he’s killed?”

Too busy to answer because I was making a couple quick turns that
knocked a couple more birds off, I just said, “Yeah.”

I knew though—more than two hundred, but not all of them personally. The
rook robots were responsible for a sizable percentage of the total. They
had really sharp beaks.

Enough birds were off the windshield that I could actually see though,
and I had a plan. The far end of Grand Lake Marina Supplies parking lot
exited into a gas station. The gas station sat directly on the
intersection, so all I had to do was drive, and we might be able to
escape on the cross street.

I accelerated, racing across the parking lot, and roaring toward the gas
station.

The station had two rows of pumps (and potentially four rows of cars).
The middle row was empty. I aimed toward it, passed between the pumps,
and pushed hard on the brakes, stopping just before I plowed into a
pickup truck.

The cross street was filled with cars too, all of them waiting for the
stoplight to turn green, their headlights illuminating the back of the
car ahead of them.

I had no chance of squeezing the van in. I looked both ways, and
realized that I couldn’t see anyone on the sidewalk.

I backed up a little, and began to turn. The sidewalk would be just wide
enough.

Then I heard the sound of jet engines followed by a thud as something
big hit the concrete.

A moment later, my van landed on its side.

I hung sideways, and it wasn’t very comfortable. The stealth suit had
hardened where it hit the seat belt and the right armrest, so nothing
hurt.

I turned my head to check how Courtney was doing. I’d heard her hit the
door, but she moved, and illuminated by the dashboard lights, I could
see her turn her head upward toward me.

“Are you okay?” She asked.

“I’m fine. Could you pass me the helmet?”

Attached to the guitar by a thick cable, the helmet had fallen past her
legs when the van tipped over, and lay on the door.

“Uh… Sure.”

She handed it to me, and it wasn’t hard to grab. My head hung most of
the way to her seat.

I put it on my head and heard the helmet seal while the readouts came to
life near the top of my vision.

The guitar was at full charge, and wasn’t showing any error messages.

That was good because at just about the same time, I got my first view
of Rook, the guy who had probably tipped the van over.

I saw him through the window of my door (now pointing upward toward the
night sky)—just after I heard a thumping noise.

All black, Rook’s powered armor had been shaped to resemble a
bird—mostly. Real rooks didn’t have arms that ended in claws.

He scraped a claw across the (also made of transparent aluminum alloy)
window.

It didn’t break.

I pointed the end of the guitar at him,and said quietly, “Remember what
I said about the armor in the back? Last chance to put some on.”

Courtney took off her seat belt, and climbed over her seat and into the
back.

Rook hadn’t reacted when I pointed the guitar at him, but he seemed to
hear something because he tilted his head as I talked. That he hadn’t
reacted to the guitar didn’t surprise me—the windows were near
impossible to see through from the outside—but hearing me did. I thought
I’d insulated the van better than that.

Rook punched the window. It still didn’t break, but an opaque, roughly
fist-shaped circle appeared where he hit.

I opened my seat belt, hanging on to the door’s armrest as I did it, and
then dropping to the passenger side door.

“By any chance, is that the Rocket in there?” A relaxed, and thoroughly
amplified, baritone voice filled the van.

“I can’t tell you how much I loved the original Rocket. He inspired me.
Did you know him?”

The voice sounded like it had a British accent, or maybe a fake British
accent? I had no way of knowing.

“A bit,” I said. Would it be better to talk with this guy?

Over the helmet’s communicator, Haley asked, “Rocket, are you okay? Do
you need help?”

“I don’t know,” I whispered. “We’re talking.”

Several lightning strokes and thunderclaps in quick succession came from
outside. It sounded like Vaughn might need help.

More loudly, I said, “Sure, I knew him.”

In the helmet’s readouts, a yellow dot appeared next to Cassie’s name,
and her voice came over the team’s open channel. “I don’t know how they
found me, but I’m getting attacked by mechanical crows. Need some help
here…”

With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I guessed how. Even if he couldn’t
break the encryption, he might have been able to figure out a way to
recognize our communications. With enough birds, he’d be able to use
triangulation and track all of us.

“And he trained you?” His voice seemed to convey actual curiosity—as if
he’d been introduced to me for some reason.

“Partly, yeah.” Somewhere in the back of my head, I had the sense that
two and three word sentence answers might not be the way to keep him
occupied.

Without thinking, I glanced toward the back to find out how Courtney was
doing.

She’d ditched her sweatshirt, and put on the shirt, but wasn’t quite
finished with pants. Plus, she’d taken off her shoes.

I turned away. I’d seen more than I’d intended.

From above, Rook said, “Good. Then it might be worth taking apart your
equipment after you die.”

And with that, he sank his claws into the door, and ripped it out of the
van.

Pulling his great, black wings next to his body, he grabbed the edge,
and dropped inside.

The only things that saved us from dying then were the van’s bucket
seats. His lower claws hit the passenger side door, putting the driver’s
seat at eye level.

To Courtney’s credit, she had the pants on by then, and she didn’t even
try to grab her shoes.

Two steps brought us to the van’s back doors.

I grabbed the handle, and the door opened even as something in the back
of my head suggested that he’d have expected us to run out the back.

Unwilling to randomly spray whatever was out there with the guitar’s
laser, I aimed a wide angle sonic blast out the door with the speakers
on both arms. Set at a frequency that generally set electronics to
vibrate, the sonics had the potential to be devastating—provided we were
facing rook-shaped robots.

If there were people out there, the best I could hope for was nuking
their iPhone.

I stepped out the door with both speakers still blasting away, Courtney
following me out.

The good news? The sonics were working great. They were the only things
on the stealth suit that matched their counterparts on the regular
Rocket suit, so they ought to.

The better news? There had been rook robots waiting for us out the back.
Seven of them lay on the sidewalk, smoking, and randomly shooting out
sparks.

The bad news? Cars include a lot of electronics these days, and an awful
lot of them were stopped to wait for lights to change.

A newer Honda had been waiting for the light, almost directly in the
path of the sonics.

The car’s lights were off, and from the darkness inside the car, I
guessed the dashboard lights weren’t on either.

The driver held an iPhone in his left hand, and brought up his right
hand to click on it.

No light came from the phone either.

Oops.

Courtney didn’t seem to notice it at all as she said, “What do we do?”

She’d pulled the costume’s mask out of the collar. All black, the mask
made me think more of bank robbers than a superhero, but at least she’d
thought to put it on.

“I—” I began, and I’d been about to say, “I don’t know?” Unfortunately,
I didn’t have time.

Rook tore through the van, ripping the upper door (or under normal
circumstances, the right door) off its hinges, and threw it to the side.

The door smashed into a gas pump, which despite what movies would have
led me to expect, did not instantly explode.

“Nice one with the robots,” he said. “I’ve never seen sonics used like
that before.”

Okay, so I guess I’d never done that on camera. Great. I’d shown a
little known aspect of sonics to someone who’d plan for it in the
future.

I turned around, facing him, and slid my gloved fingers down the neck of
the guitar, never touching any button for more than an a moment. Unlike
your average Guitar Hero controller, which had five buttons, my guitar
had twenty-four.

Light and sound at wildly inconsistent frequencies burst from the
guitar’s speakers and the many lights I’d built into it.

I’d always intended to use it this way, designing it in with the
assumption that my opponent wouldn’t have time to adjust to the one
attack before I’d switched to the next.

Like a lot of ideas, using it in reality wasn’t an unqualified success.

Sure, it seemed to work at first. Constantly changing colors and sounds
washed over Rook, and he swore, stumbling, presumably because he
couldn’t see or hear much of anything.

Except then he unfurled his wings and shot into the air. Unfortunately,
overwhelming a person with light and noise only worked if you could keep
the noise and light aimed at them.

I had no more chance of keeping the guitar’s weapons aimed at his eyes
than I did matching Haley’s reflexes.

Worse, I could have used Haley’s reflexes.

Rook aimed himself at me, all claws outstretched, roaring toward me
before I could get out of the way.

Not that I didn’t try. I bent forward, just about ready to jump to the
left.

His right claw hit my right shoulder, digging through the outer layer
before it could harden enough prevent it—or possibly despite that it had
hardened as much as it could.

The claw dug into the jacket’s gel layer, stopped by the jacket’s bottom
layer hardening along with the stealth suit shirt under that.

I could feel the pressure, not pain, but I felt sure he’d be able to go
all the way through with a little more work.

The guitar’s head, the spot where its main laser exited, bumped against
the top of one of Rook’s legs.

I didn’t have time to consider the consequences. I pushed the button
that turned it on.

When the laser hit, Rook’s armor glowed, reflecting the light, but not
entirely. In fact, not for very long at all.

The laser drilled through, and light came out the other side.

Rook screamed, and I stopped firing, backing up, pulling my shoulder
away from the claw that had pierced almost all the way to my skin.

Rook took a step toward me, but nearly fell over, his leg wobbling.

I tried to think of the next step.

Obviously the laser worked against his armor, but I couldn’t shoot him
with it till he died, could I?

I didn’t want to kill anybody.

At the same time, hadn’t he just said he wanted to reverse engineer my
equipment once he killed me?

He stumbled backward.

I still didn’t have a plan.

Over my helmet’s communicator, Travis shouted, “You’ve got him. Take
him down!”

Were they still here? I thought they’d gotten away. On the other hand,
with the intersection full of cars, and probably backed up due to the
fight, they might not have been able to get far. Plus Travis wouldn’t
leave anyone behind if he could help it.

At the same time, I couldn’t help but notice Rook’s wound was filling
with goo. It wasn’t biological goo either. The laser had to have
cauterized the wound.

In the yellow light of the gas station’s florescent bulbs, the goo
appeared to be green. It struck me that it might actually be blue.

The stuff hardened, and then a layer of black goo hardened over it.

So, gross. Really, really gross, but also kind of cool. If I’d just seen
what I thought I’d seen, Rook’s suit included some kind of healing (or
possibly just preserving) gel as well as a liquid that plugged holes in
his armor.

That was pretty cool.

I wondered what it would take to get a sample. The roachbots might be
able to manage it. What I ought to do is come up with roachbots with the
exclusive purpose of taking samples.

That would make situations like this much simpler.

Rook steadied himself, and peered in my direction. “The guitar has a
laser? The power it had to go through… How can you possibly fit it in
that small a space?”

His voice sounded distant, disconnected.

Was he on drugs?

From my right, Courtney said, “Rocket, come on.”

She’d already made it a few steps away and stood between the two rows of
gas pumps.

I needed to do something. I aimed the guitar toward him, the targeting
system showing a small plus sign as it crossed his chest, moving toward
his other leg.

I never got the chance to fire.

His clawed arm moved too quickly for me to dodge it, and hit the guitar,
breaking the neck in half.

His other arm reached for me so quickly that it was little more than a
blur.

Except it never hit.

Instead, a brown, plastic trash can hit him in the head. Courtney had
picked up one of them and swung it.

The can broke as it hit, chunks falling to the ground along with a
plastic bag full of wet paper towels, wrappers from McDonald’s, and
other garbage. He stepped back.

One of his wings flexed, extending to hit her, throwing her backwards.
She hit one of the concrete pillars that held up the canopy.

She didn’t get up.

Had he killed her? I tried not to think about it.

“Rocket,” Travis’ voice came over the comm, “we’re coming to help.”

“Shit, man,” Vaughn said. “Help me too.”

Automatic gunfire sounded over his speaker, and from across the street
by the Lakeside Lounge.

I hit a button on the palm of my glove and shot into the air, the lower
half of the guitar dangling uselessly by the cable attached to my
helmet.

I had to ditch the thing.

Rook’s wings stretched out, and I heard the roar of jets below me.

He shot upward—not as quickly as I did at first, but the helmet readouts
assured me that he was gaining speed.

I grabbed the cable, pulling it up until I held the body of the guitar
in my hands.

Part of me didn’t really believe he’d destroyed it, but another part of
me had an idea about how I might get rid of it.

As Rook flew closer, I hoped it was a good idea.

Unfortunately, it was also an idea that I had to use quickly instead of
thinking through the implications.

The last time I’d pointed the guitar’s explosive end at a guy in powered
armor, it had nearly killed him. Only Alex’s ability to heal had kept
the man from bleeding out.

Alex wasn’t anywhere around here. I definitely wasn’t going to have time
to fly to California to pick him up.

But still…

I spun around as Rook came within range. We were four hundred feet above
the ground by then.

Cars and buildings created lines of light on the ground, the nearest
streets clogged with vehicles.

I aimed the guitar’s body at Rook, clicked the spot on my glove that
fired off the guitar’s explosive filled end.

If the neck hadn’t been broken, I would have activated it by smacking it
against the ground, pulling it back up, and pointing at the target. I’d
allowed for a back up activation route through the glove/helmet. It
worked, but wasn’t nearly as cool.

The end separated from the main body in a blast of fire. I could feel
the heat on my hands as the body fell apart.

The (now wedge-shaped) missile streaked across the distance, surrounded
by fire, and exploding right in front of Rook—if things worked
correctly. I’d tried to give Rook extra space.

The idea was to damage the armor, not kill him.

Rook saw it before it exploded, and tried to dodge. That was par for the
course.

Flaming guitars aren’t subtle weapons.

He didn’t dodge quickly enough though. A blast of flame that my helmet
mostly blocked out covered the upper half of Rook’s body. He’d managed
to get one wing partly in the way, but that wasn’t enough.

When my helmet readjusted to the darkness, chunks of the metal (I
assumed) wing were missing. Plus the blast had knocked him backward, and
he struggled to stay in the air.

OK, that was an extremely charitable way to put. More accurately?

He tumbled.

He fell.

He hit the roof of Grand Lake Marina Supplies building. It was
inevitable. We hadn’t done any appreciable property damage yet.

I began to descend. I doubted Rook was down. I wouldn’t be down in
either version of the Rocket suit. If you’ve got any sense, you design
powered armor to handle a fall—especially if you know you’ll be flying.

On the other hand, I wanted to make sure Courtney was still alive.

Even if Rook wasn’t down, we still might be able to get away. Anyway,
going up against Rook in the stealth suit minus the guitar wasn’t the
smartest idea.

I pointed myself toward the gas station, swooped down, pulled myself
into an upright position, and landed.

Courtney stood next to the concrete pillar with Haley and Travis, both
of them in costume. I didn’t see the Wolfmobile, but they had tipped the
van upright.

The cars in the intersection were moving a little.

“Is he down?” Travis asked.

“For now,” I said. “I saw him hit the next building over, but I don’t
know for sure.”

I pointed my finger toward where he’d fallen.

Travis glanced over there. “Why don’t you know for sure? That’s not
something you can leave to chance. I thought I’d help Storm King, but we
can’t leave Rook. We’ve got to make sure he’s not going to get up.”

“Night Wolf,” Haley said, sounding irritated.

“He’s out of my league without the full suit,” I said. “Plus, he trashed
my guitar. We need to get out of here.”

Courtney stepped away from the pillar. “I’m for going. I’m useless in a
fight.”

“Not completely,” I began, but Travis held up his hand, and I stopped.

Haley turned toward the fan store next to the Lakeside Lounge, and I
expected to see Rook flying toward us from there somehow–even though it
was on the other side of the street.

He didn’t.

Courtney looked toward the fan store, and then quickly over toward the
Lakeside Lounge. “Do you hear engines?”

My immediate response would have been, “Which engines?” Even if they
were moving, cars were backed up as far as I could see.

Vaughn flew out from behind the Lounge, and he wasn’t alone. Three more
people in armor like Rook’s followed him.

He turned, flying over the road, and pointing a hand backwards.

Lightning hit the first one, doing no damage that I could see.

Rook’s people replied with automatic weapons fire.

I couldn’t see it happen, but at least one of the bullets hit. Vaughn
fell, or maybe more accurately, lost control.

He flipped over a few times, dropping dangerously low. I would have lost
track of him if it weren’t for the sonar built in to the stealth suit’s
helmet.

His black costume blended into the night, but the helmet outlined his
body, showing him as he nearly hit Grand Lake Marina Supplies. I say
“nearly hit” because he didn’t.

He swerved right just as he was about to hit the “G” in Grand Lake.

“Right” in this context meant toward the gas station. In short, toward
us.

I could see his logic.

When you know you can’t take your opponents out by yourself, it makes
sense to bring them within reach of your friends.

Unfortunately when your friends have pretty much realized that they
don’t have the tools to deal with your opponents either, it’s not good
news.

Travis turned to Courtney and pointed past where the van sat on the
sidewalk, down the street. “Hide. Everyone else… Go there.” He pointed
at the Verizon store across the road. “We’re disappearing. Rocket, be
obvious.”

It made sense. That would get us away from the gas station. I didn’t
think there were people in the cars still at the pumps, but I was sure
I’d seen people inside the store.

Not to mention that we’d be taking the fight away from the tanks of
fuel.

Haley and Travis jumped immediately, easily passing over the cars, and
ducking behind the store. Courtney ran around the side of the gas
station. I turned on the rocket pack and flew after them.

As I landed, I heard the sound of glass shattering behind me.

I turned to see two of Rook’s flunkies pulling themselves out of the
marina supplies store’s front window. A third flew out, wings
outstretched, but then detoured to the roof.

He’d probably noticed Rook.

Vaughn, meanwhile, had landed next to me.

“I slowed them down,” he said, taking a breath. “I blew them into the
store.”

He took another breath.

I pulled the roachbot controller off my belt, and started in with “plan
b.” I didn’t have the guitar anymore, but I’d stored a lot roachbots in
the van. Plus, I’d put in exit tunnels for them.

Thinking about Vaughn’s breathing, I asked, “Are you okay?”

“I’m pretty sure they broke some ribs with their guns. What’s the plan?”

“We’re bait.”

Vaughn nodded. “Great. I love being bait.”

We stood next to the far side of the store. It had to have been a gas
station too at one point. It sat near back of its lot, surrounded by
parking. The gas pumps were long gone.

Two of Rook’s people flew over the gas station, landing directly in
front of us, and bringing up their arms.

They had guns hanging under their forearms just like the Rocket suit
Grandpa had used during World War 2.

“Don’t move,” one of them said. His voice reminded me of the guy who
tried to sell Courtney on using the Nine’s power impregnator. What was
his name? Right. Davis.

“No problem,” Vaughn said. “I am not moving at all.”

“Good. Now tell the guy and girl behind the store to come back out here.
We saw them try to hide. What did you think they were going to do?
Ambush us?”

Vaughn shrugged, “Nice one guys, you totally saw through us, and you’ve
got to be pretty smart to see through the Rocket, right? Rocket, what do
you think?”

“I—” I began to talk, but Haley interrupted me. Her voice came through
my helmet.

She said, “Rocket, could you move a little to the right?”

I took a step to the right.

The flunky that had to be Davis said, “Don’t move!”

He pointed the gun at me, and might have shot me then–if it weren’t for
the missile.

It hit him in the chest.

Screeching through the air, it didn’t explode, but it did carry him
backward (and slightly sideways) through the plate glass window in the
front of the store. He landed on his back, partially wrapped in a banner
that said, “Sweet Deals for September.”

At almost the same moment, Travis jumped off the roof, landing behind
the other flunky.

Then he ripped the guy’s left wing straight off.

No one on our team was as strong as Jaclyn, but Travis came closer than
anyone else. Plus, like Haley, he had claws made out of some weirdly
hard and malleable substance.

One of these days, I was going to get up the nerve to ask Haley for a
sample.

So ideally, the fight would have ended there.

It didn’t.

While the flunky’s wing sprayed fluids everywhere, he twisted around
quickly, his own claws outstretched, and sunk them through Travis’
costume and into his chest.

Too quickly for me to see anything but a blur, Travis punched the guy in
the face—if you could call a beaked helmet a face.

His punch hit the right cheek, denting it, and twisting the beak. The
helmet made a crunching noise, and bent backward. It didn’t seem to bend
further back than a human head could, but it didn’t seem to be capable
of bending forward anymore.

Not that that mattered. Travis’ punch had knocked the guy
backward.

He nearly hit me, but I moved just as he tripped. He landed on the
ground between Vaughn and me.

Pointing both arms at Travis, he started firing. How he expected to hit,
while unable to bend his head in Travis’ direction, I wasn’t sure.

He may have been working on the theory that if you fired off enough
bullets in the right direction, you could hit anything eventually.

If so, he was wrong. Travis dodged, jumping to his right while dripping
blood from his chest. I wondered how deep the holes went.

I didn’t have to think about it though, because the guy on the ground
changed targets, pointing his guns toward Vaughn.

He started firing before I could do anything, and Vaughn stumbled
sideways.

If I’d been in the full Rocket suit, I could have fallen on top of the
guy without any real fear, but I wasn’t, and I didn’t even try it.

I opened up with the sonics.

The guy on the ground didn’t even seem to notice.

That was pretty wild, given the amount of noise they were putting out.
Rook must have insulated the helmet against sonics.

I couldn’t believe he’d have insulated the suit against the sonics’
effect on electronics. That wasn’t well known.

He pointed his arms toward me.

The guns spat out bullets. A few caught me, and I stumbled backward.

I kept the sonics on him, letting the sonics try frequencies according
to Grandpa’s default algorithm—more or less randomly, but noting and
coming back to the frequencies that seemed to get the strongest
response.

It wasn’t the quickest way to go, but it’d get there.

I made a point of stumbling in the direction of the guy’s feet. With his
neck stuck, that could only make it harder on him.

That left me heading in the direction of the Verizon store at about the
same time I noticed that the flunky Haley shot with a missile had gotten
up. Even though it was long after closing hours, the lights in the store
were still on.

So, when he stood up, it was obvious.

And I had a choice, keep on firing at the guy on the ground outside the
store, or go after the guy who no one else had noticed yet.

I didn’t give it much thought. I pointed my arms at the guy in the
store, giving him a double dose of sonics, hoping that whatever they’d
figured out from hammering the other guy would help.

Small shattering noises came from the shelves around the store.

A puff of smoke came from the suit’s shoulder joints. It had done
something.

Not enough though—the guy raised his arms, pointed them at me, and then…

They didn’t fire.

Unfortunately, the guy behind me still could.

He did, and I stumbled forward as bullets hit the back of my helmet, the
rocket pack, and my pants.

I felt them only dully through the stealth suit, but they still hurt a
little.

Where was everyone else?

I shouldn’t have worried.

The shots stopped with the screech of metal being torn apart.

I glanced behind me to find that Travis had somehow grabbed the guy, and
was literally ripping the armor off him.

When I turned back to the flunky in the store, however, I found him
leaping toward me, claws outstretched.

I jumped sideways. The claws on his feet sunk into the parking lot.

In his moment of hesitation as he pulled them out, I remembered I still
held the roachbots’ controller, and that I’d set things up so that they
were almost ready to be used.

I aimed the controller at the flunky (formerly, the “lying on the floor
of the store” flunky) so he appeared on the screen, and pressed “swarm.”

“Rocket, move left or right,” Haley said, “I can’t fire with Travis
there.”

The flunky stepped toward me, claws swinging. I stepped backward, but
not quickly enough.

They caught, and ripped a chunk out of the jacket’s sleeve.

I was terrified for a second, knowing what could happen next, but then
came the buzzing.

Roachbots landed on him, covering his helmet, squeezing into cracks in
the armor, and then started to explode.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I added “move roachbot user-interface
into the stealth suit’s helmet” to my list of projects.

The flunky started hitting himself, and screaming, his voice reminding
me again that this was Davis, the guy who’d made the offer to Courtney.

I wondered for a moment how much damage I wanted to do to him. I had
questions for him, after all, but that didn’t matter as much as I’d have
thought.

Rook’s suits were pretty well constructed.

The bots wedged themselves into cracks, but they did a lot more damage
to the powered armor than the person inside. Plus, after the first wave,
I brought in a wave of EMP bots.

The first wave withdrew as the second settled on him. He stopped hitting
himself for a moment, and adjusted his footing, probably in preparation
for attacking me—or possibly escaping.

Then the EMP bots exploded.

I’d done my best to design them to allow me to point the pulse in a
direction I preferred, so the EMP centered around the armor.

Even so, I still backed up. I couldn’t back up much, of course. Travis
was fighting the other guy behind me.

Fortunately, when the bots exploded, Davis fell forward, hitting the
parking lot with a crash. He tried to push himself back to his feet, but
couldn’t even push himself into a sitting position.

If he had more weaponry than guns, the EMP bots must have taken it out
because he wasn’t using it.

I suddenly wished I’d done that when Rook showed up. Unfortunately, I
couldn’t have. The roachbot controls were too complicated to use in a
fight if anyone was actually trying to hurt you.

I was lucky I’d managed to use them at all.

Deciding it was safe to take my eyes off Davis, I turned my head back
toward Travis. He’d taken down the guy he’d been fighting.

The front of the man’s armor lay on the asphalt, and the man lay next to
it on his back. The guns had been ripped from the armor. I couldn’t see
either of them, but I saw the wires.

Travis stood above him, looking huge and muscular—exactly like the kind
of guy who could rip apart powered armor. His clawed hands and fangs
could only help.

Despite this, blood ran down his chest. It wasn’t squirting out, but
dark lines ran across the wolf silhouette.

I wondered how deep the holes went. If I were him, I’d see a doctor.
Haley and Travis regenerated, but not like Cassie. You could visibly
watch her heal. They healed faster than a normal person, but not like
that.

That thought nudged another one in my brain. Where was Cassie? And for
that matter where was Marcus? They’d both said they were coming, and it
sounded like Cassie had been been getting closer.

I checked the communicator’s GPS for their positions. They weren’t on
it. The communicator showed them as “signal lost.”

From a few feet away, Vaughn, “Sorry I was so useless. Lightning doesn’t
work on them, and I couldn’t work out a way to use wind that wouldn’t
hit you guys too, you know?”

Travis began to shrug, and then stopped, grimacing. “No problem, we got
them.”

“Guys,” I said, “we’ve got a problem. Captain Commando and Shift aren’t
showing on the comms.”

Over the comm, Haley said, “Do you hear a jet?”

I didn’t, but Travis turned in the direction of the marina supplies
store—Rook had fallen there, and the third flunky had flown up to the
roof.

I didn’t see a jet either, but, I did see News 10’s helicopter, hovering
in the darkness. How long had they been around?

“No jets,” I said.

Travis held up his hand, and I looked harder into the darkness, this
time using the sonar.

I couldn’t see details, but a blurry, plane shaped object moved toward
the marina supplies store, slowing as it came closer.

Rook flew toward it, helped by his henchman.

I thought about turning on the rocket pack, and trying to catch them.
Even as I grabbed the roachbots’ controller (because bugging them might
work), the plane’s wings shifted position, and it roared away.

None of us said anything, all of us coming silently to the same
conclusion—Cassie and Marcus had to be on that plane.

I aimed a few roachbots at it anyway, but they weren’t fast enough.

I wished I had the full Rocket suit.

“Fuck,” Vaughn said, turning away from the jet to face us. “How are we
going to find those guys?”

“We go to HQ, and grab our jet. If we’re lucky, they’ll still be in
range of its sensors.”

“That sounds good,” Vaughn took a couple breaths.

Crap. His ribs. At this rate, all we’d have left to man the jet would
Haley, Courtney, and I—not really enough people to go up against the
Nine.

I sent out a red alert, thinking it might be premature, but feeling sure
it wasn’t.

And then I heard Cassie’s motorcycle.

I turned my head toward the street. We all did.

Marcus drove it onto the parking lot. Huge chunks of red, white, and
blue paint had been scraped off the side. One of the lights was missing.

He didn’t look his best either. Completely changed into a gray
substance, he moved slowly, dragging his leg across the seat as he got
off the bike.

He moved the kickstand into place, and turned to us. “They got Captain
Commando.”





Ready or Not


        Haley and I sat in League HQ. The League’s twenty foot high TV screen
showed nothing—just blackness.

Nothing had worked out.

OK, nothing might have been stretching it. We’d brought Marcus, Travis,
Vaughn, and Courtney to one of Haley’s cousins, a doctor, who did what
he could for them. Then we left, and they stayed.

None of them were unconscious, and if we got into the air, we might be
able to detect Rook’s plane with the League jet’s sensors.

We couldn’t. So after a few circles around Grand Lake, we landed the
jet, and went back to HQ’s main room, and sat there in a room the size
of a basketball court, calling people and leaving messages.

Specifically, I called Daniel and Isaac Lim. Daniel, because I wanted to
talk to him. Isaac, because we were supposed to contact the FBI if we
ran into the Nine.

I’d gotten Isaac’s voicemail which told me to call another number if it
was urgent. I did, and wound up explaining the whole story to an agent I
didn’t know. He told me that Isaac, or possibly someone else, would call
back.

And if they did, what would we do exactly? The Feds were already going
to be looking for signs of Rook’s aircraft or for any other hints of
where Cassie might be.

Chances are, they wouldn’t let us do anything.

Worse, they had a good point. I’d let the fight with Rook go on too long
because I’d been distracted by whatever he was using to heal himself and
his suit. I thought about that for a second, and then stopped.

That was the problem. I got distracted too easily, and maybe I should
have gone for something more deadly when I fought him. I mean, he’d said
he was going to look after my stuff after he killed me.

If that wasn’t a time to reply with deadly force, I didn’t know what
was.

It seemed so obvious then in a way it hadn’t in the middle of the fight.

If I’d just gotten a little distance, I might have been able to hit Rook
with the guitar without him even being able to hurt anybody. If I had,
I’d have still been able to use the guitar against the other guys
because he wouldn’t have broken it.

Plus, I might have been able to pay attention to Cassie. She’d called
for help.

I wasn’t ridiculous enough to think that everything depended on me, but
we hadn’t acted like a team until the very end. When Travis told us what
to do, we’d done it, that had been our best showing of the entire fight.

Haley looked up from her screen at me. “I hope you’re trying to think of
something, and that you’re not just blaming yourself.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Nick,” she said, “you are, aren’t you?”

I sighed. “Yeah, a little.”

“Nick, we all made mistakes. If Travis and I had stayed in the parking
lot, we could have targeted Rook with a missile. That would have changed
everything. I told Travis to wait, but he didn’t listen.”

“There were still a lot of things I did wrong.”

The mask covered the top of Haley’s face, only showing her lips and
chin. It made it harder to read her expressions, but she seemed
irritated to me. Either way, her lips tightened. “Maybe you did, but we
don’t have time. We’ve got to be ready to go after Cassie.”

“If they let us. When I talked to him, he said he’d pass everything over
to the Guardian and the Midwest Defenders.”

“Really?” Haley sat for a second. “Maybe they should do it, but I feel
like we should be ready. They might need our help.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But they’ll probably refuse it anyway.”

She didn’t start talking instantly, but I could tell from her expression
that she was about to say something.

As she opened her mouth, the speakers began beeping, and the words “The
Mystic” appeared on the bottom of the screen.

I reached out, clicked my mouse, and took the call.

Daniel’s face appeared on the screen. He appeared to be sitting on his
bed. There were no posters. It showed a blank wall.

“What happened? I just checked my communicator. What’s going on with the
red?”

“You didn’t get my message?”

“I was in the middle of something and I didn’t know we’d gotten a red
alert.”

“OK, well, the Nine have Cassie. No ransom demands. Nothing. That’s kind
of good because I don’t even know what we’d do if they did, but her
communicator’s off or destroyed or something.”

From the background, a female voice said, “What’s going on?”

I recognized the voice. I wasn’t sure who it was, but I knew it from
somewhere.

“Who’s that?” Haley asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, and I was about to ask, but in the bottom right
corner of the screen, a red dot started blinking.

Next to the dot appeared the words, “Captain Commando.” Plus, it showed
the longitude and latitude.

I clicked for more information, and realized that it wasn’t Cassie’s new
communicator sending the signal. It was her old one.

The old League had alert signals that allowed them to show status using
green, yellow, and red like ours did, but didn’t allow them to send
sound or pictures—just location.

They’d been great at what they could do, but I’d replaced them last
spring.

Some people had turned the old ones in, but not everybody. I didn’t have
a problem with that. The original League had trained a lot of supers,
and most of them had kept their devices as mementos.

On the off chance that someone else might have picked up an old device
from the original Captain Commando, I checked the device’s broadcast ID.

It matched up to the one I’d given Cassie.

And that meant, that in all likelihood Cassie had kept her old device,
and when Rook’s people had taken or destroyed her new one, she’d
signaled us with the old one.

Or, she’d kept the old one, and they’d taken it too and were using it to
throw us off or trap us.

By the time I realized I’d been ignoring Daniel, the signal ended. It
had lasted less than thirty seconds.

“Nick?” Daniel looked concerned. “What just happened?”

“I don’t know. Cassie’s old tracking device just sent us her location.
That or someone’s trying to trick us into believing she just used it.”

“What do you think?” He asked.

“The way Grandpa did the encryption, I’ve got a hard time believing
anyone could imitate it. At the same time, they could probably activate
the alert if they got a hold of it.”

Izzy leaned into the picture, moving next to Daniel on the bed. For the
record, both of them had clothes on. We hadn’t interrupted them in the
middle of having sex or something.

I felt grateful for that.

From behind her screen, Haley caught my eye. She probably wanted to know
who Izzy was. She’d been on vacation when I’d met her last summer, and
Haley wasn’t yet old enough for The Stapledon program.

I thought about trying to tell her, and then wondered if the Stapledon
program’s version of the block would let me.

Annoying.

“Hey,” I told Daniel, “if we’re going to check it out, I think we’ve got
to go now. If it was Cassie, and she deliberately gave us a short burst
like that, there’s a pretty good chance that Rook noticed it too.
They’ll probably take it and move her. The crazy thing is that if she’s
there, we’ll need everybody, but we don’t have time to pick people up.”

Daniel nodded, “Where is she?”

“Way up north. The signal came from near Hudson Bay in Canada.”

Izzy drew her lips together nervously, and then said, “I can get him to
Grand Lake before you take off.”

“Great,” I said, remembering when she’d carried me. I’d have to ask
Daniel what was up when they got here.

Not that it would be bad if they were dating or something. She’d tower
over most other people I knew.

Daniel gave a brief smile, but then looked a little more serious. “Oh,
Nick? You might have a little trouble leaving when you want.”

“Why?”

“You’re about to get interrupted a few times.”

I barely had any time to think about that when the screen began to beep.
Meanwhile the words “Guardian, Midwest Defenders,” appeared near the
bottom of the screen.

“Crap. I should go.”

“Sorry,” Daniel said.

I took Guardian’s call, wishing that Daniel could see further ahead. If
we’d stopped talking earlier, I might have missed this call entirely.

Guardian stood in full costume—a silvery substance that covered him from
top to bottom. Between his muscles and his height, he looked as
impressive as his reputation, which was also huge.

I tried to think of an appropriate greeting for one of the better known
heroes in the world.

I went with, “Hi.”

“Rocket,” he said, and held up his right hand. The silvery costume
parted enough to make a ring visible. An inset “gem” glowed red. “My
League alert ring just turned red. Who’s in trouble?”

“Captain Commando just got taken by Rook. We’re pretty sure he was
working for or part of the Nine.”

I didn’t expect to surprise him with that, but he didn’t say anything at
first.

He recovered, though.

“How did that happen? You weren’t fighting the Nine’s people, were you?
You were supposed to leave that to us.”

It was my turn to stumble.

“I… We… didn’t know it was the Nine. We were going to check it out, but
then the situation kind of got out of hand.”

He took a breath, and then let it out.

“I don’t think you know what this means,” he said. “Now that they’ve got
her, they’re in possession of secrets that could change the balance of
power between them and us, and I don’t have time to handle it because
I’m in the middle of something equally critical.”

I hadn’t noticed it before, but he wasn’t standing. He was flying, and
other people in costumes flew near him.

“That’s okay,” I said. “We know where she is, and we’re going after
her.”

His eyes widened. “No. Absolutely not.”

Haley barely let him finish before jumping in. “What do you mean, ‘no?’
You’re not going to do anything. You just told us so, and we can’t
leave her there.”

Guardian’s jaw tightened, and he said, “We’re going to do something, but
we’re going to do it right. Even if you know where she is, and it isn’t
a trap, they’ll still be expecting an attack. I’m not going to throw
high school students up against Rook and possibly more of the Nine’s
people. If anything, I’m going to send in experienced people. Time to
stop talking, and give me her location, I’ll get as far as I can.”

Somewhere in the back of my mind, a part of me wanted to remind him that
some of us were college students, but I doubted that arguing
technicalities would get me anywhere.

Instead, I said, “We’re going. We know it might be a trap, but we can’t
leave her there without help—not if there’s a possibility that it’s not
a trap.”

Guardian’s face assumed a frustrated expression that reminded me of Dr.
Farkas when he’d been saying I couldn’t double major.

“I know you want to help her, but there’s a reason we don’t send
inexperienced people up against the Nine’s people. They’re competent.
They’re prepared. They’ll kill you, and then what good will you have
done?”

I might have sighed at that, which probably wasn’t the most polite thing
I could have done. I really don’t remember doing it, but Haley told me
afterward that I had. So, okay…

I sighed, and Guardian frowned at me.

“Look, we can’t leave her. We have to try. Sure, we’ll give you the
location, but the people you’re sending can be our backup. We’ve got to
go now. Remember what happened to the original Captain Commando when
Fracture caught him?”

Regeneration had opened whole new avenues of torture. From what Grandpa
said, it took a lot of work to get Captain Commando’s legs back into the
right shape, never mind the rest of his body.

“Besides,” I continued, “no one leaves a teammate in a situation like
that. The original League wouldn’t. We’re not going to either.”

Guardian clenched his jaw again. “Okay. Go, but I’m going to send
someone with you. Don’t forget to send us the coordinates. I can’t use
them right now, but I will.”

“Good,” Haley said. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t forget.”

He frowned at her. Whatever concerns he may have had about sending
teenagers into combat weren’t being put to rest. I mean, she was kind of
small. He should have been overjoyed. He had no idea how much his
chances of actually getting the coordinates increased with her involved.

Something beeped. I checked, and a small picture of Daniel and Izzy
appeared near the bottom of my monitor. They’d entered the complex by
the hidden door in the forest. Underneath, the were the words,
“Identifed. Passed.”

That was fast.

I sent a few commands to the League Jet that were meant to get it warmed
up, and save us some time.

I stood up from the table, telling Haley, “I’m going to get the full
Rocket suit on. Do you feel comfortable handling everything here?”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

“Well, I spend more time here than anyone else, and we don’t spend much
time with the equipment when we’re here together. So I don’t really
know—”

She cut me off. “Nick, go. I’ll be fine. Kayla’s on her way anyway.”

I went.

Crossing most of HQ’s room, I ran to the lab, passing trophies and
souvenirs the League collected over the years. An uncomfortable feeling
in my stomach reminded me that Rook had killed a lot of people, and any
respect he might have for my grandfather wouldn’t stop him from killing
me or my friends.

If it did, it would only be because he’d had an idea that we’d probably
appreciate less than that.

Either way, we might not be coming back.

I didn’t like that feeling. Fortunately, it mostly disappeared when I
got into the lab.

I’d done a lot of work on the Rocket suit during the summer. It stood
next to the wall, completely fixed from the damage it had taken when
we’d fought the Cabal’s leftovers in the spring, and then Evil Beatnik
in the summer.

Plus I’d integrated roachbot controls into the helmet, and added pieces
that turned the Rocket suit into a kind of roachbot aircraft carrier.

I shucked off the stealth suit’s helmet, pants, and jacket, leaving me
in the thin layer that acted as my flight suit.

Izzy and Daniel came in and started talking to Haley as the suit’s
chestplate closed. I pulled on the arms, and started to choose the types
of roachbots I’d take.

Something beeped.

I looked over the monitor on the desk. It showed a picture of two people
in the old sewer entrances. One of them was Sydney Drucker, Sean’s
sister. That didn’t surprise me. Haley had been hanging around with
Sydney, and her half-sister Camille a lot this year.

Unfortunately, the other person wasn’t Camille. It was Sean.

Haley’s voice came over the speaker. “What’s Sean doing here?”

On the monitor, both Sean and Sydney looked around, neither of them sure
where Haley’s voice had come from.

The two of them stood inside a sewer pipe. The door in front of them was
made of concrete covered in reinforced steel.

That wouldn’t be much of an obstacle.

Sean wore his Justice Fist costume—green except for a white triangle
that had a green fist inside it. Sydney appeared to be completely
covered in gray metal.

She turned her head in Sean’s direction, scowling as she said, “He
wouldn’t let me go alone.”

“Well I’m not going to let her get hurt.” Sean had given up on finding
the speakers, and talked directly at the door.

I put on my helmet because that was the only thing left to put on, and I
didn’t feel like carrying it. Then I walked out of the lab, hearing
Haley say, “Wait for a second. I’ve got to talk to someone here.”

At first I wondered if she were waiting for me, but once out of the
door, I could see her talking to Daniel and Izzy. Daniel wore his normal
costume—all black with silver accents.

Izzy’s costume didn’t look anything like the one she’d worn as Dixie
Supergirl. If anything, it looked like off-the-rack women’s workout
clothes—an aqua colored, armless t-shirt, black pants, and a black mask
covering the upper half of her face.

If she generated shields over herself as I suspected, she could wear
anything.

Haley glanced at Daniel. For a moment, she had a blank expression on her
face, followed by annoyance. Then she turned back the computer, and
started talking into the microphone again.

Nick, Daniel sent to me. I argued we should take Sean too. Sorry, but
you know why.

Despite my immediate surge of annoyance, I did. We were facing Rook.
Rook and the majority of his people wore powered armor. Plus, he had all
those robot birds. Short of getting Technomancer or his son Carlos, we
couldn’t choose anyone better than two people with magnetic powers.

Crap.

I’d put some effort into improving the suit’s sensory capabilities too.
Zooming in on Haley, I could see her frown as she said, “I’m opening the
door.”

Not that that was the last door. She had to open a few more, and disable
some security measures before they made it in.

The big metal door on the wall opened and Sean walked in, followed by
Sydney. He stared at the room, eyes darting from one of the League’s old
trophies to the next, checked out the shelves next to the wall,
paraphernalia collected from Nazi super-soldiers, and the pile of boxes
where they’d packed up everything else.

Sydney seemed a bit cooler about it, but she’d been invited over a few
times during the summer. She walked around Sean, straight toward Haley
and everyone else at the table in front of the big screen.

I’d been walking toward the table even before Haley let them in, so I
reached the table a little before Sydney and Sean.

Sydney stopped next to Haley’s chair. “I didn’t mean to bring him.”

In my mind, Daniel said, With his dad dead and the way they’ve barely
been talking lately, he’s afraid of losing her too.

I thought back. I wish you wouldn’t make me feel sorry for him.

Daniel sent back, Sorry. If it makes you feel any better, there’s also
a part of him that’s jealous that she’s been here so much, but that’s
not the main reason he came.

Sean walked up, close enough to hear what Sydney said. “Hey, Mom’s
worried every time you go out, and I’m not going to let you get killed.
I know you’ve been fighting people with these guys. Trust me, you
shouldn’t be. You should wait until you’re old enough to be in the
program.”

Sydney turned to face him. I couldn’t see her real expression through
all the metal, but if it matched the face that rippled across it, she
was glaring at him.

“Don’t give me that. You were doing all kinds of things before the
program. You just don’t want me to be here with them. Or to be around
Camille.”

Sean sputtered, “That’s not true!”

I felt amusement from Daniel. It is partly true, but letting them fight
about it isn’t going to get us anywhere.

I sent to Daniel, Then we’d better take control of this and get going.

You, Daniel sent back.

Me, what?

You need to take charge. You and Haley called everybody, and Haley is
assuming that you’re going to run this. I bet she’d do a great job
herself actually, but she isn’t expecting to.

What about Jaclyn and Rachel? We’re picking them up on the way.

But they’re not here now, and before you ask, I’m not going to take it
on. This one’s yours—unless you pass it off to Jaclyn.

Again, crap.

Daniel, I thought at him, Why not you?

I’ve never liked being in charge, and I’ve had to do it a lot. Besides,
we all need leadership experience and you managed to avoid it when we
were switching off. Plus, and this is the most important reason, you’ve
been part of the whole thing from the beginning. You’ll see stuff I’ll
miss unless I go through your head, and search for every last bit of
related stuff.

I could see that, and I did remember him hating being put in charge of
things at school. He’d gone to the only Jewish day school in the area,
been the grandson of a much loved Rabbi, and was tall and good looking
as well. People tended to give him more attention than he wanted.

So okay, he was right, but how was I supposed to butt into Sean and
Sydney’s family fight and actually make them listen?

“Hey,” I said, upping the volume of the Rocket suit’s speakers. “Time to
go. We’ve still got to pick up Jaclyn, and we’ve got to get there before
they move Cassie.”

Sean and Sydney stopped, and looked at me.

“Let’s head over to the hangar.” I pointed at the wide metal doors for
Izzy’s benefit, and started walking toward them.

“Who are we fighting?” Sean hurried to catch up to me.

“Rook,” I said. And because I felt like I had to be honest I followed it
up with, “We suspect he’s working for the Nine.”

“The Nine? Are you crazy? They’re one of the biggest organizations out
there.”

“You can stay here,” I said, not stopping or slowing down.

Sean turned toward Sydney. “Did you hear that? The Nine. Remember the
guy who killed Dad? They’re ten times worse.”

“He kidnapped Cassie. I’m going with them.” She didn’t sound happy. Her
feet hit the carpet solidly, each time making me worry that she’d break
the concrete underneath. “And don’t bring Dad into this.”

Sean said something to her that I didn’t catch.

Haley caught up with me, “Didn’t Guardian say he’d be sending someone?”

“Yeah, but he hasn’t yet. They might be too busy.”

She shook her head. “I’m sure he’ll do it, Nick. This is Guardian. By
the way, did you ever send him the coordinates for where Cassie is?”

“No.”

She frowned. “You said you would.”

“I’ll do it. I just haven’t had a chance yet. I’ve been worried about
how we’ll find her if they’ve taken her tracking device away, and put up
telepathy dampeners or something.”

We walked up to the hangar. I pushed the button that opened the doors,
and they slid into the walls on either side, stopping with metallic
clanks.

“You’ve been talking with Guardian?” Sean stared at me.

My first instinct was to explain that this was less impressive than it
sounded, but then I decided I didn’t want to explain anything to him at
all, and said, “Yes.”

We stepped into the hangar.

At the far end, the League Jet hummed, the fusion plant and the engines
inside it had already powered up. Nearer to us were the Wolfmobile,
Cassie’s scratched up motorcycle, and my van with its missing driver’s
side door and all the scratches it had gotten from being flipped on its
side.

On either side of the room were the tools I used to keep them running,
spare parts on shelves, and storage lockers.

I saw Cassie’s locker, and thought of a way I might be able to find her.

“Everyone, give me a second. I’ve got to grab something. Just go get in
the jet.”

I walked up to Cassie’s locker, clicked a few buttons, and overrode her
lock.

Then I opened it, and found the gun. Made of a shimmery, bluish-green
metal, it looked like a toy—an evil toy. I couldn’t see all of it
because Cassie kept it in a holster, but it started wider at the back
and became slimmer until it reached the point.

I picked it up. Cassie had told me that it adjusted to fit her hand when
she first touched it. It didn’t adjust at all to fit me. It didn’t react
in any way.

I started walking toward the jet. In the time I’d taken, everyone else
was almost, but not quite there.

I pointed its muzzle to the right of me, and then started talking to it.

“Hey, gun,” I said. “Remember Cassie? She’s the only person you can talk
to. The only person you’ve been able to talk to in thousands of years,
right? Well, she’s been kidnapped by people who probably want to copy
her Citizen’s Mark, and use it to operate Abominator devices. That’ll
put them into the hands of people with no connection to the Abominators
at all. I’m guessing you don’t want that. So, if you want to help,
here’s what you have to do. Tell her where we are if we get into range,
and help her find her way back to us.

“Do you agree? Flash little sparkles once if you do, and twice if you
don’t. If you’re not interested, I can put you back in the locker, but
without Cassie around who knows if anyone will ever take you out again?”

Bits of light sparkled around the end of the barrel. I waited to see if
it did it again. It didn’t.

Good. Then I didn’t have to put it back in the locker.

I put on a little speed, and joined everyone else by the jet. Haley had
touched the door, and it opened, lowering to the ground, and altering to
become a short stairway.

Sean looked down at the gun and said, “What’s that? You looked like you
were talking to it.”

Not even waiting for me to answer, he reached out to take it.

It fired.

“Fuck!” He stumbled backward. “It’s a gun! Did you do that?”

“Why would I try to shoot—”

I didn’t get to finish. Izzy moved between the two of us.

“What happened?” She turned toward me, but kept a hand up in Sean’s
direction.

“He shot—” Sean began, but I talked over him.

“It’s an Abominator weapon. It’s sentient and communicates with Cassie
somehow. In fact, I don’t even think it was trying to hurt him. If it
were, I’m pretty sure he’d be dead.”

“It communicates with Cassie?” Izzy lowered her eyes to look at the gun.
“How?”

“I don’t know. It just does. I’m bringing it along as a backup in case
they block telepathy.”

“Which is likely,” Daniel said. “Everybody else seems to.”

“Are you going to buy that?” Sean asked. “Are you really going to buy
that he didn’t mean to shoot me?”

“He’s not lying.” Haley practically spat it out. She’d turned around,
and stood on the first step of the jet’s stairs.

Izzy turned toward Sean. “Haley’s right. He’s not, and we don’t have
time to waste arguing about it. Let’s go.” She sounded calm, but not
like she expected to be argued with.

Sean looked for a second like he wanted to argue, but he didn’t. I could
think of reasons he might not. He might have been remembering how easily
she’d beat him when they’d fought last summer, or that everybody (with
the possible exception of Sydney) would be on the other side.

“OK,” he said. “I’ll go.”

We walked up the steps, and took seats inside the jet. I put the gun in
its holster, and tried to think about what to do with it. Cassie’s belt
wouldn’t fit around the Rocket suit’s waist, and I wasn’t sure I could
fit the holster on the Rocket suit’s utility belt.

Whatever. I put it on the floor next to my seat, and clipped the belt to
my chair. The jet had lots of little clips all over in case we needed to
turn off the anti-gravity.

Haley sat in the seat next to mine.

She frowned. “Guardian still didn’t send anybody.”

“He seemed like he was in the middle of something.”

I started running through the jet’s check list for take off. Midway
through, I remembered that I was supposed to send Guardian Cassie’s
coordinates.

I stopped the check list, connected the jet to HQ’s communications, and
backed up till I found a record of her call.

Haley watched me. She’d trained on the jet during the summer and knew
the check list. As I connected to HQ, she said, “What’s wrong—” but then
she stopped.

When I accessed the record with Cassie’s coordinates, she laughed.

“I know,” I said. “Don’t say anything. I’m doing it.”

I sent Guardian Cassie’s coordinates at the number he’d used to call me.

Then I went back to the flight check list, and finished it. Haley took
part of it. That helped.

I decided to make another call. It would be worth it if our next fight
turned out as badly as our last one.

I punched the number into the jet’s communicator, pressed send, and Alex
answered immediately. It surprised me. He’d hated the Defenders phone in
the past. I’d half expected to need to call Brooke, his girlfriend,
next.

His face came on the screen, and it was obvious he sat in one of the
Defenders’ podjets. He was in costume too—a white long coat over gray
armor.

Jenny sat in the row behind him in her red Flame Legion costume. Brooke,
covered in shining silver, sat next to her.

“Hey,” Alex said. “Did you send the coordinates yet?”

“What?” I’d never imagined Guardian would bring him into this.

“You need help. The adults are mostly busy. The ones that aren’t busy
are bringing us along.”

I was about to ask which adults were coming, but I didn’t get to before
something beeped in their cockpit.

Alex looked down. “Got them. Guardian just sent them. Wonder what’s up
with the wait? Anyway, got anything special you need to tell us?”

“Not yet,” I said. “I’ll see you there.”

I sat back as the screen went dark, and wondered what else Guardian had
set in motion. He couldn’t be planning to send them in with us. Brooke
was his daughter after all.

With her teleportation, Alex’s healing, and Jenny’s ability to create
duplicates, they’d do a great job pulling hurt people out of a fight
though.

Or, alternately, as a corpse retrieval squad.

“OK, everybody, we’re heading out.” I pressed the button that opened up
the tunnel to the lake. The first part had been pumped dry, but began to
flood once we floated inside, and the airlock behind us closed.

As the water covered the top of the jet, I heard a popping noise.

My first instinct was to check the instruments for warnings, but then I
realized that it had come from behind me. I turned around to see Flick.
She wore the same yellow costume and unusually large gauntlets as she
had when I’d last seen her—the night Sean and I fought during our first
Stapledon weekend.

With a glance, she took in exactly who was in the jet. “Well,” she
drawled, turning the word into two syllables. “This ought to be
interesting.”





Here We Come


        The flight to Ann Arbor to pick up Rachel and Jaclyn took less than 10
minutes.

We picked them up at a small lake Rachel had called “Barton Pond.”
Whatever it was, it was large enough for me to find from the air, and
float over while they boarded. Plus it was dark enough out that we
wouldn’t be too obvious.

They were in costume. All in white, Rachel’s gun hung from her utility
belt. Jaclyn’s costume was purple, as ever, and unlike anyone else on
our team, she wore a mask instead of a bullet resistant hood.

Being basically invulnerable, she could do that.

As they pulled on their seat belts, Jaclyn said, “So, do we have a plan
this time?”

“I’d been wondering that myself.” Flick said. Her voice had a hint of a
southern accent—possibly from Texas—but just a hint.

Rachel eyed her as she finished putting on her seat belt. “The program’s
not running this now? That surprises me.”

Flick twisted around in her seat to face Rachel. “We’re all about
training you to be able to take initiative. Plus, you’re special. You’ve
already faced people like this and come out ahead. I’m here to give
advice and help keep you out of trouble.”

Sounding slightly amused, Rachel said, “And that’s all? You like us, so
you’ll let us go into mortal danger?”

Flick grinned at her, but only for a second. Then she looked very
serious. “I’ll let you in on a secret. We’re stretched a little thin
right now. We don’t have anyone we trust who we think can handle it, and
this has to be done. Some of you can guess why, and if you can’t,
consider yourself lucky. People have died because they knew.”

Haley and I looked at each other. I’d given everybody a big hint when I
talked about the gun.

Well, whatever. Too late to do anything about it now—unless we were
willing to convince Daniel to fix the problem.

“Getting back to the plan,” I said. “We still don’t know enough to have
a firm plan. All we know is that they’ve got Cassie, and when her
distress call came up, the coordinates were for somewhere near Hudson
Bay. I’m guessing Rook’s got a base there. If that turns out to be the
case, I’m thinking we send in the armored, and fastest moving people to
get Cassie while the other people distract them.”

Sean smirked at me. “Dude, I could send out an EMP that nukes their
electronics, and that’s the end. They can’t do anything. They’re all in
armor, right? That’s Rook’s thing.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but here’s the problem. You’re not the only guy with
magnetic powers out there, and I can only speak for myself, but the
current Rocket suit doesn’t include any metal you can affect. Plus, it’s
got a lot of ceramic.

“Plus, you’re not the only guy who can do an EMP. I’ve put in stuff to
protect against them. I’m betting Rook has too. Even if he hasn’t
protected everything, the security system would be high on his list. His
powered armor too, I bet.”

“Sure,” Sean rolled his eyes.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You don’t want me to show you up. If I do the EMP, I’ve fixed
everything, and you’ve got nothing to do.”

“No,” I said, and stopped. I knew he was wrong, but where were the
words?

Rachel leaned forward in her chair, putting her closer to Sean. “Hey
Sean, let’s remember the last few times you and Nick worked together.
The way I heard it when you attacked Izzy, you lost control of all the
metal you were using as a shield, and she had to save you—”

Sean interrupted, “No, that’s wrong—”

Izzy flushed, but said. “It’s true.”

Rachel didn’t stop, “—from being crushed. Oh, and let’s see, when you
went up against Ray and Gina with that truck, you went ahead of us, and
what happened? You lost, and ended up a hostage. How far do you want me
to go back? You act first, and think later. If you go in with a big EMP
or any ‘plan’ like that, you could get all of us killed, got it?”

Sean turned around in his chair, and I expected him to start screaming
at Rachel, but then he didn’t.

He turned back around, and leaned forward to catch Daniel’s eye. Daniel
sat on the other end of the row with Izzy and Sydney between them.

Sean shouted, “Get out of my head!” Then he leaned back, and didn’t say
anything else. Neither did the rest of us.

It felt very quiet in the jet.

“Uh,” I said. “So… That’s the whole plan for now. I’m planning to use
the jet’s sensors from a distance to see if we can get more information.
Then we’ll come up with a better plan.”

Flick nodded. “That’s good enough for now.”

I turned on the anti-gravity, and let the jet float upward into the
night sky, suddenly remembering that I ought to be going to bed around
now.

Deciding not to think about that, or how I’d deal with classes (assuming
I didn’t skip them), I thought at Daniel, What was that all about?

I felt embarrassment coming across our connection.

I pushed him—not directly. I didn’t manipulate his brain. I reminded
him that one of his coaches, a coach he liked a lot, said the same
thing. He’s been blaming himself for his dad’s death. He thinks it was
retaliation for attacking Ray, and blames himself for not thinking that
through.

He’s probably right. You didn’t remind him of that, did you?

Not directly, but I knew that if I reminded him of the coach, he’d get
himself there.

Whoa. That’s kind of manipulative.

I felt a brief wave of guilt wash over from him.

I know. I don’t like it either, but I couldn’t think of another way to
shut him up. Cassie doesn’t have time for this. Besides, he might learn
something.

We could hope.

We let the telepathic connection lapse, and I concentrated on flying.
Specifically, I thought about the route, and whether I ought to be
getting special permission. The signal had come from Canada.

Theoretically dropping by without warning could cause an international
incident.

Of course, Canada got along with the US pretty well. It wasn’t as if we
were going to fly into North Korea, for example.

Still, Canada had its own supers as well as an air force, and I didn’t
want to run into either of them.

Well, not unless they could be persuaded to help, but I wasn’t sure that
I had time to look into that. Plus, the Nine had people everywhere. If I
went through official channels, someone might warn Rook.

“Where are we going?” Jaclyn had to raise her voice. She sat in the
second row back along with Rachel and Flick.

“Somewhere in northern Canada,” I said. I looked closer at the map on
the screen. “Northern Manitoba in fact. No wait, southern Nunavut maybe.
Do you think the Canadian government will mind?”

From behind me, Sean laughed. It had an edge to it. “Why should they?
They’re practically the fifty-first state.”

“I’m sure they’d disagree with that,” Flick said. “But Nick, don’t worry
about it now. Our people have already contacted anyone who needs to
know. Next time, ask Agent Lim. He’ll talk you through asking the right
people for permission.”

I checked our position. We’d crossed into Canada. I checked the radar.
Not seeing any missiles or superheroes closing on us, I decided we were
safe.

I couldn’t see much out the windows. The stars and moon above us
flickered dimly. Haley had turned on the shields (though not up to full
strength). They didn’t let much energy through.

It didn’t improve the scenery much, but it helped hide us from radar.

Looking down, I didn’t see a lot of lights either. Wherever we were
going, it wasn’t the most populous part of Canada.

“We’re going to be there in less than twenty minutes,” I said. “Who did
Guardian say he’d be sending in? I know about Paladin, Portal, and Flame
Legion. Who else?”

Flick hesitated. “Well, that might be everybody. No… They’re sending
Straka, and maybe Mr. Intuitive, but remember what I said? We’ve got a
lot on our plate right now, and we can’t send all the help we should.
The Junior Defenders are at least experienced but they’re not supposed
to be much more than help getting you people out.”

“So it’s basically just us? What about the Canadian teams?”

“I’m sure we’re talking with them sweetie, but we’ve got to be careful.
You know the Nine.”

She said it calmly, as if she weren’t implying that the Nine had
infiltrated any government worth infiltrating.

I checked our position. We were getting close. I started to descend,
bringing the jet down fifty miles away. We could send someone in to
scout out the base, and if they got in trouble, the jet could close the
distance quickly in seconds.

I landed in a clearing next to a lake. A forest stood all around us. At
that distance, blending in wouldn’t matter much. It wasn’t as if they’d
see us out the window in the middle of the night.

Still, for all I knew, they might have regular patrols.

We left the shields on, letting them absorb the little light available.
It wouldn’t turn us invisible, but we wouldn’t be obvious either.

OK. Maybe I was being overcautious.

“Here’s what I’m thinking… The Mystic and uh… Izzy, do you have a
codename?”

She shook her head. “No, and I’m not ever using Dixie Supergirl again.”

“We could call you…” I noticed the color of her shirt. “Blue?”

“After my shirt? Are you kidding?” She sighed. “If it makes it easier,
sure, but just this time.”

“Anyway, the two of you can scout ahead. If there are problems, come
back, or call us and we’ll join you.”

As they stepped out of the door, I wondered if I should ask Daniel about
their relationship status. She lived in California last I’d heard, and
visiting him in Chicago might not be much at her speed, but it had to
mean something.

We’re not going out. She just dropped by to talk about Stapledon.

Seriously?

I don’t want to go into it right now.

So it’s definitely more than Stapledon.

He didn’t say anything, and then the door shut behind him.

Haley looked up from the screens in front of her. “And now we wait?”

“Probably. Well, maybe. I had this idea while we were flying. Cassie’s
gun is alien tech, and the jet’s mostly alien tech. I wonder if there’s
a way to make them connect, and boost its telepathic range?”

Haley’s lips twisted. “Are you sure you want them to connect? Remember
when we flew into space and that robot attached itself to the ship? I
don’t want anything like that to happen. Especially not right now.”

I remembered it very well, and I could see her point. Technically
though, the gun wasn’t anything like that robot.

Arguably it was worse. The robot had just wanted to escape while the gun
(at least the way Cassie described it) took joy in destroying things.

So if I was going to use the ship to boost the gun’s range, I needed to
start carefully.

I reached out, detached the gun’s holster from the clip on the chair,
and picked it up.

“Gun, can you contact the ship? I’d like to ask you some questions.
It’ll make it easier to get Cassie back.”

Then I watched one of the screens—the one the jet used for direct
communications.

[INCOMING COMMUNICATION]

[ABOMINATOR DEVICE PROTOCOLS]

[!DANGER!]

[!NOTIFYING AI!]

The jet had an artificial intelligence? I didn’t remember that. On the
other hand, thinking through the jet’s plans, I had thought that the
jet’s main computer seemed disproportionately large, given the power of
the smaller, dedicated computers that ran parts of the ship.

Also, what was it doing that it needed to be notified? Did AI’s sleep?
Meditate?

Haley took a breath, and muttered something that ended with a hard “t”
sound.

[AI ASSUMING DIRECT CONTROL]

[Hello, Nick. The Abominator device claims that he is speaking to me at
your request. With your permission, I’ll allow him to communicate, but I
will follow appropriate precautions.]

“Sure,” I said.

From behind me, Sean said, “What are you doing with that thing?”

Sounding irritated, Haley said, “Not right now, Sean.”

From further back, Jaclyn said, “Oh no, now what’s going wrong?”

Rachel chuckled.

On the screen, more words appeared.

IN THE NAME OF MAGNETUS THE PURIFIER, I DEMAND THE ATTENTION OF THE
MONGRELS AND HALF-BREEDS CONTROLLING THIS BASTARDIZED IMITATION OF A
SPACESHIP!

[Go stuff yourself, fanatic windbag.]

WERE IT NOT FOR THE BONDS OF CURSED NECESSITY, I WOULD BURN YOUR
COMPONENTS TO SLAG AND DANCE IN THE MOLTEN REMAINS.

[That’s going to be quite a challenge, since you don’t have legs,
or any way to move anywhere your owner doesn’t carry you.]

BAH! YOUR SOUL LACKS ANY POETIC POTENTIAL.

[But unlike you, I can move on my own.]

“Hey,” I said, “if the two of you would listen to me for a second, I’d
like to ask some questions.”

Sean leaned forward. “Who are you talking to?”

TELL THE MONGREL BEHIND YOU THAT IF HE ATTEMPTS TO TOUCH ME AGAIN, I
WILL BURN HIM WHERE HE STANDS.

Sean stared at the screen. “The gun’s saying that? Well, tell him that
he can bite me.”

[I’m sure he’ll do that right after he dances on your ashes.]

Sean looked completely mystified. “What the fuck? Who was that?”

“Ignore him,” I said. “I’m trying to save Cassie. Jet, she’s fifty miles
from here. Is there some way you could boost the gun’s signal, and allow
him to speak with her from here?”

[I’d have to allow him access to interface with, and possibly
modify my communication functions. That’s an an unacceptable security
risk. Plus, he’s a jerk.]

AND HE’S BEEN CAPTURED, MODIFIED, AND REPAIRED BY PRIMITIVES. HE’S LOST
THE ABILITY TO INTERFACE WITH MY SYSTEMS IF HE EVER HAD IT. HIS ORIGINAL
MAKERS WERE BARELY BETTER.

[Do I have permission to cease conversation with the Abominator
weapon? Please say yes.]

“Yes, but we’ll need to have you translate for him again when we move
in. He’s the only one who can definitely find Cassie.”

[I look forward to it.]

[COMMUNICATION ENDED]

I leaned back in my seat, barely aware that I’d been leaning forward
before. Then I picked the gun and its holster up, intending to clip it
to the chair again.

That’s when I noticed that everybody had moved to the front. Sean was,
of course, leaning forward. Flick, Jaclyn, Rachel, and Sydney were all
standing, and must have read at least part of the conversation over our
shoulders.

Flick said, “Abominator weapon?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Cassie picked it up when she was fighting the Nine last
summer.”

Flick nodded. “I don’t suppose that you’re aware that most countries,
including the United States, require people to turn in alien or magical
artifacts if they find them?”

“I think I did hear that.”

Light caught my eye, and I looked down. Little spots of light sparkled
around the end of the gun’s holster where the barrel ended.

“In this particular case, it might not be a good idea though,” I said.

Flick glanced toward the gun. “No, and if we were completely serious
about it, we’d have to impound this jet as well. But,” she said, “if the
gun becomes a problem, the powers-that-be will want the problem to
stop.”

“Got it,” I said.

Well, the gun shouldn’t become a problem, I told myself, not if Cassie’s
around to control it.

On the other hand, I thought, you could argue that it might be even less
of a problem if Cassie and every one of us completely ignored it
forever. In fact, thinking about it abstractly, you could argue that
Cassie’s very existence was a problem. If (as government scientists
suspected) spliced in DNA caused the Abominator citizen’s mark to be
written as a structure in her brain, reverse engineering it would open
up the possibility of humans using truly horrible technologies.

Plus, what if aliens wanted it too for some reason? If anybody, they
ought to have access to Abominator technology and the ability to remake
it, right? On the other hand, Grandpa had implied that outside of their
appearance on Earth, the Abominators had been gone for a while.

Then I remembered that Bullet said that the Nine had been infiltrated by
aliens.

That put everything in a new light, and one I didn’t have time to
examine. I wasn’t sure I wanted to either because if everything I’d just
connected in my head connected for real, we were on the edges of
something really big.

And I had no idea what.

“Nick?” Haley spoke quietly.

I turned toward her, wondering if she felt like I was ignoring everyone,
or if she wanted an answer to a question.

I didn’t get to ask her though. Daniel sent me a message telepathically.

We’re back.

I turned my attention to the instrument panel, turned off the shield
near the door, and let it open.

Daniel and Izzy floated in, and the door shut behind them.

Flick gave them a smile. “How are things looking out there?”

Daniel said, “Don’t ask me. They had psi-blockers of all
kinds—telepathy, clairvoyance, and judging from the static I sensed,
that’s not all. Mentally, the whole place wasn’t much more than a blur,
but fortunately Izzy got a lot more than that.”

Flick nodded. “Could you tell if they were blocking teleportation?”

“No idea. I can’t do that, so I couldn’t test it.”

Next to Jaclyn, Rachel muttered, “What do you want to bet they’re
blocking me too?”

“We’re going to want to knock that out if we can,” I said.

“All it’d take is one EMP,” Sean said.

I turned toward Sean. I didn’t want to go through all that again, but,
“Look, I don’t mind EMP’s. I’m planning on using a few small ones
myself, but if you use it on the whole base, it might not work out. Lots
of security systems are triggered when something gets cut off. So what
if your EMP takes out the sensor that detects a laser, but not the
device that goes boom if the laser’s shut off? What if it’s nuclear?”

Sean didn’t back down. He looked me in the eyes (to the degree he could
through my helmet). “No one is stupid enough to rig up a nuclear bomb
underneath their base.”

Flick’s grin seemed a little tired. “Rook’s done it before.”

Sean’s jaw dropped a little. “Are you kidding?”

“Sorry hon, no.”

Daniel took advantage of the silence that fell after that to say, “Izzy
used sonar to build a decent picture of the base. It’s not perfect. I’m
sure we’re missing a lot, but it’s better than nothing. We ought to be
able to plan based on this.”

I felt mental contact with Daniel, and a more distant contact with the
rest of the the group. Interesting. He was shielding our thoughts from
each other. I didn’t remember him doing that before.

I’ve been practicing. Plus, I’m growing stronger.

Izzy’s presence became more noticeable in the link.

“I’ll show you what I saw when we looped around the dome. It might seem
a little strange to you, but I’ll do what I can to explain it.”

At first, it looked like any other dark spot in the wilderness—stars and
clouds above, but near complete blackness near the ground.

Then I could see Rook’s base—except “see” wasn’t the right word. Izzy
could see with sonar. Theoretically, I ought to have been used to that,
but while some versions of the Rocket suit could do the same thing, the
computer processed it instead of my brain.

Here, I saw a dome, but the edges of whatever spot I was directly
looking at were fuzzy. Weirder, when I looked at any spot, I saw more
than the outside. I could tell the shape and size of the rooms behind
it.

It was a lot to take in.

I could go into detail, but this was the gist of it: It was a dome. The
heaviest objects clustered around the middle. The power, the labs, the
psi-blockers, and probably Cassie’s cell were all there.

I’d assumed they’d have a collection of buildings, and that we’d be able
to distract with one group, and get Cassie out with the other. Maybe we
still could, but all the most important targets were in the middle.

I thought about it a little more. No, my basic plan was still possible.
We could have a rescue group and a distraction group. We just might have
to join up afterward instead of having the distraction group get away
quietly.

No, better yet, I thought—only risk the people who can take a lot of
damage and whose powers allow them to get in and get out quickly.

“OK,” I said, “here’s the plan now that I’ve got an idea of what’s going
on.”

Daniel ended the group connection—which was probably a good thing. He’d
have had to filter out my irritation at Sean, and not just my
irritation. I didn’t know what Haley was feeling, but they’d had a bad
breakup when they’d been going out.

Bad, in that case, meant that she’d used the neurotoxic poison in her
claws on him when he’d tried to push her to go farther than she wanted,
and his family had brought in lawyers and the police.

Filtering the results of that couldn’t be easy either.

In my head, I heard Daniel’s reply.

Believe me, that’s not all I was filtering.

I decided I didn’t have time to go into that.

“Knowing that they’re blocking everything they can means this just got
more complicated. Instead of sending in two groups right away, we’re
going to go with one group—Jaclyn, Izzy and I. We’re all fast, and
highly armored.

“Haley will fly the jet in. We’ll jump out, break in, take out as many
defenses as we can, and get Cassie. If that works, we’ll call you on the
communicators, and the rest of you can cover us on the way out.”

“What?” Sean had his mouth half open in an expression I read as being
somewhere between disgust and anger.

“You’re hogging the whole rescue. I can keep up with you, and I don’t
have to be protected like some little kid—”

“Sean,” Jaclyn broke in before he could go into a rant. “Listen to me.
Nick’s right. We’ve got a good chance of getting in and out before they
even realize something’s happened. Even if we can’t, I think we can take
out the psi-blockers—which means all of you can come in full bore. That
will make a huge difference to your chances if you have to rescue us.”

Sean blinked, and seemed to be giving that some thought when Flick
started in.

“It’s just smart to leave some of your heavy hitters in reserve. If we
have to go in, it’ll be you, me and Sydney in the front. Besides, you’re
facing the Nine this time. I don’t think you’ll miss out on the action.”

Sean nodded. “OK, but who’s in charge while he’s gone?”

“I was assuming it’d be Flick,” I said. “Well, unless she’d prefer it be
Haley or Rachel.”

Haley shook her head. “Not me. If I’m going to be flying the jet, and
operating weapons, I won’t have time.”

“I don’t even know if I’ll have powers down there yet.” Rachel gave an
exaggerated salute in Flick’s direction. “All hail our glorious leader.”

Sean didn’t argue. From the question, I’d assumed he would want to be in
charge.

Either they’d handled it better than I had, or he accepted any authority
if it wasn’t mine.

Flick put her hand on Sydney’s shoulder, touching a simple white
jumpsuit. The metal that had been covering Sydney lay in a lump on the
floor. I didn’t know when she’d removed it.

“You’ll have to choose a codename so we all know what to call you,”
Flick said.

Sydney glanced over to Haley, and then back to Flick. “Camille and Haley
thought I should call myself Alloy.”

Flick nodded. “There might be another Alloy. It seems to me that there
was, but don’t worry about it just this once.”

She paused, and then said, “Time to suit up. We’ll need to go soon, but
not this second. Your friends ought to be here fairly quickly. If we
have more backup than that, I’ll be surprised.”

Everyone got back into their seats, put on their seat belts, and I
listened for Alex.

It didn’t take long.

Alex’ voice came over the radio, “We’re here.”

The screen indicated it had used the Defenders standard encryption, and
had sent a key that verified it as a Defenders podjet.

I reflected that this would be a bad time to discover that the Nine had
broken the Defenders codes.

“We’re going in,” I told him.

“Oh,” I said, looking over the instrument panel in preparation for take
off, “by the way, we’re thinking that they’ve got psi-blocking devices
all over.”

Alex said, “Well, that screws us over big time.”

“Yeah, we’re hoping to take them out, but if we’re lucky we won’t need
to. Our first group’s got a good chance of getting Captain Commando out
by themselves.”

“Good, because without teleporting, we’re not going to be much help. No
one here can fly.”

So if we got in trouble, and couldn’t take out the psi-blockers, anyone
coming to help us would have to do it the hard way.

“Well, if it comes to that, Flick will be running things over here. Um…
I’m assuming you’re basically here to pull us out if anything goes
wrong, right?”

“That’s the plan. And we’ve got all the adult supervision needed to make
sure we don’t do anything else.”

“Just wondering. Then, we should probably go and do this.”

“Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

Alex’s comment about adult supervision didn’t come out of nowhere. Last
spring we’d pranked Syndicate L, a criminal organization that apparently
lacked a sense of humor when it involved millions of dollars worth of
damage.

The adults flying along with him kept him from coming up with something
crazy like that, and it was probably all for the best.

If Flick kept Sean in line, we might be able to handle our end of the
job too.

I turned on the anti-gravity, and the jet began to float upward. In a
moment, I’d turn on the main engines, and—

Haley’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Nick, I should be the pilot. The
less time it takes you to get out of the jet, the better.”

“Oh, right…” I clicked, and set her controls to primary for both weapons
and flight.

A lot more lights appeared in front of her, and my instrument panel
dimmed slightly.

“See who wears the pants…” Sean muttered.

Behind me, Sydney said, “Sean!” Her tone of voice said, “Don’t be a
jerk.”

Haley made the jet float forward, slowly at first, but gaining speed.

Thanks to the shields, the windows showed a transparent, computer
generated outline of the topography, but only darkness behind it. The
screen on the dashboard showed a topographical map with our position. It
might feel different on the ground, but the view made the land look flat
with some trees.

Haley sped up more quickly than I would have, and flew lower. Even
though the terrain was relatively flat, it wasn’t completely flat. Haley
used the terrain for cover, and used it in a way that would have made me
fly the jet into a hill (which to be fair, the shields might have
allowed us to blast right through).

With the jet’s inertial dampers, we didn’t feel it much, but the view
screens in the back let people switch between a view of where we were on
the map, a view of what was in front of the jet, and a computer desktop.

From the gasps coming every time Haley turned, I guessed that the front
view was pretty popular.

I stuck with the map. I’d been in enough cars with Haley that I knew
better.

“Almost there.” Haley said it quickly and quietly enough that I almost
missed it.

I stood up, leaving Cassie’s gun belt clipped to my chair. I’d managed
to attach the gun’s holster to the Rocket suit’s belt on the way. I’d
also told the gun to relay anything it had to say through the jet’s AI.
When the jet was out of range, we’d have to communicate through
sparkles.

Jaclyn and Izzy made it to the hatch before I did.

Stepping past Sean without looking at him, I joined the two of them as
the inertial dampers began to hum loudly, taking us from whatever speed
we’d been at to nothing.

Haley turned her head around, and caught my eye. “Good luck.”

She tried to sound casual, but to me at least, she sounded worried. I
felt like I ought to say something, but I couldn’t think of anything,
besides, “You too.”

As Flick wished everyone good luck, Haley turned back to the dashboard.
The hatch door opened. The shield outside thinned, and disappeared,
giving us a view of the night outside.

We couldn’t linger. Every second delay meant another second where the
people below could detect the jet with the shields partly off.

Jaclyn and Izzy jumped out of the jet. I followed them.

I fell toward the dome, thinking that as much as she might worry about
me, the jet wouldn’t necessarily be safer. It wasn’t really
invisible—just close. Rook had flying powered armor. The Nine probably
had better technology than I knew about, and after we hit the dome
anything could happen.

I turned on the rockets to slow my fall, and looked up toward the jet.
Only the area around the hatch door was visible. Then the door shut, and
the area around it faded into darkness.

I slowed myself to a near complete stop, and touched down quietly on the
dome next to Izzy and Jaclyn.

The building’s best candidates for cells were below us.

“Ready?”

I tapped the gun. “Is she nearby?”

The end of the barrel sparkled.

Looking back at Jaclyn, I said, “I guess.”

She pulled her arm back, and bent over to punch the dome.





Breaking & Entering


        Jaclyn punched too quickly for me to see her arm move, but the dome
dented. She struck a second time as I registered the dent, and that time
her hand went through.

She put both hands into the hole, and pulled back, tearing the roof like
I might tear fabric.

I thought about reaching in to help, but I didn’t get the chance. Izzy
reached in and tore it from the other side.

In seconds, they’d ripped a hole large enough for all three of us to
jump through at the same time.

Izzy stared down into the gap, undoubtedly listening.

“They heard the roof tear, and they heard the jet. They’re sending
people up.”

I stepped closer, and looked down. The room below looked like it
belonged in a stereotypical lab—white walls, and tile floor. It this
case, it would have to be the storage room for a lab because boxes
filled it from one end to the other. They were stacked in rows with
aisles, but aside from the aisles, boxes covered every available spot.

“We decided the cells were on the first floor—one ring out from the
labs, right? I guess we’ve got to keep on going down.”

Jaclyn gave me a look. “And?”

“And what?”

“You’re running this, right? Time to lead. Make a decision, and if you
don’t know what to do, ask for help. I’ve got opinions.”

Telling people what to do obviously came a lot easier to her.

“Ok,” I took a step closer to the tear. “Let’s go down and rip through
this floor too.”

“See? That wasn’t hard.” Jaclyn took a step, and dropped into the room.

Izzy stepped out, and hovered over the hole. “Don’t worry about it.
You’re doing fine.”

The fact that she’d even said that made me wonder if maybe I wasn’t
doing fine at all. I didn’t have time to think about it though, and
stepped forward, dropping into an aisle.

Only as I landed did it occur to me that Daniel might have told her I
had mixed feelings about being in charge.

Jaclyn had already punched through the floor once, and gave it a rapid
fire series of punches as I watched. Izzy landed next to her, giving the
floor a kick that knocked a big chunk of it downward.

Dust that used to be concrete floated back up through the hole.

If I were the kind of guy whose masculinity was wrapped up in being
stronger than women, it would have been really demoralizing.

As it was, I was beginning to wonder if I was in any way useful.

Izzy said, “We’re just above a hallway, and I tried, but I still can’t
see where Captain Commando is.”

Remembering that I was supposed to be the guy providing the plan, I
said, “Let’s try all the cells once we get down there.”

“I didn’t need you to tell me that,” Jaclyn said.

As I chewed through possible replies in my head, she grinned and said,
“Kidding.” Then she jumped.

Izzy and I followed her down.

The first floor looked like the storage room, but without the boxes—all
white walls, tiled floor, and very clean. Well, clean everywhere but
where chunks of concrete had landed.

We’d all shared Izzy’s mental picture of the dome. The doors for the
cells were all in the next hallway over. So, when Jaclyn said, “Over
here,” and waved a purple suited arm, Izzy and I followed her.

We turned a corner, ran down a short hallway, and stopped in front of a
door that had actually been labeled, “Authorized Personnel Only” in
black lettering against an orange background.

A big metal door, Jaclyn rammed it with her shoulder, bending it, and
ripping it out of its metal frame.

It crashed to the floor.

Izzy and I followed her in to find a hallway with several cells.
Remembering what Isaac had said about the Nine kidnapping people who
looked like Cassie, I wondered how many had been sent here.

The cell in the middle was different though. Its door was open, and not
in a “mistakenly left open” sense. The door itself was still in one
piece, but the motion sensor above it had been shattered.

Plus, blood had been smeared across the front of the door, and there
were indentations, showing it had been hit hard by something.

“Totally figures that she wouldn’t wait to be rescued,” Jaclyn said.

My eyes settled on the blood. “I wonder how long it’s been?”

“No idea,” Jaclyn said. “Wish we had the Mystic or Night Cat.”

“Yeah,” I said. Optimizing this group for fighting might not have been a
good idea.

Izzy cleared her throat, and we both looked at her. “They’re coming.”

As I was about to ask her how close they were, the door on the far end
of the hall, the one Jaclyn hadn’t destroyed, opened.

Robot birds flew through, followed by men in Rook’s style of powered
armor—complete with wings, and four claws.

“Don’t move, or we’ll shoot!” Some kind of gun hung under each forearm
of the lead guy—just like they’d hung under the forearms of Grandpa’s
armor during World War 2.

On the one hand that could be a fanboy thing—Rook had said he’d admired
Grandpa. On the other, it could just be more convenient.

The robot birds hovered near the top of hall, staying between us and
them.

Filtering out the wings’ flapping, the Rocket suit’s newly enhanced
ability to amplify sound turned noise into speech.

A tenor voice with a Midwestern accent said, “Teenaged girls? I’m
shaking in my boots.”

A lower voice said, “Remember the briefing? The black girl’s a
speedster.”

An echo hinted that they were talking to each other through the radio
even though I picked it up through their helmets.

Jaclyn held up her hands, managing to tap on her communicator quickly
enough that I never saw it.

“Any time now,” she said quietly. To them, she said, “Sure, we won’t be
any trouble.”

So if I didn’t come up with a plan, she’d do something. I wished she
would. I hadn’t asked for this to be my thing. Jaclyn would have been
better at it. If we were to vote on who should be field leader I would
have voted for her. She was smart, level headed, and the whole speed
thing gave her extra time to think things through.

That was my first thought, and then my second was that I was wasting
time. What were we doing here? Rescuing Cassie. To do it, we needed
these guys out of the way, and even if they didn’t know it, we had
superior firepower here.

The lead guy in power armor said, “Stand against the wall. Everyone hold
up your hands.”

Over the radio, he said, “Shoot them as soon as they all turn around.”

The tenor said, “Are you crazy? They’re kids.”

The deeper voice said, “They broke through the roof, and that’s the
Rocket behind them.”

“He’s got to be a kid too.”

Izzy had to have heard that. Her hearing blew the suit’s away.

She adjusted her stance as if preparing to move.

No one was going to wait if I didn’t say something now. “I’ll take the
bird bots, you two take out the armored guys.”

I targeted the cloud of birdbots, chose EMP roachbots and pressed the
button to release them, letting the suit’s computer calculate the
optimal number of roachbots.

I didn’t even see Jaclyn leave. She left a purple and brown blur,
hitting the first guy in Rook style armor almost as I realized she’d
moved. Izzy moved at least as quickly, taking flight to become a bluish
blur but with her long black hair stretched out behind her head.

Almost at the same moment the roachbots exploded, generating an EMP that
caused black smoke to billow out of the bird bots. The bots fell—all
twenty-five of them.

I checked the helmet’s readouts. I’d released 15 roachbots. It wasn’t a
bad ratio, but more than I’d expected to lose this early. They must have
spread out as Jaclyn and Izzy went past.

Hearing a crash, I stopped thinking about the bots, and looked down the
hall.

The big metal door on the far end of the cell block was gone, and four
men in smashed armor lay on the ground.

I leaned over and gave the rocket pack some thrust. Even if they didn’t
need the help, I had to catch up.

I shot through the door, brought myself upright, and landed.

Izzy and Jaclyn had taken out three more of them. As I landed, Jaclyn
ripped a chunk of electronics out of one suit, and crushed it in her
hand.

“Hey Rocket, that’s the last of them—for now at least. I’ve been ripping
this chunk out whenever I get the chance. I’m not sure what it does, but
it looks important. I’d bet they can’t use their suits without it, and
I’m betting they can’t even stand without working suits.”

I looked at the crumpled metal case mingled with bits of circuit board.
“I’d have to see it in less pieces to know for sure.”

“Right. Got a new plan?”

“It’s the same as the old one—play 20 questions with the gun to find
her.”

Izzy frowned. “Let’s get looking then. The sooner we get done, the less
people we have to hit.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “If they’re anything like their boss, they
deserve it.”

I pulled the gun out. “Is Captain Commando close?”

Sparkles.

“Can you talk to her?”

Sparkles.

“Tell her that we’re by the prison block. If she can get back here, we
can get her out.”

Two sets of sparkles.

“No? She can’t get back here?”

Two more sets of sparkles.

“She won’t? Why?”

It didn’t respond, which was annoying. To be fair, I hadn’t asked a yes
or no question, and given what I knew about its personality, I decided
to count myself lucky it hadn’t shot me out of irritation.

That didn’t make me feel better though. Cassie always had a mind of her
own, but this was one of those times where it was a huge pain in the
butt.

Rook’s voice came over the base’s intercom. “Members of the New Heroes
League. Welcome to my humble home. I’d have met you in person, but
someone shot me in the leg recently, and I’m a little high on
painkillers, so I’m directing our defense from the control room. Right
now I’m trying to decide whether I should use the nerve gas, or… What?
I’ve got to talk to my staff. Back in a bit.”

I digested that information in my head, and said, “I think the two of
you should get out. Neither of you are immune to nerve gas, right?”

Jaclyn shook her head. Izzy looked down at me, asking, “But what about
you?”

“The suit’s air tight, and the original Rocket fought gas using villains
in the 80’s. Actually, he fought Dr. Madness as far back as the 50’s. So
the suit should be able to handle it.”

“Should?” Jaclyn raised an eyebrow, and looked steadily at me.

“Will,” I said.

“We shouldn’t be leaving anyone here alone.” Izzy’s tone gave no doubt
that she was serious.

“Look, the Rocket suit will protect me, but if I have to carry you guys
I won’t be able to fight or run very well. Plus, the gun will lead me to
Captain Commando, and even if she’s affected by the gas, she’ll probably
heal.”

Izzy frowned. “You’re not going to have any backup.”

“This could work,” Jaclyn said. “On our way out, we destroy as many
psi-blockers as quickly as we can, and then… Blue, how much of the roof
do you think you could rip off at once? Because I could take a big piece
out of the side.”

Izzy thought for a second. “Half, maybe. The whole thing if I had time.”

I nodded. “That would be great. It would dilute the gas, and the
Mystic’s telekinesis works on anything in sight. Plus, with telepathy
available, he can do a lot. Oh, and Ghost. I don’t think she breathes
when she’s incorporeal. Yeah, do that and I’ll tell them over the comm.”

Jaclyn opened her mouth, but she didn’t get to speak. Rook interrupted.

He was laughing, and sounded a bit off—probably because of the
painkillers.

“You’ll never believe what I forgot. The nerve gas. If we use it, it’ll
get us too.”

He broke into laughter, and laughed a few beats longer and harder than
felt right.

“Bob even told me that I might want someone else to handle the defense
because my judgment was impaired. And do you know what? He’s right.
Totally right. Now, I’m not actually listening to him except for one
thing—we’re getting our suits on. So if you want to surrender, you’d
better do it soon. Remember—surrender or die!”

He started giggling.

I contacted the jet’s comm system. “Night Cat, he’s got nerve gas. I’m
staying to find Captain Commando. Everyone else is leaving.”

Haley’s voice filled my helmet. “What? That’s an awful plan.”

“They’ll explain. It’ll be okay. We don’t have much time though. So…
Bye.”

Jaclyn pointed down the hall. “We’re going. I’m betting Cap’s in the
labs. That’s that way. We’re heading for the outer circle.”

I felt a tug as they left, turning into two blurs, and then
disappearing. The only signs that they had been with me came as distant
tearing and crashing noises.

Why had Jaclyn guessed the labs? Duh. Cassie’s stuff. She had the sword
on her when she got captured, and Rook would definitely want to look at
that. We were lucky I’d shot him. If he’d been able to figure out how
the blade worked, future versions of his armor would have had
unstoppably sharp talons and beaks.

Honestly, he was dangerous enough already.

Alone in the hallway with Rook’s unconscious men and their smashed
powered armor, I realized that if Rook gassed the place, he’d probably
kill them.

I couldn’t see any way to prevent that either, not if I wanted to get
Cassie out.

“Gun, is Captain Commando in the labs?”

Sparkle.

“Tell her I’m joining her, and if she starts moving and goes somewhere
else, tell me. Sparkle or something.”

Sparkle.

One of the guys on the ground groaned, and moved his right arm.

OK. Those guys couldn’t do anything, but chances were that they weren’t
the only guys around. Haley was right. Being alone like this wasn’t a
good plan.

I started running down the hallway toward the middle of the building—the
opposite direction of where Izzy and Jaclyn had gone.

The dome had curved halls that went around the entire building, and
straight spokes that cut across from the outside to the inside. That’s
the kind of hall I was in. Like all the others, the walls and floor tile
were completely white.

Running in the Rocket suit ate up the distance quickly, more quickly
maybe because I knew that I was alone. Chances were that Rook would have
created at least one type of suit that was heavier duty than mine.

I just hoped he hadn’t armed many of his men with that model, whatever
it was.

I began to reach the inner circles before I expected to. Running past a
hall, I heard shouts.

Glancing to the right, I saw rows of beds and lockers next to open
spaces. Barracks, probably.

I didn’t stop. The men weren’t a threat. They weren’t in powered armor
even though they were pulling on face masks, and suits that reminded me
of both jumpsuits and hazmat suits.

Rook must have warned them when he talked to us. I wondered if he’d warn
them before nuking the place.

Trying to ignore that thought, I ran to the end of the hall, the closest
to the middle of the dome I could get.

The hall came to a dead end.

I didn’t run into the middle of it. I stopped so that I could use the
suit’s sonar to build a picture of what was around each corner before I
turned.

It seemed like the sort of place that might have guards nearby. The hall
ended in a lab, and thanks to windows that went from the floor to the
ceiling, I could see into the room.

Spare parts for powered armor sat on the shelves, and partially
constructed versions of Rook’s armor sat on tables. I recognized many of
the machines from my lab in HQ, but the number of tables and boxes of
parts made it obvious the place was for mass production.

I wondered if Rook had any connection to Man-machine or whoever made
mechs for Syndicate L.

I’m sure I would have spent more time looking if someone in a bigger
version of Rook’s armor hadn’t come around the corner.

Then I heard footsteps from behind me.

They weren’t normal footsteps either. They reminded me of Jaclyn’s when
she was running slowly enough that they still sounded like footsteps,
but close to the point where her footfalls blended together into a hum.

So, a speedster was behind me, and a huge suit of powered armor stood in
front of me. Normally I’d have tried to move myself so that they could
only come at me one at a time, but with a speedster that would be nearly
impossible.

I didn’t even have time to come up with a plan before he hit
me.

Basically there are two kinds of speedsters, the kind that mess with
physics to seem to move quickly, and the kind whose bodies have the
strength, toughness and reflexes to handle moving at obscene speeds.

Judging from the way he punched me through the nearest wall, I guessed
that I was facing the latter.

I hit a tall structure on the way through, causing it fall over with a
crash, but I couldn’t tell what it was. Before I could look, a red and
white blur came through the hole, and began pounding on the Rocket suit.

The good news? I wasn’t getting a string of error messages. The bad?
Given time, he’d break something, and when he did, the Rocket suit
wouldn’t do much good against nerve gas.

And that could mean death.

I had no chance of hitting him, and I didn’t try. He’d see anything I
did and dodge it.

I didn’t panic. Hours of training with Jaclyn during the spring and
summer meant that I’d had to come up with tactics that would work.

Touching the buttons on the palms of each glove, I triggered the sonics
at high volume—well past the threshold of pain.

He stepped back, covering his ears.

Knowing I didn’t have much time, I fired off a few of one of my newer
roachbot types. On the inside of my helmet, they showed up as three blue
dots flying toward him, but then they exploded into fine strings of
white goo. Spreading out, they stuck to his skin, his costume, and the
wall.

Better yet, using multiple goobots had worked as intended. Instead of
just sticking to his front, lines of goo covered his sides and met in
the back.

For most people it would have been overkill to use three bots, but with
his strength, three was the minimum.

He tried to get out, shaking, and trying to pull his arms away from his
head, but he couldn’t. The goo had bonded with his hands and skin. He
had to feel skin pulling away from his muscles every time he moved.

Disgustingly, the usefulness of the goo totally banked on the assumption
that people wouldn’t be willing to rip their own skin off to continue to
fight.

That, and the assumption that if it had only touched clothes, they
wouldn’t be willing to fight naked.

After a few seconds of frantic movement, he relaxed, hanging within a
web of goo strands.

Only then did I get a good look at the guy.

I recognized him. I’d seen him in newspapers and online. Some supers
became internationally famous and people all over the world knew their
names. He was almost one of those people.

Just a little shorter than I was while in the Rocket suit, he had brown
hair, tanned skin, a mustache and solid, square face—where it wasn’t
covered by his mask. The red and white costume included a small eagle on
the left side of his chest.

He was the speedster of an EU hero team, and he was almost famous
because he’d stuck with the Polish version of his name instead of
publicizing an English version. He called himself “Prentkos” or
something like that.

That left the question of what he was doing here, why he was helping
Rook, and whether he was doing it willingly.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to think about it because I still had
a a guy in big set of powered armor waiting outside for me.

I pulled myself up out of the wreckage. The metal structure I’d knocked
over turned out to be a bunk bed. The bunk had smashed a TV set, a rack
of CD’s, and what looked to be an athletic trophy.

Still, it was interesting how some people here got nicer accommodations
than others—private rooms instead of open bunking areas.

Outside the sound of heavy footsteps gave me more than a little
motivation to leave, and a bad feeling that even if I took the powered
armor guy out, it might not be the only set I’d have to face. Plus, I’d
either have to make myself constantly visible to find Cassie, or
continually ask the gun questions if I wanted to find her while sneaking
around.

Crap.

I couldn’t wait and think about it.

Fighting down a rising sense of panic, I bashed the door open, placing
myself in a hallway near a corner.

The helmet’s sonar showed me that the huge set of powered armor wasn’t
more than ten feet from me. The cool thing though was that I could
target the armor indirectly.

I fired off two EMPbots, and they turned the corner, exploding directly
in front of the armor, and creating a very respectable pulse.

The armor didn’t slow down at all.

You notice the weirdest things in moments like that. For example, I
noticed that (at least in the helmet’s sonar) the heavy duty version of
Rook’s armor didn’t actually have a straight beak like a rook might. Its
curved beak reminded me more of an eagle’s.

Not that this was the kind of moment best used for criticizing Rook’s
grasp of bird anatomy.

I fired off more roachbots—the exploding kind this time. They zipped
around the corner almost instantly.

With any luck, I could try an EMP from the inside if they made a
crack.

The explosion gave off waves of sound that made the dome ring like a
bell, and gave Izzy a great picture of everything going on, but my
helmet didn’t do as well.

It wasn’t much better than viewing an explosion with my eyes. The helmet
filtered the light, but even if I hadn’t been around the corner, I
wouldn’t have seen much.

As the light and sound both dispersed, I could tell the suit had fallen
backward.

Sonar wasn’t as good at details as I wanted, but the armor appeared to
be smooth, and in one piece.

All I’d managed to do was knock it on its butt, and it was pulling
itself up.

I decided to give myself the best possible chance, and ran around the
corner, pointed the sonics at it, choosing the selection of frequencies
that often destroyed computer parts and other electronics.

The armor didn’t show any signs of computer problems as it stood, but
that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Sometimes they took time to show
up.

The best thing I could do would be continue to stand there, and let the
suit continue to try new and related frequencies based on an algorithm
Grandpa had created.

The Rook suit raised an arm toward me, and I dove sideways—allowing the
corner to shield me.

It didn’t do a very good job.

Bullets ripped through the wall, leaving a collection of holes.

Big holes.

I wondered how Jaclyn or Izzy would stand up to them, and simultaneously
wished they were with me. That sort of hit was exactly the sort of thing
that could break the Rocket suit’s seals.

I thought about turning on the rocket pack and flying down another spoke
somewhere else in the dome. It was a good idea, but I was only facing
one person here, and what if there were more suits of armor like this
one in other spots?

I went with another option.

“Hey,” I said, “we could talk about this.”

I wasn’t sure what I planned to say after that, but it was worth a shot.

A woman’s voice, amplified by the suit, filled the hall. “We can talk
about your surrender.”

“That’s not what I had in mind. I was thinking. Are you a mercenary, one
of Rook’s followers, or uh… his girlfriend?”

She started laughing, and it was real, unforced laughter.

When she was done, she said, “Let’s go with mercenary. I don’t date
clients, thank God.”

From around the corner, I heard a footstep. She was still moving, if not
very quickly.

“OK. What would it take to hire you?”

She took another small footstep, and said calmly. “You couldn’t afford
it.”

I wondered if she knew Lee at all, but didn’t spend long on that. She
was going to come around the corner, and then she’d probably damage the
suit enough that nerve gas could get through.

I went with the obvious even though I didn’t want to use them up—the
goobots—all of them.

I didn’t wait for her to come around the corner. I let them fly.

The series of popping noises made me think of popcorn. As late as it was
and as long as it had been since supper, my stomach felt empty.

Stifling the distractions in my head, I started the rocket pack, and
launched myself into the air, taking a wide turn around her.

She didn’t even try to fire.

Thin lines of goo covered the suit, covering the ends of the gun barrels
that hung underneath her forearms. She swayed, but the powered armor
barely moved, the motors making strained noises.

Part of me wanted to call people on the comm, and let them know that the
goobots were the best thing I’d done with roachbot tech in a long while.
Another part of me mourned the fact that I wasn’t going to be able to
take a look inside Rook’s lab—at least not the one for creating suits.

Cassie wasn’t there, and neither was her sword.

I landed at the far end of the lab, and the start of another room that
seemed to have a lot of equipment. It deserved a better look than I’d be
able to give it while flying.

Skidding a little as my feet hit the floor, I spent the first few
seconds trying not to fall. Then I realized that this new lab had people
in it—lots of them, all in Rook suits. Some stared at screens. Others
stood at attention.

One of them pointed through the plexiglass windows at me.

I’d found the control room.

Not all of the Rook suits were the kind I’d fought back in Grand Lake.
Most seemed to be stripped down. You wouldn’t want to be tapping on a
keyboard with enough force to smash a tank.

You’d run through a lot of keyboards that way. I knew that from
experience.

Anyway, the stripped down models seemed to have smaller guns under the
forearms. Sub-machine guns, maybe?

That wouldn’t be a big threat to the Rocket suit unless they had special
ammunition—which I couldn’t rule out.



Still, I wasn’t nearly as nervous of them as I was the guys in the
heavier versions of Rook’s suit—one of which had to be Rook.

That was my guess anyhow. He was sitting in the middle of the room in
front of the widest console—kind of like Captain Kirk only evil and
wearing powered armor shaped like a big, black bird.

Admittedly, not a very close resemblance.

I took a step back in my head. What was the plan? Find Cassie, and get
out. Taking on Rook and all the people in his control room
singlehandedly wasn’t in that plan.

The last I’d heard from the gun, Cassie was in the labs. I’d told her
I’d meet her there. Since she wasn’t with the Rook suits, the lab she
was near had to be the next room over—assuming she wasn’t sneaking
between them somehow.

The best thing I could do would be get out of here.

I started to run.

“Rocket,” Rook’s voice echoed through the place. “Don’t run off. We’ve
got a lot to talk about—like how I’ve got a nuclear missile aimed at
your jet.”

That stopped me.

I clicked on my palm to open communications with the jet except that my
helmet readout showed “SIGNAL LOST.”

I wondered how he’d managed it. My roachbots had worked seconds ago.
Could he be blocking signals only once they passed the building’s walls?

I hoped so.

I’d stopped near the doors. Rook held up a claw and waved me in.

Part of me wondered if I could just run, but I couldn’t put it past Rook
to nuke them anyway. Rook probably didn’t realize where the jet’s
shields came from. It might actually survive the hit. I didn’t know for
sure because I hadn’t tested that, but spaceships could throw some
serious energy around.

Unfortunately even if the jet would survive, I didn’t know how well
Jaclyn and Izzy would take the radiation.

I didn’t have a choice.

Before I turned toward the doors I said, “Tell Captain Commando where we
are.”

The gun sparkled, and the doors slid open in front of me.

I walked in.

Across the sea of monitors and blinking lights, people in Rook’s armor
pointed their weapons at me. Two of the people in the heavier armor
stayed on each side of me, but twenty feet ahead.

No one came within reach. Maybe they were overestimating my hand to hand
combat effectiveness, but I’d take it. Grandpa’s reputation did me some
good.

On the back wall of the room, a screen showed a map of the dome.
Three-fourths of the outside ring showed blinking red dots, and even as
I looked two more dots started blinking.

If Jaclyn and Izzy could keep that up, we’d have a chance of winning.

Rook held up his claw before I came into reach.

I stopped, standing in front of his console, the two soldiers in heavy
armor on either side of him.

“You have to call them off!” He pointed up at the screen. His voice
didn’t have any of the slightly off-kilter feel he’d had earlier. Now he
sounded angry, and maybe scared.

I checked the suit’s communicator readouts. Jaclyn and Izzy’s comms
barely showed a signal.

“Can’t,” I said. “You’ve insulated this place too well against radio.”

“Dammit!” He pressed one of the buttons in front of him.

Outside of the room, fans started blowing. Rook turned his head and
screamed at a someone in one of the lighter suits of armor.

“We waited too long! If we’d have done it when I said, they’d never have
gotten this far. Get back from your console!”

Rook lifted an arm, and fired. Bullets hit the console shattering the
casing, and making sparks fly.

The guy in light armor backed away, tripping, and falling on his chair.

“Sorry! Sorry!” The man pushed himself up, and backed away, hands in the
air.

I hoped that the gas’s release was as obvious to Jaclyn and Izzy as it
was to me.

I didn’t have time to think about it though.

Rook turned back to me, and, “I’ve released the nerve gas. Now, tell the
jet to back off, or I shoot off the missile!”

That was the moment it really hit me that he would kill Haley and
everyone else in the jet if I didn’t do something. Plus, Jaclyn and Izzy
might already be breathing in the gas.

“Uh… You’ve got to turn off whatever is blocking radio communications. I
can’t do it otherwise.”

He raised his head to look me in the eye, stared, and said, “Right.
Right. I barely think about it any more.”

His gaze traveled downward, stopping where I’d attached the Abominator
gun’s holster to my belt.

“You’ve got the Abominator relic? That disappeared months ago. Take it
off your belt, and drop the gun to the floor.”

“I’m not going to do that.” The words came out of my mouth before I
had time to think.

“Then say goodbye to your friends.”

He raised his claw, and reached toward the screen.

I’d have gone for the gun except it had no trigger, and so far as I knew
fired at the mental command of only one person on the planet—Cassie.

Instead, I raised my arms, targeting Rook’s arm. Knowing that someone’s
about to kill your best friend, your sister, and your girlfriend doesn’t
make for clear thinking.

I fired off the roachbots, not paying attention to what I was firing or
how many, aiming at his arm.

The roachbots hit, knocking his arm sideways while simultaneously
exploding—again and again, like popcorn.

I’d set high explosive bots as the default, and according to the suit’s
inventory, I’d fired off more than twenty—closer to to fifty, in fact.

Chunks of armor, and possibly his forearm flew sideways, and landed on
the floor.

When the explosions stopped, he had no forearm or hand.

Bluish liquid sloshed out of the armor to cover the arm’s stump, and
black goo followed, covering the blue goo.

Rook, who had been screaming, mumbled something I couldn’t understand,
and slumped into the chair.

The screens in the console in front of him had shattered, and the
plastic of the console had cracked, melting in spots.

While I stared at the damage, and absorbed the fact that I’d blown away
half of Rook’s arm, the two guys in the heavy armor fired at me.

I didn’t even realize they’d done it until I fell backward. I felt the
hits too. Whatever they were using, it was high caliber.

I began to push myself up, but was only halfway when one of them ran
toward me, hitting me in the side.

The seals didn’t break, but yellow warnings scrolled across the top of
my helmet readout.

I didn’t pay much attention. I was too busy rolling across the floor.

The person in the Rook armor didn’t let me go either. He dove toward me,
landing on top of me, and squeezing.

That told me a little about him—he expected to be stronger than I was.
All else being equal, wrestling favored the stronger guy.

He (or she) might be strong outside the costume too.

I pressed the button on my palm that started the rockets, and shot
across the floor, flying sideways, knocking over a couple of Rook’s
control room people.

The person in the Rook suit wasn’t letting go either. He hung on even as
I gained altitude, and began to fly.

I gave the suit a little bit of spin, changing my orientation to the
floor so that he was on the wall side.

Unfortunately for me, he wasn’t a complete idiot.

He tried to climb, and adjust where he was on me.

Unfortunately for him, he only had normal human reflexes. Not that I had
any better, but we were traveling through the air pretty quickly, and
while I’d intended to knock him into the wall, I smashed him into one of
the TV screens hanging on the wall before I intended to.

I don’t think either of us realized it stuck out as far as it did.

He hit its side, letting go.

What sucked is that I didn’t expect it either, and didn’t adjust. The
force of him hitting the screen, and hanging on for the brief moment he
did, caused me to veer right, smashing into it, and then tumbling into
the TV’s guts and across the wall without going through.

I smashed the other big screen on the way, both devices dying in a spray
of sparks, shattered glass, and plastic.

I didn’t have time to regain control before I hit the wall on the far
end.

Too disoriented to do anything else, I cut the power to the rocket pack,
and fell to the floor.

On the bright side, the suits seals were still holding.

I tried to stand, but spinning around had left me a little confused. I
reached out for the wall, missing it at first, and finally falling into
it.

Hitting the TV might have surprised him, but hadn’t left him as badly
off.

He ran for me, claws outstretched to grab.

I pointed my right arm at him, and considered firing off roachbots, but
I couldn’t.

I used the sonics. They weren’t as directly effective, and I knew it,
but I could still see blood from Rook’s arm in my head.

I didn’t want do that again.

Both of the eyes on the man’s powered armor broke. Smoke came out.

It didn’t take him out. They weren’t his actual eyes, after all. The
mask was shaped like a bird’s head.

Still, he hesitated, and in that moment, I got enough of my wits about
me to press the button that started the rocket pack.

As I left the ground, I heard a distant boom, and the sound of metal
tearing. An even louder tearing noise followed.

The dome shook.

Rook’s control room sat near the middle of the dome, and like the other
rooms at the center, the ceiling rose to the top of the dome.

The rooms on the second floor shared a transparent wall with the
corridor below. People on the second floor could look down into the labs
and control, but they weren’t just then.

I gave the Rocket suit a little thrust, and I hovered a little higher,
out of the Rook suit’s reach.

On the second floor, people in blue jumpsuits and masks lay down or
crawled on all fours.

Out in the first floor’s hall, pieces of concrete fell. On the second
floor, a monitor fell off a desk, throwing sparks as the screen
shattered.

With the tearing noise I’d heard came a popping noise. I couldn’t place
it, guessing it might be the sound of the rivets that connected the roof
to the beams popping out.

I had no way of knowing for sure though, and I didn’t have time to
follow up on it.

While hovering out of reach kept me out of a wresting match, it also
turned me into a target for everyone in the room.

I was already taking fire from the lightweight Rook suits with
submachine guns.

I gave the suit more thrust, shooting up, but generally back in the
direction where Rook slumped in his chair, and the second heavy Rook
suit stood over him.

Really generally in that direction though—I wasn’t trying to go back
there. It was just the only direction possible without flying toward the
roof or trying the shatter the transparent wall in front of the room.

Then it dawned on me that I had no reason to stay. Cassie wasn’t here,
and Rook wasn’t threatening to kill my friends. It was time to leave.

I flipped over, turned the sonics on at full blast, and aimed for the
transparent wall. Cracks appeared in front of me even before I reached
it.

I gave the suit more thrust, holding out my arms in front of me, and
hoping I hadn’t misjudged the material’s strength. Sure, it looked like
glass, but I knew it didn’t have to be.

It broke, but not quite the way I would have expected.

I felt the impact in my arms, and it felt solid. It hurt. I blasted
through the material anyway, taking huge chunks with me into the hall.
No big deal, right? What’s a wall when you can lift tons?

I tried to flip over to slow down, but still hit the wall on the other
side of the hall. I didn’t break it even if I did leave holes where my
elbow and knee hit.

That wasn’t the worst of it.

I turned around to check if anyone was following me, and was in time to
hear a loud noise as a spiderweb of cracks appeared followed by a huge
crash as the entire wall fell into the hall while part of the the second
floor bent, falling inward.

It stayed mostly in one piece, bending, but staying six feet above the
floor on the far end.

People shouted, screamed, and cried as they fell. Some fell into the
control room, others on the shattered material in the hall.

I stared. I should be doing something. Helping them? Tending to their
wounds maybe?

I couldn’t. I had some bandages in my utility belt, but not enough.

Plus, if went back in there, people would probably try to shoot me.

How could I have known a transparent wall would be structurally
significant?

Then I noticed the heavy Rook suit—the one I’d damaged with the sonics.
He wasn’t moving much, and he had to be able to see me. The Rocket suit
didn’t exactly blend in.

He leaned against a computer station, holding himself up.

The nerve gas. He was dying.

I’d basically killed him.

I didn’t know what to do next. I ran down the hall. Cassie had to be
close. If I found her, maybe I could get Alex to heal everyone when I
got out.

The next section of the core of Rook’s base was a total loss.

Except for a few cracks, the transparent wall was still intact, and the
second floor was still in place. That was the good news.

Human-sized cylinders filled most of the room. I didn’t know what they
were used for, but I couldn’t see anyone inside, just blue liquid.

The people I could see were dead. Two men and a woman in lab coats lay
on the floor next to the chairs they’d fallen out of.

The computers in front of them were on, and open to a lot of windows.

I didn’t have time to find out more.

The gun flashed. It lit up the hall.

“She’s here?”

Two quick flashes.

“The next section?”

Flash.

Casting a last look at the dead people on the floor, I ran.

Only a few steps of the Rocket suit took me away from the scene, and
that was good. I didn’t want to look at them.

They’d probably died when I broke the barrier between the core and the
rest of the base.

Still, even if out of sight wasn’t really out of mind, they were at
least out of sight.

Unfortunately, the next room was worse.

Three times the size of the other lab, this one held even more human
sized cylinders. Not all of them had been used but the ones that were
made up for the others in sheer creepiness.

The flesh floating in the blue liquid was probably supposed to be
people, but I couldn’t say for sure. They were a jumble of explosive
growth, weird, discolored flesh mixed with pulsing blood vessels, and
organs I almost recognized.

I didn’t see bones or brains, but they might have been hidden. Some of
the blobs might have been heads.

Something about the shape of them seemed wrong. I couldn’t say how.

Could they possibly be the beginning of an attempt to clone Cassie? It
didn’t seem like it was going very well. It was a lot of growth given
the time since they’d taken her, but given how quickly she healed, it
wasn’t impossible.

It was, however, disturbing.

The cylinders weren’t alone in the room. Computers and screens took up
half of it along with machines I didn’t recognize at all.

People stood in the corner in the gray, hazmat jumpsuits I’d seen
earlier, masks on, and facing the wall.

Two of the lightweight Rook suits lay on the floor looking battered. One
wing lay on the floor, severed near its base.

Cassie stood next to the battered Rook suits, wearing one of the
jumpsuits and mask herself, but holding her staff. If that wasn’t enough
to identify her, she wore her utility belt and her sword.

I’d found her. I stepped up to the door. Made out of the same material
as the transparent wall around it, it was locked. A key card reader hung
on the wall next to it.

I smashed it in.

“Finally,” she said. “You took forever.” The mask gave her voice a
hollow tone, but I couldn’t mistake her.

“You kept on moving. I didn’t know where you were.”

“What was I supposed to do? Sit in my cell, and wait to be rescued?”

“I don’t know… It would have made it easier to find you.”

“You had the gun. I know you were talking to it. It hasn’t stopped
jabbering at me since you got here.”

One of the people began to edge away from the group. She tapped his arm
with an end of the staff.

Sparks flew, and he swore.

“Next time I taser you unconscious, okay?”

He swore again.

She pulled the staff back into a ready position. “Now, where were we?”

“Arguing. Anyway, the gun can’t talk to me. It was like twenty questions
the whole time. Did she go right or left? Is she close? Did Timmy fall
down a well?”

Cassie turned the mask toward me. “Who’s Timmy?”

I thought about it. “I’m not sure. I think he was in an old TV show.
Lassie, maybe?”

One of Rook’s people muttered something, and another one snorted.

Cassie adjusted her hold on the staff. “What was that?”

No one said anything.

The suit’s new ability to enhance my hearing wasn’t perfect. I couldn’t
quit make out what he’d said either.

“Never mind,” Cassie said. “Rocket, could you hand me the gun?”

“You’re not going to—”

“I’m not going to shoot them.”

I gave her the gun.

She pointed it at the cylinders.

Searing light erupted from its barrel, shattering and cracking the
cylinders, melting metal, burning the fleshy things to ashes, and
turning the blue liquid into gas—some of anyway.

Then she turned it on the computers.

I might have expected one of the scientists or lab techs to start
screaming about losing their data, but they didn’t.

Don’t get me wrong, they reacted, but they crowded closer to each other.
They didn’t attack. One of them actually started to cry. I’m not sure if
that was out of losing their work as much as fear of being burned alive.

Honestly, I could feel the heat from her gun through the Rocket suit.

“There,” Cassie said. “That’s one less thing I’ve got to worry about.”

The blackened remains of the cylinders and computers gave off trails of
smoke.

Interestingly, the smoke floated toward the door I’d broken. Someone had
turned on a fan, and I didn’t think it was Rook’s.

The fan increased its power by the second.

The whirring noise came from deeper in the building—possibly pulling it
directly outside. That meant instead of being something that Rook’s
people had done, it might be ours.

Instead of drifting away, the smoke streamed toward the smashed door,
pulled by the fan, but behind it came cold air from outside.

A glance upward showed that the section of the room’s ceiling that had
reached up to the roof now opened to the sky. Izzy had taken it
completely off.

If she hadn’t taken it off, the part she did remove included the middle.

Anyway, it was pretty impressive. I wouldn’t have been able to do it in
the Rocket armor.

Beyond a brief sense of awe, I didn’t think about it much then. I had
other things to worry about.

An alarm went off.

A low, pulsing, honking noise, it sounded ominous.

Cassie turned her head upward, staring at one of the room’s speakers.
“That’s a new alarm.”

“So… You don’t know what it means?”

“How would I? They didn’t give me an orientation.” Cassie turned toward
our captive groups of scientists and lab techs.

One of the bigger guys (I could tell that much through the jumpsuit)
appeared to be staring at the door, and getting ready to run.

“What about you guys?” Pointing her gun at the big guy, she said,
“Especially you.”

He took a step back. The gun had made an impression.

“It’s the base evacuation signal. If we can’t get out, they’re going to
kill us.”

“With what?” Cassie checked the door, and I followed her look. Nothing
came through.

“I don’t know. They told us if we heard it we should get to the control
room if we didn’t want to die. Look, if you can get us out, we’ll tell
you anything we know.”

“Rook’s booby-trapped his bases with nukes before.” I don’t think my
voice trembled as I said it, but I wouldn’t be surprised to learn it
had.

Cassie took a breath. Her stolen mask stretched it out. “Fuck.”

“No kidding. Portal’s here, but she can’t teleport us out unless she can
see us—”

“And they’re going to have to see us in the dark.”

“Yeah, and that assumes they can teleport us out at all. Accelerando and
uh… Blue—”

“Blue?”

“Our friend that we met last summer, and then at… school.”

Cassie turned her head to stare at me. Well, it’s not as if I could see
through her mask to tell for sure, but that would have been my guess.

“Who?” But then she said, “Oh, but why are you calling her Blue? No. No.
Never mind. Skip it. We need to get out now. How many of them can you
take?”

“One in each hand, and then I guess I can radio the jet—”

“Don’t talk about it. Go. I’ll get as many as I can up to the second
floor above us.”

I stepped forward holding out my hands so I could take two of the people
who’d been trying to grow warped clones of Cassie only minutes before.

I knew it was the right thing to do. Heck, it was even a practical thing
to do. Knowing what Rook and the Nine were up to would be useful, but a
small but significant part of me wondered if I shouldn’t just pull
Cassie out, and leave them there.

I mean, seriously, if I had to choose who lived, it wouldn’t be them.

Still, I held out my hands, and said, “Let’s go,” anyway.

That’s when I heard the sound of flapping wings behind me. I turned
around, pulling my arms into a position where could easily fight or fire
off the sonics.

A black cloud of Rook’s bird bots flew down the corridor toward the door
to the room.

For a second, I thought it was a good thing. If Rook had set up the bird
bots to kill people, it might mean he didn’t have a nuke.

On the other hand it might mean he intended the bird bots to occupy
attackers so that they wouldn’t escape before the nuke went off.

Either way, the birds flew like little black missiles—too fast to dodge
or casually take down.

Before Cassie or I managed to stop it, one flew through the door, and
dove into the chest of one of the people near me.

There wasn’t any question of whether the person was dead. I’m not going
to go into detail, but there wasn’t.

Maybe Cassie could have stopped it, but she had to deal with a horde of
birds targeting her.

I did what I could.

I couldn’t react quickly enough to stop that first one, but I shot off
four EMP bots into the middle of the cloud flying toward us.

Maybe as many as twenty went down, but more were coming.

Cassie opened up with the gun, the brilliant white beam even taking down
bird bots next to the ones she hit. The Rocket suit filtered out the
worst of the beam’s light, but it still hurt to watch it.

Worse, we hadn’t gotten to talk much about what had happened in the
control room.

I didn’t have time to say anything when she swept the beam across the
transparent wall to blast at the bird bots behind it.

The wall shattered, and the section of the second floor that it had
supported fell in with it.

Much like in the control room, the second floor mostly stayed together.
Spots of concrete fell and the nearest section of floor simply bent
downward toward us, giving us a view of storage rooms.

A file cabinet slid sideways, and fell into the room, landing on the
melted remains of the cloning tanks.

It would have been great if that had been the end of it.

It wasn’t, but it looked like it for a second.

Cassie lowered the gun. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Yeah.”

I’d been avoiding communicating with the jet for a lot of reasons,
ranging from not wanting to expose our stuff for Rook’s examination to
making it marginally harder for him to track us.

Now they didn’t apply quite so much.

I opened the comm, and connected to the jet, leaving the helmet’s
external speaker off. “Night Cat, we’re near the center. If you fly in,
I should be able to get most of us up.”

Haley said, “Most of us? Who did you pick up?”

“Scientists and lab technicians for Rook. I’ve got no idea who they are,
but someone ought to be able to get something out of them. Oh, and
hurry. They desperately need medical care.”

Some of them did. Aside from the woman who’d taken a rookbot beak to the
chest, some of them looked like they had a chance—particularly if Alex
got to heal them.

I still didn’t like looking at them. Too much blood. Too many insides
too visible from the outside.

Strangely, a couple of the scientists were relatively unhurt. A tall,
bearded man with long, stringy hair said, “What about us? You said you’d
take us.”

“Well, yeah,” I said, suddenly realizing that all he would have heard
was Cassie and I agreeing to leave.

“Listen to him.” Cassie replied, gesturing toward me with her right
hand—incidentally the hand with the gun.

It didn’t fire, but the guy took a step back. I didn’t.

At that moment, Haley’s voice sounded in my helmet. “We’re almost in
position.”

“Hurry,” I said. “If Rook’s got a nuke under here, we’ll need to get out
quickly.”

“Look, I know,” she said.

That’s when the second wave hit.

They came through a door in the innermost wall, a tall, curved metal
surface that hadn’t quite been as high as the dome. It had been flat in
the control room.

What was in the middle of the complex? If it really could hold
everything coming out the door, the space inside it had to be warped and
folded in on itself like a tent from the Arabian Nights, or the Tardis
from Dr. Who.

I had a bad feeling I wasn’t going to get to investigate it either.

More bird bots flew out the door, filling the air, making it feel like
Cassie and I hadn’t done anything. That wasn’t the worst of them either.
Bigger, heavier versions followed them out. They looked a lot like
shorter, stockier Rook suits. They had to be robots though—if only
because I doubted Rook could find enough midgets to pilot them.

That still wasn’t the worst of it.

Glowing, animal shaped constructs bounded along with them—bears, wolves,
mountain lions. All of them in made of the yellowish light I associated
with the moon.

Rook didn’t create those. Another person who worked with the Nine did. I
couldn’t think of the name. Luna-something? Moon-something?

That’s when I understood what was going on.

There weren’t any humans in sight. They were swamping us with robots and
constructs while they got away. To judge from how they’d targeted the
scientists before, they were going to focus on them, pinning us down
while Rook and his people got away.

After that, everything would probably explode.

Cassie lifted up the gun, and was about to fire when I started shouting,
“No! Wait!”

“What? I can get them.”

“The light constructs absorb energy.” I couldn’t remember their
creator’s name, but I could remember that.

“Crap.” She pointed the gun and blasted the closest bird bots. A light
construct shaped like a tiger jumped toward the beam, but didn’t get
hit.

Cassie muttered something, hooked the gun to her utility belt, and
pulled out her sword. “Carry them up to the Jet, I’ll hold them off.”

I was about to argue with her when League Jet’s hatch opened, a glowing,
block-shaped hole in the air.

Flick jumped out, followed by Daniel, Sydney and Rachel.

Flick plummeted, hitting the floor, and stopping, doing no damage to
either herself or the floor.

She reached a hand into the pouch at her belt, pulling out a handful of
metal balls. “Mystic, get the wounded out, we’ll buy you time.”

Flick threw a ball into the main group of heavy bird bots as they began
to run across the floor toward us.

The ball punctured the bird bot’s chest, coming out the other side, and
continuing through each bot behind it.

I’d never known for sure what her power was, but it had something to do
with controlling mass and momentum. I’d heard that there were very
specific rules about how it worked, but I’d never seen her in action, so
I didn’t know what they were.

The ball didn’t stop until it reached the wall behind the bots. It
didn’t instantly destroy them, but it helped.

It did destroy the one it hit in the chest. It stopped running, fell
backward, and didn’t move again. The ball hit the one behind it in the
arm, twisting it. The arm stopped moving.

I didn’t see exactly what happened to each bot behind them, but the
screech of tearing metal argued it wasn’t nice.

She kept on throwing, ripping holes in the yellowish-white animal
constructs too. They might absorb some kinds of energy, but concussive
force apparently wasn’t one of them.

From that, you might think Flick could have destroyed them all herself.

If only.

There were too many for that, but she wasn’t alone either. Sydney jumped
out of the Jet, covered in gray metal, and huge—much bigger than she was
normally.

She landed a little too close to a group of flying bird bots, and they
swarmed her.

They pecked at the metal around her, something that would have punctured
most people’s armor, but not hers. She flailed around with her hands,
trying to hit or grab them, but missing.

Then one went for her eyes.

She held up her hands, finally connecting, and the bird bot dissolved,
absorbed into her body. Bits of wire and less recognizable bits of the
inside fell to the floor.

She hit the next one by firing a chunk of metal out of her body.

I wondered if she’d turned herself into a rail gun.

If she had, I hoped she didn’t turn out to be as screwed up as Sean.

In the middle of all that, bird bots would randomly spark, seize up and
fall over.

The first time, I thought we might have unintentionally discovered some
design flaw.

The second time, Rachel became visible as she pulled her hand back.
She’d been letting the tips of her glove become tangible inside the bird
bots, and then activating the taser.

That left Cassie and I, and we were protecting the civilians.

Cassie used her sword to chop bird bots into pieces while I shot off a
series of explosive roachbots. They took out the flying birdbots every
time. The heavier, walking ones sometimes needed two, or the addition of
a punch.

Not that I spent much time down there.

Daniel contacted me only a few seconds into the fight, sending me the
message, I’m taking them up now.

The injured civilians floated upward, and Cassie floated with them.

I started the rocket pack, and floated up with them, trying to stay
between them and the birdbots.

We were floating our way upward when the bots noticed. The flying
birdbots changed course, and started flying toward us.

I thought about firing EMPbots at them, but couldn’t because I was out.

I fired off explosive roachbots, noting that I couldn’t do it for much
longer. Numbers were low—less than ten.

A series of explosions took out half of them, but the rest aimed
themselves straight at all of us.

I couldn’t take all of them one on one, and sure, I wasn’t completely
alone, but Cassie couldn’t take them all either.

We tried. I opened up with the sonics, and a few of them veered off and
crashed. Cassie didn’t get the chance to pull out the gun, swinging with
the sword, but that could only go so far.

With a roar of wind, Izzy appeared, turning the bots into a shower of
parts.

Almost at the same time, Jaclyn ran across the now open second floor,
jumping into the hole into the center we’d left by.

As the civilians floated into the hatch, she reappeared, jumping toward
the Jet carrying Flick and Sydney.

They weren’t quite on target, but Daniel pulled them in.

Rachel floated up after them, and as she did, a new alarm began to sound
below us.

As she floated inside, she said, “Planning to get in before it
explodes?”

I gave the rockets some thrust, and landed inside—just before Sean
streaked through the door.

Where had he been?

I didn’t get to ask. Haley, didn’t even give us time to take our seats
as she said, “Hang on.”

We couldn’t see it through the windows because of the shields, but on
the screens, Rook’s base disappeared in blinding flame.





Picking Up Pieces


        The good point about owning a “jet” created from the remains of alien
spacecraft is that it does surprisingly well even in the presence of
enormous explosions.

The engines, meant for sending the ship into orbit, shot us far out of
the range of the blast. Its shields absorbed what little of the blast
could reach us.

The ship’s inertial dampers did well enough that I felt a little pull,
but kept standing as the ship shot forward, creating huge sonic booms.

Given that we were in northern Manitoba near Nunavut, the noise probably
wasn’t bothering many people. We might have upset more polar
bears.

Even though most people in Canada live in cities, northern Manitoba was
the kind of place that encouraged US stereotypes. It was three in the
morning so we couldn’t see much of anything, but I’d seen pictures of
the area.

It was tundra—flat greenery with shrubs, and some forests—and mostly
uninhabited.

With any luck, no one would notice the explosion. It wasn’t as if Rook’s
headquarters had been in the middle of Chicago, or for that matter,
Toronto.

Alex’s voice came over the comm. “Night Cat? Heroes League? Are you out
there?”

I took my seat as Haley answered. “Everyone’s here, including Captain
Commando.”

A couple voices gave a little cheer (”Whoo!”). They both might have been
Jenny.

I clicked on my comm. “What about you? You were all pretty close.”

Alex gave a laugh. “Not as close as you guys. You were right on it. Wish
I’d have been there.”

A memory of Rook’s arm appeared in my mind. “You didn’t miss much. Oh…
We’ve got a bunch of hurt scientists and their assistants. They used to
work for Rook. Can we transfer them over?”

“Can we trust them?”

“Well, kind of. They’re prepared to talk about what they’ve been doing.
Rook was trying to kill them, so I wouldn’t expect a lot of loyalty.
Seriously, I saw a couple of them die.”

Brooke broke in. “If you want to transfer them over, we’ll have to get
close enough that the Mystic can give me a picture. Then I’ll open a
doorway, and they can come through.”

A few minutes later, the Jet and one of the Socal Defenders’ podjets
hovered above a small lake. In the distance, past the trees, something
burned. I guessed it might be Rook’s place.

I wished Vaughn had come along. He could have left the ground wet from
rain. As it was, we could only hope Rook’s explosion wouldn’t start a
larger fire.

It didn’t take long to transfer them over though—maybe 5 minutes.

They stepped through the portal into the podjet with no real hesitation.

I wasn’t sure I liked that. It hinted at a little too much familiarity
with teleportation. I hadn’t noticed anything that looked like a spot to
teleport out of when I was in there.

On the other hand, I remembered, I hadn’t been in the middle section.
What if Rook hadn’t folded space in there? What if he had a connection
to someone else’s teleportation device?

Did the Nine have one, or worse, a system?

I hoped that it had a lot of limits.

Alex’s voice came over the comm saying, “The damage isn’t bad. Give me a
few minutes.”

Before anyone had a chance to reply, the sensors beeped. I checked the
screen. It showed something—actually several somethings—traveling toward
us at nearly the speed of sound.

For all I knew, they might have been going faster before we noticed.

Three were roughly human sized, and the fourth had to be a jet of some
kind.

Below the tactical display, a series of messages began to scroll.

[AI Engaged]

[The “jet” coming toward us contains Xiniti technology as do the
engines of one of the smaller flyers.]

[You shouldn’t need to fight them, but if you do, I recommend
using this vessel’s maneuverability instead of assuming the shields can
take it. They might not.]

Haley shot me a look.

“I don’t know,” I said. “This is only the second time it’s ever talked
to me.”

Over the comm, a woman’s voice said, “Unidentified aircraft, this is Red
Hawk. Please explain who you are, and what you have to do with the
explosion near here.”

From behind me, Sean said, “Don’t talk with her. Rev up the engines and
leave. What’s she going to do?”

“Unidentified aircraft, my team and I are special constables in the
RCMP, and are authorized and required to enforce the laws of Canada.”

A man’s voice broke in, “What my teammate is saying is that even though
we’re capes, we can and will call in military backup. We know you’re
using alien tech, and the best thing you can do right now is let us know
who you are, and why you’re here.”

As much as I might want to assume Sean was wrong on the grounds that he
was talking, I wished we could fly away.

Whatever I might think, Haley’s console had the flight controls for the
moment, and unless I felt I should say something, she could make the
decision without me.

My console only showed the weapons and shields at the moment.

Haley began to turn her head around. It was obvious she was going to ask
someone for advice.

Keeping her voice low, Flick said, “I’ve got to make some calls.
Cooperate, but stall.”

That didn’t sound good. The way I remembered it, the Defenders and the
Feds had cleared this with the Canadian government. Except… They’d had
to be careful about it because the Nine had people all over, and they
didn’t want anyone to warn Rook.

That meant either that the Feds had been too careful, and missed these
guys, or one of the heroes we were talking to had been compromised.

I thought back to the speedster I’d seen in Rook’s lair. I didn’t even
know if he’d gotten out.

I wondered whether he was one of Rook’s people or if he was being
blackmailed.

I hoped he hadn’t died.

Haley bit her lip, and said, “Okay,” but it was more of an “I’ll do it
if I have to” than a “Yes, ma’am.”

She clicked on the comm. Sounding a little more cheerful, she said, “I’m
sorry, but I’m American. What’s the RCMP?”

Red Hawk’s voice, high pitched, but still calm, came over the comm. She
said, “The Royal Canadian Mounted Police, ma’am. We’re similar to your
FBI. Now could you please explain who you are and what you’re doing
here?”

“Sure,” Haley said. “I’m Night Cat of the Heroes League. Rook kidnapped
Captain Commando on orders from the Nine, and we came here to rescue
her. We got her back, but Rook blew up his base, and nearly killed all
of us. I can give you coordinates if you want to check.”

A man gave a deep laugh, but it had an edge. I recognized the voice.
He’d spoken earlier. “I’m Jack-in-the-Green, and I can assure you,
little girl, that there’ s no need to give us coordinates. Every
geological researcher on the planet knows the coordinates, and so do the
world’s nuclear regulatory agencies.”

Haley’s lips curled at “little girl,” but when she said, “Oh,” she
managed to sound politely surprised.

She sounded a little less polite when she muted her microphone and
asked, “Could I have some help here?”

I suspected she meant me.

“Sure,” I began, but I didn’t get to say anything more.

Red Hawk said, “You’d go a long way toward making us comfortable if you
lowered your shields or whatever’s making it so hard to see you on the
radar.”

Decision time. If anyone there were on the Nine’s payroll, they’d have
it a lot easier with the shields down.

I looked over at Haley to find she was already looking at me. She’d
thought it through too.

“Well? If you’re running this one, you get to decide.”

“Shields down, I guess.”

I was pretty sure Captain Kirk had never said “I guess” after making a
decision.

Breaking another Star Trek precedent, since control of weapons and
defense were in front of me, I had to turn them off myself.

Taking the shields down did make the stars visible through the windows.
We could all see the small lake below us, and the Defenders podjet
floating off to our right.

The dark, triangular object that was ahead of (and slightly above) us
had to be the Canadian team’s jet. I’d heard of Red Hawk, and
Jack-in-the-Green, but I didn’t know their team.

From behind us Jaclyn said, “Good call.”

“If you’re supposed to be cooperating, I don’t see what the big deal
was.” Sean said.

Sydney whispered, “Not now, Sean.”

Red Hawk said, “Thanks for turning off your shields. We can see that
you’re flying something that looks a lot like the Heroes League jet.”

I pressed a button on the comm. “It is the Heroes League jet. Isn’t that
good enough for an ID? No one else uses it.”

Jack-in-the-Green spoke. “I’m sorry kid, but no. What we need is for
both of your ships to land and turn off their engines. We know it’s a
Defenders podjet just like we know that’s the Heroes League’s jet, but
we don’t know who’s in them, and we can’t assume that Rook didn’t let
the Dominators at you. We can’t take chances.”

Cassie had taken a seat in the back next to Jaclyn, Rachel, and Flick.
“I heard them say something about the Dominators. That’s why I tried to
break out.”

I turned around to look at Flick. She was talking into her communicator.
This would be a great time to let Red Hawk and Jack know she was on
board.

She shook her head.

I turned on the comm. “Call Agent Isaac Lim of the FBI. He’ll know
what’s going on.”

Haley began to lower the plane.

Text appeared below the screen that showed our position and that of the
other planes.

[You’re making yourself completely vulnerable. I’m not suggesting
you attack, but landing and turning off your shields represents an
unacceptable risk.]

I shut off the comm, and quietly asked, “What would you suggest?”

[If you have to appear vulnerable, lower the jet, but don’t land,
and give me permission to turn on the shields whenever I think it’s
necessary.]

“You need my permission?”

[Yes. My makers wanted artificial intelligences limited to
minimize their risk.]

I thought about it, but not for long. “Go ahead.”

From the back, Cassie said, “You’re not really landing and turning off
our shields are you? The gun will not shut up. He thinks it’s a bad
idea, and that we’re all going to die. Well, except maybe for Izzy and
Jaclyn.”

Haley frowned. “Flick said to cooperate, so I’m cooperating. If you want
to take over, go ahead. Then Jack-in-the-Green can patronize you.”

I turned around a little as Cassie sat up in her seat and took a breath.
“I didn’t mean it that way. Besides, I can barely fly this thing.”

Trying to lower the level of tension, I asked, “Does the gun have
anything else to say? Any advice?”

Cassie gave a brief smile. “He thinks we should kill them all.”

“Great.”

We all sat there for a moment, the lights keeping the cabin just barely
lit while the dashboard glowed with the light of several different
screens.

With the gun and jet agreeing on something, I found myself feeling a
little more nervous instead of less.

Over the comm, Jack-in-the-Green said, “League jet, why did you stop
moving?”

Haley pursed her lips, and in a much nicer tone than I guessed she was
feeling said, “Did we? Sorry. I was trying to figure out where you
wanted us to land. It looks mucky straight ahead of us, and there are
trees on the left. The right looks good, but there are rocks, so it
doesn’t look quite level—”

“Just go right.” He sounded irritated.

Haley switched off the comm. “I hope no one’s recording this. I’m going
to sound like a ditz.”

Daniel said, “We’ve got to assume that they’re recording. My dad says
cops do it a lot with supers. It cuts down on people doing the, ‘Do you
know who I am?’ stuff.”

Flick broke in. “You shouldn’t have to put up with it that much longer.
I managed to get a hold of a couple of my contacts in the RCMP. They
ought to be calling them by now.”

I couldn’t see Flick all that well with Daniel, Izzy and Sean sitting in
the row between us, but Rachel evidently could.

“Why are you smiling?”

I managed to get a better view of Flick—by leaning, and looking between
Daniel and Izzy’s heads. Flick was grinning.

“I was just thinking that you might stall for long enough if you ask
about Jack’s name.”

Haley finished turning the jet, and started to make it go slowly
forward. She gave a quick look back at Flick. “Why?”

Next to Flick, Rachel leaned back in her chair. “I wouldn’t. She’s much
too amused.”

Flick shook her head. “It’s not that bad, but he’ll talk.”

The comm went on and we got another message—this one from Alex in the
podjet. “Hey, I was half-tempted to leave, but Flick called Straka over
here, and told us to stay. Is it over yet? Because this is pointless.”

Haley’s lips tightened, and I took the call.

“We’re not done, but it shouldn’t last much longer. Flick got through to
a couple people. Now it’s just a matter of waiting a little while.”

“Good, but we’re not waiting too long. Straka thinks landing and turning
off shields is crazy so we aren’t. Talk to you later.”

Alex cut communications as Jack-in-the-Green called.

I barely had time to feel a stab of worry that even Alex suspected a
trap as Jack said, “I’d like you to move a little faster. That jet can
leave orbit. I know it can go faster than you’re flying it.”

“Sorry,” Haley sounded apologetic, but she’d narrowed her eyes. “We’re
using our gravitics. They’re really meant to be landing gear. They’re
not fast at all.”

Jack sighed.

“I’m wondering,” Haley hit a couple buttons, increasing the power the
Jet’s fusion based power system had available, and giving power to the
engines. “Where did you get your name? I’ve never hear of a
Jack-in-the-Green.”

He made a noise somewhere between a sigh and a growl.

“Who put you up to this?” In the background, someone laughed.

“No one,” Haley said. She sounded like she meant it too.

“Some people think it’s funny. It’s an old name. It comes out of
folklore. Jack-in-the-Green was a lot like Puck–a rowdy, drunken wood
spirit. I first heard the name on a Jethro Tull album.”

“Who’s Jethro Tull?”

A little more loudly than necessary, Jack said, “Jethro Tull is a group,
not a person.”

Haley scowled. “Sorry. Just curious.”

Then she shut off the comm, and looked back at Flick. “I’m not going be
able to talk to him much longer.”

“Sorry, hon, but you might like him better once he changes.”

To judge from Haley’s expression, she doubted that. “Once he changes
into what?”

It wasn’t as easy to read Flick’s expression in the dim light, but her
tone of voice made me suspect she was smiling. “A spirit of the forest.
I’m not a wizard, so I can’t tell you exactly what kind, but he’s
generally in a much better mood.”

Haley opened her mouth to speak, but didn’t get the chance. The Red
Hawk’s voice came over the comm.

“League jet, you’re free to go.” She almost didn’t sound like she
believed it.

I clicked on my microphone. “What about the Defenders?”

“They’re free to go too.” She paused. “I’m sorry for the delay. We’d
received a report that someone had taken your jet and they were going to
fly it to Ottawa and—”

Something started beeping, and I stopped listening, concentrating
instead on the screens on the jet’s dashboard. The one with our position
showed small objects descending from above—missiles, and a lot of them.

“Watch out! Missiles—” I began, but it became completely black outside.
The shields were up, and I had no idea if anything I’d said made it
through them.

When the shields were at 100%, nothing made it through. We could only
tell that anything was happening by watching the shields’ energy
absorption statistics. We couldn’t hear the explosions, or feel any hint
of them.

We’d been hit several times with the accompanying energy spikes, but
nowhere near dangerous levels.

The question was what had happened to everyone else. We might as well
have been sitting at home–though I was still worried about Alex, Jenny,
Brooke, and everyone with them.

After a few seconds, the shields stopped absorbing anything.

“You can probably take down the shields now,” I said, addressing the
ship.

[With your permission, I’d like to thin the shields enough to
scan the area first.]

“That would be even better.”

The radar (for lack of a better term, it was more than that) showed that
the RCMP and the Defenders’ podjet were both still in the air.

There was no sign of missiles.

Our shields thinned and disappeared.

A transparent, bluish-white half-sphere floated above the RCMP vehicle,
centered above one of the figures hovering near it.

Not so far from us, the Defenders podjet accelerated, and made a quick
circle around the lake, engines glowing red. It didn’t have any shields
visibly up, but with Alex piloting, they probably came down the moment
the missiles stopped.

“We’re out of here, bro,” he said over the comm. “Well, unless you’re
planning to hit the Nine again tonight. I’m up for that.”

An adult male voice in the background said, “What? Alex, no—”

“I’m kidding,” Alex said, obviously speaking away from the microphone.
“He doesn’t have other plans.” To me he said, “You don’t, right?”
Lowering his voice, he said, “Because if you did, I’d see what I could
do.”

Haley clicked her comm on. “We’re done.”

“What did I tell you guys? We’re gone.” The podjet shot away, and
disappeared, the engines’ glow fading into the night sky.

On the ground, below the RCMP ship, something glowed red. Small flames
licked the remains of a missile that had either missed or hit the
shield, and rolled off.

It wasn’t the only one either. Fortunately, the fires seemed to be
dying.

Red Hawk’s voice came over the comm. “League jet, are you okay?”

“We’re fine.” Haley sounded genuinely relieved. “We weren’t hurt at
all.”

“That’s good. You took… a lot of hits.”

I spoke into my comm. “I’m thinking we should move in case they’re
planning to send a second round.” It wasn’t impossible. The ship’s
computer had calculated that the missiles had been fired off ten miles
north of Rook’s base.

Red Hawk said, “Good idea.”

I was about to close the connection when Flick spoke up. “Hey Red, this
is Flick of the Midwest Defenders. I’ll send you a full report
tomorrow—late tomorrow.”

Red Hawk laughed, her high voice making me wonder how old she was. I
clearly didn’t know enough about Canadian capes.

“Don’t worry about it. I won’t be up early either.”

Flick laughed too. “Good. Call me when you do get up. I’ve got some
ideas for how our people might coordinate a little better.”

After a little more of that, we left, heading south, and hoping we
didn’t run into any other problems.

For a little while, it was just quiet conversation while the engines
hummed. I watched the radar, and kept my hands near the weapons’
controls while Haley flew.

Then Jaclyn asked Flick, “What were they told about our jet?”

Flick said, “You noticed that? Nice catch. They were told that either
you’d been dominated or that someone else took the League jet, and that
they were going use the weapons on their government in Ottawa. Once I
get the Mystic’s dad to clear Red Hawk, I’m hoping she’ll help me trace
that story back up the chain. Then the real fun begins.”

Jaclyn paused, and then said, “What happens next?”

Flick said, “Well, then we have to decide whether we take them in as
soon as we can, or whether we watch them, and hope they’ll lead us to
other people the Nine hired.”

The tone of her voice turned sarcastic as she said, “But that’s not the
best part. The best part is the committee monitoring how we do it, and
second guessing whether watching him without taking him in is really
worth it. Plus with this we’ll get to discuss at any moment whether what
we do will cause an international incident.

“Look forward to it kids, this is what you’re training for.”

Daniel turned around in his seat, and said, “But it’s not all bad. My
dad said it’s better than the alternative.”

“It is. The government could run the whole committee instead of just
having a seat. We’re taking their money, so they get to decide what we
do with it.”

In a loud voice, Sean broke in. “Why are the Defenders even working with
the government anyway? Half the politicians are corrupt, and bureaucrats
aren’t much better. Plus, you’ve got wealthy donors. You don’t have to
put up with it.”

I’d turned around to watch halfway through his speech.

Flick shook her head. “It’s not that simple. Working with the government
gets us official support, and we stay in the loop about things we’d
never learn about normally. Believe me—and I’m not going to tell you
why—we need to know.”

Sean opened his mouth, stopped, and then said, “So I can’t even ask you
why? What am I supposed to do?”

Flick looked directly at him, her face unusually serious. “You’re
supposed to keep quiet about it.”



It didn’t take long to drop everybody off—Jaclyn and Rachel in Ann
Arbor, and Flick in Chicago.

Sean and Sydney left when we got home. It was four in the morning.

I didn’t even want to think about that. I still had other things on my
mind—lots of them. Blowing Rook’s arm into nothing was right up there,
but memories from the whole night kept flashing into my head. Had we
really escaped a nuclear bomb? I hadn’t checked radiation readings, but
nuclear or not, whatever exploded the base had been big.

Plus, what about all the people in the base? I’d seen Rook’s birds kill
his scientists, but the speedster still worried me. Assuming the goo
held, I might have killed the woman in the eagle themed armor too.

All those movies where the villain’s base exploded utterly failed to
take the body count seriously. Whoever they’d become, the people inside
were people. Someone had to care about what happened to them.

Anyway, that’s what I was thinking about while I took a shower after
getting out of my armor.

The water still felt good, but I was more than a little aware that if
the ship hadn’t detected the missiles and turned on the shields, I
wouldn’t be alive to feel it.

There had been a lot of opportunities to die too. Rook wouldn’t have
left me alive if he’d won. We’d have died if we’d stayed in the base too
long, or even been too close when it exploded.

We’d been careful, but we’d been lucky too. I couldn’t help, but wonder
how long that could last.

We’d succeeded, and that said something, but Courtney, Travis, Marcus,
and Vaughn had all gotten hurt earlier that night. No wait, I
realized–yesterday.

I was going to sleep in every class I had.

Plus, Courtney knew I was the Rocket, and she was either going to keep
on using power juice till she got caught, or found a way to make it
permanent.

OK, I knew it might just be because I was tired, but I was getting
worked up even though I knew better. Now was the time to go to bed.

Well, except that Daniel was here, and I felt like we ought to talk to
Courtney now if we could. When would we have another chance?

I felt Daniel touch my mind. He’d heard me thinking. Not that I could be
surprised by that. We were the only ones showering, and he was close
enough that he’d have to even though we were in different stalls.

Nick, don’t worry about it. Courtney’s one of the reasons I’m staying.

I tried to remember if I’d told him. I didn’t think I had.

I caught it from both you and Haley. I wasn’t trying to.

I knew he wasn’t trying to. I decided to ignore it. It would just be
easier.

So what do you think we ought to do? The standard League block?

I felt Daniel’s agreement.

We’ll present it to her like we did Kayla. It’s for her protection.
It’ll prevent her from thinking about our identities or talking about
them except when it’s safe. That’s all.

Seems reasonable, I thought, but what do we do if she doesn’t agree?

I felt a flash of uncertainty that turned into an uncomfortable feeling.

Daniel’s words floated into my head. I don’t like our options. We can
either trust her, or I can blur her memories a little.

I think you’d have to do more than blur her memories a little. She was
in the van when Rook attacked, and she changed into a spare League suit.
Plus she went with Vaughn and Travis to Haley’s cousin. You remember the
doctor? You’d have to edit her whole night.

My memories of the night—starting with when Courtney and I went to the
house—flashed through my head. I knew I wasn’t doing it.

That’s worse than I thought. His frustration washed over me. I’d have
to wipe the whole night after you started walking away from the
house.

I thought about that. Would she notice the blank spot?

Maybe. She might fill it up even without me doing anything. You’d be
surprised how many false memories people create normally. You’re right
though, if I wanted her to have a memory that didn’t make her
suspicious, it would take some work. I won’t know how much work without
examining her first.

I’m not looking forward to that, I thought at him.

Me neither, and I can’t see any way around doing more to her brain than
I want to if she says no.

I might have complained about that. Protecting our normal lives, our
real families, and the friends we had who weren’t capable of protecting
themselves wasn’t something we could skip.

On the other hand, a telepath who won’t mess with your head for his
personal convenience is the only kind I’d want to have around.

We happened to finish showering at about the same time, and got into our
street clothes (except I wore an undamaged stealth suit under mine). We
all kept clothes at HQ in case of emergencies. Then we walked out to the
main table.

Haley sat in front of one of the computers. Cassie sat next to her
monitor. Izzy stood next to Cassie, looking even taller because she was
the only one standing. They were talking and laughing together.

It felt a little strange to see it. I wasn’t sure why.

Daniel and I explained about Courtney, and that we’d have to take care
of it now. It turned out that everybody was coming.

“Really?” I’m pretty sure my mouth hung open, probably in disbelief. “We
don’t need everybody. It’s overkill, you know?”

Cassie shrugged. “I”m going back to the dorm anyway.”

Izzy looked from Daniel to me nervously, “I’d stay here if only the two
of you were going…”

Haley looked up at me. “I want to find out what happens. She knows who
we are.”

Did you ever notice that the small stuff turns out to be the biggest
pain? Once we did decide to go, we realized that no one had a car here.
The van still ran, but with the door off, and all the other damage, we
weren’t going to drive around town in that. Daniel’s car was still in
Chicago, so it wasn’t an option. Cassie had ridden her regular
motorcycle back to HQ to pick up the Commandocycle, and obviously we
weren’t all going to fit on that.

Equally obviously, Daniel wasn’t going to float us over to campus—not in
street clothes.

In the end, we walked to my parents’ house, and borrowed my mom’s car. I
reasoned that she wasn’t likely to need it at four thirty in the
morning, and anyway, she worked at home.

Plus, I did leave a note, mostly at Daniel’s insistence.

“Think about it, Nick. What if she wakes up to go to the bathroom, and
notices her car is gone?”

“I don’t see why she would, though. It’s not like she goes to the
bathroom in the garage.”

Lack of sleep may have been making me a little cranky.

I left the note anyway, taping it inside the side door where she’d see
it if she did decide to visit the garage.

Fifteen minutes later we’d parked the car on the street next to DePuit
Hall.

Dark except for the entrances, the dorm didn’t look overly welcoming. On
the other hand, my bed was inside. I wished I could go to sleep.

We walked up to the front door. I pulled out my key card, held it in
front of the pad, typed in my passcode, opened the door.

All five of us walked in.

You know what was crazy? People were up. The dorm’s TV room lay directly
in front of the lobby, just past the halls leading to the rest of the
dorm.

We could see the big screen TV as we walked in. It wasn’t as large as
the one in HQ, but it was big. I guessed that twenty people were
watching—not a huge crowd, but huge for 4:45 in the morning.

They were watching SuperTV.

Worse, SuperTV was covering us. Not us as we were at that moment, but
everything we’d done that night.

Images of Rook in air above the marine supply store, the cell phone
store, and the fight at the gas station flipped between the burning
remains of Rook’s base near Hudson Bay.

Weren’t they afraid of radiation?

The journalist said, “We’re going now to the Midwest Defenders’ base in
downtown Chicago. Flick, the team’s second in command, has agreed to a
short interview.”

I couldn’t tell where they were in the base. Flick and the reporter
stood in front of beige wall with the Defenders’ logo—a “D” in the shape
of a shield.

“And believe me,” she said, “it will be a short interview. I haven’t
slept all night, so you’ve got five minutes starting now—”

I didn’t hear the rest. One of the guys on the long couch turned around,
and I recognized Jeremy, my roommate.

“Hey Nick, where have you been all night?”

Images of Rook’s base, the glow of the jet’s dashboard during our
flights, and the earlier fight with Rook’s people blurred inside my
head.

Daniel gave me a mental poke. Nick, talk.

“Just kind of out. Uh… This is Daniel, a friend of mine for years.
You’ve met Haley, and probably Cassie…”

He nodded, which was good, because I wasn’t sure I had introduced him to
Cassie.

I indicated Izzy with my hand. “This is Izzy. She’s visiting from
California. Uh…”

I’d looked at her, realizing that she was wearing the same black and
blue exercise clothes she’d worn during the fight. The only difference
was that instead of wearing a mask, she was wearing
glasses.

I racked my brain, trying to think if there had been any time tonight
where we’d been in the presence of the press while she’d been around.

I couldn’t think of any.

That was enough relief that I might have sighed.

The funny part was that she really did seem different as a civilian. She
held herself differently. She slouched a little, and didn’t meet
people’s eyes—which had to be a challenge since she was taller than any
one of us but Daniel.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s everybody.”

On the TV, Flick’s interview had ended, and they must have talked about
us because they’d gone into a montage of our history.

The announcer said, “The New Heroes League burst onto the scene in a
fight with the Gray Giant, a foe who has killed far more experienced
heroes.”

The screen showed the Gray Giant slamming me into the highway’s median,
and then Daniel, Cassie, and I attacking him.

“Not content to fight minor criminals, they’ve exposed their mayor’s
connection to a shadowy group known as the Cabal, triggering a worldwide
search, and the discovery of power juice…”

The screen showed images of our press conference after catching Mayor
Bouman, including the moment where Haley took my hand. Pictures of Ray
and his team, the Cabal’s army, and seemingly anyone we’d ever fought
(including Evil Beatnik and Izzy under his control) flipped through.

Jeremy followed my eyes and watched the TV for a few seconds. “That’s
what I was wondering about. Were you guys watching the fight near here?
One of the guys in the dorm got stuck in the traffic jam, and he saw
part of it, and it was awesome.”

“Yeah?” How was I going to end this conversation? I’d just given him an
open ended invitation to tell me more about the fight.

Jeremy opened his mouth to say more, but didn’t get a word out.

Cassie gave a nod toward the stairs. “Hey, weren’t we going to catch
Courtney?”

“We should.” Daniel grinned at Jeremy, “Good to meet you. I’m sure we’ll
run into each other again.”

“Sure,” Jeremy watched as Daniel, Cassie and Izzy started to turn, and
as Haley touched my shoulder, steering me toward the hall.

That would have been it except that I noticed Jeremy’s eyes widen. In my
head, I heard Daniel.

Crap.

Then Jeremy looked a little confused, as if he’d forgotten something. He
stared at us, brow furrowing, concentrating.

Nick, it’s decision time. What do you want me to do with him? I can
keep him from making the connection for now, but he could make it again
any time, and I won’t be here.

I absorbed that. Why? Why did he make it now? Was it SuperTV?

No. It was Haley and you. The moment where she took your hand and
guided you away when you obviously weren’t sure what to do next. Lots of
people thought it was cute—one of those little humanizing moments. She
did the same thing just now, and she’ll probably do it again.

I didn’t know what to say. My mind felt blank. Maybe it was tiredness.
Maybe it was more than physical fatigue. How many big decisions could I
handle in a day? This wasn’t life or death, but it was big, and in some
ways, it wasn’t much of a choice.

Between risking discovery at an unpredictable moment, or giving Jeremy
the same version of the block we’d given Kayla, and planned to give
Courtney, we didn’t have a real choice.

Right. Daniel’s face didn’t show much emotion about it, but he seemed
a little worried to me.

OK. Let him remember what he just thought, and I’ll try to get him to
come back to our room. Maybe Cassie and Haley could go get Courtney?

Jeremy stared at me. “No shit,” he said.

“We’d better talk about it privately.” I tried to keep my voice calm,
and mostly succeeded.

At the same time, I hoped Daniel would be up to blocking two people
after everything we’d already done that night.

Daniel, Izzy, Jeremy, and I left for my room shortly after. We didn’t
say much. I didn’t have anything I wanted to say that could be said
aloud.

Daniel could have created a four way telepathic conversation, but he
didn’t.

When I shut the door to the room, Jeremy started talking. “I never
guessed! This is so crazy. I wanted to see the League and everything,
but this…”

His voice trailed off, and he started talking more quietly (which was
good because he’d been way too loud at first). “You’re the Mystic, and
you’re the Rocket, and that was Night Cat and Captain Commando back
there…” He looked up at Izzy. “I’m not sure who you are.”

That was totally okay.

Instead of telling him, Izzy glanced at Daniel and said, “No one you’ve
heard of.”

Which was totally true since she hadn’t decided on a name or costume
yet.

Daniel gave a smile that seemed a little sad, and a little sympathetic.
“While it’s good to finally meet you, this is a major problem for us.
You know what happens when people find out who a super is, right?”

Jeremy blinked. “I’m not going to tell anybody. The last thing I want is
to out you guys.”

He stopped, his mouth open, but not saying anything at first. Then it
all came out in a rush. “You’re not going to make me forget this, are
you?”

He looked up at Daniel, checked behind himself. He stood in front of our
window. Even if he was willing to climb over the stereo and jump through
it into the darkness, we were on the third floor. He probably wouldn’t
survive the fall.

Not that Daniel or Izzy would let him fall.

Daniel shook his head, “I won’t unless you want me to.”

Jeremy swallowed. “I don’t.”

Jeremy seemed nervous, and I suddenly realized how it would look from
his perspective. Both Daniel and Izzy stood six inches taller than he
did. Plus, Izzy’s shirt didn’t cover her biceps, and they were pretty
well defined.

Not that it mattered, but even if I wasn’t as intimidating, I was there
too.

Daniel nodded, still looking concerned. “That’s good. I didn’t want to
do that anyway. If you’re going to remember though, we need to make sure
that someone can’t just pull it from your head. I’d like to create a
mental shield. It’ll make it hard for a telepath to notice you thinking
about us, and hard to find anything if they dig in. It’ll also make it
impossible for you to accidentally talk about our secret identities.”

Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “Impossible how? Something like my jaw locks up
if I try?”

In the same calm voice he’d been using, Daniel said, “That’s exactly it.
We’ve all got variations on the same block. You’re not being singled
out.”

Slowly Jeremy said, “It’s better than forgetting, but it’s going to suck
when I’m online. I’m on a bunch of cape boards, and I’m not going to be
able to tell anyone anything, am I?”

Daniel smiled a little. “Sorry, but no. It’s too much of a risk. You’ll
be able to pass on anything that you don’t learn from knowing us, but
that’s all.”

“I guess that’s all I ever did before.” Jeremy said. Then he grinned.
“Oh my god, I have a pile of questions to ask you guys. It’s all
speculation on the boards, but what really happened up in Canada? Why
was Rook here, and what did you do there? Was it really a nuke, or just
a big bomb? And…” He looked at all of us in turn. “Is there really a
super school? I heard there was a super school. I also heard that
they’re training them to fight aliens, but everyone knows there aren’t
really aliens. People on the boards think they’re going to take over the
government.”

I stared at him. “What? There are too aliens. I’ve spoken to them.”

“For real?” Jeremy didn’t quite sound like he believed me.

“Yes. The League’s jet functions as a spaceship. Besides, that whole
alien war in the 70’s? It’s in the history books. The League blew up
their base on the moon. Wasn’t that covered in your high school history
class?”

“Well, yeah, but everyone knows that was a cover-up. Didn’t the League
basically destroy the group Dr. Mind was with before the Nine? The
Neo-Nazi group? I heard the aliens were genetically engineered by those
guys, but they really weren’t aliens, and the government used them to
distract the League from Watergate. Didn’t you see the documentary?”

So, that was completely nuts.

I’d heard that people didn’t believe the League fought aliens, but I’d
never run into one.

“No, I never saw the documentary, but that’s because I’ve seen alien
spaceships. It’s not hard. You can’t always see the Jay and Kay with a
telescope, but the gate’s there.”

He sat down on the lower bunk. “Everything I’ve read says its just space
junk arranged into a weird shape.”

Back on our first day of the Stapledon program, Bullet had been worried
about the public connecting most capes’ powers with aliens. If the
general public believed stuff that was even half as crazy as Jeremy, the
problems he worried about might be an improvement.

Part of me wanted to argue with him, but I couldn’t persuade myself that
it would be worth it. He could go look up information on the Xiniti if
he wanted. There wasn’t much information, but you could find out that
they were around.

You could even find out information about the hyperspace jumpgate if you
wanted to.

There weren’t many details, but it was in Wikipedia.

Of course, it wasn’t as if we were allowed to use it. The Xiniti were
there to stop us from trying, and to prevent hostile groups from coming
through.

Someday we’d be allowed to use it, and then maybe familiarity would kill
all the stupid conspiracy theories.

It wouldn’t happen today.

“I’m sure we’ll talk about this later,” I said.

Any chance of saying more ended with a light knock on the door.

Simultaneously Daniel and Izzy both said, “It’s Haley,” leaving me to
muse on what it might be like to have better than human senses.

Izzy stepped back, and opened the door.

Haley stepped inside, followed by Courtney and Cassie.

Courtney had thrown on an over-sized Dr. Who sweatshirt and jeans. She
smiled weakly as she saw me. I wasn’t sure whether that meant that she
was tired or nervous.

Whatever she felt, she was here, and that’s what mattered.

I raised my hand and gave her a wave. “Hey Courtney, could you come over
here?”

We had seven people in the room by then, all of us between the bunk bed,
and the wall.

Courtney had to move past Haley, between Izzy and the bed, and squeeze
past where Jeremy sat on the lower bunk before she could stand next to
Daniel and I.

The room felt warm, and possibly even a little stuffy.

I moved, backing into my own desk, and standing between the end of the
bunk and the stereo.

Daniel had backed up too, and sat on Jeremy’s desk. “Courtney, I’m
Daniel. I’m a friend of Nick’s. You’ve just guessed who else I am, and
you’re right. I’m a telepath.”

Courtney blushed, managing a “Hi,” and reminding me of something I
normally didn’t think about. Daniel was literally tall, dark and
handsome. His skin tone was naturally the color of a light tan, and his
face was more on the baby-faced than square-jawed end of the “handsome”
spectrum, but it got him attention.

More than he wanted, in fact.

I’d sometimes suspected that Daniel’s telepathy influenced people in
some way because I’d never thought of him as that good looking. When I
mentioned that to Haley, she’d told me I was “such a guy.”

Whatever that meant.

Even if telepathy didn’t have a direct effect on people’s opinions of
him, it had to have an effect on his treatment of them.

When I started paying attention to what was going on, I became aware
that he’d already started talking to Courtney.

He leaned forward a little, looking thoughtful.

“—I know you’ve had a rough night, but this is important. You know
secrets some people would kill for. What I need is for you to hear me
out—”

Then he described the block, and how it would work, answering her
questions, and a few more questions from Jeremy.

A few minutes later she said, “I’ll do it. I don’t want to be the weak
link that gets all of you killed.”

She glanced in Cassie’s direction.

In that moment, as much as she’d modified herself, she sounded like she
had in high school.

Daniel nodded. “Great. I’d like both of you to close your eyes, and I’ll
make some changes. It won’t hurt, and it’ll take less time than you
think.”

They did, Courtney sitting on the bed with Jeremy—though not right next
to him. She tried to sit as close to the edge as possible too.

I could understand if she didn’t want to touch his bed linens. I didn’t
know how long it had been since he washed them either.

It took less than ten minutes for each of them.

I checked my alarm clock. It was five in the morning. The sun would rise
in an hour, and I had class. I tried not to think about that, and hoped
I wouldn’t have a quiz in anything.

We left in groups. Cassie and Courtney left for the girls side of the
dorm.

Izzy, Daniel, and Haley left a little later. I left with them. I still
had to get the car back to my parents, and I planned to drop Haley off
while I was at it.

We didn’t say anything as we walked. After everything else that had
happened, the last thing I needed was to get caught by the RA.

Daniel had taught me how to telepathically get his attention so long ago
I didn’t even remember when.

As we walked down the stairway, I gave him a mental poke. Hey, what did
you learn from Courtney? How’s she handling it?

I felt a mental pause, and concentrated on the next step as Daniel
answered my question. Chances are he was checking what was behind it.

Our footsteps tapped on the brown linoleum, and a few steps later, he
replied. She’s scared. She’s wondering what she’s gotten into, and
she’s wondering how we’re so calm about it.

I took a few more steps, thinking about that.

Walking down the stairs next to me, Haley looked up at me, and then over
at Daniel.

I wondered what had given us away.

Calm? I didn’t feel calm. Every time I thought about the dome, I
wondered how many people died, and if we could have stopped the bomb.

She’s got no idea.

Hey, I know. I’m just telling you what she’s thinking. If you’re really
asking whether I think she’s stable, and if I think she’ll flip out if
you run her through the power impregnator, she’s stable. I don’t sense
any reason she’d do a Red Lightning.

Is there any reason to think you’d miss that?

Daniel frowned.

Well, she’d have to have a really good shield, and by good I’m meaning
one so well hidden I can’t detect it. That would have to be really good
though. The other possibility would be if she kept part of her brain in
a machine. I’m not saying it’s likely, but the Dominators could arrange
both of those, plus a few.

There were a whole lot of reasons I never wanted to come to the
Dominators’ attention.

We reached the bottom of the stairwell, standing in front of glass doors
in a grey metal frame.

Don’t worry about it, Nick. I’d put the chance of that as near zero. My
dad’s faced the Dominators. I didn’t see any signs, and believe me, I
checked. It’s just safer.

We walked out the doors, feeling the cool fall air. October would turn
into November soon, and it already felt like it. I was already
regretting not wearing a thicker jacket.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked the time—5:41am. I
decided not to think about it.

I put the phone back in my pocket. It still felt closer to the dead of
night than only an hour away from getting up.

With no sign of the sun, it felt like we were the only people awake in
the world.

Haley took my hand. “Are you two done talking?”

“I guess.”

She didn’t say anything, looking up at me as if she were still waiting
for an answer.

“And we should probably tell you about it, but not until we get in the
car.”

The car wasn’t far away, practically as close as you could get to the
building while still being on the street. It was amazing the spot had
been open. A long line of cars ran down the side of the road.

As we neared the car, I noticed the fire hydrant next to the back door.
How had I missed that?

Daniel said, “Don’t forget to check the windshield, especially the left
side windshield wiper.”

We got closer, and I did.

Campus security had given me a ticket.



On Saturday, I got a call from Cassie to come over to her house. Not
having a car, I called Haley. She picked me up from the dorm around 10
in the morning. She’d borrowed her mom’s car.

Haley’s nose wrinkled as she made a face. “Do you know why Cassie said
to come over?”

“No. She’s barely gone home since college started. Her mom’s been
complaining about it.”

We turned the corner, starting down Cassie’s block. She lived in the
suburbs, a neighborhood that could have been anywhere—big, newish
houses. Cassie’s house was a big, two story white house that stood next
to a big, two story tan house.

It stood out from the others only because of the semi-truck in front.

Men carried boxes out of the house, and up the ramp into the back of the
truck.

Cassie stood on the front lawn, watching, and talking to Vaughn.

Haley parked the car, and we got out.

“No fire hydrants,” she said as we walked across the street. She gave me
a sidelong glance.

I sighed, stepping over a small pile of brown leaves by the curb.

As we joined Cassie and Vaughn, I said, “Your mom’s moving?”

Cassie shook her head. “We’re both moving.”

“What about college?”

Cassie opened her mouth, taking a breath, and then saying, “I think I’ll
be able to finish the semester by following my classes on video. Even if
I can’t, it’ll work out.”

None of us said anything, knowing who would work it out—Cassie’s mom’s
connections in government or the Stapledon program.

Assuming Cassie would still be in the program.

In a quick movement, Cassie turned toward the house. “We should talk
about it inside.”

We walked in.

The whole place looked empty—no furniture or pictures—just rooms with
carpeted floor. The boxes we’d seen movers carrying must have been the
last ones.

A few movers stood in the corner of the living room talking.

One man leaned against the wall. His Carhartt jacket hung open,
revealing a gun hung in a shoulder holster. He noticed me looking, and
nodded.

I wondered who they worked for.

Cassie noticed the men, frowned, and said, “Let’s go into my room.”

We walked upstairs. I couldn’t help but remember other times I’d been
inside, most of them during the summer before we’d reformed the League.
Cassie had been on bed rest after the treatments that activated her
powers. I hadn’t known it at the time. I’d just thought she was sick.

I’d helped her gather everyone for movie nights while wondering if she’d
make it through the summer.

Even then it hadn’t been a cluttered house. It always felt clean and
orderly, but a little like a hotel. Her mom commuted to Washington D.C.
a lot and had hired people to keep it clean.

Sure, her cover as a realtor had never been blown, but I’d always
wondered if adding a little mess to the house might have helped.

In some ways the empty rooms and undecorated walls felt like it always
had—it was just a matter of degree.

Cassie’s room felt different though. It felt bigger. You could even see
the beige carpet.

A jumble of trophies and medals had decorated the walls. A pile of
clothes had lain next to the closet—which had never been quite shut,
allowing me to see the piles inside.

A picture of her father had stood on her dresser next to a music box.
The picture showed him riding a horse, something I hadn’t known he’d
enjoyed.

I wondered where the picture was—probably in a box in the truck.

Cassie shut the door behind us. “I’m so, so sorry I’m going. I wanted to
stay, but if the Nine ever do match my face and name, it’ll give all of
you away.”

Haley cocked her head. “You mean they don’t know your name already?”

Cassie shook her head. “No, and they wanted it pretty bad. On the plane
one of their guys tried to interrogate me. He tried to get me to say
where our base was, and everyone’s names, all that stuff. I didn’t give
him anything, but normal people would have, I bet. He seemed pretty
scary at first. He was telling me how regeneration would make everything
he could do worse when we got back to the base. He even hit me a few
times.”

Vaughn’s face tightened for second. “You didn’t tell me that. I wish I’d
been there. I’d have roasted his ass.”

Cassie smiled a little. “Too late. He might have been roasted in the
explosion on our way out. Besides he wasn’t doing too well when I last
saw him. I… bit off a couple of his fingers.”

We were quiet for a moment, but then Haley said, “Really?”

Cassie started almost before Haley finished. “I didn’t try to. He
punched me in the face twice, and then the third time I twisted and bit
his hand. I was just trying to bite hard. You know, make him think about
it before he punched me again? I felt his bones break in my mouth, and
when he pulled his hand away, something was still inside. I spit them
out.”

Haley covered her mouth.

Vaughn said, “That’s pretty badass.”

Cassie didn’t say anything at first. The blank expression on her face
made me guess that she didn’t feel badass. “I didn’t try to do it, but
I pretended I had. They left me alone for the rest of the flight, and
they didn’t try to interrogate me at the base. But I told you they were
going to call in the Dominators, right?”

I nodded. “That would have been worse.”

Cassie shook her head. “No kidding. That’s why I tried to escape the
first chance I got.”

That reminded me of something that had been bothering me. “How did you
signal us anyway? We got your utility belt and communicator back. It
looked like you used your old League distress signal, but I didn’t know
it was on you.”

She backed up toward the wall, beginning to put her hand where her
dresser would normally have been, but stopped, and placed it on the
windowsill instead.

“This is going to be gross too. When they caught me, I palmed my League
ring, and shoved it into my abdomen. My skin healed before they saw it,
so I had it when I broke out of the room they had me in. That’s when I
signaled you.”

I nodded. “That was quick thinking. I don’t know what I would have done.
Not that I could have done that…”

Cassie began to tear up. “I hated it. I didn’t know if you’d gotten the
signal or if I’d be caught as soon as the Dominators appeared. You don’t
know how much better I felt when I heard the alarms start to ring.”

Vaughn frowned. “I wish I’d been there instead of Sean. Did you know
that he’s been complaining that Flick kept him out of the main fight?”

I was about to talk, but Haley spoke first. “Who’s he talking to? That’s
not what she was doing.”

Vaughn held up his hands. “Whoa. Just people he knows—me, Jody, and
Dayton. Not the media.”

It wasn’t fair to Flick, for sure. She’d had him turn the building’s
fans, blowing the nerve gas outside. That was worth doing.

I didn’t get to say so because Cassie’s mom opened the door.

“It’s time to go.” Cassie’s mom didn’t look anything like her—given that
Cassie was a clone of her dad plus some major gene splices, that wasn’t
a surprise.

Cassie’s mom had black hair, slightly darker skin, and wore a black suit
with a skirt.

Cassie turned toward her, lips curling into an expression I couldn’t
call happy.

“Just a second, Mom.”

“You’ve got five minutes. Any longer and we risk missing our window.”

She gave us a smile, and said, “I wish we could stay longer, but I’m
sure you understand.” Then she closed the door again.

Cassie stared at the door for a moment before turning back to us.

“Look, I’ve got to go, but this isn’t the end. I’m going to be at
Stapledon weekends whether my mom wants me to or not.”

A few more tears ran down her cheek.

“I wish I were staying. I really do. You’ve all been the best friends
I’ve had in a long time.”

She hugged each of us. We were all crying. I don’t think I cried much,
but my cheeks were wet.

As she let me go, she said, “I’ve got an idea for a costume that doesn’t
look like me, but I’ll need your help, okay?”

“Of course.”

We walked downstairs, and watched the truck pull off, followed by Cassie
and her mom in her mom’s blue Audi. They’d be switching cars several
times before they got to well… wherever.

No one had said.

Vaughn turned to Haley and I, saying, “Well, that sucks.”

I couldn’t argue. We’d defeated Rook, and the Nine for now, but it
didn’t feel like we’d won.





Rachel in Infinity City


        Grandma Vander Sloot told me about the city, how it existed
simultaneously in an infinity of alternate dimensions, how an alley
could lead you somewhere Kaiser Wilhelm and Germany won World War I, and
you might meet the version of yourself that lived there.

She told me about the people imprisoned there, exiles from too many
universes to name.

You’d think a place like that might put you in mind of Victorian Gothic
novels—Wuthering Heights’ moors and ghosts, a decaying aristocracy, and
their uneducated, superstitious servants.

If you did expect that, it would only be the first of a long list of
disappointments.

It was a Stapledon weekend, and on Saturday morning, they’d put the
older students on a bus, and drove for twenty minutes. They started at
seven in the morning.

We’d been staying in the Defenders underground complex that was
somewhere in the Great Plains. Where? Nebraska? Iowa? I couldn’t
tell—someplace with a lot of grass.

At first I couldn’t see the city. Fifty foot tall, grey concrete walls
rose out of the grassland. Barbed wire ran across the top, and guards
stood with rifles on their backs. Sometimes they looked out. Other
times, they looked in.

It looked like a prison.

Next to me, Travis (my ex-boyfriend) closed his eyes and sniffed the
air.

Amazingly, weird habits like that weren’t why we broke up.

He opened his eyes. “Hey Rach, you okay?”

I leaned forward, resting my arms on the seat ahead of us. “Doing great.
We’re going on a field trip to an actual field. I’m so excited I can
barely control myself.”

He gave a snort. “You know it’s not really a field, right? It smells
like New York City, but weirder. A lot weirder.”

As he said it, the sun came out, and the scene ahead of us changed.
Buildings stood behind the walls. The nearest had flat roofs and
architectural styles that made me think of France.

Behind them rose skyscrapers, but not close behind them—miles behind
them.

The bus began to slow, stopping in front of the entrance. Wide and made
with chain-link, it had barbed wire on the top. Men in green fatigues
stood on the other side.

In the front of the bus, a man in a blue suit stood up. In his mid-50’s,
he had that square-jawed look that all superheroes in movies seemed to
have. In costume, we called him Bullet. Today we called him Mr. Krantz.

I wasn’t sure if that was his real name or not, but it didn’t matter.
Either way I wasn’t impressed. It seemed like he got off on playing the
authority figure.

And okay, I might have been reading things into what he did.

He stepped up and stood next to the first row of seats, blocking the
aisle. “Do I have your attention?”

He paused, looking up and down the bus before continuing. “Good. I’m
going to reiterate your instructions before you leave. As you know, Area
551, or as the residents call it, Infinity City, is an extra-dimensional
anomaly. It exists in an unknown number of alternate universes at the
same time.

“You may at some point in your career be called upon to catch a former
resident of the city. It’s important therefore that you become familiar
with the major neighborhoods and factions.

“This morning we’ll separate into groups and lead you on a tour through
the major sections of the city. In the afternoon, we’ll allow you some
free time to explore the core city.

“The core is the most stable part, and so there should be no reason for
you to leave our universe, but as we all know, accidents happen.
Therefore, each of you will be loaned a CDPS. In case you become
separated, the CDPS will allow you to contact us, and find your way back
to our universe.

“Now, any questions?”

No one asked anything.

Bullet nodded. “Good. Then I have one more thing to say. DO NOT lose
your CDPS. First, we have a limited number, and they are quite expensive
to manufacture. Second, it will be very difficult to get back.

“If you do lose your CDPS, your best bet is to backtrack immediately.
You will probably get home. Plus, we are in communication with various
groups that control the city in various versions of the city. If you
give yourself up, they will likely be able to bring you back as well. I
tell you now, though, that you will likely be quarantined so that we can
determine whether you are yourself, or merely another version.”

He gave the bus a quick once over. “Alright. Stand up and get ready to
exit. It’s time.”

Something about Bullet’s attitude rubbed me the wrong way, so I didn’t
make a big effort to hurry. It didn’t matter. Half the people in front
of us did.

Travis stood up before I even put my hand on the seat.

It didn’t allow either of us to exit the bus any faster—not with
everyone getting up at the same time.

Eventually we did, and instead of being in a line waiting to get out of
the bus, we stood next to the door, waiting to pick up our CDPS’s, split
into groups, and step into an impossible place.

Why it took as long as it did, I have no idea. We’d been told which
groups we were in before we’d even gotten on the bus. Plus it was cold.
Standing on a grassy plain in the month of November isn’t something I’d
recommend to anyone.

If I’d brought a notebook, I might have taken it out and drawn some of
the soldiers, but I hadn’t. They might have confiscated it anyway.
They’d told us not to take pictures with our phones.

I had a backup form of entertainment, but I didn’t feel like taking it
out just yet.

Next to me in the crowd, Travis bumped me and looked down. Nearly seven
feet tall and built like the football player he used to be, he could do
that better than most people. “What’s with your purse?”

“I’ll tell you later,” I said, and pretended that looking at the back of
the people’s heads was interesting.

About that time Bullet raised his voice again. Standing near the door he
said, “Your small group leaders will give you your CDPS’s. And one more
thing. I know some of you wore costumes under your clothes. Don’t change
except in an emergency. It draws the wrong kind of attention. Trust me.
Now let’s get moving.”

Then finally they did get moving, and the small group leaders, all of
them near the end of their time in the Stapledon program, got out and
started calling people over.

Travis nudged me, “Hey, Tara’s over there.”

I ignored him, but walked along anyway.

Tara, our leader, had unzipped her backpack, and had pulled digital
watches out of it. She smiled at us as we walked up. “Rachel, and
Travis, I’m so glad you’re here! I’ve got your CDPS’s. Here’s yours.”
She put a watch in my hand. “And yours…” She gave one to Travis.

Tara reminded me of a Golden Retriever—she was friendly, energetic, and
never seemed to have anything bad to say about anybody. She wasn’t a bad
person, but I can only take so much breathless energy.

“Do you all know each other?”

The rest of our group had walked up. I didn’t know either of them, but
I’d seen them with Cassie once or twice. Brown skinned with short, black
hair, the girl looked like she might be Arabic, or possibly from
northern India or Pakistan. She wore a gray, woolen coat that I decided
I liked.

Just behind her, a blond, bearded guy in a black trench coat gave a
wave. He looked like someone Nick might hang out with.

Tara handed both of them their watches.

To Tara, I said, “I know Travis, but I haven’t met anybody else.”

She zipped up her backpack and put it on her back. Then she said,
“Samita and Rodolfo meet Travis and Rachel.”

Almost at the same time Rodolfo said, “Call me Rod,” and Samita said,
“You can call me Sam.”

I laughed.

Travis grinned at them, and gave Rod’s shoulder a friendly punch. “You
got it.”

The punch knocked Rod a small step back.

Tara reached out and touched my shoulder, and then Samita’s. “They’ve
opened the door. Let’s go.”

We followed Bullet and the rest of the group through the door. When the
last person stepped through, it locked with solid, metallic clanks.

We walked down the road to the inside wall. Soldiers got out of the way
as that chain link door rolled sideways, letting us all walk in at once.

The first thing I noticed was the temperature. It was warm, and not warm
for November—it was summer warm.

Then I looked around. Only the concrete wall looked like I expected it
to.

Off to our left, two Quonset huts along with three jeeps stood behind a
fence. Soldiers stood guard next to the fence, all of them carrying
automatic rifles.

Ahead of us ran a long black road. On the right side stood some kind of
Chinatown. Signs in big Chinese and English characters advertised
groceries, a fish market, clothing stores, and restaurants. The
buildings were all at least five stories tall, but looked like they’d
been built at least a century ago.

People walked down the sidewalks carrying bags and talking.

Dark, gray buildings lined the other side of the street. The buildings
had signs in Cyrillic letters–if they had signs at all. Most didn’t.

I didn’t see any people.

I nudged Travis. “What do you suppose is going on there?”

He stared at them. “I don’t know. You want to go over—”

Tara interrupted him. Pointing down the street, she said, “Oh my God,
the bus! Hurry!”

A bus had turned around in front of us—a long, silver bus with words
“Infinity City Transit” in white. It was slowing, and we couldn’t do
anything but run after it.

It was only once we caught it and got on that I noticed one of the shops
on the Chinese side had a sign that said, “Barbershop and Euthanasia
Parlor.”

What the hell?

I tried to point out the euthanasia shop to Travis, but he missed it.

“Super senses?” I asked, speaking softly and, turning away from the
window to look at him.

Travis frowned for a moment. “Night vision,” he muttered. “Not this.
Besides you’ve got the window seat.”

I smiled at him. “You were polite.”

He had been. He let me on the bus first.

“See if I do that again,” and he grinned at me.

We both laughed a little.

It felt good, reminding me of what it’d been like when we’d dated. It
had been easy most of the time. Not that I was angling to start it up
again. With my younger brother dating his sister, that would get a
little strange.

Plus, there were other reasons. I remembered them too well.

I leaned back in the seat. The bus company hadn’t paid extra for
comfort. These seats were hard plastic.

Travis seemed to notice my change in mood, and he didn’t say anything.

We rode the bus, watching the neighborhoods change-Chinatown
disappearing, replaced by brown brick row houses. After a while, the
stores near the row houses began to include words like “supermercado”
and “taqueria.”

The skyscrapers grew nearer, but they still weren’t close.

As we passed through another neighborhood, one where the Greek alphabet
became more common, and the restaurants advertised gyros, Travis said,
“There’s another one.”

I followed his hand. Between “Kronos Cafe” and “Palamara’s Pawn Shop”
stood a small shop called “Ed’s Euthanasia Emporium.”

A “Sorry, we’re closed” sign hung in the dusty window.

Well, at least it didn’t seem popular.

On the next block over, children played baseball in the street. I’d
never thought there would be children here.

In another few minutes we reached downtown. The skyscrapers still
weren’t very close, but they were closer—a little closer anyway.

Tara turned around, and said, “We’ll start here.” She pulled the line
that ran next to the windows, and a recorded voice said, “Stop
requested.”

We got off the bus next to a series of shops that had been designed in
the Art Nouveau style. They were brown brick buildings like many others
I’d seen so far, but here the brick and concrete around doors and
windows had been shaped into branches and leaves.

Park benches and actual trees stood near the curb.

The people walking the sidewalk, and sitting on the benches could have
been in any city in the US. Here though, they got one step weirder.

People in business suits were everywhere, but as I looked closely at one
of the men, I realized he had pointed ears. He smiled at me as I
noticed. All of his teeth had pointed tips.

As the man passed, Travis asked, “What happened?”

“Nothing.” I might have explained, but in all the stories I’d ever read,
elves had remarkable hearing—if that’s what he was.

The five of us stood together on the sidewalk. Tara’s voice broke in,
“We’re here in the core city, the part that’s almost entirely in our
universe, and stable. I’m going to show you around the core, and then
I’ll take you to each quarter, and show you the landmarks. For now,
follow me.”

We listened to her, and she showed us around. I’d pegged her as an
empty-headed pretty face with far too much respect for authority, but
she knew the city.

As we passed another empty euthanasia parlor, I asked her, “What’s going
on with the euthanasia shops? They’re all closed, but they’re
everywhere.”

Tara nodded. “Isn’t it strange? I don’t know the answer, but sometimes
different governments have blockaded the city, and there’s been no food.
To some people, the euthanasia parlors looked better than starving, and
to others it looked like a business opportunity.”

She stopped, and then she said, “Except sometimes things just happen.
They could have all appeared one morning. I don’t think they did, but
they could have.”

Samita leaned in a little, and said, “I thought you said the core was
stable.”

Tara said, “It is, but it still happens.”

We’d changed places since she’d started our tour. We stood on the edge
of a park by a river. A Chinese restaurant, complete with pagoda facade
stood only fifty feet away.

People sat on benches and at picnic tables eating food out of take-out
containers.

I thought about following up with Tara, but recognized one of the
people. It was Julie. She wore a jogging suit, and had her blond hair
tied in a ponytail. She’d gone to the same high school as Nick and I,
and had a thing for Travis that was so obvious it had been part of the
reason Travis and I broke up.

She was in the Stapledon program with us, but she was a freshman in
college, so she wasn’t supposed to be on this trip.

She could control people with her voice.

“Travis, don’t look now, but remember Julie? She’s over there, and
there’s no way she came with us.”

Travis didn’t look. He smiled at me calmly, as if we were talking about
something pleasant. He handled it better than I thought he would. “I
smelled her. I’ve been pretending not to see her.”

“Good.” It took all of my self-control not to check whether she’d
noticed us.

I remembered the briefing. You don’t mess with alternate versions of
yourself or anyone you know. It’s right up there with going back in time
to kill your grandfather—a dumb, dumb idea. You never knew what forces
shaped them, and it was so easy to assume you were talking with the
person you know.

Look, I may not always trust authority figures, but I listen when
they’re talking sense.

Tara was talking with Samita when I tapped her on the shoulder. “Sorry.
I don’t want to interrupt, but I just saw an alternate.”

Tara’s eyes widened (an accomplishment, she had naturally wide eyes).
“No. Who?”

“Julie from the program. The girl everyone listens to—whether they want
to or not.”

Smiling broadly at all of us, Tara said, “Is anyone else hungry? I like
Chinese, and they’re good.”

She pointed at the restaurant. Its neon sign said, ”Infinity City Panda
Palace.”

I sized up the pagoda facade, and the glowing white and black bear on
the sign. “Sure, I’m always up for panda.”

Rod snorted. “I fought a panda once, a giant, evil panda.” He looked at
Samita. “Remember that one?”

In a whisper she said, “We’re out of costume.”

Rod rolled his eyes. “Like anyone here will care.”

Tara grabbed Samita’s hand, and started walking. “Quickly everyone. We
don’t want to get stuck in line.”

Tara walked quickly, and with a liquid grace that hadn’t been there
before. Her walk reminded me of Travis and Haley.

Despite what Tara had said about getting stuck in a line, we didn’t have
to wait.

Tara had spoken quietly to the waitress, and she’d led us to the back of
the main room, and down a hall filled with doors. Then she opened one,
and shown us into our own private room. When she shut the door, the
sound of the restaurant’s conversations instantly stopped.

After she’d handed out menus and left, Tara said, “Go ahead and order
anything you want. Stapledon’s paying.”

Travis raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? What are they paying with?”

Tara gave a little shrug. “The usual for Infinity City—gold, but I’m
paying with a credit card. They’ll work it out.”

Travis looked like he wanted to ask a few more questions, but I caught
his eye.

Tara noticed my look and shot me a grin. She caught a lot more that I’d
given her credit for.

“The Panda Palace hosts a lot of private conversations, so I got us a
soundproof booth. What would you say Julie’s threat level is?”

Travis and I looked at each other. “That depends,” I said. “Her power’s
a killer. If you can understand her voice, she can tell you exactly what
to do. My brother designed a device that blocks it, but since they told
us not to bring our gear, I don’t have mine along.”

Tara dimpled. “The Rocket. You must love having him around.”

Travis frowned briefly, and said, “Yeah. Anyway, I don’t have my gear
either, and honestly, if we were home, I wouldn’t worry about it much.
She’s better now.”

I rolled my eyes. “Better, sure, but being better doesn’t take much. She
was his own personal stalker.”

Rod looked up from the menu, clearly interested. “Stalker? Did she find
out you were Night Wolf?”

Travis shook his head. “No. Well, she knows now, but not then. I played
football in high school. I was kind of a big deal. People get a little
crazy about football, and she followed me around a lot.”

I spoke up. “Not a lot—constantly. We’d go to a movie, and she’d be in
the movie theater.”

Shifting his menu into his left hand, Travis gestured as he talked.
“Look, a couple of those times had to be coincidental, but she did show
up a lot. I’m not denying it.”

That again? My voice rose as I said, “She still wasn’t over it last
year. When Nick and Haley started dating she passed along pictures she’d
taken of them to half the high school. What did Julie say? That Haley
was slumming, and wondering what they could possibly have in common?”

Holding up his hands, Travis said, “I’m not defending her. Something was
wrong in her head, but she hasn’t done anything like that since.”

I was just about to argue with him, but he didn’t stop talking.

“Let’s not get distracted. The problem isn’t our Julie,” Travis
continued. “We only have a problem if the Julie out there never got
past… whatever it was.”

“Or,” I said, “if the Julie out there had a completely different problem
which was worse.”

Tara broke in before I could continue or Travis could reply. “I think
you both made good points. Julie’s powerful, and we don’t know what
she’ll want to do because she doesn’t have the same history as our
universe’s Julie. We’ll need to be careful on the way out. Does anybody
have earplugs?”

Samita furrowed her brows, concentrating, and then started to talk. “I
could have blocked out the sound around us, but I don’t have any idea
where to get the materials I’d need.”

Tara smiled. “I’m sure I could help. We’d have to—”

“Leave,” Rod said, “and then we’d have to walk around deaf all day. I
remember that spell. You used it when we ran into the banshee,
remember?”

Samita held up her hand. “I know you didn’t like it, but it worked.”

I let go of my menu. “I’ll handle it. She won’t try to control me if she
doesn’t know I’m there. I’ll turn invisible and see what she’s doing.”

Someone said something, but everyone’s voices faded into nothing when I
turned intangible and floated through the wall.

It felt cold, but it always felt cold when I phased out. It felt colder
the deeper into what Grandpa called “phase state” I got. It wasn’t an
uncomfortable cold, more of a pleasant coolness. When I was out of
phase, it felt natural.

At the same time, color drained out of the world around me. Sure, that
might have been explained by going through a wall, but not really. Now
everywhere around me looked like a lightly tinted black and white film.

Well, except for me. I was completely in color—blue jeans, black top,
and my black “purse” looked exactly like they did normally.

In a second I’d floated through the wall, and hung above the grassy area
outside the restaurant. The benches, and the river lay below me. All I
had to do was find Julie—

“Guest,” said a low voice that could almost have been a growl. Unlike
the voices of the people below me, it wasn’t distorted.

I wasn’t alone.

Turning toward the voice, I began to pull up my arms as Lee had taught
me, ready to attack, ready to defend—even though it would have been
totally, utterly useless in this fight.

The restaurant had two of those strange looking lion statues on either
side of the entrance. One of them floated through the air toward me. It
made a regular, deep rumbling noise that didn’t quite sound like a
growl.

Oh God, it was laughing at me.

“Guest,” it said, “I mean you no harm. In fact, so long as your party
remains in the restaurant, I will protect you at all costs. Please
relax. You should have no need to use your training.”

It made a snorting noise.

Maybe I’d have been annoyed if I thought I had any chance of fighting it
off.

“Thank you,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “I don’t want to
offend you, but my friends and I were afraid that an alternate version
of someone we knew might have recognized us.”

It nodded slowly. “You speak of the one you call ‘Julie.’ She is no
longer on our grounds. If she should return, we will escort her away
from the premises and warn you.”

“Thank you.” I began to float back toward the wall I’d phased through.

“Wait,” the lion bounded over to me, its stone legs moving as well as
any live animal I’d seen.

In a low, growling voice, it said, “I’d like to give you some advice.”

“Please do,” I said. Because when guardian spirits ask you if you’d like
advice, you say yes.

“Be very careful of which room you return to. If you return to any other
private room than your own, I will have to remove you.”

I nodded. “I’ll remember that.”

“Please do,” it said. “My other word of advice is that you watch how
deeply you venture into the in-between spaces. In this place, the
distance between the worlds is quite thin. You might float into
another.”

“Thank you. I assure you that I’ll do my best to avoid that.”

“Excellent.” The lion turned, and in an instant stood next to the
entrance of the restaurant again.

I turned back toward the room, trying to remember which section of the
wall to plunge through.

Then it flickered, and for a second I could see Travis and the others
dimly.

“Thanks,” I muttered, flew through the wall, and faded into the normal
world.

Travis started. “I hate it when you do that.” He paused. “Are you okay?”

“Pretty good,” I said, “considering that I just got schooled by a
statue.”

I told them the whole story, explaining the statue and a little bit
about what’s like to phase out. I finished with, “Julie’s not here
anymore. I think we’ll be safe leaving after lunch.”

Tara had stopped eating while I talked. When I stopped, she started, her
words coming out all at once, moving her hands as she talked, “So that’s
how they keep tabs on everybody—I bet they’re listening to all of us.
And you wouldn’t believe the stories I’ve heard about people who started
fights here. They completely disappeared! I wonder if they’d talk to me
if said hi on the way out?”

Rod opened his mouth a couple times when it almost seemed like the
torrent of words would stop, but said nothing, looking
frustrated.

Samita broke through before he did, taking her hand away from her chin.
She’d been holding it there through most of what I’d said. “I can’t
believe I didn’t notice. I’ve been trained to notice when someone’s
bound a guardian spirit to an artifact.”

Her brows furrowed. “That might mean that they enchanted the spot to
discourage enchanters from examining it, or it might mean that I’m
completely unfamiliar with their techniques.”

Her voice trailed off as she thought about that, reminding me just a
little of Nick.

Rod didn’t hesitate to jump in. “The important thing is that Julie’s
gone. We should get out of here.”

Travis shook his head. “Maybe not. If she’s not going to bug us as when
we’re here, we should stay. If she’s watching for us, she’ll get bored
and find something else to do.”

Thinking back to how many times she showed up, I said, “It depends on
how obsessed she is.”

Travis sighed and nodded. “Got it. Point made. I’d say, let’s stay long
enough to eat, and then check outside again.”



An hour later, we stepped into the hall. Tara had already paid the bill.
We walked down the hall, Travis ducking to avoid hitting his head on the
red lights hanging from the ceiling.

I hadn’t thought about how he had to do that much lately.

Any thoughts I might have had about past dates, and how hard it had been
to kiss him vanished when I noticed we weren’t alone.

People were exiting a room ahead of us in the hall—and from the double
doors, it appeared to have been a big room. I was surprised by how
similar they looked. For a second I thought it was their uniforms.

They all wore black uniforms, but half of them seemed to be accented
with blue, and the other half with green. The material of the uniforms
reminded me of the bullet resistant material most supers used in their
costumes. They all almost looked like they might be related, but if they
were, their relationships didn’t include much trust.

They separated into two groups as they stepped out the door, the blue
group lingering on our side of the door. The green accented group
gathered around the other side of the door.

The groups stood just out of arms reach.

Without the accents on their clothes, it would have been impossible to
tell the groups apart. The men and women had blond hair, and square
jaws. The men stood a little taller than six feet with muscular frames.
The women were just a couple inches shorter and if not as muscular not
weak looking.

A moment later, I realized that the men didn’t have similar faces, but
the exact same one—blocky, but handsome, the kind of face you find on
pictures of knights. The women were almost the same, but not quite—wider
cheekbones, thicker lips, and wider eyes.

Tara stopped when she saw them, shrinking into herself. That’s when I
noticed that she looked like she could be the women’s younger sister.
Her face wasn’t quite the same, but it was close.

“Let’s stop here, and let’s not go out the door until they’re gone,” she
said. “It’ll be safer.”

I stepped ahead, standing in front of Tara. She didn’t complain.

After a moment the two groups started moving, walking with an easy grace
and power that reminded me a little of a tiger, and lot of the way Haley
and Travis moved.

Lee had been training me to notice it. It meant they might be fast
enough to hit me before I became intangible.

By the time we stepped into the main dining room with its tables,
servers, and easily more than one hundred people, Tara had recovered,
and was walking next to me.

She reached out and gave my hand a squeeze, and said, “Thanks,” before
letting go.

Quietly, I asked, “So, what was that all about?”

Tara bit her lip, and said, “Let’s talk about it outside.”

It didn’t take long to go outside. We passed the concrete lions without
anything weird happening, and found ourselves standing on the grass next
to the river again. Tara kept walking until we were out of earshot of
any of the other people.

Well, out of normal earshot—Travis could hear every conversation on the
lawn, and right then I was grateful for it.

Tara looked both ways before she said anything. “I was going to tell you
about them. It’s a standard part of the tour, but with me being who I
am, it gets… complicated.”

No one said anything while she paused.

“They call themselves ‘The True’. Most people in Infinity City call them
the ‘Blues’ or the ‘Greens’. It’s because of their eye color. Otherwise
it’s almost impossible to tell the difference. They’re from alternate
universes far enough away from here that the politics and culture issues
don’t make any sense at all.

“They were designed to be soldiers and police. Sometimes they were
created to protect a group. Sometimes they were created to keep society
under control. Either way, they were supposed to be perfect, or at least
better than most people. In some worlds, they destroyed everybody but
themselves. In others, they took over. The ones in this city are
refugees from worlds where their uprising failed, or the last remains of
the human race on a planet they destroyed.”

Rod nodded thoughtfully, but then frowned and asked, “What does all that
have to do with eye color?”

“Nothing. It only shows a difference. They’re all clones, but they’re a
little different from one universe to another. They notice the little
differences and don’t trust each other. The Blues and Greens are almost
the same, but they’re a little different philosophically, and in… eye
color.”

Tara trailed off, not looking bubbly or enthusiastic. To me, she looked
like one wrong word could leave her sobbing.

She had green eyes.

Travis put his hand on her shoulder. “If it bothers you, you can talk
about it later.”

She shook her head, her eyes glistening around the edges, but not
tearing up. “No, I’ll talk about it now, but thanks.”

She did a decent job of faking cheerfulness. Travis took his hand away,
and glanced at me, frowning. I knew he didn’t believe her either.

I’d liked that about him. Even if his insight came from better than
human senses, he paid attention to people.

“My mother was a Green. My father was a Blue. They ran away after Mom
became pregnant with me, and we hid, moving from one version of the city
to another until we got here.”

She stopped talking, and took a breath. Her voice became calmer, but
unnatural for her–distant and remote. “The Greens caught up with us, and
killed Mom, but the government took us in.”

Samita muttered, “That’s awful.”

Tara took another breath, and sounded more normal then she had. “I’m
fine. It happened seven years ago. I’m okay now.”

I doubted it.

My next question was a step back from the personal questions. “If we run
into them again, what are we facing?”

“It depends on the kind of True you’re facing. Most of them are
stronger, faster, and smarter than a normal person, but not all the
time. It’s based on a chemical trigger—a little like how adrenaline
works.”

“You too?” I asked.

She nodded. Then she gave everyone a smile, and said, “Does anyone else
have any questions? I’m supposed to have shown you more by now, and
given you a little free time. We should try to catch up.”

No one had questions. Tara said, “Great. There’s a bus stop at the end
of the block. Let’s start walking.”

Travis and I fell into step behind everyone else. Samita was asking Tara
something as they walked, and Rod walked between the two of them and the
two of us.

It felt a little strange. Travis and I hadn’t spent this much time
together in years—not outside of practice, or a fight.

“So,” I said, “great field trip, right?”

Travis laughed. “Couldn’t be better.”

“I know.” I smiled up at him. “Are we safe?”

“Can’t sense it if we aren’t. No raised heartbeats. No one smells
scared.”

That was saying something because it felt just like any big city. People
were everywhere. I counted ten people walking ahead of us on our side of
the street, and four were already waiting at the bus stop.

“That’s a relief.” I was about to ask him how the family restaurant
business was going when my phone rang.

I pulled it out of my pocket. I had one of the League phones Nick made
to pass as normal cell phones.

I checked the caller ID. It was my mom.

Did cellphone service even make it out here? Normal cellphone service,
that is. It didn’t surprise me that the League’s somehow did, but who
knew how Nick had managed it.

I took the call even though I was tempted to ignore it. Mom and I didn’t
always get along.

“Mom, I… didn’t expect to hear from you. It’s a program weekend, so I
might not be able to talk long.”

“Did I catch you at a bad time?”

She caught me off guard with that question. It depended on your
definition of bad. On the one hand, we’d barely avoided meeting up with
xenophobic, superpowered killers, and an alternate version of my
ex-boyfriend’s stalker. On the other hand, neither one was around right
now.

Not that I wanted to explain all of that to Mom. She was still
recovering from the last time she got near the superpowered pieces of my
life. Shooting Travis a look, I said, “I can talk for a little while.”

He raised an eyebrow.

Over the phone, Mom said, “It won’t take long. I’m sure a Stapledon
weekend is demanding enough. I’ve got a small question about Christmas.
Will Mary be coming?”

I nearly choked.

I’d dated Mary for about a month and half last spring. To say it hadn’t
ended well was a huge understatement. Plus, it was mostly my fault.
Plus… I hadn’t told Mom I was dating her.

EVER.

I did tell Nick, and I might have thought that he’d mentioned it without
thinking about it, but I’d never told him Mary’s name.

All at once I knew this was not my mom. This was the mom of some other
Rachel, a Rachel who was comfortable enough to tell her what was going
on in her life, and a version of my mom whose voice didn’t sound tired,
and have a little bit of an edge when she spoke to me.

“I’m sorry. I’ve got to go. I don’t know if Mary’s coming. Could you
call back later? Maybe thirty minutes from now?”

Sounding concerned, alterna-Mom said, “Is something wrong?”

“No, I need to go. Just call back, okay?”

“I will. Hopefully when you’re not busy, right?”

“Right.” We said our goodbyes and hung up.

I put my phone back into my pocket with a feeling of relief. The next
time I heard it ring, I’d let it go to voice mail. If I were lucky, it
wouldn’t ring at all, and her actual daughter would get the call.

Travis nodded sympathetically at me. “Something wrong?”

I said, “You don’t have to pretend you didn’t hear the whole
conversation. I just talked to an alternate version of my mom. It was
very weird.”

“Sorry. I wasn’t trying to fool you. It’s just, well, you know.” He
shrugged. “Think she’ll figure it out?”

“Apparently the other me tells her mom everything. She probably knows if
her daughter’s here. I didn’t even try to explain.”

I found that I’d only barely missed stepping on the back of the high
heels of the women ahead of me. Tara, Samita, and Rod were ahead of
them.

Dammit. I’d gotten distracted. At least we weren’t very far behind.

Travis kept up with me as I stepped onto the lawn of the church we were
passing to get around them. “And Mary’s your girlfriend?”

“Was my girlfriend. My very, very ex-girlfriend. It wasn’t working, and
I broke up with her.”

We made it around the women, and were only about ten feet behind the
others.

Travis smiled at me. “The way you said it, I’d expected you were going
to say she broke up with you.”

“I wish. After we broke up, she wanted to talk and talk about it, and I
wanted to be done. We ended up shouting at each other in the hallway of
the dorm. It’s the single most embarrassing thing that’s happened to me
in my life.”

“Yeah?” Travis gave me a slow smile.

When we’d broken up, we’d started a fight at a Christmas party attended
by his family, his extended family, and all his neighbors.

“Or maybe a close second,” I said.

“It’s nice to be remembered,” he said.

“For that? I don’t think so,” I said, but I smiled at him.

Calmly, he said, “I don’t even remember why we broke up.”

I thought about it. “I can’t remember exactly why either. I’m sure it
was something small and stupid.”

He shrugged. “We were in high school. You can’t expect us to have things
figured out.”

“I’m pretty sure we don’t have things figured out now.”

I was going to say more, but a woman’s voice rang out across the block.
It said, “All of you stop moving. Don’t do anything until I say you can
go.”

Everyone stopped—the people on the sidewalks, the cyclists, and even the
cars.

I didn’t move. It didn’t even occur to me that I could. Listening felt
like the most natural thing in the world to do. How could anyone argue
with that voice? You just wanted to obey it.

I kept facing straight ahead, so I don’t know where Julie came from—just
that she came from behind and to the left. I didn’t even know what was
on that side of the street because Travis and I had been talking, and
apparently neither one of us had been paying enough attention.

She stood in front of Travis and I, looking the two of us
over.

She had changed out of the jogging suit I’d seen her in while we’d had
lunch. Now that I wasn’t trying to avoid catching her eye, I could tell
she looked different than I remembered—different than our Julie. She
still had the same basic look—thin face and body, blond, and attractive,
but not really beautiful. That’s where the similarities ended. She
seemed older. I didn’t think she was much older, but her skin was drier,
and she wore a blue suit with pants.

I don’t think I’d ever seen our Julie look that professional. Not that
she’d ever looked scruffy, but I’d always pegged her as someone who
dressed first of all to make guys look at her. This was different.

I’d have called it progress except in combination with her calculating
expression, and the way the suit was worn around the cuffs, I couldn’t
quite feel good about it.

It hinted at a harder, and more desperate history.

Plus her hair… OK, and I don’t like to think of myself as the kind of
person who picks apart the appearance of people I don’t like, but she’d
dyed her hair just short of white. You could tell the difference because
her roots were coming in.

The color did not work with her skin, but I couldn’t tell her so. I was
too busy “being a good girl and listening to Mommy.”

She shook her head, looking up at me, and then higher to see Travis.
“What are the two of you doing here?”

Travis and I both started to explain simultaneously. She held up her
hand and said, “Stop. Don’t talk until I say you can talk. I can guess
anyway. You’re with Tara. She’s with the Stapledon program. So you’ve
got powers. Both of you have powers. That’s interesting. You’ll have to
tell me everything later.”

She smirked at us. “Because you will tell me everything. For now,
let’s get your group together again. All of you follow me. We’ve got
people to meet. Over here.”

We walked past the bus stop and around the corner. Buildings that seemed
little more than mirrored glass windows lined the street.

Julie held up her hand, and said, “Everyone stop.”

We stopped.

Traffic passed, but not much of it—less than I might have expected for a
four lane road downtown—just a few cars and a bus.

Julie checked her watch, and then pulled her phone out of her purse.

She didn’t dial. Instead, she held it up to her face and said, “Call
Blue leader.”

After a moment, she said, “Hi. I’ve got Tara, plus a few more.”

A pause, and then she said more, this time a little louder. “No, you
just get Tara. You’re in this for revenge, not profit, right? They’re
mine.”

Another pause.

“Okay, okay. It’s your van, and your people are involved, so you can
have a cut—ten percent.”

Julie gritted her teeth at whatever came over the phone next. “No. Not
thirty. Look, any time I want, I can make your people drive away, take
Tara, and sell her too. I’ll get more that way. Don’t kid yourself.”

A long pause followed. I came to myself just a little. I began to think.
She hadn’t told me not to phase out. If I phased out enough, maybe I’d
be able avoid hearing her next command.

I was beginning to push myself to try it when Julie checked her watch
again. “Fuck!”

She pulled the phone away from her mouth. “No one move! Don’t do
anything I didn’t tell you to do!”

So I stopped.

I’d like to say that some inner part of me was screaming, that it
rebelled against being ordered around by someone outside me, but it’s
not true. At that moment, following orders sounded like a good idea.

I couldn’t even manage to think enough to try to find loopholes, and I
desperately wish I could have. The idea that someone should have that
kind of power over someone else is simply wrong.

Julie put the phone next to her mouth again. “OK. Twenty percent, but no
more. OK? Good. Then come pick us up.”

She clicked on the phone, and put it back into her purse.

“You’ll all be very happy to know that I’ve made arrangements for us to
leave. Before the van comes, I’d like all of you to take off your
CDPS’s, and throw them next to the wall there. Don’t throw them anywhere
near me, or hard enough to go through the window.”

I unstrapped it from my wrist, and threw it. It hit the window, and slid
down to the concrete sidewalk. Everyone else did exactly the same.

When a blue van slowed, and stopped next to us, one of the True stepped
out. His uniform had blue accents on it.

“Step inside,” Julie told us.

We did.

The ride didn’t seem long, but for all I knew Julie’s voice might have
messed with my sense of time. She kept talking the whole time—when she
wasn’t questioning us.

She talked to Samita first. “Tell me your name and what you can do that
got you into the program. Be quick.”

Samita and Rod sat in the seats behind the driver. Julie had put herself
in the third row with Tara and told Travis and I to sit in the fourth.

Samita cleared her throat. “I’m Samita Nanda. I’m being trained as a
wizard, and specialize in creating objects with magical powers.”

Julie leaned her head back. I could only guess at her expression. “You
do magic? What have you got?”

“Got? A ring. It protects me against being hurt. They told us not to
bring anything obvious.”

“How does it work? Like a force field?”

Samita shook her head. “No. It’s just luck, but a very specific kind of
luck.”

Julie leaned forward. “It isn’t doing you much good now.”

Samita frowned for a moment. “Technically, I haven’t been
hurt.”

Turning her head to the right toward Rod, she said, “Not yet. Anyway,
everyone, as I said before, don’t move. Now you tell me your name and
your powers.”

Rod nodded. “Normally people call me Rod, but I’m Rodolfo—“

Julie laughed. “Seriously, Rodolfo? Where did you get that?”

Mostly hidden under his beard, Rod’s mouth twitched. “My adopted father
is a knight. He was born in the Middle Ages and rescued my mother—”

“Oh, come on…” Julie sounded like she was going to start laughing again.
“OK. Powers. What are they?”

“I don’t have powers. I’m half-troll. When I want to, I allow the troll
side of my nature to appear.”

Julie did start laughing then. “Sorry, but that’s just too weird. I’m
trying to imagine explaining you to a buyer.”

She turned around toward Travis and I. “Rachel, what are your powers?”

“Intangibility and invisibility.” I managed not to go into detail. That
was good. Sure, she’d said to be concise, but I could have told her
more. Part of me desperately wanted to.

Then, a little more slowly than normal, she asked, “What do you call
yourself when you’re in costume?”

“Ghost.”

Julie held her hands over her ears, and leaned forward as if she were
about to throw up. “Oh God, that hurts.”

She said it a couple more times, and then she sat up. Taking a breath,
she said, “What did you call your—“

She doubled over again. When she sat up, she turned toward Travis. “Your
powers?” It was as if she didn’t even remember what happened.

Travis said, “Strength, heightened senses, agility, and I can regenerate
a little. Plus I’ve got poisoned claws when I transform.”

Julie nodded, and paused. It seemed like she was about to ask him
something, but then she didn’t.

Soon after that, the driver stopped the van. Julie got out of her seat,
opened the side door, and said, “Everybody out. Follow me. If you think
you need to do something I haven’t told you to do, ask me first, and
don’t do it unless I say you can.”

I stepped out first, and found myself in front of an old building. It
might have been a shop once, but it didn’t have a sign any more. The
windows had long since been boarded up, and by this time even the
plywood covering the windows looked worn and gray.

The rest of the building matched the gray—except it was made of stone.

Fast food wrappers, old newspapers, and rotting food lay next to an
overturned trashcan on the sidewalk. Julie led us down the alley next to
the building, and we went in the side door.

Travis stepped inside, and as I followed, I noticed that while plywood
covered the outside of the door, the inside was very thick metal.

Julie led us into the basement. I’d expected it to be old concrete, but
it was all new—not exactly nice, but new.

It wasn’t a model for interior design—unless you really liked wood
paneling and linoleum. Except for a bucket in one of the corners, the
room was empty. The linoleum had a wood grain design, and the wood
paneling also looked like fake wood.

The combination couldn’t have been chosen for looks.

Julie directed us to stand in the middle of the room. We did.

She stood in the doorway—on the first step of the stairs.

“In a little while I’m going to leave you here. While I’m gone, I’m
going to need you to understand something—you can’t escape. I had this
room rigged for keeping people with powers. I call it the ‘Boom Room’.
If you push too hard on the walls, floor, or ceiling, it goes boom. If
you try to call up energy, it goes boom. If you try to teleport out, it
goes boom. If you try to float through the walls, it goes boom… Do you
get that? You’ll kill your friends even if you survive yourself.”

Then she shut the door, and turned off the lights.

We didn’t even have time to start thinking for ourselves before we heard
Julie’s voice again. Loudly, she said, “No one move!”

After a series of clicks, the lights came on and the door opened.

Julie stomped back into the room, took a breath, and glared at us as if
whatever she was angry about were our fault.

“I hate clients interrupting me. When they do it again and again, I
forget things. You know what I forgot? This. All of you, take off
anything that might help you escape, even if it means you have to strip
naked, and put it in a pile in front of me. Right there.”

She pointed at a spot on the fake wooden floor.

I’d worn a version of my costume under my clothes, so I did end up
stripping. So did Travis and Tara.

I suppose it might have been more awkward if we weren’t all in mind
control happy land, but still, I noticed that Rod and Samita only put
two rings, Samita’s jacket, and their cellphones on the pile.

Lucky them.

Travis and I added our uniforms and League cellphones. Tara lay a white
unitard there—leaving her in her underwear. Her physique reminded of
Cassie’s—her muscles weren’t bulging everywhere, but they were defined.
Tara was taller though.

Naturally because Julie hadn’t told us to put our clothes back on, we
hadn’t.

It would be nice to think that she’d forgotten, but since she was
selling us I wasn’t about to give her the benefit of the doubt. And I
was right. She gave Travis a long look, smirked at me, and left,
shutting the door behind her. It clicked a few times as she walked up
the stairs, holding our costumes to her chest with one arm. She’d put on
the rings, and put the phones in Samita’s jacket’s pockets.

Well, at least we had clothes–lying on the floor in their own piles.
Jerk.

“Don’t move,” she’d said as she shut the door.

We stood there, waiting for our chance to do something just like last
time, but with one difference. She’d forgotten to turn off the lights.

After what felt like ages, I could move. I picked my shirt off the
floor, and pulled it over my head. Then I went for my pants.

Travis and Tara were doing the same.

I buttoned my pants and pulled up my zipper. “I hope we’re all thinking
about how to get out.”

Travis grimaced. “I’m trying, but we could use your brother right now.
He might enjoy the challenge.”

“No kidding. He would.” I frowned. “Assuming we get of of this, the rest
of us need to cross train. I don’t know anything about disarming bombs.
Do you?”

Travis shook his head. “No.”

Samita stared at the door, and stamped her foot. “I can’t do anything. I
know spells that might help, but all my equipment’s in my jacket.”

Rod walked over to the door, and knocked on it with his hand. It made a
solid sounding clunk. “Do you think she’s bluffing? Sure, she said
everything will blow up, but I mean really… I can believe she’d set
things up to explode if someone tries to punch through, but I’ve got a
harder time believing she’s got stuff that detects every power or
something.”

Travis nodded. “Makes sense to me, but I’m not a technical guy. I’d say
let’s test it out, but the hard part’s going to be trying the stuff that
doesn’t go boom before the stuff that does, right?”

“Well, yeah…” Rod’s speech trailed off, and he stood there, thinking.

Tara looked around the room, and entered the conversation with, “If it’s
a choice between dying here or being given to the True, I’d prefer to
die here.”

Travis shook his head, “What? Are you sure about that? I’m not saying
they’re nice guys, but isn’t that a little extreme? Even if we can’t
escape and they get you, you still might get away later.”

Tara nearly shouted her reply. “No! I’ll die either way. My Mom’s people
killed her. The Blues will try to kill my dad. He’ll come here to save
me, and they’ll kill me after they know he’s dead.”

She marched over to one of the walls. I thought for a second she might
be about to punch it, but she didn’t. She raised her head, and looked up
toward where the wall met the ceiling.

I didn’t know what she was thinking, but I could hope. We were in the
basement. Looking up might mean that she was still thinking about how to
get out.

“Let’s take this from another perspective,” Travis said, “if it
explodes, who’s going to survive?”

“Me,” I said. “Unless she’s got one of those machines that stops me from
phasing out.”

Rod looked up from the spot of floor he’d been staring at. “Me
too—unless the explosion’s really big. I can take a lot as a troll, but
there’s a limit.”

Travis nodded. “I know Rach can’t take anyone along with her. Any chance
you could shield the rest of us?”

Rod shrugged. “If I know where the blast is coming from, sure. Unless
it’s coming from all directions.”

“Hey,” I said, “maybe instead of assuming the blast will go off we
should come up with a way to avoid it. If we could make earplugs, we’d
have the advantage.”

“The problem is,” Samita said, “that she probably won’t come back
alone.”

Rod cleared his throat. “Something I just thought of. What are the
chances that she’d be bugging this room?”

“She’s not,” Travis said.

Rod raised an eyebrow. “How do you know?”

“Remember when she was negotiating how much the Blue Leader’s cut would
be? I could hear both sides of the conversation. She’s running off to
meet the guy now, and then they’re coming back here. The place might be
bugged, but she doesn’t have time to pay attention to us now.”

Rod nodded.

Travis gave everyone a confident smile. “Now we’ve just got to figure
how we’ll escape.”

Tara turned away from the wall to say, “But how? She took everything
that might help.”

Still sounding confident, Travis said, “I don’t know, but this is our
best chance. The League’s been in worse situations than this, and
survived. I’m sure you have too. I’m sure if we keep our minds on the
goal, we’ll get out.”

And right there, that was the football player coming out. I’d heard him
with his team, oh, dozens of times it seemed like while we were
together, and he’d sounded exactly like that.

I’d loved that about him—everything sounded possible. It wasn’t always
true, but believing it could only help.

I looked over at Samita. “You said you could do something if you had
your equipment. What?”

Samita looked up from the floor. “If I had my chalk, I could put up a
protective circle.”

Travis nodded approvingly. “That’s what I’m looking for. Do you have to
have chalk?”

Samita didn’t say anything for a second, but then said, “No. I could use
anything that leaves a mark.”

Travis held up one hand, and watched as it turned grayish. His
fingernails grew, and turned milky white.

“What about if you told me how but I drew it?”

Samita shook her head. “I have to. You won’t be able to do it right.”

Travis’ expression tightened, but he only said, “Are you sure about
that?”

Samita didn’t do nearly as good a job of hiding her frustration when she
said, “Yes.”

“OK. I’m not trying to push. Just trying to get us over the hump here.”

Samita didn’t say anything.

Travis looked over at me. Yeah. As if I had any ideas. Okay, I had
plenty of ideas, but none of them were going to help us disarm a
bomb—not to mention bombs plural. Especially if I didn’t know where they
were.

I said, “I feel like we’re going in circles. We can’t try anything
because we don’t know anything. We don’t know anything because we don’t
dare try anything. I should phase out and find out what happens. The
room might not blow up.”

“And it might,” Travis said, “How are we going to handle that?”

“I don’t know. If you can hear a hint of it, maybe you and Rod could
jump through the walls backwards, so Samita and Tara don’t get hurt?”

Travis didn’t say anything. Then, “I was hoping for something a little
less desperate.”

“I don’t know if you noticed, but desperate is all we’ve got right now.”

Travis exhaled, and put his hand to his chin, sitting and thinking.

I couldn’t complain. I got it. I’d just proposed something that might
kill half the group—not including me, but maybe including him. You
didn’t do that casually. I didn’t really want him to.

I might have sat down myself then, except that I happened to put my hand
in my jacket’s pocket. I didn’t, as it happened, find a ring of
invisibility (and what a relief because that would have been completely
useless).

Instead I found something wrapped in plastic. I pulled it out. It was a
fortune cookie.

I hadn’t taken any of the fortune cookies that came with the bill. I
knew that because I haven’t liked them since I was, I don’t know,
thirteen? For one thing, they’re about as Chinese as I am, and for
another, they’re almost all sugar.

I unwrapped it, broke the cookie open, and ate it. It was just as sugary
as I remembered.

I read the fortune. In red letters, it said, “You are your own best
help.”

The other side informed me that my lucky number was 42.

It was highly anti-climactic. I’d half expected to find something useful
in the cookie. It was possible after all, that the lion statue had
slipped it into my pocket, but if that were true, he’d given me the
wrong cookie. I’d gotten the regular cookie instead of the
obliquely-insightful-if-you-looked-at-it-sideways cookie.

I threw the fortune in the bucket in the corner of the room. None of us
had used it for the intended purpose.

Yet.

Looking away from the bucket, I noticed the door, and I realized
something.

Julie wouldn’t want to blow herself up. She’d have to turn the bombs off
before she came into the room. The only question was how soon.

I crossed the room, and sat down. I pulled my jacket off, and pulled it
partly over my head as if I were trying to block out the light. Then I
put my fingers in my ears.

So, maybe I should have told everybody to do the same thing, but if she
had any cameras in the room, Julie would notice.

Travis gave me a look, his expression carefully blank. He’d noticed.

It wasn’t more than ten minutes before she came back, and that was good,
because keeping your fingers in your ears for more than a few minutes
gets old quickly.

I’d taken them out for a second when Travis said, “She’s opening the
door in the alley.”

I put them back in, creating the best seal I could.

Not long after, Julie started saying something to all of us in the room.
I don’t know what. I couldn’t understand it, but, that didn’t stop me
from feeling strangely relaxed when she spoke.

I wondered for a second why I had my fingers in my ears, but then I
remembered.

I sat there, and I might have sat longer, still wondering when I should
start to do something, but she didn’t let me.

Julie said something, and then everyone started walking toward me.

I phased backward through the wall.

Remembering the lion’s advice, I stayed as close to the reality I was in
as I could. I didn’t make an effort to let sound reach my ears, and so I
floated through the wall in an eerie silence.

I happened to check the other side of the wall as I floated through. The
cheap, fake wood paneling turned out to be just as fake as I’d guessed.
Wooden beams and plywood held it up. The real, concrete basement walls
were three feet further back, and between them sat machines. Maybe my
brother would have been able to name each one instantly, but I couldn’t.

On the other hand, maybe Nick wouldn’t have been able to recognize them
either. They didn’t look high end. Improvised would have been a kind
word for it. Think computer desktops without the covers, and circuit
boards with wires soldered on and leading from the boards across the
floor and into the wood paneled walls.

I recognized the electrical outlets at least. Every plug was filled, and
each electrical cord led to a surge protector filled with a spaghetti
mess of more extension cords.

For a second, I thought about pulling them, but didn’t. I knew it
couldn’t be that simple.

Some of the wires from the circuit boards led into gas cans wrapped in
duct tape. I tried not to think about that. For just a second when I’d
been leaning against the wall, I’d thought I’d smelled gas. I’d never
imagined we were surrounded by it.

The next time I got captured by slavers, I’d go higher end.

Not wanting to waste any more time, I flew through the concrete, finding
myself in the stairwell.

I’d turned invisible on the way through the wall and that was good.
Julie stood at the bottom of the stairs.

She was shouting something at the door to our holding room, but of
course I didn’t know what.

A metal access panel hung open on the wall. It looked like the house’s
breaker box. Knowing what I’d just seen in the walls, I guessed it had
to be the room’s makeshift control panel.

She moved her right hand away from the board, and that’s when I moved,
flying out of the stairway, and punching her in the back of her head.
For a moment, it seemed like I wasn’t going to hit her. She’d stumbled,
and her head dipped. It would have been a glancing blow, but she
recovered her balance enough to move her head back where it was supposed
to be. I hit solidly.

I’d only phased my hand back into reality, but that was enough. She fell
forward, hitting the door, and falling to the concrete floor.

She didn’t move.

I bent over and held my hand a couple inches from her mouth. She was
still breathing. Good. I hadn’t intended to kill her. On the other hand,
when I considered what she was doing with her life, I think I could have
lived with it.

What did she think the Blues were going to do with Tara? Julie had to
know they were going to kill her.

How many other people had Julie sold, and who—men, women, children? At
that thought, I could have kicked her, but didn’t.

I stood up, and looked through the window on the door. Travis and the
rest had blank expressions on their faces. They stood, staring at the
spot where I’d phased into the wall.

Julie had told them to pull my fingers out of my ears or something, but
hadn’t told them what do if I completely disappeared.

On the off-chance that she’d told them what to do if I reappeared, I
couldn’t let them out.

Fuck. What could I have been I thinking? Not telling them what I was
doing had seemed to make sense. She would have noticed if we’d all put
fingers in our ears. And you know she’d have had a plan for that.

Still, if I’d told everybody, maybe we could have done something better.

Shaking my head, I decided to stop worrying about it. What’s done was
done.

Finding a knife in her purse, I cut a sleeve off her shirt (she wore a
long sleeve shirt under her suit coat). Then I gagged her with it. I
used the other sleeve to tie her hands behind her back.

Now I just had to wait until they came to their senses.

A minute passed—or something like that. I switched between watching if
Julie had woken up to checking the expressions of everyone in the room.
Nothing changed.

There has to be some kind of cosmic law dictating that anything you
watch stays the same, but the things that you lose track of will bite
you in the ass before you have time to think.

Or maybe that just happens to me.

I was looking through the door’s window when someone knocked on door at
the top of the stairs—the one to the outside. Whoever it was knocked
hard. “What’s going on in there? I thought you said this would be
quick.”

I didn’t have time to think. I shouted back, “Give me a second. I’m
having trouble disarming the bombs!”

The voice on the other side of the door said, “Damn it. Take the time
you need.”

Mentally congratulating myself for that one, I looked through the
window, and found Travis staring back at me. In a low voice, he said,
“Rachel? Are you back there?”

Behind him, Tara said, “Please be there.”

I turned visible, and said, “Yes.”

Below me, Julie muttered, “Mrff.”

So, Julie was awake, and what great timing. What would happen first?
Would her friends notice that it hadn’t been her shouting back, or would
Julie manage to take off her gag?

It’s days like that that made me want to get out of bed in the morning.

“Time to move,” Travis said, “grab her keys, and get us out of here.”

I looked down at the door. It had a key, and a dial—like on a
combination lock or a safe.

That explained all the clicks when she’d opened the door.

“Not that simple,” I told him. “I don’t know the door’s combination.”

“Combination?” His mouth twisted, probably in frustration. “You’ve got
Julie, right? Make her tell you.”

I looked at Julie. She didn’t say anything.

It was hard to tell through the gag, but it looked like she was smiling.
Worse, all she had to do was stall. She could even pretend to cooperate.
I wasn’t going to remove her gag, so we’d have to play twenty questions
or she’d have to mime it. Either way, I’d bet the Blues would be coming
down the stairway before she finished.

“Not that simple,” I said, and tried to think about what I could do. I
could have asked Travis to rip the door out. It might have worked—or
made the room explode.

I spied Julie’s suit jacket. It had a gun in the pocket, a small one
with arabic writing on the side. I’d seen it when I cut her shirt
sleeves off, but hadn’t grabbed it because there hadn’t been much of a
point.

I picked it up, ejected the magazine, and checked the barrel from the
back. It had a full magazine plus one in the chamber.

I pointed it at her. “Julie, I know you’re planning to stall, so let me
tell you why you won’t. If they come down here, I’ve got your gun, and
if we get into a firefight, everything’s going to blow up. The gas cans
won’t need much to go off—just one good ricochet. So you know what you
need to do? Help me with the combination. I’m going to start now. Nod if
I need to start with the key. Shake your head for the dial.”

She didn’t move at all.

Crap. How far was I going to go? I wasn’t going to threaten anything I
wasn’t willing to do. That left out killing no matter how much she
deserved it.

From the stairs, a man’s voice shouted, “Are you close?”

“Working on it!” They weren’t going to believe me for long—if they still
did. Except for being female and twenty-something, I didn’t sound that
much like Julie.

I needed to get at this from another angle.

Samita and Rod had both come to the door, and stood on either side of
Travis. Tara stood behind them.

“What do you need to make a protective circle?”

Samita’s brow furrowed, and then she said, “Anything I can write with.”
Then she glared at Rod. “Not pee.”

He shrugged. “That was a joke—mostly, but ink’s liquid. It could work.”

Ignoring him, Sam turned back toward me. “I’ve got everything I need in
my coat. Where did she put it?”

It was my turn to shrug. “Don’t know, but I’ve got your rings. She was
wearing them.” I’d taken them off when I’d tied her hands.

I reached through the door, and handed the rings over. I made my hand
and the rings solid, feeling the touch of Samita’s fingers as she
scooped the rings up.

“She was wearing both of them?” Samita sounded shocked.

“Is that bad?” I asked.

“It’s complicated,” she said, “but it shouldn’t work.”

“Give me a second.” I turned invisible and intangible, and flew upwards.

The first level wasn’t much. The windows had been boarded up. Light came
in through a couple knotholes. Plus, they hadn’t covered over the very
top of the window on the left for some reason. A rectangle of sunlight
hit the middle of the room, showing the worn boards and the dust
particles in the air. Whatever this shop had sold, they’d left nothing,
but bare wooden floor.

I flew toward the back, passing the counter. Even the cash register had
been pulled out.

The back held only empty shelves.

I was wasting time. I could have flown up into the second floor, but I
doubted Julie would have taken it up there. I had no idea where though.

I decided to get back downstairs, making a quick detour past the side
door to see if my guess about who’d been shouting at us was right.

I floated through the wall, and found myself in a hallway that turned
into a stairwell at the side door. That wasn’t the good part though. Our
stuff was sitting on the floor just to the left of the door—our
costumes, cellphones and Samita’s red jacket.

I materialized, and I was about to grab the stuff when the same voice
from the outside that I’d been hearing shouted, “We’re coming in!”

Then I heard the sound of boards breaking. The door had been covered
with plywood on the outside. On the inside though, it was metal, and it
rung with the hit. It even bent a little.

They’d probably blast through in another hit.

They needed a reason to reconsider that plan.

I turned invisible, and intangible, and stuck my head partway out the
door. Even the alley felt bright after being in the basement, but it
wasn’t so bright that I missed what was going on outside. Seven of the
Blues stood in the alley.

The biggest of them stood in the middle of the alley, beginning to run
toward the door.

I waited until he was within a couple steps, made myself visible (but
transparent) and shouted, “Merry Christmas!”

His eyes widened, and he stumbled, missing the door and hitting the wall
to my left. Bits of brick fell where he hit.

Deciding they needed more of a reason to stay back, I pulled out Julie’s
gun, and shot the next nearest Blue soldier in the gut.

She folded like she’d been punched, her hair falling into her face as
she bent over.

I hadn’t killed her. I hadn’t planned to either. I’d thought the
material looked like the kind my grandfather designed for the League,
and then improved again and again over the years. With one shot, I’d
proved my guess right.

Better than getting it wrong for sure, but I wasn’t going to dwell on
that.

Then I flew completely out of the door, shooting toward the woman I’d
shot, and turning invisible.

Not waiting to see the results, I dove back into the building, and
grabbing Samita’s jacket I flew down the stairs, through the door, and
inside.

Landing behind everybody (I’d flown through them), and turning visible,
I dropped the jacket. “Sam, you said everything you needed was in here?”

They turned around, all of them with slightly different looks of
surprise on their faces. Well, except for Travis. He smiled a little.

Samita recovered from her surprise quickly enough. “Not everything,” she
said, “but enough for a protective circle.”

“Good because we’ll need one. Like now. They’re probably looking for me
outside, but it won’t be long before they break down the door…”

“And we still haven’t figured out how to get out without making the room
explode,” Travis said.

“Right,” I said, “so Sam, assume I’m going to shoot the hell out of the
floor. You’ll be alright, right?”

Sam drew in a breath, barely moving her lips. “I think so.”

Travis blinked at that. “I thought you said you could.”

Sam shook her head. “I said I knew spells that might help, and I’m sure
they can. I’ve never tried them in a situation like this.”

Rod met Travis’ eyes. “She gets nervous. It always works out.”

“Sam,” I waved my hand to get her attention, and got, well, everybody’s…
“Do it now, and if you can block sound separately, do it first. I might
not be able to watch Julie every second.”

Then I floated up a few feet. “I’m grabbing the rest of our stuff while
I still can.”

From above came the sound of a solid thud with little bit of a metallic
ring.

They were back to knocking the door down. It wouldn’t last long.

I shot up toward the stairway, passing over Julie. She wasn’t free, but
she was rocking herself as she lay on her back, moving her shoulders.

Of course she was trying to get free. I knew she would, but, it was one
more thing, you know?

I didn’t grab our stuff when I reached the top. I flew out the door
again—completely invisibly that time.

I came out a little above everybody’s heads. The Blues stood next to the
door—which had seen better days. Only a few scraps of it’s plywood
disguise hung on around the edges. The dent in the upper half of the
door had to be four inches deep. It wasn’t going to take long.

“—one more hit,” the big guy was saying to the rest of them. “I
guarantee it.”

Did I have any way to delay them some more? Ideally one where I didn’t
need to stay to keep it going? Something clever.

Unfortunately clever wasn’t coming.

I flew over to the front of the building—where we’d turned into the
alley—and started shouting, “Greens, they’re over here!”

It was almost clever, but not very.

They all turned in the same near instantaneous, fluid motion. By the end
of the turn, they all had guns in their hands, and they were all firing.

Bullets flew through where I floated, all of them accurate enough not to
hit the building I floated next to. They’d guessed my location from my
voice which meant they either had hearing like Travis, or hadn’t Tara
said something about a kind of temporary special intelligence in combat
situations?

Whatever it was, two of them came down the alley toward me, one of them
looking up, the other ahead. They’d barely exchanged a word with the
others.

Not wanting to find out if they had a clever idea, I dove back into the
building, swooping back inside to grab the costumes and cellphones. I
put my cell back into my pocket where it belonged, but I didn’t have
time to put on my costume. I carried them all down the stairs.

I flew over Julie. She was still tied up.

She screamed gibberish at me through her gag. I’d learned something
useful from Lee. Ok, I’d learned a lot of useful things from Lee, but I
hadn’t expected to remember anything he’d told me about tying knots.

Ignoring her, I phased each piece of clothing individually through the
door. Together they’d been heavy enough that I’d had to leave them in
the real world while I carried them.

As I passed the last piece through, the door upstairs crashed open.

I phased through the door, watching as Travis ran for the circle. With
two long strides, he stood inside it with everyone else.

The moment he was inside, Samita drew a final symbol in black permanent
marker. I’d have asked her about that, but she said a word, and a
shimmering blue-white light shot up at the edge of the circle.

The sound of heavy footsteps came from the stairs, and soon one of the
Blues were looking through the window at me.

I phased out enough that I couldn’t hear anything. That might have been
for the best because the guy at the window started talking. It was
anybody’s guess what he said.

I pulled out my gun, and pointed it at the wall. “This is your last
chance. Leave now, or I shoot one of the gas cans, and you go boom.
We’ll be fine.”

In the back of my mind, I wondered if gas cans really exploded when they
got shot. If they didn’t this was about to get even more complicated.

I gave them a few moments, and that was a mistake.

Remember how I’d protected myself by phasing out enough not to hear?
It’s great for avoiding control by super-powered slavers, but not so
good for hearing what’s going on.

My fear was that they’d take Julie’s gag out, and she’d start telling me
what to do. What I didn’t think of was that they’d take her gag off, and
she’d immediately tell them how to turn off the bombs and open the door.

I don’t know if that’s what happened, but as I was about start my final
countdown, the door opened, and the Blues walked in with Julie.

She stood with them, trying to order everyone inside the circle to do
something.

Not that I had any idea what.

I faded out of visibility and flew over toward the circle, becoming
visible, but not tangible in a spot directly inbetween the circle, and
the door.

“This is your last chance,” I said. “I’m going to blow this place up
whether you leave or not. One…”

The Blues looked at each other. Julie said something.

“Two…”

Julie shouted a command, her face reddening as she screamed.

“Three.”

I started floating toward the wall. I didn’t move my body at all. I held
myself as if standing, and willed myself forward, looking unnatural as I
flew. Or so I hoped.

You’ve got to pay attention to these things. That’s one of the things
Nick doesn’t notice. He thinks a fight is just a fight. He misses that
any time you’ve got an audience, it’s a performance.

If it had been a play, my part would have been named “Your Inevitable
Death,” and if I played it well enough nobody would have to die.

I kept my expression calm and focused on the wall, Julie’s gun ready in
my hand, and it worked. They bought it.

Julie started running for the stairway as one of the Blues tried to
attack me. He  struck at me, his hands a blur of blows that would have
killed me if I’d been solid.

A year ago, I might have freaked out. After a nearly a year of working
with Lee, I stayed calm, and stayed intangible.

Well, mostly calm. I held on by taking deep breaths, but not obvious
breaths, okay?

In a moment, the flurry of strikes ended. The man stepped back, and all
at once, the Blues ran for the stairway too.

I continued on through the wall into the domain of jury-rigged
computers, gas cans, and concrete. I was alone, giving me time to think.
Did I really want to blow up the building and risk killing people?

I took a breath, reminded myself that they were slavers, and that the
Blues would kill Tara and her father the first chance they got.

That was enough. I could go through with it.

Once through I had a new question to ask myself. What can should I shoot
first? The basement had an embarrassment of riches in that
department—provided you redefined riches to mean gas cans.

I chose the nearest, pulled the gun out, and fired, steeling myself for
the blast.

Which didn’t come. The gunshot ripped a hole in the side of the can, and
knocked it over. Gas spilled on the floor.

I tried to think of a good way to light the gasoline. I didn’t have
matches or a lighter. I’d quit smoking years ago—after Grandma was
diagnosed with lung cancer.

Could the flash from the gun’s muzzle do it? I doubted it. I didn’t see
anything metal that I felt comfortable wacking against the concrete in
the hope I might get sparks. Besides, to create sparks that way, enough
of me would have to be phased in to hold the metal.

Annoyingly, my grenades were on my utility belt, and my belt was back at
the Stapledon program’s underground base. Mentally I cursed the stupid
requirement that caused me to leave it, my costume, and my own weapons
at home.

Avoiding trouble because you didn’t look like you were looking for
trouble made some sense, but if you found it anyway, you were so
screwed.

I flew back through the wall. No one, but our people were in the
basement. Good, but we probably didn’t have long before they came back
down.

Then I looked at the bluish-white glow around the circle, and wondered
how the hell I was going to explain all this since Samita had obviously
blocked sound.

As I landed next to the circle, Sam stepped forward, breaking the
circle.

“I shot one of the cans, but it didn’t explode.”

Sam wrinkled her nose. “That’s why it smells like gas.”

“Yeah. We’d better get out of here—like now,” I said. “They won’t be
running right back in here, but if it doesn’t blow up soon, they’ll be
back.”

Tara stepped out with Travis and Rod. “We’ve got fifty-three seconds
before they come back in.”

I looked at her. “What? How do you know?”

Tara shook her head. “Forty-nine seconds.” Pointing to one of the
corners, she said, “Travis, if you take out the beams right there, we’ll
be able to exit out the side door of the back room. They won’t see us
because they’ve moved to get away from the blast.”

When Travis didn’t instantly move, she said, “Thirty-eight seconds. Go!”

He went, changing from a big guy who was muscled like a football player
to an even bigger guy with fangs, and clawed hands and feet.

Stepping next to Samita I asked, “Who gave Tara the brain transplant?”

Samita didn’t say anything, and honestly, I had been kind of rude. Not
that Tara seemed to hear.

She waved us forward, following Travis toward the corner—though not too
closely. She didn’t have a death wish. Travis had already reached out,
stuck his claws into one of the wooden beams that held up the floor
above us and ripped it down.

He didn’t even act as if there were any resistance. In one moment, the
beam was holding up the floor. In the next, it was in two pieces, both
of them dangling from the ceiling. In the moment after that, Travis
ripped a hole in the floor large enough for any of us to crawl through.

Tara turned toward us, and said, “Quickly, now. Samita and Rod, please
climb through. Travis help them up. I’ll go last.”

She didn’t say anything, but it wasn’t as if I needed help. I turned
intangible, and floated up through the ceiling. I was still carrying my
costume—not my regular one, but what Nick called a “stealth suit,” the
version that could fit under my clothes. So far as I could tell, Travis
and Tara weren’t carrying theirs. They must have changed while they were
in the circle.

The bluish glow must have given them some kind of privacy.

I turned completely invisible as I passed through the wall, coming out
in an alley, but not much of an alley. The door where we’d come in with
Julie opened into an alley wide enough for a small car. The alley on
this side looked like it would barely allow the door to swing open.

As I hung in midair, the side door did open, and I was wrong. It hit the
wall of the building next to it, a brown, brick building with barred
windows. Samita stepped out, followed by Rod, and then Travis and Tara.

I floated over to them, and turned visible.

Tara didn’t wait, “Quickly, this way!” She led us into the alley that
ran in between the back entrances of two rows of buildings. She led us
down the alley. All the buildings we passed had wooden loading docks,
and stairs in the back. I’m sure I saw a wagon wheel behind one of them.

I didn’t have time to really look at it because Tara shouted, “Over
here!” Then she ran between two buildings out of the alley.

I followed her. We all followed her.

We came out into the street. On one side (our side), all the buildings
still looked like they’d been abandoned sometime in the late 1800’s, but
on the other side of the street, all the buildings looked like they’d
been designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. Well, maybe not Frank Lloyd Wright
himself, but maybe a less imaginative, and slightly insane student? They
looked as though someone had liked the Guggenheim Museum, and designed
variations on it all the way down the block.

All the buildings were white. Some were shaped like cylinders that
bulged outward at the second floor. Others were bulging rectangles or
squares, some of them with balconies, and windows that jutted out above
the street or even other buildings.

I wanted to point out what it was to somebody, but I didn’t get the
chance because of, well, you know, survival.

Breathlessly Tara looked up and down the street and said, “They’ll have
discovered we’re not there by now, and they might be getting a little
desperate.”

“Desperate, how?” I asked, because that didn’t sound good at all.

Tara checked the alley we’d just stepped out of. Aside from a dumpster
(and probably rats), it was empty.

“Desperate enough,” Tara said, “to call for help. The True don’t like
each other, but they hate  crossbreeding between their groups even
more.”

She took a breath. “I”m so sorry I got you into this, but they didn’t
used to come this far.” She took another breath. “Anyway, Rachel, you
and Travis have team communicators, right?”

I didn’t have time to say yes before she continued.

“Get into the air, and tell Travis if you see more of them coming.
Meanwhile, we’ll try to lose them, and I’ll see if I recognize where we
are. Julie can’t have taken us far. We have to be close to your reality.
It’s just a matter of finding landmarks.”

I did take to the air, flying above the architectural nightmare below,
searching the streets and alleys for people running, or cars full of
identical soldiers.

It was still early in the afternoon. I could feel the sun, and a light
breeze. It felt like a good day, or like it should have been one—if we
weren’t hiding from fanatics in an unknown alternate universe. At that
thought, I felt a brief, but visceral fear, because we weren’t just
running, we could already have lost our home universe forever. Sure,
Tara might think she could find her way, but I knew people got lost
permanently.

Ask Dixie Superman about that sometime—assuming the guy wasn’t dead.

I pulled out my phone to make a test call. Travis and the others were
walking between two of the white buildings toward the next block over.

I tapped my phone’s screen. It said, “Infinity City Cross-Dimensional
Network. Connect?”

I hesitated, but clicked on the connect button. It opened to our home
screen which looked normal—except that at the top it said, “-0.27
Realities.” Weirder, on the “Team Members” list it showed Travis and
myself, but also:

∞ Ghostgirl

∞ The Rocket

I stared at the phone’s screen, trying to remember what Nick had told me
about his design. He’d put the phones together last spring when we’d
been facing the remnants of the Cabal. After a moment, I remembered
everything.

Nick had used the the Defenders teams’ communication protocols for our
communicators. They were based on protocols Grandpa designed, and they’d
become a standard. It wasn’t much of a jump to guess that he’d designed
them to work here too—especially when I remembered that Dixie Superman
got lost and came through Infinity City to our world. Grandpa
successfully visited Dixie Superman’s reality once, and he would have
needed a way to get back.

I could easily see Nick throwing in a way to detect which reality we
were in if he had access to Grandpa’s plans.

This was the best news I’d had in hours, and I might have screamed in
relief—except I didn’t—and that was good, because as I floated there,
another name appeared on the team list:

∞ Red Lightning

And that put a whole new spin on everything—what with Red Lightning
having betrayed the original Heroes League, and being, well, dead.

In our universe, at least.

Not that it had to be a Red Lightning like ours. There had to be some
universe where that name wasn’t stained, allowing Vaughn to take on his
grandfather’s identity. I might just be seeing alternates of Nick,
Vaughn, and me. If I was lucky, they might all be Stapledon students. If
I was unlucky, they might be from a universe where the whole Heroes
League joined in on Red Lightning’s plans instead of fighting them.

I called Travis.

He didn’t pick up instantly. It took at least five rings, and while I
waited, I looked down toward the building we’d escaped from. All six of
the Blues plus Julie were walking down the alley we’d used. Ahead of
them, a small, silvery ball floated, steadily moving forward.

It stopped at the spot where I floated away from the rest of the group,
but after a moment, it started moving again.

That’s the moment when Travis picked up the phone, and he didn’t start
with “hello.” He said, “Did you see who’s on the team list?”

“Yes, and that’s the least of our problems. Julie and the Blues are
tracking you. They’ve got some kind of device, and they’re less than a
block away now.”

Travis muttered something, possibly to Tara, and said, “Does crossing
the street and going through to another block look good to you?”

They’d crossed through to another block since I’d taken to the air. This
one looked like it was out of the 50’s—neon signs everywhere, but since
it was day, none of them were on. At the end of the street, two golden
arches stuck out of a flat roofed building that had the word,
“McDonald’s” on it.

Meanwhile, none of the cars or people looked like they were from the
1950’s. They looked as modern as anybody I’d seen.

I took a second look at the cars when I noticed men and women in black
costumes riding in the back of a green pickup truck, and turning down
the street. A group of True on motorcycles rode down the next block
over.

“No, there’s a bunch of them coming down the street toward you, and
there’s more on the street past that. Can you hide?”

Travis didn’t reply at first. Then he said, “We’ll try.”

“Good luck. I’m going to slow Julie down.”

I dove toward them, pulling out Julie’s gun. When I got close, I moved
the gun partially inside the floating ball and pulled the trigger. For
an instant when I put the gun inside it, it seemed to move left, as if
it were trying to get away. If it was, it didn’t move quickly enough.

The bullet phased into normal reality inside the ball, destroying it in
an explosion and shower of sparks. It fell to the ground.

I flew away, not hearing their response because I’d already phased out
enough that I couldn’t hear anything.

That might have been a mistake—not because I couldn’t hear Julie. That
had been a great idea, but what was not so great? I couldn’t hear
anything. I might as well have been in space.

I flew back towards our people, shooting through a barbershop in one of
the white, psuedo-Guggenheim buildings, and coming out of a laundromat
on the other side. A flat roofed building with a wide parking lot, it
had a big rocket-shaped sign on the top. Outlined in neon, the sign
showed the words “Rocket Laundry.” It spun slowly around, and if it had
been night, neon flames would have been shooting out of the rocket’s
bottom end.

It didn’t show any sign of a connection with Grandpa, but still, it was
weird.

At another time, I might have taken a few pictures, or even gone inside
to ask the owner some questions. It was a beautiful example of
Americana.

I didn’t, and here’s why. In the time I’d been gone, things had gotten
much worse. Hiding hadn’t worked out at all.

How did I know? Mostly from how Rod had turned troll, sprouting up to at
least the second story with grayish skin and a potbelly, but muscles all
over. Oh, and one other thing—possibly the stupidest expression I’d ever
seen on a nearly human face.

With one spiked boot (made from the hide of an entire cow?), he crushed
the pickup’s engine compartment. The wheels fell off, one of them
flipping over three times before coming to rest on the sidewalk.

None of the Blues were hurt. Rod was fast, much faster that I’d expected
something as large as he was to move, but not fast enough to hit them.
They ran away from the truck, separating enough that he couldn’t reach
to grab more than one of them at once, and pulling out their guns.

The bullets didn’t do much to him, but he didn’t jump forward. He
continued to stand in front of the TV repair shop next to the
laundromat.

Guessing that he had to be waiting for some sign from Tara, I decided to
check what we were facing.

It didn’t look good.

From the left, the Blues on motorcycles roared toward us. Two vans
rounded the corner to my right, and stopped. Men and women jumped out. I
couldn’t know for sure, but some appeared to be wearing green accented
uniforms.

I touched my finger to my phone, and pressed “red alert.”

If they turned out to be evil, alternate versions of our team, I could
live with it as long as they helped us during the fight.

I pulled my finger away from the screen, and the button changed from
“Red Alert” to “Alert Sent.”

I was just about to call Travis to ask what Tara wanted me to do when
the situation changed again. In the moments between noticing the Blues
with the motorcycles and the Greens jumping out of their vans, and
sending the red, the Blues had jumped off their bikes to join their
fellow Blues in firing shots at Rod. At the same time, the Greens had
taken a position off to the side, and they weren’t carrying handguns
like the Blues. They had automatic rifles—specifically AK-47’s.

One of them had a grenade launcher.

I didn’t know how much trolls could take, but Rod couldn’t stand there
forever.

As I came to that conclusion, one of the Blues stood up, waved his arms
and all the True stopped firing.

He started talking, and taking the chance that Julie wasn’t in range, I
listened in.

Just like all the other True, the speaker was blond, muscled, and wore a
black uniform. Unlike the others, he seemed to be in his fifties—unless
their aging process had been modified along with everything else. All I
could know for sure was that he had a few more wrinkles, grayer hair,
and that the blue bar on his chest showed three thin lines underneath
it—a mark of rank?

He clicked something on his collar, and his voice could be heard
everywhere.

“Tara, tell your students to stand down. We don’t have any quarrel with
them. If you surrender, we’ll let them go. We give you our word.”

A deep voice, the kind of voice you imagined the Earth might have if it
spoke, a voice that brought to mind avalanches and earthquakes, said,
“Bullshit.”

Gobs of spittle the size of softballs flew from Rod’s mouth, one of them
hitting a Blue in the face, and dripping down his chest. The Blue stood
there–too shocked, I’d bet, to know what to do next.

I couldn’t guess what kind of training they did, but I doubted he had
any more experience facing troll spit than I did—which made it the best
thing that had happened so far that day.

The leader caught what had happened out of the corner of his eye, and
frowned, but didn’t stop. “Don’t think we can’t kill them if you hide
behind them, Tara. I know you’re not truly one of us, but I’d like to
think that you’ll face us as we’d face you—with honor.”

Tara didn’t say anything.

Good. At least Tara wasn’t doing the heroic, “Give myself up to save
these people even though I know you’ll kill me anyway” thing. Whatever
she was going to do, I hoped she’d do it soon, because with all the
noise Rod and the Blues’ leader was making, Julie wouldn’t need a
tracking device to find us.

Worse, if she showed up, I wouldn’t have much choice about killing her.

If she spoke, she could take over anyone but me. The only way to be sure
she couldn’t would be to shoot her. Short of that, I might hit her in
the back of the head, but a solid hit there could kill her too.

My phone vibrated. I looked down, discovering I had a text message from
Travis.

“When Rod attacks, we all do.”

I hoped everyone else had more details than I did.

I would have texted back for more except that I’d noticed that Travis
had crossed the street somehow, and stood on top of the building across
the street—a movie theater. “The Majestic” advertised a double bill of
“The Bridge on the River Kwai” and “The Seventh Seal.”

He put his phone back into his pocket, and I followed his example. He
expected Rod to attack soon.

Rod did.

I’d barely managed to stuff the phone inside when I heard Tara shout,
and Rod jumped forward.

The True were fast, but only fast enough to avoid being squashed when
Rod jumped into the middle of them, cracking the road. Bits of asphalt
were thrown into the air as he hit.

A few pieces shattered lightbulbs on the theater’s sign.

Rod jumped toward the Greens and their vans. The Greens did better than
the Blues had, firing at him even as they jumped out of the way. The guy
with the grenade launcher fired off a shot, and it hit Rod directly in
the middle of his chest, exploding.

Any questions I had about Rod being able to take a grenade were answered
then. It blew a hole into the middle of his brown, coarsely woven shirt,
and left a blackened mark on his skin.

He lost it, absolutely totally lost it, but not in the way that would
have made the True happy. He crushed one van by jumping on it with both
feet. He picked up the other and threw it down the block.

I don’t know where it hit, but I heard a thud, the screech of tearing
metal, and the cracking of glass.

The True were amazing though. When they dodged Rod, it was like they’d
planned it. They moved in sync, staying out of his reach, and forming
loose rows. The Greens with rifles went for the back, the Blues with
handguns in front—except for a few that gathered in front of the TV
repair shop next to “Rocket Laundry.”

It didn’t do them as much good as they must have thought it would.

Tara jumped out the second story window, diving toward the flagpole that
hung from the wall. It broke as she used it to redirect her fall, but
she landed on her feet, catching the pole on its first bounce, and using
it like a staff to hit one, then two of the Blues next to the door.

Samita jumped out of the window after her, but unlike Tara, she didn’t
do any acrobatics. She just fell.

Not thinking about it, I dove toward her. I don’t know what I thought I
could do. I couldn’t fly when I was solid, and I couldn’t catch anybody
when I wasn’t solid.

So Samita fell, but a funny thing happened on the way to the sidewalk.
She happened to hit a ledge with one of her feet, pitching her forward
so she landed on not one, but two Blues. The first one fell into the
second, and both of them were knocked backward, hitting their heads on
the road, leaving them unconscious.

Samita picked herself up off the two of them, and from the wideness of
her eyes, and the shocked expression on her face, it was obvious she
hadn’t planned that at all. She took a quick look back as she ran away,
following Tara.

Tara by the way, was doing a great imitation of Captain America. The
True might have been genetically engineered clone soldiers, but whatever
Tara got from mixing two groups worked better than either one alone.

She dodged blows, disarmed gunmen, broke legs, arms, and anything that
got in her way.

Travis meanwhile had long since gotten off the roof. At least six of the
True lay sleeping on the street, all of them scratched.

Tara shouted, “This way!” She pointed toward the alley next to the
theater.

Rod changed back from troll to human, jumping over the bodies of the
Blues Travis took out. Travis ran with him, stopping at the entrance to
the alley to wait. “Rachel? You out there?”

Samita ran after them, and I flew next to her, completely invisible, and
phasing out enough that I couldn’t hear. Julie had to be close.

Despite what we’d done to them, the True weren’t completely down. A
Green pulled out his rifle and as Samita neared the alley, he pointed it
at her.

Before he pulled the trigger, an anvil hit him in the head.

It fell out of the sky just like it might have in Bugs Bunny cartoon,
but different—very bloody when it hit. I’m not going to say more than
that, but whatever spirit she’d bound to her ring had a sick sense of
humor.

The True stared too. They still outnumbered us at least ten to one, but
that? That was pretty far out from any risks that could be rationally
calculated.

That would have been the time to go—when the True were completely
demoralized. Unfortunately, we didn’t.

Julie and six more True ran around the corner of the laundromat. Julie
started shouting. I didn’t know what she was shouting, but I knew what I
had to do. Did I have the nerve?

I had to shut her up long enough for us to escape even if it meant
shutting her up permanently. As much as I hated everything she wanted to
do to us, I still didn’t want to kill her.

I flew across the street, passing the True, sometimes flying through
them. They weren’t moving.

I looked back—no one was moving. Looking forward I found one
exception—Julie. Even the True running with her had stopped.

I thought about that. She’d been hired to catch Tara, but maybe she
didn’t get paid if the Blues caught her themselves?

Julie ran across the laundromat’s parking lot, still shouting. I
couldn’t hear her, but from her lips, it looked like, “Don’t move! Don’t
move! No one move!”

Then she smiled.

I remembered that smile. I’d hated it. It had seemed so smug when Travis
and I were dating. Julie had been only one of who knew how many high
school girls who wanted him. They’d show up every single game, some of
them during practices. Travis and I dated from the end of summer through
the entire football season, and up to Christmas of that year. They never
left him alone.

Julie came to all the home games, and she didn’t even go to Travis’s
school. She went to mine.

I don’t have any reason to think Travis ever cheated on me, but a lot of
girls desperately wanted him to. By the time we fought at his family
Christmas party, I was so sick of it all that I actually felt relieved.

Seeing her face brought it back. That’s how she’d smiled when I’d seen
her at school afterward.

It made the thought of shooting her easier. I gripped the gun as I
closed with her, catching up with her at the spot where the sidewalk met
the parking lot.

She stopped next to an old, blue pickup truck, checking (I guessed), to
make sure that everybody was still stopped.

I didn’t shoot her.

It would be nice to think it was because I knew better. She wasn’t the
Julie from my world, and shooting her because somehow I was still angry
about that wouldn’t have been right.

That wasn’t all of it. I also knew that if I killed her right there and
right then, we had a problem. Travis, Tara, Rod and Samita were only
feet away from the nearest of the True. If I shot her, I’d have to wait
until they all came out of it to move them. If the True started moving
first, it was all over.

I swung around her, flying through a rusty, white VW bug, and back
across the street.

Julie didn’t take long to arrive.

She shouted something at the True, but I couldn’t tell what. Whatever it
was, they didn’t move. Then she glanced toward where the Blues leader
stood.

I decided not to find out if she was planning to reopen negotiations.

I let the pistol fade into visibility first, and I let my arms and body
follow, becoming just visible enough to see. That would keep her focus
on the gun.

She gasped, and shouted at me. I recognized the word Rachel on her lips.

I pushed the gun into her face—literally just a little into her nose.
She tried to back away, but she couldn’t. We were in between the
Majestic theater and a store that sold… something. I’d completely missed
it. Anyway, the space between them couldn’t have been more than five
feet wide.

She backed into Tara. Tara couldn’t move, but she still stood taller
than I did, and Julie couldn’t move her.

Jerking her head around in a panicky motion that never settled on any
direction, she started to say something.

I punched her in the solar plexus with my left arm, and backed away
while she gasped for breath. Holding the gun in both hands, I stepped
closer again, saying, “Let us go, or I swear, I will hurt you.”

Julie stared at the gun, then past it toward me, and through me to the
street.

She started to shout. I don’t know if she guessed I wouldn’t shoot her
with Tara right behind her, or if she just screamed without thinking.

Either way, I didn’t hesitate. I brought down the butt of the pistol on
her head. She stumbled against Tara, but neither of them fell over.

I had to hit her three times before she went down, lying at Tara’s feet.
Blood mingled with her blond hair, and dripped down her face to the
ground.

Then I heard footsteps. Thinking only about how much of a mess this all
had become, I turned around, finding that the True were coming—all of
them.

They pointed their guns at us, never asking for our surrender. Julie
could only have told them to kill us all.

Hoping she’d sent them after me, I decided to fly into the True—visibly.
I couldn’t stop them from firing, but maybe I could buy enough time for
Travis and everyone to snap back to reality.

One of them raised an automatic rifle, readying to fill the space with
bullets, hitting everyone but me. He didn’t seem to care that I was
flying above his line of fire.

I flew toward him as fast as I could, knowing that if I didn’t everyone
could die.

I didn’t make it.

Lightning flashed, and not the bluish-white lightning I’d seen so often.
This lightning had a reddish tinge.

The True jerked and fell to the ground—so far as I could tell. The
lightning was too bright and too close. I could only guess, piecing
together what I could between the flashes and the afterimages.

Time would tell if this were really good luck.

Not that we had time, and to judge from how they handled the True, if
they were anything but decent, we were so screwed.

I’d never seen Vaughn target more than one person at a time with
lightning. He’d told me that he didn’t think he had enough control to do
it without straight out killing people. Whoever the person behind the
lightning I’d just seen was, he’d taken out everybody near the entrance
to the alley all at once.

Glancing upward identified him instantly—the red costume with a
lightning bolt under an arch with Egyptian hieroglyphics on the chest?
That was Red Lightning’s costume. I’d always thought the lightning, plus
the arch, plus the hieroglyphics was a little busy, but I’d never gotten
to complain to Red Lightning himself about the questionable logo design
due to him being dead.

It appeared that I might get the chance now. This wasn’t Vaughn. This
wasn’t Vaughn’s cousin Lucas, or his Uncle Russ, Lucas’s father. It was
Giles Hardwick, the original Red Lightning.

The one that went bugfuck nuts.

OK, I couldn’t tell that absolutely, positively, for sure. I’d never
seen the guy in real life—only in old pictures of the League, and
Grandpa Vander Sloot’s personal pictures. Giles had been Grandpa’s
oldest friend until he’d started raising legions of drug-addicted
superpowered criminals to attack the League, and take over the world.

But anyway, back to the question of was it really, really the crazy
Red Lightning? That was my bet. Why? First, this guy wasn’t wearing a
mask, and his face looked like Giles Hardwick except that he appeared to
be in his sixties while our Giles Hardwick had died in his forties. He
had Giles’ thin nose, round face and wide cheeks.

The True, mostly the Greens with rifles, started firing at him, and
bullets bounced when they hit. Now, it wasn’t like Superman in the
comics where bullets basically mean nothing, but it was a little like
that. Red Lightning held up his arm to shield his eyes, but he didn’t
try to dodge.

At the same time he pulled up his arm, the Rocket appeared, and yes, it
was definitely Grandpa. All the same, I knew the suit more by the “R”
logo than by the suit itself. It was gold, and it did have a rocket pack
on the back, but it didn’t look like any Rocket suit Grandpa ever wore.
It looked a lot more like one Nick designed as a joke.

He’d tried to make it like an Apple product—rounded corners, and a
glossy finish instead of the more practical dull finish Grandpa used.
Nick had even designed the helmet so it showed the lower half of the
user’s face—more like Batman than any version of the Rocket.

Even in play on the computer though, Nick had been practical enough to
use transparent metal instead of leaving his face uncovered, and so had
this guy.

This guy. This Rocket. This version of Joe Vander Sloot. This Grandpa.

He wasn’t big on the secret identity thing though, because the lower
half of his face left no doubts. It was Grandpa from the 1980’s, but not
the 80’s Rocket suit.

It had all the standard Rocket equipment though—sonics, for sure.

The Rocket aimed his arms at the True, and they held their hands over
their ears or simply ran in one direction or another, mostly aiming for
alley ways so they could get out of the direct blast.

They didn’t make it. The Rocket opened up on them with flying roachbots,
and not the roachbot bugs that Grandpa invented on his own, but the
roachbot missiles Nick modified them into. They exploded into grey
strands, wrapping themselves around the target, and making it impossible
for them to move.

He wasn’t alone either.

Floating in the air near him was me. She had the same costume as I did
normally—an all white costume with a white mask. Plus my guns. Plus a
gun Nick was making for me. I’d seen it in the lab before I’d left for
Stapledon.

That’s what was in her hands.

She fired, and her “bullets” exploded into to grey strands just like the
Rocket’s.

Soon the True that weren’t dead were lying on the ground, wrapped in
grey. Ghostgirl and the Rocket even hit the unconscious ones with goo.

And if you’re still thinking, “Wait a minute, dead?” Yes, dead.

Günther had stood on the edge of the fight, making daggers appear in his
hands, and throwing them with freakish accuracy. Most of the time, he’d
gone for the True’s legs, forcing them to fall over, but any time anyone
began to point their rifle toward our alley, they took a dagger to the
throat.

He had a sword in one hand as I noticed him, and saluted me with its
bloodied blade from the other side of the street.

I gave him a wave. As I put my hand down, Ghostgirl shot Julie with a
goobot, and landed in front of me.

Putting the gun back into its holster, she said, “Hey there, fellow me.”

“Hey,” I said.

She held up her left arm, looking down at the League communicator on her
wrist. It looked just like the ones Nick made for us when we were in
costume.

She tapped on the screen, waited, and then said, “It’s her. Thank God.”

Then she pulled a roll of duct tape out of her utility belt, floated
down, and taped Julie’s mouth shut.

I laughed. “Duct tape? Did Nick put that in there?”

She froze. “No. I… Wait a second.”

She pulled up the communicator again, and this time she pointed it at
me. After tapping the screen she said, “OK, this is going to be weird,
but we split off early last summer—your time.”

“My time?”

She shook her head. “That’s the weird part. Sometimes when universes
split the timestream speeds up or slows down. Whichever it was, I’m
three years older than you.”

I took that in. “Was it a good three years?”

She didn’t answer quickly, and by the time she did, I almost didn’t need
the answer.

She looked me in the eye, and said, “Nick’s dead in my world.”

“How?”

She hesitated for a second, and then started talking. “I don’t know all
the details. Early in his second semester, he discovered something was
going to go wrong in St. Louis. He tried to get a hold of Isaac Lim and
local heroes, but he couldn’t get the response he wanted, so he went
down himself. He died in an explosion there. No one quite knows what
happened, but along with Daniel, and Haley, he saved most of the city.”

“Daniel and Haley?” I asked.

“They died too. It was supposed to be worse,” she said. “They still
don’t know who put it in, but they found technology like the kind in St.
Louis in major cities all over the world.”

“Hold it,” I said, “does this have something to do with the alternates
that fought the League last summer?”

She tilted her head a little. “I don’t know anything about that.”

“You said we split early summer? My mistake. This was mid-summer. Part
of the League ran into a crazy version of Nick called War. His whole
world had died.”

She frowned. “I don’t know if what we found could have killed everybody,
but when Dr. Nation analyzed it he did say they might have killed
millions.”

I wanted to ask her more, but it didn’t sound like she knew anything. I
don’t know that I had high hopes for what might happen if I ever met
myself, but it would have been nice if she knew a little more about
something that major. Anyway, even if I’d had a question to ask, I
didn’t get the chance.

Grandpa walked around the corner, relaxed in his armor, smiling. I’d
never seen him looking that young. He’d been in his seventies in my
earliest memories. He even seemed to have a little bit of a swagger.

Well, he did until he saw me. He hesitated so briefly I wondered if I’d
imagined it, and then he said, “You look… remarkably like my late wife.
She had blond hair, not brown, but except for that you look like she did
when we met.” He looked over at Ghostgirl. “She’s from your end of
things?”

“Almost exactly,” Ghostgirl said.

Grandpa nodded. “Good. Good.” He looked past me toward Travis, Rod,
Samita, and Tara. “They’ll be fine?”

Ghostgirl said, “I’m sure Julie just ordered them to stand still. It’ll
wear off.”

He nodded, and looked like he was just about to step back out of the
alley. He didn’t though, because that’s the moment Red Lightning choose
to walk around the corner.

He smiled widely at everyone. “Great work, all of you,” he said, and
then he turned to me. “Did Joe mention just how much you look like his
late wife? I’m sure both of you do, but I don’t recall ever seeing you,”
he smiled at Ghostgirl, “without a mask. Nonetheless, she was a brave
woman. I hope you both got to know her.”

“We did,” I said.

“Wonderful,” he said. “If she’d just lived a few years more, we might
have saved her, but alas.”

Grandpa cleared his throat. “Giles, I’d like some help checking on the
captives.”

Giles smiled, “Of course.”

They began to turn, but I said, “Rocket, who designed that armor? It
looks exactly like something my brother imagined once.”

Grandpa smiled, but it was a very thin and a very, very fake smile,
and said, “My grandson. He died recently. The alien invasion.”

While that rolled around in my head, I found a few words, and tried to
deliver them smoothly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

He said, “There’s no reason you could. It’s no problem,” He kept the
smile on his face as he turned, but I only saw the back of his head as
he walked away.

“He’s had a hard year,” Red Lightning glanced after him. “Give us a
moment, and we’ll help you get the slaver back to your home universe.”

Ghostgirl nodded. “Take all the time you need.”

He smiled at her, but not a happy smile. “You can’t afford to wait that
long,” he said.

Then Red Lightning took to the air, flying out to the street where
Günther inspected the living and the dead.

Grandpa stood in the street, staring down at the asphalt.

I turned away from watching him, and back toward Ghostgirl. She’d been
watching him too, but turned her head back toward me.

“That was weird,” I said.

She turned to look behind herself again, looking out of the alley and
toward the street. When she turned back to look at me, she said,
“Weirder than you think. We don’t exist in their universe. A
supervillain attacked Mom, and she lost the baby.”

“Wow.” I thought about how that might have changed things. Grandpa would
have felt guilty about not being there to protect her. Mom and Dad would
have felt horrible. Nick might have been their first, possibly only,
child.

Ghostgirl nodded. “And that’s still not all. Nick died, but from what
I’ve heard them say, I don’t think he was our Nick—he was similar, but
not exact.”

I almost said something, but she didn’t give me the chance.

“We’re still not up to the weird part. They’re different because Grandpa
went through Infinity City, and discovered a reality where Red Lightning
went nuts. So he came home, detoxed Red Lightning from power juice, and
when he was completely clean, ran him through their version of the power
impregnator. They call it ‘the energizer.’”

I thought about it. “That’s better, but only barely.”

Ghostgirl shrugged. “I know, but we’re still not to the really weird
part.”

I sighed. “Get it over with.”

“Grandpa and Giles discovered the key to human immortality. That’s why
they look so young. They’re growing younger.”

It was my turn to sneak a peek outside the alley. “That’s bizarre. A
world where Red Lightning never went crazy means there’s no me or even a
version of Nick. And by the way, human immortality? How do you know all
this?”

She said, “I work with them sometimes. That’s all.” She nodded toward
where Julie lay. “Like with her. That’s our Julie. She went wrong and
escaped into Infinity City maybe a year ago.”

Julie didn’t move, and her eyes were still shut. Her suit coat had been
left back at the building, and she still wore the shirt I’d ripped the
sleeves off.

I looked up from where she lay, and said, “How did she get this bad? In
my universe she was irritating, but, I talked to her a few times over
the summer on movie nights, and she seemed close to human.”

Ghostgirl stared at me. “Movie nights? She’s been in HQ? She knows your
real names?”

“There wasn’t much of a choice. After Nick blew up the old storefront,
it was either bring them into HQ and let them help, or completely erase
their memories and lock them up somewhere.”

Ghostgirl said, “We erased their memories and locked them up until after
we fought the Cabal. You invited them into the League?”

“No,” I said, and even to my ears I sounded exasperated. “Not really,
but we brought some of them in for movie nights during the summer. In
our world, Julie ended up in Stapledon. Not yours?”

“No. They were too much of a risk. Are they all in Stapledon?”

I shrugged. “Except for the ones that were too young.”

She didn’t seem to know what to say. Then she sighed, and found
something. “Maybe we should have brought them in. Maybe it would have
been better. It’s too late now, but we could have.”

Neither of us said anything, and I took advantage of the silence to
check on Travis, Tara, Rod, and Samita.

They were all still doing convincing statue impersonations.

I hoped they started moving soon. I wanted to leave. I needed to make
sure Nick would call me if anything came up with regards to St. Louis—or
if anything major came up at all. We’d diverged from Ghostgirl’s reality
months ago. Whoever planned the attack might have adjusted it.

It was too much to hope they’d abandoned it entirely.

Ghostgirl floated closer to me, talking more quietly. “Did I get one of
your calls? It was from Mom. About having Mary over for Christmas?”

I laughed. “No. Mary and I broke up ages ago.”

Ghostgirl smiled. “Good.”

Then she stopped smiling. “Did you ever tell Mom about…”

“Being bi? No. Have you?”

She shook her head, and that was a little disappointing because she was
three years ahead of me. I would have hoped I’d have told Mom by then.

Maybe some of that showed on my face because she said, “It never seemed
like a good time. You know she’ll freak out. I was about to say
something, but then Nick died, and after that I didn’t feel like I could
drop it on her.”

I was hardly in a position to judge. So I said, “I’m sure you’ll choose
the right time.”

I paused for a second, and then said, “Anyway, do you know how to get us
home?”

She didn’t answer at first. Maybe she wanted to talk more about handling
Mom? I don’t know. She only said, “Sure, your League phone should be
able to guide you back.”

I pulled it out of my pocket. “Show me how?”

Two hours later, we left the city. The fortune cookie had said, “You are
your own best help.” Knowing a little bit of what might lie ahead of me,
I wondered if that would be enough.





Enter the Larry


        March, 1984—No doubt about it, Larry thought, the kitchen sink’s
plugged. Worse, he didn’t have a snake that would fit through the little
holes in the goddamn drain.

Both sides of the sink were filled nearly to the top with water.
Annoying. And their drains shared the same pipe—which would make it just
a little more difficult.

He decided to start with the plunger anyway. If he got nowhere he could
still open up the pipes. It’d probably be what he’d do in the end
anyway. He thought about that, and considered grabbing a wrench and
cutting out a step. Then he reconsidered. He’d try the plunger first,
and maybe it would work.

The stupid plunger.

An hour later, he found himself putting a bucket under the sink. As he
picked up the wrench to start on the pipes, the dogs started barking.

He decided he’d better get out there before the dogs scared the visitor
off, or, depending on who the visitor was, maybe he’d let them.

Leaving the wrench on the counter, he walked over the yellow and brown
linoleum flooring, and into the living room. Looking it over, he hoped
his visitor wasn’t anyone he wanted to impress. He’d left a pile of
newspapers on the dark, brown, vinyl couch, and put a carburetor on top
of them.

He’d deal with that later.

Opening the door, he stepped out onto the wooden landing outside his
white mobile home. Even in his flannel shirt, it wasn’t warm outside. He
wondered if it would make forty degrees that day, but didn’t wonder long
because he’d recognized the car. Both Dobermans were barking next to the
green Cadillac’s driver’s side door.

“Sid! Nancy! Down!”

The dogs didn’t listen, continuing to bark at the car.

“Sit!”

The dogs looked at him. He fished in his pockets and found the dog
treats, and they walked toward him. “Sit,” he said again, and this time
they actually did. He gave each of them a treat, and then grabbed their
collars.

When he grabbed Sid’s collar, Joe opened the door. Joe stepped out onto
the dirt driveway, looking healthy for a man in his sixties—grey-haired,
and wrinkled, but not hesitant.

The dogs turned around, and started barking again. Larry didn’t let go.
“Come on, you know him. Quiet, dammit.”

Joe walked toward them, leaving bootprints in the slush. “I like the new
place.”

“I feel like I just moved in. Hell, I feel like I’m the only one here.”

Joe smiled, and slowly, deliberately, looked from his left to his right.
“You are.”

To the left of the driveway was an old, red barn, but behind it and
surrounding everything else were farmers’ fields. Pale, crumpled stalks
of corn stuck partially out of the snow. There were no other houses in
sight.

The dogs had stopped barking, and Larry let them go. They both started
sniffing Joe’s legs.

“Well, come on in. I’m sure we don’t want to talk out here.” Larry led
him in. The dogs followed.

Joe took off his winter coat, and sat down on the couch next to the
carburetor.

Larry sat down in the recliner.

Joe took his eyes away from the carburetor to look at Larry. “It’s
working out?”

Larry nodded. “Better than working at the plant ever did. I got a bunch
of sponsors. They’re happy to pay a few thousand to put their logo on
the Rhino suit. I look like a Nascar driver. It’s hilarious. You want to
see? I’ve dug a bunker under the barn.”

Joe shook his head. “I’ve seen you on TV.” He paused, and then said,
“I’m here on business.”

Larry nodded, and said, “Let me guess, you’re coming back out of
retirement?”

Joe smiled, but only briefly. “No. Not a chance. I like waking up in the
morning knowing that someone will be facing the Lords of Destruction,
and that it’s not me. Nope, I’m not coming back, but some League
business needs to be handled. I’m passing it off to you.”

Larry brushed some hair out of his face. He knew he should have put it
into a ponytail.

“League business? So what’s it about? It’s not aliens again because it
wouldn’t just be you—the Feds would be on the phone.”

“No,” Joe glanced over at the carburetor again. “It’s not another Faerie
incursion. No zombie plague. The vaccinations took care of that. No
Russians. They’re too busy cleaning up after Andropov’s death. So, we’re
in good shape when it comes to big threats. I’m here to talk about small
ones. You remember Armory?”

“Right. The guy who tried to pack every weapon he could into his suit?
Worked with the Midwest Defenders a couple times?”

Joe nodded. “You remember how he handled joints?”

Larry’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah, kind of multi-layered and weird. What
about it?”

“On TV I saw Chicago Hawk fighting a couple powersuits with the same
joint design.”

“No kidding. Do you know that it’s him?”

“No way of knowing, but they had a lot of hidden weapons.”

“Shit. Is that a new thing or was he bad the whole time?”

Joe shrugged. “No way of knowing without talking to him, and that’s
where you come in. I got a call from the Feds. It turns out similar
armor’s been seen in the Metafight Games. They’re sending in a guy to
investigate, and they wanted some help.”

“Who are they sending in?”

“Some guy named Lim. It sounds like it might be his first mission
without supervision. Try not to break him.”

Larry shrugged, raising his hand as he said, “I won’t try to. If he’s
green and can’t handle it, it’s not my fault.”

Joe leaned forward, “I know, but you can make it harder or you can make
it easier. So, make it work. Besides, everything I’ve heard about him is
good. He’s just new.”

“I wasn’t saying I wouldn’t work with him. So, what’s the plan?”

“Well,” Joe frowned for a moment, “they’re not telling us everything—“

Larry laughed, and said, “As usual.”

“But,” Joe continued, “here’s what I know. Metafight Games owns an
island. It’s just outside US territorial waters near Florida, so
technically the Feds don’t have any jurisdiction. On the other hand, no
country claims it, and the owners of Metafight Games are US citizens, so
I’m sure the Feds think they can get away with more than usual.”

Joe smiled and said, “This whole mission exists because of the confusing
jurisdiction issues and because of what Metafight Games is—“

“Supers fighting supers,” Larry said. “Heard about them.”

“Right. Part of what the government’s worried about is Armory selling
his stuff to anybody who wants it, but they’re also worried about the
Soviets. I know they’ve been showing the fights on cable, but rich and
connected people see the fights in person. The administration’s worried
that they might be recruiting or blackmailing people.”

Larry shook his head. “Sex, greed, and gambling debts?”

Joe grinned briefly. “The usual.”

“Damn, man. The KGB? I see why they’re pulling in the Feds, but why me?”

“Well, they wanted me, but I managed to persuade them that you’d be
great for this.”

“Okay, why’d they want you? I mean, beyond you being a living legend and
all.”

Joe raised his eyebrow at the words “living legend,” and leaned back
into the couch. “We police our own. They know we both worked with
Armory. Officially, you’ll be going down there to tell him to stop
selling copies of his armor. Unofficially, they’re hoping you’ll take
out the whole operation.”

“Where’d they get that idea?”

Joe grinned. “Remember that Outfit hitter? Deadeye? You took out his
whole base.”

“It was packed with explosives. That was mostly his fault.”

“What about that guy with the powersuit? The one that controlled fire?
You took him out, his lab, and the field around it.”

“Immolator? I cornered him. Can’t think of any other way it could have
gone.”

“Pacifier?”

“OK, that was my fault. I never would have expected a guy with a baby
themed costume would have that much nitroglycerine.”

“Mount Saint Helens?”

Larry cocked his head, and thought about it. “Look, I don’t know how you
found out about the earth spirit fight, but I doubt the volcano erupted
any earlier because of me. Besides, it was attacking a bus full of
kids.”

Joe blinked. “Larry, I was joking about Mount Saint Helens. When did you
even have time to fight anything? We were barely out of each other’s
sight.”

“Remember when you went to that meeting after breakfast on the second
day?”

Joe looked down toward the couch’s armrest, and then looked back up. “I
do now. I’d always wondered how you got so dirty… Anyway, all they’re
really hoping is that you might bring a few of the leaders back to the
US where they can be questioned and prosecuted, but a couple Feds were
joking that if you only left a crater behind they’d be okay with that.”



Two days later, Larry found himself flying south in a DC-3. They picked
up Agent Lim in Tampa, Florida.

Lim turned out to be around Larry’s age—mid-twenties with short, black
hair, and wearing a black suit. When Larry stood up, he found that he
was about six inches taller—which meant Lim was a little under six feet.
Larry wasn’t sure which of them had the worse deal. Lim had to wear a
suit in seventy degree weather, and he had to wear a full body,  grey
“flightsuit” (even though his armor didn’t fly) and a mask so that no
one recognized him when he was out of armor.

Lim held out his hand. “Agent Isaac Lim, FBI. Nice to meet you.”

Larry decided that he definitely had the worse part of the deal. Lim
probably liked wearing a suit.

Larry said, “Hey, good to meet you, I’m Larry.”

Lim looked him up and down, and said, “I don’t suppose you’ve got two
brothers named Darryl, do you?”

Not managing even a fake laugh, Larry said, “I still haven’t seen that
show, but I’m looking forward to whenever it goes off the air.”

Lim said, “Newhart’s pretty funny. You should take a look once. Anyhow,
let’s get down to business.  You won’t be able to talk to Armory unless
you’re a contestant, so we’re entering you in the games. I’ve got the
$50,000 entrance fee in my briefcase. Let’s go over a few things before
we land.”

Larry exhaled. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Joe told me not to take the
Rhino suit.”

Agent Lim looked up to meet Larry’s eyes at the sound of Joe’s name.

“Yeah? Did Joe tell you anything else?”

“Not really. He just explained about the jurisdiction issue, and how you
guys wouldn’t mind if I blew the whole place up.”

Lim gave an uncomfortable laugh. “I don’t recommend it,but it might make
things easier. Metafight Games was incorporated in the Seychelles. The
company’s owners are US citizens, and the island’s only a little outside
territorial waters. I don’t have any jurisdiction there, but the island
doesn’t have a government so it’s hard to say who would. Legally, I’m
not allowed to give you directions, but if you did kidnap the leadership
or Armory, I wouldn’t complain—not that I’m directing you in any way.”

Larry snorted. “Working under the standard deal, then?”

Lim said, “You’ve got it. We can’t tell you what to do, but if you
happen to let us know what you’ll be doing, we’ll do what we can to
benefit.”

Over the the PA system, a man’s voice said, “We’re about to take off.
Everyone please take your seats.”

“You’re there?” Lim pointed toward Larry’s seat. “We might as well go
over things.”

“Yep,” Larry sat down.

Lim sat next to him. “If you don’t have the Rhino suit, what armor did
you take?”

Larry tore his eyes away from the window, and turned toward Lim. “Some
old armor of Man-Machine’s. You know how when he’s losing, he ejects and
gets away. Most of the time, he’s set the armor to explode but this time
it didn’t work.”

Agent Lim nodded, “Was that the first time? Because no one’s ever caught
Man-machine, and I’ve seen his armor explode dozens of times on TV… uh…
as a kid.”

“Not the first time. Nah, Joe and I always pick up his stuff when we’ve
got the chance. Man-machine’s a genius at reverse engineering technology
from pictures or seeing it work. He’s not the most original guy, but he
usually improves the design somehow. We take apart his stuff to keep
up.”

Larry smiled. “My first ever suit was one of his. I found it when I was
a kid, fixed it up, and started tooling around Grand Lake until the
Rocket showed up—which was a mess because he thought I was Man-machine
at first.”

Lim laughed. “What then, did you fight?”

“Almost,” Larry shook his head at the memory. “Except then the real
Man-machine showed up and wanted his armor back. We fought him, and
after that he started blowing up his suits.”

For a second Lim stared out into space, and then he said, “When I was a
kid, I lived and breathed the Rocket. You actually worked with him.
Makes me think I was in the wrong place.”

Larry shrugged his shoulders. “Wouldn’t worry about it. For me, it seems
like I just started working with the guy, and then he retires. So where
are you from?”

“Newark, New Jersey originally. I’m living in D.C. now.”

“No kidding? You’d have been near New York City. Plenty of supers around
there. Some of the first.”

The jet’s engines became louder, and the plane began to taxi down the
runway. Within minutes, the plane took off, giving Larry a view of the
city, and then shortly, the ocean.

Lim said, “I wasn’t as interested in New York’s heroes. Anyway, here’s
our cover. You’re entering the contest with armor you fixed up, and I’m
a representative of a wealthy businessman from Japan who got you the
money. We’re also the people who bought you the jet.”

Larry turned away from the window. “Yeah? That’s pretty good. All the
Japanese supers seem to have mechs—even the ones with powers.”

Lim nodded. “I’ve read their files. We’ve had a few visit with their
prime minister. Let’s go over a few more details. You’re going to have
to remember them without hesitating.”

They went over them for the next half hour. Then the pilot came over the
PA saying, “We’ll be landing soon. Please put on your seat belts if
they’re not on.

Looking out the window, Larry saw the island. It wasn’t large. Half of
it seemed to be taken up by an enormous domed amphitheater, and the
buildings that surrounded it—hotels, Larry guessed.

The rest appeared to be covered with greenery (palm trees)—except that a
runway ran through the middle of it. The plane began to angle toward the
runway.

The pilot’s voice said, “We’ll be landing in less than 5 minutes.”

The plane began to descend.

“Just for the record,” Larry said, “if we’re met by a midget shouting
‘De plane, de plane!’, I’m flying home right now.”

When they landed, the runway crew had the mobile stairway next to the
plane practically as soon as it stopped—which wasn’t until it was inside
a hangar.

Larry followed Lim down the stairs, stopping as they met the greeting
party. It didn’t include any midgets.

It did include a woman, and three men in tuxedos.

Larry guessed the woman was his age—mid-twenties. She had a wide smile,
and wore what he would have thought of as a business suit if it weren’t
pink, and didn’t include a mini-skirt.

“Welcome to the Metafight Games, Mr. Mori?” She looked up at Lim for
confirmation.

Isaac nodded.

“And, you sir, you’re a late entrant, and I don’t know your name. What
should I call you?” She held a pen and a notepad.

“I’ll be wearing the Frog suit, so call me Frog,” he said.

Isaac mouthed the word, “Frog,” as the woman, said, “Thank you Mr. Frog.
I’m Cheryl Sundstrom, please let me know if you need anything. I’m here
to assist the contestants with any problems they might have.”

Larry nodded, thinking that she sounded very careful, and very polite.
On the other hand, he’d bet that at least half the contestants had to be
supervillains. That encouraged politeness.

She continued, “Oh, one more thing, does your armor need to be
assembled? If it does, we can have it carried to your rooms. You’re
welcome to accompany it if you wish.”

Larry thought about it. “Yeah, sounds like a good idea.”

“Thank you very much,” she said. “Good luck.” She gave him a smile. It
was very professional.

Then she left.

The men in tuxedos started to unload the plane. Larry watched them. It
didn’t take long before they had everything on a wagon pulled behind a
white vehicle that wasn’t much larger than a golf cart.

Larry and Isaac followed it toward the hangar’s back entrance.

“Seriously,” Isaac said, “frog? If you needed help with the name, we had
half the flight.”

Larry shrugged. “It’s Man-machine’s armor, remember? He designed this
version for jumping. I painted it green after I fixed it up. Thought I
was being funny. I didn’t have time to repaint before we left.”

Isaac shook his head. “Better you than me.”

When they stepped out of the hangar, the luggage hauler stopped, and one
of the men pointed out a golf cart parked behind the hangar’s metal
walls.

“I’ll drive you over,” he said.

The drive didn’t take long. They passed several different buildings, all
of them white, made of concrete, and shaped like boxes. It would have
felt sterile if that were all, but palm trees ran alongside the roads,
and well mowed lawns surrounded each building.

People walked down the sidewalks in bathing suits, talking and laughing.

In a few minutes, they entered the dome. Metal doors rumbled upward as
they came close, and then they drove inside, the vehicles’ engines
humming.

They rolled along next to the curved wall, passing steel beams on the
left, doors and hallways on the right. It wasn’t well lit. The overhead
florescent lights brightened the hall enough to see, but only barely.

It reminded Larry of the Death Star, and a little bit of the Abominator
moon base.

They stopped. Their driver said, “We’re here. Your suite is just past
that door, and your keys are on the table in the main area. If you want
to wait, they’ll be done soon.”

By the time he’d finished talking, they’d already moved the luggage
inside, and were starting the boxes that contained the Frog’s pieces.

“Sure,” Larry said. “We’ll wait.”

Barely five minutes later, they were standing in the suite. It contained
two bedrooms, a common area with a kitchen, and a workshop. When Larry
had looked it over on the way in, it appeared to have everything he’d
need—even if he had to do fairly major repairs.

Isaac picked up his key. “No offense, but I’m glad we each get our own
bedroom.”

“Yeah?” Larry put his own key into his pocket. “Planning to have someone
over?”

Lim raised an eyebrow. “Here? Best case scenario I meet an heiress with
a taste for bloodsport. Worst case, I end up in bed with a supervillain
who kills the both of us. My advice, keep your mind on the fight.”

As they talked, he pulled a piece of paper out of his jacket, and wrote
on it with a pen. Then he held it up. It read, “I need to check for
bugs.”

Larry read it. “Yeah? Well, thanks for the advice Mr. Mori. I think I’ll
step outside and take a look at what’s out there.”

He indicated the front door with his thumb.

Isaac started shredding the piece of paper. “Good idea.”

The door was at the front of the common room. Larry opened it, and
stepped into the hallway. He’d expected it to look like the other
hallway. It looked like a hotel—bright white walls with a white carpet,
flecked with gray and brown.

And here he was wearing a mask. He’d stepped out to make it easier for
Lim to do what he needed to, but he felt pretty silly right now.

As he considered stepping back inside, a voice behind him said, “Rhino?”

The voice sounded familiar. He turned around.

A man was stepping out of the door next to his, and he recognized the
guy. There wasn’t any point in pretending differently.

“Alexis, good to see you, man. How’s Viktor?”

Alexis walked over and gave him a hug. When it was over, Alexis stepped
back and said, “Doing well, I think. He’s back in Russia. He sends
letters.”

Alexis looked exactly the same as the last time as Larry had seen
him—dark skin and hair, and a crooked smile that made him appear
perpetually amused. He wore a flightsuit with a Cuban flag on his chest.

“You’re still in Cuba?”

“Protecting my homeland from the American menace,” he said, but he was
grinning. “Are you here to compete?”

“You got it.”

Alexis pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket. “Let’s see who you’ll
be fighting.”

“I’m not listed as the Rhino. They didn’t know what I was going under
till half an hour ago.”

Alexis nodded. “There’s only one empty space. If they put you there,
you’ll fight someone named Rook.”

“Rook?” Larry tried to remember if he’d ever heard the name before.
“What, does he have some kind of chess theme?”

Alexis shook his head. “I don’t think so. He has wings.”

Larry frowned. “What’s a rook look like anyway?”

“His armor is black. It seems very like a crow. I do not think we have
rooks in Cuba.”

Larry gave an grunt in reply, and looked back toward his suite. Could
Lim be done debugging the room yet? He doubted it, and he doubted that
the Feds would understand why he was friends with Alexis at all. Most of
them wouldn’t have the clearance to read the reports they’d need to find
out either.

“You want to go somewhere? Talk, maybe?”

Alexis looked up at him. “I might. I was about to examine the arena. I
will be fighting tomorrow as well.”

“Do you know how to get there?”

A corner of Alexis mouth quirked in a partial grin. “Let’s say that I
know the right direction to walk, and we’ll hope it becomes obvious on
the way.”

“What direction?”

Alexis pointed down the hall.

“Good enough.”

Despite all appearances to the contrary, the hallway didn’t go on
forever. It seemed to at first. They walked past door after door, all
exactly alike except for the room number. A few doors were open. Sounds
of television leaked into the hall.

“I’ve barely seen you since, well, the moon base,” Larry offered.

Alexis nodded. “Viktor and I were very busy these last few years.”

“Yeah, with anything special?”

“No, nothing special.” Then Alexis said, “Here we are.”

Alexis opened the door at the end of the hall, and they walked into a
room that felt big. In one sense, it wasn’t. They’d only walked into a
wider hallway. Still, the ceiling had to be at least four stories above
them.

Though it was day time, it felt like night. Barely half the lights that
could have been on were.

“Here,” Alexis said, and they walked up a stairway, finding themselves
standing near the back of several rows of seats. Past the seats, the
arena sprawled. Larry guessed it was the size of a football field.

“Let’s go that way,” Alexis pointed down the field. A group of people
were gathered in the stands. A few more were in the arena.

As they walked, Alexis said, “Viktor led an expedition back to the moon
base three years ago.”

Alexis had talked quietly. Larry nearly shouted, “What? Goddamn. We told
you not to. Why?”

“Well,” Alexis said, still quietly, “we know that you said that out of
concern for our well-being, but the General Secretary, and the KGB do
not know this, and believe that you were attempting to scare us away
from technology vital to the defense of the Warsaw Pact.”

“Goddamn,” Larry muttered.

“He’s studying what he brought back. I haven’t seen him since then. He
does send letters. I was not lying about that before. It sounds as
though he’s close to several breakthroughs.”

Larry tried not to shout, and did not punch one of the seats, but he
wanted to.

“I hope for all of our sakes he can keep his breakthroughs hidden. The
Xiniti are going to burn the whole damn planet if they get wind we’re
building technology based on Abominator tech.”

Alexis stopped walking, and put a hand on Larry’s shoulder. “I know it.
We will have to do something. It can’t be here or now. You have another
mission, correct?”

Larry nodded.

Alexis said, “I’ll find out more when I get back to Cuba, and I’ll find
a way to contact you.”

“Good.”

They resumed walking. When they neared the group, Larry would have bet
he knew them. He didn’t know their names. He didn’t recognize their
costumes, but they seemed familiar. He wouldn’t have been surprised to
find out he’d put half of them away under different names.

Big men and women in colored costumes lay back in their chairs, most of
them napping, some of them talking.

It reminded him of a high school somehow.

Just ahead of him a thin kid—Larry pegged him as not more then
eighteen—talked to the woman who’d met them at the hangar. They were a
little further up the aisle from the main group. Larry remembered the
woman’s name—Cheryl.

The kid wore a black flight suit, and he was talking and talking. Larry
couldn’t catch any of it, but Cheryl held the same smile on her face. It
didn’t move.

As he got closer, the kid glanced toward Larry, and then back to Cheryl,
“You want to go over there and talk?”

Cheryl said, “I’m sorry, sir, I have to stay here.”

The kid grabbed her arm, and tried to pull her up an aisle toward the
back. She didn’t move more than a couple steps, almost falling, catching
herself on a chair.

A few of the costumed people glanced her way, but none of them moved.

“Whoops,” the kid said.

Larry walked a little more quickly, but didn’t make it.

Cheryl let go of the chair, and reached into a pocket on her suit’s
jacket, pulling out a small spray can.

The kid grabbed for it, reaching across toward her right arm, but not
catching it. She sprayed him in the face.

He wasn’t wearing a mask or goggles, and gave a small yelp as she pulled
away.

That’s when the big guys in the chairs started laughing.

“You didn’t have to do that!” The kid shouted, and tried to brush the
tears from his eyes, but mostly succeeded in smearing whatever she’d
sprayed on him.

By that time, Larry was within reach—just a couple steps down.

The kid muttered something, and as he pulled one hand away from his
face, Larry saw that the kid had made a fist.

It wasn’t much of a punch. He swung wildly, missing by more than a foot.

Cheryl stepped backwards, moving unsteadily up the stairs, away from the
punch. The high heels and mini-skirt didn’t do her any favors.

Larry grabbed the kid’s forearm from behind as the kid recovered from
his swing, and then grabbed the kid’s bicep with his left hand.

“Relax, kid.”

The teen struggled, trying to pull his arm away, and when that didn’t
work, let his legs go slack.

Larry didn’t fall over. He held the kid up.

“Keep pulling that kind of shit, and I’m going to let you take me down.
You’ll hit the concrete, and I’m going to land on top of you. Believe
me, it’s gonna hurt.”

The kid turned his head, and looked up at Larry, eyes still watering.
“Fuck you.”

“Whatever, man.”

From behind Larry came a thud, followed by solid footfalls as something
ran up the stairs. Larry turned to find a guy in powered armor standing
a couple steps down from him. The armor looked like polished silver—he
could almost see his reflection—except for the black diamond with the
words “Metafight Games Security” mid-way up the armor’s chest piece.

Alexis had moved out of the aisle, and into one of the rows to let the
security guy by.

“Pass him over to me,” the security guy said, holding his arms out.

Larry passed him over while the kid said, “I’m not going to forget this.
Don’t think I’m going to forget this! Do you know who I am? I’m a
fucking super-villain. You remember that. Remember that when I come
after your ass—“

The security guy covered the kid’s mouth with his hand, quickly followed
by a squirt  of quickly hardening goo from a small tube that extended
out of his forearm.

Nodding to Larry, the guy said, “I needed him to shut up. Thanks, by the
way.”

“You bet.”

The security guy began to turn away when Cheryl’s voice cut into the
conversation. “Where were you, Tom? You’re supposed to be watching for
this.”

Tom sighed. “I’m also supposed to be watching people training in the
arena.”

“The people in the arena have powers or armor. I’ve got nothing.” She
stood a few rows up, staring down at Tom with obvious frustration. “This
isn’t the first time.”

“You did pretty well, anyway,” Tom said.

Cheryl’s jaw dropped, and he kept on talking. “Look, I’m not saying it’s
okay. I’ll stay up here while you’re here. It won’t happen again.”

“It better not,” she said.

“It won’t,” he said, and walked off with the kid.

Cheryl watched him go, and then turned to Larry. “Thanks for the
everything. It’s nice to know I’m not completely alone.”

Larry shrugged, “Glad to help, but it looks like you barely needed me.
Your mace took most of the fight out of him.”

She smiled briefly, “You’d better hope not. You’re fighting him
tomorrow.”

Larry turned to see Tom carrying the kid away. “That was Rook?”

“The one and only. Kick his ass for me, okay?”

“You bet.” He looked toward where Tom was carrying Rook through one of
the arena’s exits, noticing something else. Tom’s armor’s joints were
designed the same way as Armory’s.

That meant Armory wasn’t just designing suits for people who competed,
he was working for Metafight Games somehow.

He turned back around, “Hey, who makes armor for your security guys?”

Cheryl raised an eyebrow. “I’m not involved in that end of the
operation. Do you need something?”

“No, I just saw something interesting about the design, and if the
designer’s around, I’d like to talk to him.”

Cheryl glanced toward Tom, and said, “I can ask around.”

“That’d be great,” he said.

“I’ll talk to you later then,” she said. “Right now I need to complain
to my boss.”

She walked up the steps toward an exit.

Alexis cleared his throat, and said, “Let’s talk over there.” He pointed
to his left. When Larry said, “Sure,” he guided them two sections over.

When they sat down, they were alone in the section.

Alexis said, “Are you here for Armory?”

Larry nodded. “It looks like he’s started selling armor to pretty much
anybody. We’re going to have some problems if he starts mass producing
it for supervillains. How’d you know about him?” Seeing the expression
on Alexis’ face, he said, “Oh, damn.”

Alexis gave a pained look. “I’m not simply here to compete. The
government of Cuba is interested in his suits.”

Larry shook his head. “This is going to get complicated.”

Alexis snorted. “When is it not complicated? The last time we fought
together we faced the Abominators on the moon, and had to convince the
Xiniti that we weren’t the Abominators’ servants. At least here we can
breathe.”

Larry looked out at the arena. People were still training. “Yeah, this
time around we only have to worry about your people and my people
instead of both of those plus evil aliens. That’s progress.”

Alexis laughed. “A little progress. Very little.”

“So,” Larry said, “we’ve got to arrange it so you get enough that you
don’t get in trouble. Technically all I was supposed to do is talk to
the guy. There’s nothing stopping you from asking him afterward. It’s
just that if I do it right, he’ll be too scared to take orders for a
while.”

“Or you’ll bring him back the United States for trial.”

“Yeah. That might happen, but it’s not my first choice. For now I’m just
here to talk. Which reminds me, have you seen him?”

“Armory? No. All the contestants using powered armor are staying in the
same section we are. I am not sure where he is.”

Larry thought about that. “I guess we need to find out where the staff
section is.”

“You’re not going to wait for Cheryl?”

Larry shrugged. “She works here. No reason for her to help.”

Alexis said, “She may help anyway.”

“Yeah, well, if it happens, it happens. So, did you see what you wanted
to in the arena?”

Alexis stood up. “Not everything, but I think we can go.”

After they walked back to their rooms, Larry spent the rest of the day
putting the Frog suit together. He’d left the pieces as large as he
could, but it still took hours to reattach everything.

The suite’s workshop wasn’t bad. He’d turned on the radio, finding a
rock station out of Florida. The stereo played tapes too—which would
have been nice if he’d thought to bring any.

Around seven, Isaac Lim walked in the door carrying a pizza. Larry
stepped back from the suit. Two feet taller than he was and gleaming
green metal, it didn’t look exactly like a frog, but it did have a flat
head, and front limbs that rested on the ground.

Putting the pizza on one of the worktables, Lim said, “Hungry? You’ve
been in here for hours.”

Larry stepped back from the machine. “Yeah. I’m pretty much done except
for the testing.”

Lim looked the machine up and down. “Seriously? I know a few guys who
trained on Rocket suits, and I got the impression that it took a long
time to put them together.”

“It depends. Get your suit trashed, and it’ll take a long time, but this
is a Man-machine design. He was into making things modular. You can swap
out everything on his suits, and it’s not hard to take them apart and
put them back together either.”

Lim walked over to the Frog suit, and peered inside. “Man-machine. You
did say that. Aren’t you worried someone might recognize the suit?
They’ll know everything it can do.”

Larry grabbed a piece of pizza. “Nope. Remember the modular part? We
swapped out a bunch of them. Man-machine himself wouldn’t know the half
of it now.”

Lim stuck his head inside the suit’s body, and then backed out. “Would
you mind if I got inside?”

Larry stopped eating. “Yeah. Not now. If you get in there and touch the
wrong thing, you could break a hole in the floor. Maybe later.”

“Sure.” Lim walked over to the counter with the pizza. “Did you know
you’re fighting at eleven tomorrow morning?” He pulled a piece of paper
out of the inside pocket of his jacket.

“Yep. I ran into a friend. He told me.”

Isaac put the piece of paper on the counter. “Who?”

“Alexis Pozo. Decent guy. Cuban? The Rocket and I worked with him on the
moon.”

“Pozo? Cuba’s representative in the People’s Brigade? What’s he doing
here? Better, what did he say he was doing here?”

Larry put down his pizza. “Don’t give me that. He’s a decent guy. He’s
loyal to his country, but we’ve worked things out.”

“You’ve worked things out? He’s working with people who are trying to
destroy the United States. What have you worked out?”

Lim stood with his hands crossed over his chest.

Larry met his eyes. “There’re lots of problems out there. We work
together when it makes sense. I’m bringing him in on this one.”

Lim opened his mouth to say more but Larry continued, “Besides, you told
me yourself that you legally can’t tell me what to do, right? It’s
totally out of your hands, man.”

Meanwhile the radio announcer said, “We just listened to Van Halen’s
‘Jump.’ Next up is ‘Safety Dance’ by Men Without Hats.”

Lim’s eyes narrowed. “I can’t tell you what to do, but I can’t ignore it
if what you do helps our enemies either.”

Larry shook his head. “I’m not going to do anything to help the
Russians, but if I’ve got to help my friend a little to get your job
done, I’d say that’s okay. He’s not going to get anything he wouldn’t
have gotten on his own–if I hadn’t been here–and he’s probably getting
less. I don’t want to hand anything over to the Russians either. Hell,
if it’ll make you feel better, Alexis and I are planning a mission to
get Abominator artifacts away from the Russians after we finish this.”

Isaac’s eyes widened. “What kind of Abominator artifacts?”

“I don’t know. Nothing good, I bet. Alexis told me that the Kremlin sent
a team up to the moonbase, and grabbed stuff. I don’t know what they
grabbed. It could be anything.”

“What’s going to happen to them?”

“It depends what it is, but look, Joe and I told people about the
Abominators. We’ve got good reason to believe the Abominators’ tech was
made to corrupt people. We’re likely to destroy it, and if we can’t
destroy it, we’ll hide it.”

Lim didn’t say anything at first, but from his stillness, Larry guessed
Lim might be controlling his reaction.

Lim’s hand twitched.

He took a breath and then spoke. “I read it in the reports, but
everybody who’s read the reports knows you’re leaving things out. You
say that the Abominator tech was made to corrupt people, but I don’t see
anywhere where you say how you know it.”

Larry held up his right hand. “Sorry, I can’t tell you. If I tell you,
it might get to the wrong… people, but here’s what I can tell you. The
stuff Red Lightning used to give himself and his army powers was
Abominator tech. The power impregnator Joe made wasn’t Abominator made,
but it used their ideas. You know how that ended.”

Lim’s mouth tightened. “I know, and it’s not as if I doubt Joe. The guy
was my hero when I was growing up, but don’t you think that with the
government’s money and people behind it, we could get around the
problems?”

Larry didn’t hesitate. “Not a chance. I’ve fought a couple versions of
the Rocket suit that the government made. I went through them like
paper. The only way you’d do it is with a bunch of people like Joe, and
they’re hard to find.”

Lim sighed. “I know.” He held up his hand to his chin. “OK, we do it
your way.”



The next morning, Larry ran through a few last tests on the suit, and
took it to the arena. He used the same hallway the men had used to
deliver the suit—the dark one with steel beams, and a metal floor. It
ran next to the outside wall, but there were no windows.

He wasn’t the only one in the hall. Golf carts, and odd little cars
entered and exited by different hallways along the way, none of them
going the entire distance with him.

He arrived at the arena twenty minutes early, and a small man in a
tuxedo directed him toward a wide door. When he went through, he found
himself in an open enclosure next to the fighting. Made of metal that
had been painted black, the space was only twice as long as the Frog
suit, and only a little wider.

It reminded Larry of the pens where they kept bulls at rodeos. He
checked the suit’s time, decided he had enough that he didn’t have to
spend all of it waiting inside the suit, and clicked the button that
opened the suit up.

The first thing he noticed as the suit opened was how much more noise he
heard. The crowd roared, and he heard a series of crackling noises that
sounded like electrical discharge.

He stepped out of the suit as Cheryl stepped into the enclosure. She
wore a pastel green suit with mini-skirt almost exactly like the pink
one from the day before. He realized then that it had to be a uniform
just like the men’s tuxedos.

He guessed that feminists didn’t have a big presence on the island.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m here to remind you of the rules. You should have
received them as part of the sign-up packet, but since most of the
contestants don’t bother to read them, I’m here to tell you in person.
So, have you read them?”

Larry decided to be honest. “I’m not sure. I’m sure I picked the packet
up, but I don’t remember much of anything.”

“You and everyone else,” she said. “The rules are simple. First, you can
do anything you want to your opponent, but whatever you do can’t pass
into the stands. There are some very important people out there, and we
don’t want them to get hurt.

“The second rule is that if we do tell you to stop fighting, you have to
stop immediately. The third rule is that you have to take your
opponent’s surrender.

“If you violate any of those rules, we’ll call in security, and they’re…
not nice. Any questions?”

Larry shook his head, beginning to say, “No,” but then he said, “Wait,
when you said I could do anything to my opponent, did that include
killing him?”

She said, “Unless he surrenders, yes.”

“Huh.”

She stopped smiling, and frowned for moment. “That other thing we talked
about. Find me after the fight. Here’s my number.”

She handed him her card. He took it and put it in one of the flight
suit’s pockets.

“Good luck,” she said, and her smile seemed genuine. Then she left.

Not knowing what else to do, he got back into the Frog suit. He knew it
wasn’t the right time to think about it, but she was kind of cute. Then
he decided it would be best if he thought of something else.

Lim was right. This wasn’t a good place to meet people.

Ten minutes later, the crowd started screaming.

The announcer shouted, “The Murdilator wins! The paramedics are taking
Electroman out of the arena, and in five minutes you’ll be able to see
the next round—Rook versus Frog! That’s right, the up and coming Rook
versus a brand new opponent in powered armor. All that, in just FIVE
minutes. Get your drinks and snacks now because you won’t want to miss a
second of it.”

Larry took a breath, realizing that he actually felt nervous. And how
crazy was that? It was just a fight. How many of those had there been in
the last few years? This time his opponent would at least be human, and
a kid at that. He’d seen worse.

No denying though, that Rook probably hated him, and wouldn’t hesitate
to kill him.

Well, it wouldn’t be his first opponent with a grudge.

He decided to run through the suit’s checklist. He’d already done it
when he started the thing up, but if it kept his mind occupied, he
wouldn’t complain.

Three items from the end of the list, the announcer stated, “Frog and
Rook, we are opening the doors. Please proceed to the middle of the
arena, and don’t start fighting until the referee gives you the signal!”

The doors opened, and Larry walked the Frog suit forward. It felt
different than the Rhino suit, more like the cockpit of a plane.

There were reasons. If his arms and legs were directly inside the Frog
suit’s limbs, they’d probably get ripped off. Human limbs just didn’t
move the same way.

On the other side of the arena, a bird-like figure extended its wings,
and flew, landing at the halfway point next to the referee.

Larry pressed down on the accelerator pedal, giving the suit a little
speed, but nowhere near the max. Rook didn’t need to see that.

The Frog made a comfortable series of jumps. The suit’s computer plotted
each point of contact with the floor on the helmet’s faceplate,
extending them out in a line, and indicating the spot with the image of
a frog. He wasn’t sure anymore whether he or Joe had swapped out
Man-machine’s graphic with the one from the Frogger video game, but
they’d both thought it was funny.

Larry set the end point at a few feet from the ref. The suit made a few
more jumps, slowing with the last few, and stopping perfectly on the
last. However much of pain it was to fight Man-machine, Larry couldn’t
fault his design. Lots of suits would have fallen over on the last jump.

The ref wore powered armor just like the security people, except they’d
painted the upper half with white and black stripes. The ref’s helmet
was black, the faceplate too dark to see anything inside.

Given the type of person who fought, the ref could use a secret
identity, Larry thought.

“Alright,” the referee said, “you’re both here. I’ll remind you of the
rules. Keep the people in the stands out of it, take surrenders, and if
we tell you to stop, stop. Got it?”

Rook’s beak dipped, but he didn’t say anything.

Larry clicked on the speaker, and said, “You got it, man.”

The ref backed up a couple steps. “When I drop my hand, you fight.”

He lifted his armored right arm. “One…”

In a low voice, Rook said, “I’m going to kill you.”

The ref said, “Two…”

Larry set the endpoint to the ground just on the left side of Rook. “I
figured,” he said.

“Three,” the ref said, and let his arm fall.

Larry clicked the jump button, and the suit moved instantly, landing
perfectly positioned for Larry’s punch.

The Frog’s fist hit Rook in the abdomen, knocking him backward. He
rolled, wings flopping everywhere.

Laughter and cheering filled the arena.

Larry pointed the suit toward Rook, and pressed jump again. This time it
made the distance in two leaps—but not quickly enough. Rook had taken to
the air.

Rook whirled around, making quick circles above him.

“What are you going to do now? Huh? No guns? Well, I’ve got guns.”

Bullets rained down from above, hitting the armor with dull thuds. Larry
could feel each hit. He jumped. The suit could take bullets for a while,
but not forever.

He landed forty feet away, leaving Rook to fire wildly after him, mostly
missing. Bits of the concrete floor shot away from the Frog’s feet.
Larry set the Frog to jump again, choosing a more complex pattern he’d
preprogrammed—forward and to the right, forward and to the left,
backward to the left.

He checked the faceplate for Rook.

A red dot pointed out Rook—thirty feet to his left. From the jerky
movement as Rook wheeled around, Larry guessed Rook had only just
realized that Larry had doubled back.

Or maybe Rook had damaged his wing.

Either way, Larry thought, there was only one thing to do. He set a spot
just ahead of Rook as the endpoint, and jumped into the air.

Larry hit Rook with enough force that he felt it inside the armor. It
wasn’t concussion-inducing force, or even particularly painful, but
solid. He grabbed for a good hold on Rook’s armor, but missed the wings.
The Frog suit’s claws scraped all the way down Rook’s sides, and for a
second Larry thought he felt the armor give, but then it ripped out of
the suit’s grip.

He fell, and hit the ground. It wasn’t a big deal.

The suit could easily take a forty foot drop. It was made for it. The
hind legs hit first, absorbing the hit. The front legs followed, doing
the same while all the legs adjusted position to balance. Larry hit a
button, sending the suit after the glowing red dot that indicated Rook.

The suit twisted and turned quickly enough that Larry couldn’t remember
if the suit was designed to prevent the user from turning so quickly he
blacked out. If not, he thought, that would be something to
add.

Rook hadn’t hit the ground, but he didn’t seem to be in good shape. As
Larry turned, he seemed to pull out of a dive, but when he came around,
aiming in Larry’s direction, he didn’t seem to be able to fly straight.
The display inside Larry’s helmet showed a white line indicating where
Rook’s heading would take him. The longer Rook flew in one direction,
the more curved the line became.

Not that Larry stayed in one spot to observe. He set the Frog suit to
close, and close quickly. As Rook’s line adjusted to point at Larry
instead of just to his side, and as the suit’s guns fired, the Frog suit
hopped twice.

By the second hop, he was nearly underneath Rook’s suit.

He could have jumped again, but he decided to give the crowd a good
finish.

Leaning back, he fired the tongue gun. What appeared to be a giant black
ball of spit shot out of the Frog’s mouth, engulfing Rook’s chest, and
hardening.

Rook stopped firing as his beak dipped downward, following the line that
now led from his body to the mouth of the Frog suit.

Larry didn’t wait. Grabbing the line in his hands as Rook passed over
him, braced himself, and made a long, low jump.

The line tightened substantially while he was still in the air, pulling
him backwards. He hit the ground, and landed on his back, sending
showers of sparks as he was dragged across the concrete.

He didn’t even have time to mutter a curse before Rook slammed into the
ground behind him.

Larry pulled himself up, and ran. The suit turned step into a ten foot
leap. He reached Rook as Rook pulled himself into a sitting position.

The bird beak had bent a little off center. One of the wings had been
twisted in a way that reminded Larry of a clothes hanger more than
anything else.

Rook seemed to become more aware then, pulling up one arm, and firing
the gun hanging under it.

The bullets hit the Frog suit’s legs. Larry hit Rook’s helmet with one
of the Frog’s clawed fists, knocking him on his back.

Bullets sprayed everywhere. Larry ignored them, reaching down toward
Rook’s chest armor, aiming for jagged rip where the Frog’s claws had
made it through earlier.

“I surrender! Stop! I surrender!”

Larry stopped. He stood up and stepped back. “You got it.”

Over the loudspeakers, the announcer said, “It appears that Rook has
surrendered. We’ve received confirmation from the referee. The Frog will
continue to the next part of the tournament. Rook will not. Let’s give a
big hand to the winner.”

He barely needed to say it. The crowd was already cheering.

Two members of the security team appeared along with a golf cart with a
red cross painted on it.

One of the security guards helped Rook to his feet.

“Frog,” Rook said.

“Yeah?”

“You’ll lose next time.”

Larry watched as one of the security guards helped Rook to sit on the
cart. “I’ll be waiting for that.”

The crowd continued to cheer even as the golf cart carried Rook away.

He went back to his suite by the same dark corridor he’d taken to the
fight. He could have had the arena’s doctors check him over. He could
have gone to one of the arena’s bars. Instead when one of the arena’s
tuxedoed employees said, “Once the doctors check you over, I can take
you around the luxury box suites. There are always people who want to
meet the winners.”

Larry had shaken his head even though the guy couldn’t see it. “Nah. I
gotta check the armor for problems. Just let me know when my next bout
is, okay?”

He spent the next two hours in the suite’s workshop replacing damaged
panels, and checking for hairline cracks. Lim was out, so he turned on
the television for some noise, listening to the fights as they occurred.

Alexis won his match, fighting in what the announcer called the “July 26
Armor.” Larry wondered if he should ask what the name meant.

When he’d done all he could for the suit, Larry called Cheryl and asked
when they could talk.

“I’m free for a little while. Let’s take a walk outside. Meet me near
the front of the arena?”

“Sure,” he said.

He barely had the chance to hang up the phone when someone started
knocking on the door. He left the workshop, and went into the main
suite. Looking through the peephole in the door, he saw a tall, white
haired man wearing a blue suit.

Worse, he recognized the man. It was Gerald Cannon—Man-machine himself.

Larry thought about it for a second, and then opened the door.

Cannon was almost, but not quite his height, and less muscular. To judge
from the tightness of his face, he also wasn’t happy. Larry held the
door open, “Come on in, man.”

Cannon started to open his mouth, stopped and then said, “My suit was
the last, and I mean the last thing I expected to see here today.”

He stepped around Larry, and started walking toward the workshop.

Larry put his hand on Cannon’s shoulder, and stepped in front of him.
“Wait a second. What are you doing?”

“It’s my property in there. My design. My ideas. I’m not leaving them
with you.”

Larry stared down at him, and didn’t let go of the man’s shoulder. “I
don’t want to hurt an old guy, but if you try to take the suit, I’m
going to deck you.”

Cannon tried to pull away, but Larry didn’t let go of his arm.

Cannon exhaled. “Ok. OK. I won’t try to take it. Are you going to let go
of my arm now?”

Larry did.

Cannon frowned and asked, “I’d like to take a look at what you did to
it.”

“Sure. Come on.”

They walked into the workshop, and Cannon groaned. “Green. Why did you
paint the damn thing green?”

Shrugging, Larry said, “It jumps.”

Cannon walked up to it, and ran his hand across its metal skin. “I
thought I’d blown the thing up. That annoyed me. I put a lot of work
into it. I saw you were using the movement calculation tech. Wasn’t that
incredible? You can preprogram moves, and react at the speed of the
computer. That’s going to be the next big thing in powered armor.”

Larry stepped over to the machine, standing next to the panel that
opened the armor. “It’s still got some limitations.”

Nodding, Cannon walked around to the back. “I know. The chips can’t hold
much, and they’re still too slow. It was fun messing with them, but
they’re not really my thing. They’re more Joe’s, and he’s not going to
pass any my way.”

“Not likely,” Larry said. “He’s retired for real.”

Cannon came around the Frog, and faced Larry. “I heard the announcement,
but I’ve also seen him flying over the city a couple times since.”

Larry held up his hands. “You don’t expect him to give up everything at
once. The man likes to fly.”

“You’re sure?” At the look on Larry’s face, he continued. “Dammit.”

He took a breath. “I’ve been working on new armor. I want another shot
at him.”

“What, and I’m supposed to call him up, and set up a date? This isn’t a
game. People get hurt. Things blow up. Move on, man. You’ve got your
company. You’ve got years to do other things. Hell, I’ve seen you fight
villains before. I’m sure you can find a few with powered armor.”

Cannon’s voice became a growl. “It’s not the same. I’ve lost to him for
more than thirty years, and I’m always going to be known as the second
best man in powered armor. Damn, you should be feeling it more than I
do. You were his sidekick, his shadow, the kid he bailed out of
trouble.”

Larry folded his hands over his chest. “Well, I never thought of it that
way. I always figured Joe was better, and he’d stay better. I’m just
lucky to know him, you know?”

Cannon turned his face away for a few seconds. Larry couldn’t read his
expression. Then with the smallest twitch of his head, he looked at
Larry.

“I should go.” He stepped into the workshop’s doorway. “Tell him I’m
waiting. If he wants to go at it one last time, I’ll be there.”

“He won’t.”

“Tell him.”

Larry gave a brief smile. “Sure, but don’t get your hopes up.”

Cannon stepped out of the workshop, and started walking toward the
suite’s front door.

“Hey,” Larry said, “I gotta ask. Why are you on the island anyway?”

Cannon’s lip curled. “Visiting a student.”

“Who? Rook?”

“That little psycho? No. Figure it out for yourself.” Without saying
goodbye, Cannon stepped out of the suite’s front door. “Oh,” he said,
turning back, “you shouldn’t have taken out the missile launchers or the
artillery. That armor could have taken out a tank battalion when I owned
it.”

The door closed, and Larry thought about it. This entire section of
hallway had been designated for people in armor. It could be anybody.
Visiting a friend here would completely explain why Cannon had dropped
by—except… Except his mind came back to the worst possibility, the one
that explained how Cannon found him even better. He had connections in
the administration who told him where Larry’s suite was.

Armory was his student.

Larry rolled that sentence around in his mind. It felt more right, and
worse the longer he thought about it. Worse, because even if Cannon
wasn’t trying to ruin his chances to talk with Armory, mentioning that
he was here might do it.

Not that Cannon would identify him publicly, the deal he had with Joe
kept everyone’s real identity out of it, but Armory wasn’t the public.

He needed to find Armory immediately, and he needed backup. Some,
anyway. He hadn’t really taken out the missiles or the artillery.

But before he could do any of that, he needed to meet Cheryl.

Walking quickly down the hall, he tried to remember how long it had been
since he’d talked to her. Hopefully she’d wait five minutes—if he’d only
talked to Cannon for five minutes. It might have gone longer.

All that really mattered was that she hadn’t spent enough time waiting
for him to get bored and leave.

He passed through the suites, and into the arena’s halls. It wasn’t like
it had been the day before. The arena’s halls were crowded with people
talking, some of them carrying food and drink.

Larry considered grabbing a beer, but didn’t. The lines were too
long.

He walked out the front gate with a small crowd, pushing his way past
another crowd that was walking in. With all the people passing through,
he didn’t see her until he walked off to the left. She stood next to the
arena’s wall, waiting next to a park bench in the shade of palm trees.

She wore the most normal clothes he’d yet seen her in—jeans and a red
and white striped shirt.

As he stepped out of the crowd, she took off her sunglasses, and said,
“Glad you made it, but I’ve got to admit, I was wondering if you’d
come.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. A guy knocked on my door, and I couldn’t get
away from him very quickly.”

She laughed. “A fan? Some people won’t leave you alone unless you call
security. You’ve got their number. You can call them. No one expects you
to handle fans alone.”

Larry shook his head. “He’s not a fan. I know the guy. I can’t tell you
who he is, but calling security on him would make a big mess.”

She met his eyes. “I’ll take your word for that for now. So, you wanted
to know where to find the man who designed security’s armor?”

“Right.” Larry tried to say it like he was just curious, and not like it
mattered.

She glanced toward the people entering and leaving the arena, and asked,
“Do you mind if we walk this way?” She pointed down the sidewalk next to
the building. With all the people walking toward the hotels or
restaurants, almost no one seemed to be using it.

“Sure.”

“Good,” she said, and started walking calmly away. Larry moved quickly
to keep up.

“I’m going to tell you what you want either way, but I need to know
something before I do. How much trouble am I going to get in if anyone
finds out I told you? And before you answer, imagine that some of my
bosses have connections with organized crime.”

“Ah, hell. I don’t know your bosses, but it depends on how it goes. I
just want to talk to the guy. If he takes it well, no big deal.”

“Do you think that’s likely?”

He knew she might be trying to play him, but if she wasn’t, could he lie
to her?

He said, “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll both get into our suits and start
fighting.”

“That’s the kind of thing I was worried about. I don’t want to stay here
if that happens.”

Larry nodded. “I can see that. We’ve got a plane.”

“If they let you take off.”

“It’ll work out. I’ve got a backup plan.”

She looked up at him. “You’ve got another way off the island? Good. I
want to go with you.”

“I’m surprised you’d leave your job.”

“This job? Where I’m eye candy for supervillains and carry a can of mace
for protection? I’m not.”

“Got it. Look, I can’t tell you much more, and I need to hurry. So—“

“His name is Len Jones, and he’s got his own suite in the arena. It’s
right next to security’s suite.”

Larry stopped walking. “Ok. If you’re coming with us, we’ve got to get
back to the suite. I don’t know if you need to pack, but if things go
badly, you’re not going to get the chance.”

Cheryl held up her purse. “I’ve got everything that matters already. The
rest is just stuff.”

“Ok, then let’s go to my suite. I’ve got to introduce you to a couple
guys.”



Half an hour later, Larry had taken the Frog all the way around the
arena through one of the big tunnels meant for powered armor. It was
just like the others—dark, with a metal floor, and without decoration
except for support beams.

Len Jones’ suite had a workshop next to it. The workshop’s double doors
were completely open. Larry didn’t even see that there had been doors
until he drove the Frog inside, and noticed the gap where they’d slid
into the walls.

Once inside, he parked the Frog next to another set of powered armor. He
guessed he could see at least twenty recognizable security suits, and
even more scattered sections. Better, he saw Armory’s own suit.

It sat there with the rest—bronze colored with a green chestplate, and a
sword on its back. Larry knew it contained many more weapons than that.

He clicked, and the Frog suit opened. He stepped out, and walked to the
nearest door—the one that went into Len’s personal suite.

Then Larry knocked.

A man opened the door. He didn’t give Larry the impression of being a
brilliant inventor, superhero, or villain.

Len’s combover was painfully obvious, and his small moustache reminded
Larry of Hitler’s. It was wider, but had a similar look. Larry pegged
the man as being in his mid-thirties, and guessed that his clothes dated
from the late 70’s. His shirt’s collar seemed a little too wide.

Len looked up at Larry, and tried to close the door.

Larry didn’t let it shut. He put his foot in and pushed forward,
stepping into the room.

Len’s room was a bigger version of Larry’s suite—except Len’s main room
included a hot tub. Plus, a significant part of Len’s workshop had
migrated inside. Most flat surfaces held tools. A mech’s arm lay across
the coffee table.

Len let go of the door as Larry pushed his way in, beginning to turn,
and probably to run. Larry grabbed his arm.

“Hey Len, what’s with the running? It’s me, the Rhino. We fought on the
same side a couple times.”

Len stopped struggling, and looked up. “Rhino? I didn’t recognize you.
How are you doing?”

“Not bad. Not bad, man. I do need to talk with you though.”

“Sure. Why?” He looked down at his arm. Larry still hung on to it.

“People have been noticing your armor in a lot of places—here, on
supervillains in Chicago, and a couple other spots. Some people who
talked to me would like you to be choosier about who you sell this stuff
to.”

“What?” Len’s voice became louder, and he stopped looking at Larry’s
hand. “Is that what this is really about? You’re here to tell me what to
do?”

He pulled away, and Larry let him.

Face red and hands balled up in fists, Len stood on the beige carpet.
“That’s what I hate about you guys. You get so fixated on doing the
right thing that you won’t let the rest of us make our own decisions.
Who made the armor? Me. Who designed it? Me. You know who should decide
who uses it? Me!”

Larry took a breath. “No one’s going to have a problem if you sell it to
the government or the police, but seriously, the last I heard, you sold
armor to the mob. They kill people. If you provide them with armor that
helps them do it, you could go to jail.”

“Are you going to take me there?”

“Not planning to. All I’m here to do is tell you that you gotta stop
selling people like that armor. I bet people won’t even be bugged if you
provide the security team here with armor. They’re keeping the peace,
right? It’s when you start selling it to guys without morals that people
get unhappy. If you keep on doing it, you’re going to wake up to find
half the Defenders knocking chunks out of your wall. You don’t need
that.”

“You’re right, I don’t.” Len had backed further into the room while they
talked, and stood next to the dark, wooden coffee table. He reached down
and picked up the arm, and stuck his hand inside.

Blades extended from the fingers.

Larry took a step back. His flight suit acted as armor, but it didn’t do
very well against blades.

“Whoa,” Larry said, “I’m not threatening you.”

“That’s right,” Len said, “you’re not. I’m threatening you!”

He twitched his arm, and the inside of his armored forearm bristled with
spikes. “Now get out, or I shoot you.”

A spike fired, flying over Larry’s head, and embedding in the ceiling.

Larry backed a few more steps. “Nice idea,” he said as he felt behind
himself for the door. “I wouldn’t have thought to give individual
sections of your armor their own power sources.”

Len raised the arm in his direction as Larry touched the doorknob,
opened the door, and stepped back into the workshop. As much as he
didn’t want to give Len the idea that he was afraid, he also thought
that the sooner he got inside his suit, the better.

He ran.

He touched his hand to the access panel. The suit recognized his
handprint, and opened up. As he stepped inside, red lights began
blinking everywhere. A siren began wailing.

Larry felt pretty sure he knew why. It was still annoying though. If Len
had let him leave, that would have been the end of it.

Now he was going to have to fight.

The Frog suit closed, and messages ran up the HUD. Except for a few
minor issues, all the suit’s systems were showing green. Better, the
suit’s radar didn’t show security coming. He was sure that would change.

The suit did, however, start evaluating everything in the room, labeling
powered armor, weapons, energy sources.

With an Armory suit, and at least twenty spare security suits nearby,
Larry knew his first step. He loaded three mini-missiles, and launched
them, firing one at the Armory suit, and the other two at clusters of
security suits.

The explosions filled the room with painfully bright light, and sound.

Larry aimed the Frog toward the hallway, knowing that if security wasn’t
coming for him before, they were now.

Bounding through the doorway and into hall, Larry kept control of the
suit, stopping from sliding across the concrete floor. The Frog suit’s
claws left scratches, but Larry doubted that anyone would care.

Assuming he survived and got away, the worst the arena’s management
could do would be refusing to return his room deposit.

He accelerated and the Frog suit moved, lifting a few feet into the air
with every leap. Larry kept it at a steady pace, expecting to face the
security team at any time.

They didn’t appear.

He met up with Alexis a few hallways down. Alexis wore his armor—red,
white and blue. It could have passed for a odd version of the Rocket
suit except that most of the chest was red with a single white star.
Blue and white stripes alternated to the right of the red section.

Alexis said, “I expected them to be chasing you by now.”

“Me too. I guess they must be planning an ambush.”

“And how is the Cuban revolution’s newest armor designer?”

“Alive, last I saw him. Kind of angry though.”

Alexis nodded, his blue and white helmet moving. “He gave that
impression when our people talked to him.”

“Yeah? Well what do you think? Direct to the plane, or should we try to
be tricky?”

“Try the unexpected.”

“Thought you might say that. Let’s try going up.”

Alexis laughed. “That will surprise them. Over there?”

He pointed toward a spot on the ceiling twenty feet away.

As Larry said, “Sure,” Alexis aimed his arms at the spot, and two deep
thumping noises came from his armor. Almost at the same time his arms
jerked and a section of the ceiling fell into the hall.

In two long strides, Alexis closed the distance, and jumped through the
hole. Larry followed, landing just behind him.

They were in the arena, not too far from where Larry had entered for his
fight. It looked different though.

Except for the people lining up in the aisles and walking down the
stairs, the stands were empty. Red emergency lights flashed near the
exits.

A voice over the arena’s sound system was saying, “Please move carefully
toward the exits. This is not a drill. There is some kind of disturbance
on the lower level of the arena. It’s our hope that it will be resolved
quickly so that the games can—“

Another voice in the background said, “Look!”

“What? Oh. Two people seem to have entered the arena through a hole in
the floor—”

Larry said, “Across the arena, and then out.”

“A good enough plan. Security is likely downstairs.”

Larry stepped forward. “Let’s go.”

They went, crossing the arena more quickly than they would have if
they’d used the halls. They reached the far end of the arena.

Larry jumped off the main floor, and into the stands. Alexis jumped at
almost the same time, landing next to him.

Larry noticed the nearest exit, a stairway that led down to the main
hall where all the people and food vendors would be. He turned to
Alexis. “Can you think of any way out that won’t lead us through the
crowd?”

“Yes,” Alexis said. “But only if we break through to the outer wall, and
follow that back to our rooms.”

“And in order to do that,” Larry said, “we’d have to push through the
crowds here anyway. Plus everyone’s got to be watching that way back.”

“Exactly,” Alexis began, but the sound of a crash interrupted him. It
came from the arena. Larry twisted around to look.

Several figures stood in the middle of the arena. They’d just climbed
out of a hole, an even larger one than Alexis had made.

The suit’s HUD labeled several of them “Unknown Powered Armor,” but
labeled one of them “Armory.” Larry zoomed in on that one. The armor was
right. He recognized the armor.

Worse, he recognized the sooty mark on the front of the armor. That was
where he’d hit with a mini-missile. That wasn’t good news. He hoped the
mark meant that he’d done an enormous amount of hard to see damage.
Otherwise it meant the mini-missile had done minimal damage, and the
missiles he still had weren’t going to do much.

“Let’s try the stairs,” he said.

They went down the stairs five or six steps at a time, reaching the hall
seconds later.

It wasn’t empty. People walked down the hall, all of them seeming to
come from deeper inside the arena.

They backed up as they saw the Frog suit and Alexis’ armor. Larry
decided he didn’t have time to hesitate, and ran for the door that lead
to the suites—the hallway for people, not mechs. It was the same color
as the wall, but he knew where it was now.

He smashed it in.

Behind him came the noise of heavy boots hitting the the stairway. He
wondered how close Armory was.

The beauty of the panoramic view in his helmet was that he didn’t have
to turn around to check—just let his eyes dart to the edges of the
screen. He didn’t see anyone, and decided not to wait. Having your
enemies too far behind you to see them was a good thing.

At the moment he stepped inside the hall, he did see them—a security guy
followed by one of the black and white striped referees.

He’d suspected that the ref models were more than just protection, and
hoped that Armory hadn’t put as much work into them as he had in his own
suit. Otherwise this might be a short fight.

He took a few steps down the hall, Alexis close behind him.

“Turn!” Alexis said, and whipped around, assisted by the jets built into
his armor’s arms and legs. The Frog suit didn’t let Larry turn as
quickly, but he came around as the person in security armor stepped
through the door.

Each of Alexis armor’s arms made popping noises, and the security armor
fell backward into the ref. Larry hit them both with the black goo,
covering them and sticking them to the armor, and the
doorway.

Then they turned around, the Frog suit leaping while Alexis ran,
occasionally pushed forward by a burst of air.

“Exactly as I’d hoped,” Alexis said.

“Yeah, except I don’t have any more of the goo. Can’t do it again.”

“No matter. This gives us a little time.”

Behind them came the noise of pounding, pulling, and swearing. Getting
the men out without hurting them or getting stuck to them would be a
challenge. Larry wondered how long it would take before they took the
obvious solution, and ripped a hole in the wall next to the door.

From the pounding, it might be sooner than he wanted.

Larry and Alexis made it to the suite quickly, pushing the door out of
its frame.

Isaac and Cheryl weren’t there. That end of the plan had worked out.
They had only one thing to do there. Larry asked Alexis, “Did you get
everything out of your room?”

“I didn’t bring anything I couldn’t lose.”

“Well, if Lim did his job, you’re about to.”

They walked through the suite, through the workshop, and into the
vehicle access hallway on the other side. They walked twenty feet down
the hall, and Larry sent the signal that activated the bombs.

Explosions wracked the rooms, and the door blew apart, flooding the
hallway with smoke. Flame lit the hall.

After a moment, the fire alarms began to ring in addition to the other
alarms, followed by the sprinklers. Water hit the floor, puddling in
corners.

“Well, only two things left on the list,” Larry said.

Then he fired off a barrage of missiles toward a spot further down the
wall, exploding, and ripping a hole in the metal. Larry reached out with
the Frog suit, ripped it further, and jumped out. He landed, crushing
some flowers, and missing a palm tree by only a few feet.

Alexis flew out, and landed next to him.

“Alright, the hangar’s next.”

He could see the building. It was on the edge of the jungle. Hotels and
palm trees hid most of it, but he could see the hangar’s shiny, metal
roof. They just had to get there, and they could leave. With any luck,
Lim would have the plane ready. It didn’t seem likely that he’d have
problems. It hadn’t been hard to guess what would happen if Armory
called for help. They’d try to catch him on the way out. They’d block
the passageways that vehicles used, and they’d block his way to the
hangar if they could.

That was why he’d hurried out.

Now all he had to worry about was if any of the powered contestants
tried to help. He doubted they would. They weren’t here to do law
enforcement. He figured he only had to worry if one of the contestants
had a grudge.

It wasn’t that likely, but it was possible.

And anyway, the dice were cast. Now it was time to find out what came
up. He leapt forward, taking forty foot jumps. It wasn’t as fast as his
regular armor, the Rhino suit, but it wasn’t bad.

The hangars stood in a row alongside the runway, all of them wide, white
buildings with curved roofs. The other side of the runway held only palm
trees, bushes and grass.

His first sense that something might be wrong came when he noticed that
Lim’s DC-3 wasn’t out on the runway. While Lim might have chosen not to
make it obvious that they were leaving, that wasn’t the plan.

Larry and Alexis stood alongside the far wall of the next hangar over,
leaning so only the edge of the helmet had the potential to be seen.
Zooming in, he saw that Lim stood next to Cheryl near the front of the
hangar. The plane’s nose stuck out a little onto the runway.

Unfortunately,they weren’t alone. A man in a black suit stood next to
them. He was shorter than Lim, a little overweight, but obviously
someone who cared about his appearance. He could have passed for a
wealthy businessman even though his lumpy nose appeared to have been
broken and healed more than once.

“Dammit,” Larry muttered.

Alexis said, “What’s wrong?”

“There’s a man with them—Neil Sloan. He’s a specialist in elemental
magic, and he’s particularly good with earth elementals.”

Larry zoomed in on Lim’s feet, and realized why Lim and Cheryl hadn’t
run away. Their feet were surrounded by the concrete.

He supposed that qualified as earth somehow. Could be elementals weren’t
fussy about the difference. He shook his head. It didn’t matter. What
mattered was that Lim and Cheryl were hostages until he took Sloan down.

He was about to tell Alexis more when a deep voice from behind them
said, “Rhino. Come down to the hangar, and bring your friend.”

Larry checked the helmet screen. The creature behind him appeared to be
made of concrete, and vaguely human-shaped.

As he watched, it sank into the sidewalk next to the hangar, leaving an
odd indentation that reminded him of a face.

“I don’t think we’ve got a choice. We’d better go.”

Talking softly, Alexis asked, “Are you sure? I might be able to come at
him from above before he even knew it.”

“I’m pretty sure the ground’s got ears. I doubt we’d get away with it.”

Alexis, or at least his helmet, angled toward the indentation in the
sidewalk. “A good point.”

They started walking. Larry didn’t stop, but he didn’t hurry either. He
figured as long has he moved steadily forward Sloan wouldn’t complain.

Larry wondered if that would give him enough time to think of a way out
of it. It didn’t take much to guess that Sloan would try to get them to
surrender—or step out of their armor—which was basically the same thing.
He tried to think of something to do, but nothing was coming.

He thought about what he knew about Sloan. The guy hadn’t been trained
as a wizard. He’d found a book and trained himself. Last time they’d
met, Larry had caught hints that Sloan had made a supernatural deal that
had gone wrong. He wished he knew details.

There had to be some way to use that.

And then they were at the hangar.

They’d crossed the distance, coming to a stop when Sloan held up his
left hand (with a flourish). “No further!” It reminded Larry of stage
magicians he’d seen. All Sloan needed was a hat, an infinite number of
scarves, and an assistant.

“Sure, Sloan. Been a while.”

“Rhino.” Sloan’s voice sounded less impressive when it came from his
mouth than when an earth elemental used it. It wasn’t nearly as deep,
for one. “Before you try to attack me,” Sloan continued. “Take a look at
your plane.”

Larry turned turned his attention to the DC-3. Something had ripped it
in half just behind the wings. The body of the plane had been stretched
in a way that reminded him of chewing gum.

“Huh,” Larry said. “I always thought it needed a little more leg room.
Can’t say I like how it’s in two pieces though.”

Sloan frowned. “You’re less funny than you think you are.”

“I guess so. Hey, sacrifice any kids to volcanos lately? I never
understood what was going on with that.”

Sloan’s frown deepened into a grimace. He showed teeth.

“Seriously,” Larry said, “an entire school bus of kids. Did you need the
rest of them in case you missed with the first one?”

A humanoid form began to grow out of the runway, not stopping until it
was twice the height of the Frog suit. Chunks of black tar made up the
body, mixed with gray rocks, concrete, and brown dirt.

Over a cracking sound mixed with a strange slurping noise, Sloan
shouted, “You have no idea what you ruined that day, you idiot!”

“Yeah? Was it you gaining complete control over a volcano that would
have allowed you to threaten most of the Northwest? Because I’m against
that.”

The earth elemental punched him, striking so quickly that it knocked
Larry and the Frog suit backward. They flipped three times, ending up on
the other side of the runway, next to a stand of palm trees.

Larry shook his head. He’d remembered one thing about Sloan. The mage
could only control one elemental and its abilities at a time—which meant
that if it was fighting him, Sloan couldn’t do much else.

With any luck, somebody would think of something while he was fighting.
Preferably before the elemental killed him.

Larry clicked, and the Frog suit righted itself. Even as it did, the
elemental loomed, punching again. This time, the suit hit the stand of
trees, cracking bark and causing the helmet’s HUD to blink.

Larry clicked a button, and the suit righted itself a second time. This
time, he made it leap sideways almost instantly, moving as the
elemental’s fist hit the tree behind him.

It shattered and fell over onto the runway. Larry landed twenty feet to
the right of the elemental. Not waiting for its response, he fired off a
missile at it.

The missile hit the elemental on its side. Rocks, dirt, and bits of
concrete flew everywhere, some of them hitting Larry’s armor.

It didn’t take the elemental out, though. It roared in pain, and leapt
toward him.

Larry didn’t like his odds.

Before he could move out of the way, it pummeled the armor again.

Warning messages rolled across the bottom of the HUD while the armor
slid down the runway. Larry decided he didn’t want to get hit like that
again—not when he knew Armory and half of Metafight Games’ security team
was on its way. He set the suit to stand upright and jump backwards,
further down the runway.

It did, moving too quickly for the elemental to hit.

The creature’s punch plowed into the tarmac, and lost its balance. That
at least was the same as last time. It was strong and fast, but not
light on its feet.

And that was good. It made the Frog suit almost the perfect suit to
fight it. Well, except that the Rhino suit had more protection, and
sheer power. He could have used some of that.

He fired off a grenade.

The explosion enveloped the entire creature for a moment. As the fire
and smoke cleared, the earth elemental stood, and gave itself a shake.
Bits of the asphalt on its body smoldered, producing thin, wispy smoke.

Its eyeless face stared at Larry. Then it bent over. For a second, Larry
thought it might fall, but it didn’t. It stuck its hand into the runway,
pulling a line of black out of the asphalt. It pulled its hand back over
its head. The line curled over its head like a whip.

Larry set the suit to jump. Two jumps later, he stood behind it. As the
elemental began to turn, he fired another missile at it. The missile
exploded. Larry hadn’t expected to take it out, and he didn’t. More rock
and dirt exploded outward, and it fell over.

The asphalt whip swung sideways, hitting the ground.

Larry let another missile, one of the heavy duty ones, fly as the earth
elemental began to pull itself up. The missile hit the creature’s right
arm, shattering it. Chunks of concrete scattered across the runway. The
elemental’s body hit the ground again, landing next to its hand—which
still held the end of the whip.

Larry fired two more missiles, not sure he could hope that he’d really
be able to destroy it. He hadn’t destroyed it last time around. In the
heat of the fight, he’d knocked out Sloan, causing him to lose control
of the elemental, allowing it to do whatever it wanted to do. It had
wanted to hurry up Mt. Saint Helens’ eruption.

Better to destroy it if he could. He didn’t think this island had been
formed by an eruption, but it wasn’t something he wanted to be wrong
about.

Despite its namesake, the Frog suit didn’t do very well in water.

When the brightness of the missile’s explosions faded, Larry saw the
elemental’s remains. Nothing larger than a softball had stayed
connected.

Damn, Larry thought, he didn’t expect to win—not that easily for sure,
and not without help from Alexis.

Where was Alexis? It took a moment, but he found him. Alexis was in the
air fighting what appeared to be a cloud—a roiling cloud the size of a
small house.

An air elemental, Larry guessed. He hadn’t thought Sloan could control
more than one at a time. That wasn’t good news.

On the other hand Alexis seemed to be doing more than holding his own.
As Larry watched, Alexis punched one hole and then another directly
through the cloud with the guns under his arms.

The cloud contracted into itself as Alexis continued to fire, but when
Alexis shot another hole straight through the middle of it, the cloud
dissolved, fading into grey wisps, and reforming over the trees.

Larry took a leap, and landed in front of the hangar. Sloan took a look
at him, and ran out the hangar’s back door. Larry thought about giving
chase, but decided not to. What would he do if he caught the guy? It
wasn’t as if there were police to hand him over to.

He turned toward Lim and Cheryl. Their feet were still encased in
concrete.

He thought about that. Hit too close to their feet, and he might crush
them—too far away, and he wouldn’t do any good.

Raising Frog suit’s arm, he aimed a blow at the floor near Lim’s feet.
Lim managed to get out, “Are you sure—“ before Larry hit the floor.

A spiderweb of cracks appeared in the concrete, and before Lim could say
anything else, Larry hit the floor near Cheryl.

After a little more work, they were out.

Cheryl laughed, looking down at her tennis shoes. They were gray with
concrete dust. “I’m so glad I took off the heels. They’d still be stuck
in there.”

Lim frowned. Nodding toward the plane’s pieces, he said, “You had a
backup way to get out of here? We’re going to need it.”

“Yeah,” Larry said. He used the League’s distress call, sending a red
alert. Best case scenario, Joe would pick them up with the League jet.
Worst case, Guardian would open a portal home and he’d have to put up
with snide remarks for a while.

Larry let the signal continue, but turned off the beeping. “Alright, I
sent it. I’m sure they’ll be here soon. As long as you guys are near me,
you’ll be fine. The League will be homing in on me.”

Lim said, “The League?”

When Larry just nodded, he said, “How long do we have to wait?”

“I don’t know, man. Probably ten minutes. The Rocket told me that
somebody would be prepped to go, but it could be anybody.”

“Ten minutes?” Isaac took a breath. “I hope we can make it that long.”

“I think we’ve got a good chance,” Larry said.

“Rhino!”

Larry recognized Alexis’ voice, and looked toward the hangar’s wide
doorway. Alexis stared out at the runway, and Larry followed his gaze.

The earth elemental was reforming. Shattered stone mixed with asphalt
from the runway, growing larger moment by moment.

It was bigger than before, and creepier by far. Before it had been a
mixture of dirt, rock, concrete, and asphalt. Now it was almost entirely
asphalt with bits of the other materials mixed in, but that wasn’t the
creepy part.

Before had been shaped like a humanoid. Now its legs and arms had been
replaced with tentacles of asphalt. Its face was still shaped roughly
like a human’s, but when Larry zoomed in, he saw that even its face was
now made of thousands of slender asphalt threads. It writhed, and moved.

It looked like something that ought to be on the cover of an H.P.
Lovecraft book. Larry took a picture with the suit’s camera. Joe would
probably know a wizard who’d want to see it.

Underneath it, the the runway had been stripped to the dirt in some
spots, and was looking thin everywhere nearby.

As Larry checked it over, the thing stopped and screamed into the air.
Its voice wailed at several discordant pitches simultaneously. Then it
struck at something in the air above the hangar. Being inside, he
couldn’t see what, but he guessed it had to be Alexis. He didn’t hear
any impact. That was good news.

Confirming his suspicion, he heard a series of popping noises—Alexis’
guns.

“I’m going back out. If you see it come in here, run.”

Larry didn’t wait for an answer. He took a few steps, and jumped, flying
through the air, and then landing sixty feet down the runway. The tarmac
seemed almost normal there.

Larry let fly with another missile. It hit the earth elemental in the
back, exploding, but not quite having the effect he hoped. Bits of
asphalt did spray out of it, but it stayed together. A divot appeared in
the spot where the missile hit, but even that began to fill. He wasn’t
sure how at first.

It screamed another horrible discordant noise, painfully high, and low
enough that he could feel the vibrations in his chest at the same time.

It turned its head, and its empty, writhing eye sockets stared at him.

Larry waited for it to move, but didn’t wait long. It leapt toward him,
its tentacles absorbing bits of the runway as it ran. The divot his
missile made disappeared as little bits of blacktop migrated up into the
hole.

He jumped again, letting the Frog suit fire missiles as he flew through
the air. He wasn’t alone either. As he flew, Alexis’ guns fired, hitting
the creature in the shoulder and head, distorting its face as pieces of
blacktop scattered.

Larry landed on the other side of the last hangar on the runway. He’d
figured something out. It was easier to blow pieces out of the thing
now. It was also easier for the thing to repair itself, but if he filled
the damn thing full of missiles, maybe he could blow it all apart at
once?

He wouldn’t have many missiles left, but all he had to do was make it
last ten minutes. The only thing that bothered him about the idea was
Armory. If he showed up with security, Larry would need all the missiles
he could get. On the other hand, did he want to be dead, but have a lot
of missiles?

The earth elemental whirled. The tentacles it now had instead of arms
struck, catching Alexis’ armor, and throwing him into the jungle on the
other side of the runway.

He didn’t reappear.

Then the elemental took two huge steps—and stopped, standing directly in
front of the last hangar.

Larry only barely stopped himself from opening up with the missiles.
Wasn’t this what he’d been waiting for? It was, but he’d had time to
notice something else.

Jungle rose on one side of the runway, and the hangars, the arena, and
island’s hotels and restaurants stood on the other. Security had come.
Three of them stood in the open area between the hangar and the runway.
More stood further, pointing their right arms in his direction.

He wondered what sort of weapons hung under their arms, but didn’t want
to find out.

Then one of them started talking. “Rhino, we have you surrounded. Walk
back to the hangar with your plane.”

“Sure, man. What about my friend? Your elemental knocked him into the
jungle, you know? He’s right over there.” Larry pointed into the jungle
where he thought he’d seen Alexis suit fall.

“We don’t have orders for your friend. Walk to the hangar, and you’ll be
able to bring it up then.”

“Hey, he could be dying. That thing hits pretty hard. Plus, my friend’s
some kind of national hero in Cuba, and they’re not far away. Do you
want to be on their bad side?”

The security guys didn’t say anything, waving him toward the hangar.

Telling himself that Alexis was probably fine, Larry started walking.
Ten minutes, he thought. A lot of things could change in ten minutes.

He walked past the earth elemental. It didn’t even move until he passed
it. Then it turned around. He heard the thumps as the weight of its
tentacles touched the dirt, and what was left of the runway.

More security men, Armory, and Sloan lead Lim, and Cheryl out of the
hangar. From the fact that they hadn’t said anything about it, Larry
guessed that they didn’t know Lim was an FBI agent. He didn’t know what
good it would do, but they might be surprised.

In the meantime, he decided he’d try to raise Alexis over his suit’s
radio.

Armory met them in front of the hangar. He had Lim and Cheryl with him,
each one guarded by a security guard in armor.

More armored security guards stood around Armory, all of them in silver
except for a couple whose armor had referee stripes on the top. Larry
wondered what it would be like to be those guys—dealing with a real
security problem while dressed to manage a game.

Standing behind all of them, Neil Sloan stood just to the side of the
hangar. Larry mentally marked the spot, and checked his helmet’s
panoramic vision of his surroundings. The earth elemental had followed
him and stood behind him on the runway. It wasn’t close, but it was
close enough to strike if it came to that.

So basically Armory had taken hostages to encourage his good
behavior—except he didn’t realize that all Larry had to do to even the
odds was wait. He had six minutes before the Rocket showed up. He could
figure out a way to kill six minutes.

He turned on the radio. It was already set to the frequency, he’d used
to talk to Alexis on the moon. Killing the external speakers, he said,
“Alexis, how are you doing?”

“I am feeling better. My armor protected me. Do you need me to target
Armory or the brujo?”

Not moving at all, Larry said, “Not yet. I’m thinking all we have to do
is stall for a few minutes. After that we’ll either blow this pop stand,
or be in the middle of a big fight. If a fight breaks out, take out
anyone you can, but warn me before you take out the bru… That’s Sloan,
right?”

“Yes.”

A new voice broke in—Len’s—amplified by his Armory suit. “Thought you’d
have a few more words for me, Rhino. You had a lot more to say earlier.”

Larry said, “I was saving them up. Didn’t want to use them all at once.”

Armory turned toward him, and the Frog suit’s HUD pointed out that areas
all over Len’s powered armor were heating up—not instantly to dangerous
levels, but obviously weapons were ready.

“Do you have anything else to say? Because I’m feeling a lot better now.
I think it’s clear now who gets to use my technology—anyone who pays the
price. Tell that to the people who sent you, and stay out of my way.”

Not for the first time, Larry noted that Len was a lot nicer when he
thought he was winning.

Larry nodded, letting the Frog suit move enough to duplicate his motion.
“Great. I’ve got your message. I’ll be happy to bring it back. We’ve got
a little problem though. It looks like your people trashed our plane.
Any of you want to give us a lift home? Otherwise we’re stuck here, and
we won’t have anything to do but watch the fights, drink and make
trouble.”

He didn’t expect Armory to actually help, but it’d be funny to watch him
work out his answer.

Armory eyed him, lowering his helmet to make eye contact. “I’m sure we
can find a way get you off the island-even if you have to swim.”

The nearest security guard said, “Sir, headquarters says that the rest
of them can go free, but Cheryl has to stay.”

Cheryl said, “What?”

“And,” the guard continued, “we’re supposed to bring her back to the
arena now, sir.”

The guard next to her grabbed her arm, as she said, “Hey, Ron, is that
you in there? Dammit, I know you. You know this place is connected to
the mob. What do you think they’re going to do if you bring me back
there?”

The guard didn’t say anything.

Armory said, “What are they going to do with her?”

“I don’t know, sir, but I have to bring her back now.”

Armory turned his armor’s helmet toward the guard in a way that would
have been comical if it had happened any other time.

The guard pulled Cheryl to the side of his armor, saying, “I have to go,
sir.”

Cheryl turned her head toward Larry. “Are you going to do something?”

Over his radio, Larry said, “If you’ve got the shot, take the shot.
Brujo, Armory, whatever.”

From the jungle came the sound of two simultaneous thumping noises.
Armory fell, landing on his back. Sloan pitched forward, landing on his
face, his legs flying out from under him.

Larry jumped forward, landing in front of the guard carrying Cheryl, and
grabbing his helmet. Then he squeezed.

The guard let go of her immediately, and she fell to the ground.

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the guard still holding Lim’s
arm. Lim had enough freedom of movement to pull a gun out of his jacket.
It wasn’t a normal gun either. Silver with a cigar shaped barrel, it
looked a ray gun from an old science fiction movie.

He pointed it at the guard’s leg, pulled the trigger, and the metal
turned to dust.

The security guard’s helmet tipped downward toward his leg. It was
completely exposed from the front, displaying his brown jump suit. A
pile of sparkling dust lay around his foot.

Lim aimed the gun toward the guard’s helmet, and the man pushed him
backward and ran away. Lim landed on his back, but didn’t drop the gun.
He kept it pointing upward at the security guards, not firing, but
ready.

Larry, meanwhile had a security guard’s helmet in the Frog suit’s front
claw. Since the guy had dropped Cheryl, he didn’t see any reason to keep
hold, so he let go of the helmet, punching the guard’s armor in the
abdomen at about the same time. The guard slid across the runway, and
into the hangar’s open door.

Normally that would have been a mistake. By freeing Cheryl, he’d
arguably challenged all of the security guards, but they weren’t paying
any attention.

Armory pulled himself off the asphalt where Alexis’ shot had left him.
He pulled himself up, but faced the spot where Larry had been standing
before Alexis took his shots.

Larry knew he hadn’t turned invisible. He followed Armory’s gaze on the
screen, and realized it was worse than he’d imagined.

The earth elemental had grown even more, and it wasn’t standing
patiently as Sloan had ordered it to.

It had completely absorbed every bit of the runway in its reach in
addition to the brown dirt around it. The creature’s tentacles extended
into the ground, and were growing thicker.

Larry searched his screen for Sloan. The wizard lay unconscious on the
ground, so it wasn’t under his control. He tried to remember what earth
elementals wanted when they weren’t being controlled by sorcerers.

He couldn’t think of anything in particular. The last time he’s seen an
earth elemental follow its own desires, it had set off a volcano for
fun.

“Hey Armory,” he shouted. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Truce?”

Armory only said, “What, are you scared? It’ll fall apart without Sloan.
Magic never lasts.”

That was when the second earth elemental came out of the ground. It
appeared out of the dirt next to the first, but it was only nine feet
tall.

The third and fourth appeared immediately after it, all of them reddish
brown with bits of grey rock.

Larry said, “Yeah?”

A security guard screamed and began to run away, each footfall sinking
deeply into the dirt. He got past the hangars, and hesitated as he began
to run past where the elementals were growing out the dirt.

Larry wanted to shout at him, but before he could, hands reached out of
the soil, and yanked the guard into the earth, power armor and all.

Armory held his arms parallel to the ground, and guns popped out. Larry
counted at least four per arm.

Then Armory shouted, “No more running. Every one of you fires at the
elementals!”

It looked good at first. The security guards opened up their armors’
forearms exactly the same way Armory had. At some unseen signal, they
opened fire.

The sound of automatic weapons and the brightness of the explosions
overpowered everything else. They were so loud that the screams weren’t
obvious at first. Grenades blew pieces off the smaller elementals.
Bullets tore chunks out of them.

Larry stood to the side of the main group, partly because he thought he
might get a better view, partly because he wanted to be out of easy
reach if Armory won.

He launched a missile toward the largest earth elemental’s torso. Amid
all the other explosions, it didn’t seem to have any special effect, but
it did blow a small hole in the creature’s asphalt body.

Deciding to move to a better vantage point, he began to lift up his
leg—only to find out that not only wasn’t it lifting, but he was
sinking.

He didn’t hesitate, he shot a missile into the ground near his feet.

The explosion blew him a few feet backward. Errors and damage reports
ran across the bottom of the HUD, but he could move.

Armory’s team wasn’t so lucky. From what Larry could see at least half
of them had been sucked into the ground. Armory himself fought hands
that had grabbed his ankles.

Then painfully bright light shone around Armory’s lower torso, and the
dirt turned partly into glass.

Armory twisted his legs and the hands shattered. Then he started to run,
and what was left of the security guards left with him—or tried to.

Over the radio, Alexis said, “Where are you?”

“Still by the hangar, man, where are you?”

“I have been distracting the creature from above. Where are your
companions?”

“Can’t say for sure, but I think they went back into the hangar.”

A thud came from over the radio, followed by the sound of rushing wind.

Through the haze of the explosions’ smoke, the elemental’s tentacles
swung upward. They’d hit something in the air. Larry had a good guess as
to what.

“Hey, are you okay?”

Alexis’ said, “Give me a second.”

He gasped for breath, then seemed to catch it. A series of popping
noises followed, and the earth elemental turned toward the jungle,
standing and flailing its arms at something it couldn’t seem to catch.

Alexis said, “Your companions, they can escape now!” A strong wind blew
in the background.

He had a point. Larry turned back toward the hangar. This wasn’t a good
place for them to be. They didn’t have armor. They shouldn’t be in the
middle of all this, and a hangar wasn’t the place to hide. The creature
could crush it without thinking.

He checked where he’d seen Sloan fall. The man was still there, lying on
what was left of the runway, and according to the suit, still showing a
temperature around 98 degrees Fahrenheit. The creature would probably
come for him. It had at St. Helens. Larry still wasn’t sure how the guy
had gotten away.

One more reason to get Cheryl and Lim out of the area.

The earth elemental bellowed.

Alexis’ voice came over the radio again. “He has realized I’m not going
to let him hit me again. I would hurry.”

“Goddamn,” Larry muttered. “Are you guys in there?”

He turned to look. The helmet made it obvious. Two people with normal
temperatures were standing outside of his direct view, next to one of
the inside walls.

He stepped inside. The helmet adjusted, and he could see the two of
them. Lim held his raygun, and Cheryl stood next to a machine, holding a
rod that connected to it with a hose.

A pressure washer. He thought about it. It wasn’t a bad idea, but he
didn’t want to test it. They needed to get out of here.

Then he felt the ground move. It wasn’t like an earthquake or an
explosion. It felt smoother, but still big, and the first was followed
by a second, and then a third.

He turned enough for the helmet to show the creature entirely on his
right side. The earth elemental was walking toward them. Worse, it
already stood over Sloan. It held one of its whip-like arms over Sloan,
clearly ready to strike a final blow.

It didn’t. The arm hung in the air, and then the creature lowered it,
screaming.

On the ground, Sloan started laughing. The laughter sounded on the edge
of hysterical. Obviously unsteady, he began to pull himself up, fell,
and then pulled himself up again. He stayed up the second time.

Holding his left arm with his right, Sloan walked past the hangar,
toward the arena.

The elemental screamed again, but didn’t follow. It turned toward the
hangar. When it stepped toward him, he understood why he felt the ground
move like it had.

The earth rose to meet its feet, more absorbing them than being stepped
upon, but not preventing it from moving either. It stood in front of the
hangar nearly instantly.

He didn’t have a choice. He would have to slow it down long enough for
them to get out the back.

He stepped out, and addressed it. “We don’t have to fight.”

It screamed and aimed three tentacles at him. He made the suit leap,
landing on the runway in front of the next hangar over.

It jumped toward him, and he jumped again, landing on the jungle side of
the runway. The creature turned to follow and its back faced the hangar.

Larry set the missiles to fire—all of them, but not all at once. He
planned to stagger it. It wouldn’t leave him anything to fight Armory
with if he needed to, but he didn’t think he would.

As he held the suit’s arms out to fire at it, the creature slammed into
him with the three tentacles that had replaced its left arm.

They hit even as he fired, knocking him sideways. Even through the
suit’s padding, it hurt. Error messages flew by, many in red, the most
unnerving using the words “critical failure.”

He couldn’t move the suit’s left arm. He realized it as the error
message appeared. This meant that he’d lost access to six of the
seventeen mini-missiles he had left. Worse, they’d been activated,
meaning that they were ready to fire if they were sent the command.

The error messages indicated that the none of the weapons slots were
likely to open, and that the connection to the missiles flickered on and
off randomly. He wondered how likely it would be for a power surge to be
interpreted as a fire command.

He set the suit to stand up and leap. Even without the arm, it managed
to, feeling a little off balance, but not falling.

He landed on bare ground—where the runway used to be before the
elemental absorbed it.

The elemental lurched toward him, waiting until it stepped toward him,
and then leaping again. He’d had an idea—one that would use all the
leftover missiles.

Landing the middle of the runway—this time in front of his plane’s
hangar, he stopped. The elemental had shifted course as he leaped, and
dove for him as he landed.

Waiting until it was practically on top of him, he pressed the
self-destruction sequence, feeling the air on his body as the ejection
seat fired.

The seat must have been designed assuming that the Frog suit would have
a load of missiles on board when it blew up because it shot him far into
the air. He found himself far on the other side of the hangar as the
Frog suit exploded.

Because it was behind him, he didn’t see the explosion directly. The
afternoon became brighter, giving a reddish-white tinge to the hotels,
sidewalks, and palm trees. Black smoke followed—along with flying
debris.

Larry felt something small hit the back of the ejection seat, but
managed to keep control of the seat’s flight. He redirected the seat
lower, and flew down toward the hangar, landing in front of it.

He gave a passing glance to the earth elemental’s body as he got out of
the chair. It covered the runway in a pile of smoking rubble—dirt,
rocks, and gravel. Its head and limbs were still intact even though its
body had lost its shape. That bothered Larry, and he stopped to make
sure that it wasn’t moving. After a moment, he was satisfied, and he
stepped toward the hangar.

He couldn’t see much inside. It was dark, and the black smoke made it
appear even darker.

His ability to see in the dark lost with the Frog suit, Larry called
inside. “Are you guys okay in there?”

“Never better,” Lim shouted. Cheryl laughed.

“I think it’s down. Let’s get out of here before Armory comes back.”

“Are you sure about that?” Cheryl asked. “I thought I saw it twitch.”

Larry glanced back toward the body. It wasn’t moving.

“Pretty sure,” he said.

Cheryl stood up. Larry could make out her shape in the dark. She’d been
sheltering behind the pressure washer—understandably. Rocks littered the
hangar’s floor.

The sound of jets came from above, and then Alexis landed, his armor
showing scrapes and dents from the fight.

Alexis opened up the helmet. “Good job, my friend. I didn’t have the
right sort of weapons along to finish it off. I’d prepared for the
arena, but not war.”

Larry shrugged. “I got lucky. I knew I wasn’t really here for the
games.”

Alexis opened his mouth to say something, but was interrupted by a
clattering that reminded Larry of the sound made by pouring a bag of
rocks onto the ground.

Both of them turned toward the noise.

The elemental’s head was changing, reshaping the gravel into a humanoid
shape. From behind, Larry heard Lim’s voice say, “Down!”

Larry dove as a stream of pressurized water hit the elemental,
scattering gravel. At the same time Lim’s gun made a strange,
highly-pitched shriek while Alexis’ airguns made thumping noises.

Larry had protected his eyes with his arms, so he didn’t see what
happened, but the head shattered. Bits of rock and gravel flew
everywhere.

When he pulled his arm away, the head was nothing more than rubble, but
the creature’s tentacles still had a defined shape. “Tell you what guys,
you want to take this to the beach?”



The Heroes League’s jet appeared about the same time they stepped foot
on the sand. It slowed, coming to a stop in the air, and then descended
toward the beach.

Alexis nodded toward Larry, “And now I can go. I’ll contact you about
the other matter when I’m ready. Give my regards to the Rocket.”

“Good luck,” Larry said.

Alexis waved as his suit propelled him into the air, and flew across the
water, carrying one of the security guards’ suits.

Lim sighed. “So now I’ve got to report that Cuba’s got Armory’s tech. No
one at the Bureau’s going to like that.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much,” Larry said. “Armory probably didn’t put his
best stuff into suits for security guards. I figure Alexis got just
enough to keep his bosses out of his hair. Betcha Alexis could have
duplicated that suit in a couple months without reverse engineering.
He’s a damn good engineer.”

Lim gave him a sidelong glance. “Are you willing to say that on the
record? Because if you were, that would mean I’m not responsible for
letting a hostile power get away with tech that furthers their powered
armor research.”

“Sure,” Larry said, “no big deal.”

Streamlined and silver, the jet lowered to the ground in front of them.
A door opened in its side, and they climbed in.

Joe sat at the controls in full Rocket armor—one of the classic
suits—golden with an “R” on the chest. His wife Romy, in her white
Ghostwoman costume, sat next to him, manning the weapons console.

“Quickly, please,” she said. “The Dixieland Defenders unit is evacuating
the island, and we’d like to be gone before they show up.”

“Evacuating?” Larry asked while adjusting his chair and pulling his
seatbelt on.

“Geoforce sensed that something’s setting up an earthquake.” The Rocket
said it absently while pressing the buttons that shut the hatch, and
raised the jet’s altitude.

“Damn,” Larry muttered. “The earth elemental isn’t dead yet? I thought
we got that thing three different times.”

The Rocket laughed. In a warmer tone, he said, “Well, that’s magic for
you.”

Lim paused, seatbelt in hand, and stared at the Rocket, and then got
back to his seatbelt.

Larry knew the stare. He’d felt like that himself the first time he’d
met the Rocket, and probably a few more times even years later.

Cheryl finished buckling her seatbelt. “Excuse me, sir, but why don’t
you want to wait for the Dixieland Defenders?”

The League jet whipped around, and gathered speed, gaining more
altitude, and heading for the mainland.

“Oh,” the Rocket said, “after a few years you know how these things are
going to go. The island’s full of criminals, so there’ll be a fight.
Geoforce will have to use her powers to keep the island from sinking
before the civilians get off, but in the end, it’ll work out. So if we
get away now, we can skip all of it.

“I’m retired,” he said, reaching out and giving his wife’s hand a
squeeze. “The young folks can handle this one.”
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but he’s never seen an author bio written in first person and
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Excerpt from Glory


        I finished all my homework by seven—giving me more than enough time to
get to headquarters, and finish what I was really excited about—Cassie’s
armor.

I closed my laptop, pushed back my chair, and stepped away from my desk.
Then I looked out the window. From the third floor of DePuit Hall, I
could see most of Grand Lake University’s main campus. Lights came from
dorms and lecture halls, standing out in the night, and illuminating the
snow that covered the grounds.

It was January in Michigan after all, and that meant winter.

I considered whether I really wanted to cross the city in weather this
cold. I’d fixed up my van, but I’d paid more attention to adding armor
than making it comfortable.



 +
And then I reconsidered because the armor I’d made was pretty cool. It
answered an interesting problem. What sort of armor should you design
for a superhero who’s in hiding, who doesn’t really need armor, and
whose identity will most likely be exposed if the armor is recognizable
as something you made?



Plus, bearing in mind she’s nowhere near you, can you make it something
she can maintain?

So having decided to do what I’d planned to do in the first place, I
started walking toward my closet (and the door).

I didn’t make it.

The door opened, and Jeremy, my roommate, and a couple of his friends
walked in. Jeremy was slightly chunky, had brown hair, a thin mustache,
and wore a black t-shirt that read, “There are 10 types of people in the
world. Those who understand binary, and those who don’t.”

Caleb and Gabriel came in after him. They lived a few doors down the
hall. I didn’t really know either of them.

Jeremy walked over to his desk, opened up his laptop, and said, “Nick,
you gotta see this. It’s hilarious. I was going to show it to these
guys, but you might get a kick out of it too.”

“I was about to go to the library,” I said.

He tapped the keys. “This won’t be more than five minutes. It’s a video
I heard about on a podcast. Hey, I’ve got it.”

The website for “The Capes Next Door” appeared. I wasn’t really sure
what the title meant. I had my suspicions. It was one of the SuperTV
cable channel’s shows. I thought it maybe focused on the superhero scene
in a different city each week?

No way to tell from what I was seeing though. The page was called “Fan
Video,” and so it wasn’t really even part of the show.

I crowded around Jeremy’s desk with everyone else. I had five minutes if
it would get him off my back.

He clicked play, and the video started, and an announcer’s voice talked
over a still frame showing a woman in black hero costume facing off
against a gang next to an old, brick building. All the gang members
seemed to be in their teens or young twenties. Some carried knives,
others guns, and a few didn’t seem to have weapons at all.

Worse, one of them appeared to be holding a knife next to a girl’s
throat. She couldn’t have been more than eleven. Another pointed a gun
at a woman who might have been in her thirties. She was holding her
purse out as if she was passing it to another gang member.

The announcer said, “We don’t know who this young woman is, but watch
how she handles this gang.”

Then the camera zoomed in on her, and I recognized the woman. She wasn’t
much older than I was. Even though she wore a wig or had dyed her hair
black, I recognized Tara, one of the older students in the Stapledon
program.

Square jawed, and near six feet tall, she looked like a Jack Kirby
illustration come to life.

As the announcer stopped talking, the action on the screen went from
still to full speed. Tara ran, closing the distance between herself and
the gang in a blur—not as quickly as a super with speed powers, but
quickly enough.

The scene switched to the view of another camera, showing the fight. Due
to the darkness and her speed, it wasn’t easy to follow each movement.
All I saw was a blur of hands and feet.

After that, Tara, the girl, and her mother were the only people
standing.

Then the announcer said, “Let’s take that in slow motion.”

It was amazing the second time around. My older sister Rachel knew Tara,
and I’d gathered that Rachel liked her, but didn’t think she was
especially smart. In this fight though, she was brilliant.

She noticed how closely they were standing to each other, and pushed one
backward into the group, forcing them all to back away or get hit. By
itself, that wasn’t impressive, but one of them backed toward the man
holding the knife on the little girl.

The guy with the knife pulled it away from her neck as he dodged the man
falling toward him.

That would have been a happy coincidence, but it wasn’t. Tara managed to
move within reach of the knife at the exact moment when it was easiest
to take it. Then she used the movement that began as she stepped toward
the man with the knife to kick the gun out of the hand of the man who
had been pointing it at the girl’s mother.

With the potential hostages freed, she’d downed the entire gang with
more of the same.

I’d been trained pretty well, and while I could see how she’d done it, I
wouldn’t have been able to do it myself. Even in powered armor, I
wouldn’t have had the reflexes.

While I thought about how hard that would have been to do (even with her
reflexes), the video cut to the beginning again.

It showed her slow motion run toward the gang only this time focused on
her chest.

Seriously.

Maybe if she’d been just an attractive picture to me too, I’d have
stayed. I don’t know. But I’d talked to her once or twice, and watching
more felt uncomfortable.

I said, “Gotta go,” grabbed my coat, and left. They may have said
something as I went, but I missed it.
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