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Doom


        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.

Walking over to the school’s parking garage turned out to be every bit
as cold as I thought it might be.

I hadn’t thought to wear my boots, and when I cut across the lawn, snow
got into my shoes.

During the drive across the city, the van’s heating system warmed up
enough to melt the snow still on my shoes. By the time I arrived at the
house I’d inherited from my grandparents, and taken the elevator down to
the Heroes Leagues’ headquarters, my feet were cold and wet.

I felt every inch the budding supergenius as I walked to the front of
HQ’s basketball court sized main room, leaving wet footprints on the
carpet.

I sat down at the main table in the room, took off my shoes and socks,
and put them in front of the nearest heat register.

Checking one of the terminals, I learned that I’d somehow arrived early
enough that I had time to kill before Cassie called, but not early
enough that I’d be able to do any more than figure out where I was
before I had to stop. Cassie would be calling at eight. It was currently
7:38 pm.

I had twenty minutes–roughly. Actually twenty-two minutes, and possibly
more if Cassie took her time.

Not sure exactly what I planned to do, but fairly sure that I could
waste all that time online, I logged in at one of the terminals.

At the very moment I clicked on the browser, my phone and the terminal’s
speakers started to chime, showing the caller was my sister Rachel. I
took the call on the computer terminal. I could have sent it to the
twenty foot screen on the wall, but sometimes you don’t want to see
video from a cell phone on a screen larger than your own body.

Rachel’s face appeared on the screen. I couldn’t tell where she
was—someplace dark, for sure.

She looked a lot like my grandmother if my grandmother had had short,
black hair instead of blond. They shared the same restless energy and
both seemed to be perpetually amused by the world around them.

Normally.

Rachel didn’t seem particularly amused just then.

She skipped all the polite greeting stuff people tell me you’re supposed
to do on the phone, and just said, “Nick, do you have anything?”

“Zip,” I said. “I still need more information. You met an alternate
version of yourself. She told you that Daniel, Haley, and I died, saving
St. Louis from being destroyed early in my second semester of college.
Do you have any idea how I found out or what kind of technology they
used? I haven’t found anything.”

Her face fell. “I told you before that I didn’t know any of that. We
barely had time to talk, and you know I haven’t been able to go back to
Infinity City.”

I did. Infinity City existed simultaneously in our universe and many
others. After the way Rachel’s tour group had been attacked, the
Stapledon program was reevaluating how to run their visits to the city.
In the meantime, no one could visit.

“Sorry,” I said. “I can’t think of anything else to try. I’ve set the
computers to search for any new construction or public works projects in
St. Louis. I’ve cross-referenced anything promising with other cities.
Nothing’s standing out.”

Rachel frowned. “What would you be doing if you weren’t looking? Maybe,
I don’t know… Maybe you found it because of something you’d do
accidentally?”

“If that were it, that would be great,” I said, hoping Cassie wouldn’t
call yet. “Because that would mean that I can stop worrying about it and
go do normal stuff.”

Rachel didn’t say anything for a moment, giving me time to wonder where
she was. A janitor’s closet, maybe?

“Look Nick, try it that way for a little while. Or, I don’t know, think
about what you’d do normally, and if there’s a chance, try it. Don’t
just ignore it and hope. People could die. Their Dr. Nation thought it
could have killed millions if no one had stopped it.”

“Got it,” I said. I was ready to be off the phone.

Unfortunately, I think Rachel caught my mood because her voice rose.
“Nick, whatever you do, don’t fly in and try to stop it yourself. That’s
how you die, remember?”

I sighed, feeling more than a little frustration. “I remember. You’ve
told me a bunch of times, and we’re still in January. I think we’ve
still got a little while where things will still count as ‘early in the
semester.’ Maybe a couple weeks.”

“I know. I hope you’re right.” She looked away from the phone. “Look,
I’ve got to go.”

“Go,” I said. “I’ll call you if there are any breakthroughs.”

Rachel frowned. “Don’t forget.”

“I won’t.”

Rachel didn’t look like she believed me, but she did hang up.

Once I was off the call with Rachel, I checked the time, and it was
seven-fifty something, so I walked toward the lab.

I would have gone there from the beginning if I’d thought it through. I
wasn’t quite finished with Cassie’s suit, but I was almost finished, so
if I was in the lab when I talked to her, I’d be able to show it to her
more easily.

This was great logic, but it didn’t account for one possibility—that
Cassie might call a little early—which she did.

I heard the phone ringing from both directions—behind me at the main
table, and ahead of me in the lab.

I broke into a run, crossing the old, olive green carpet, dodging forty
years worth of the original League’s mementoes, trophies, and awards in
their cases. As I did it, I remembered that I’d left my socks and shoes
in front of a register in the main room.

Obviously, I wasn’t going back for them, but the lab didn’t have carpet
at all.

Grandpa hadn’t seen the point when he knew he’d be spilling chemicals in
there. The lab had a concrete floor that he’d coated with a ceramic,
preventing spills from soaking into the concrete.

The practical upshot for me? My feet were going to be cold.

I did manage to make it into the lab before Cassie hung up though, and
not because I ran quickly. She let it ring.

That gave me time to run into the room, touching my feet on the very,
very cold floor, dodge the tables, the fabricators, a row of 3D
printers, different versions of the Rocket suit, and the suit’s
replacement parts.

I made it to the counter on one of the side walls, pulled myself up on a
stool, and logged in. When I clicked on the mouse, allowing the computer
to take the call, Cassie appeared on the screen, saying, “Nick, that
took forever.”

“You called early,” I said.

Continuing as if she hadn’t heard me, she said, “The only reason I
didn’t hang up was because I could see on my phone that you were in HQ.
I gave you something like, God, fifteen rings. Not that I was counting.”

“You caught me as I was walking from the main room into the lab.”

“Figures,” Cassie said.

She looked like she always had—nearly white blond hair, and pale skin
with a reddish tinge. She wore a hoodie and jeans, as usual. Unlike when
she’d lived in Grand Lake, this hoodie was black with blue letters
saying “Georgetown Hoyas.”

Whatever a “hoya” was.

In the pixelated view of her phone’s camera, she sat on a bed—one with a
big brass headboard. She was in an old house somewhere around Washington
D.C. The question was which house. She and her mom moved frequently.

Above the headboard hung a poster for the band “Vincent Sucks.” I’d
heard about them somewhere.

She leaned toward her phone. “So what have you got? It better be
something good because otherwise I’m not getting out of the house except
for school and Stapledon.”

I nodded. “I think you’ll like this.” Setting the camera to follow me
around the room, I walked over to one of the tables. A shapeless pile of
metallic bits covered most of it. She couldn’t see it, but an even
bigger pile lay on the floor below. A line of shiny, metallic chunks
connected the two piles.

“Okay, you know how the Rocket suit mostly hasn’t been metal since the
early 60’s? It’s a kind of ceramic that my grandfather invented and then
kept on reinventing and improving throughout his career?”

Cassie frowned a little. We were already heading into a more technical
direction than she wanted.

“I think you mentioned it.”

“Okay, you remember the new grappling hooks aren’t really hooks? The
lines stick to walls and stuff, but what’s more important is that you
shoot the lines out, and reel them in, and they change back to a kind of
goo while they’re inside the gun?”

Cassie’s eyes were beginning to glaze over. “Don’t tell me how it works,
Nick.”

“I wasn’t going to. I was just going to explain how they’re different
forms of the same—“

She shook her head, “No, no. Stop talking. Show me.”

I took a breath, “Okay, fine.”

I put my hands into the middle of the pile, and felt the armor form
around my arms and legs. Seconds later, it had completely surrounded my
head and body.

A few seconds after that, the helmet began scrolling messages down the
screen

\[Section 00000000001: connection made\]

\[Section 00000000002: connection made\]

\[Section 00000000003: connection made\]

\[Section 00000000004: connection made\]

And so on—basically forever.

Cassie’s voice cut through the rustling as the sections rearranged
themselves, the outer layers building on the inner.

“That kicks ass. I’m surprised it’s not the next version of the Rocket
suit. You could put it in a briefcase or something.”

I shook my head. “Kind of, but no. See, I started with it, thinking I
could fit a Rocket suit into a briefcase, but by the time I put
everything I wanted in the suit, it was the size of a suitcase, and
weighed more than I did. I couldn’t lift it.”

Cassie started laughing. She must have been holding her phone in her
hand because it wobbled like crazy, showing her bed, her face, the
ceiling…

When the picture became steady again, she said, “You are completely
nuts. You know that, right?”

I didn’t have an answer for that—which was okay. She didn’t stop
talking.

Leaning forward toward the screen, looking the suit up and down, she
said, “Does it have to look like that?”

“No. We can change it to make the standard form pretty much however you
like. It’s going to be more work for me if the shape’s not basically
humanlike, but even there it shouldn’t be too bad. Plus, within limits
it’ll fix itself provided you’ve got a spare supply of repair materials.
Even better, we can make it look like a motorcycle or car or something
for its other form.”

“So basically, you’re making me a transformer.”

“Kinda, yeah.”

Cassie sat back on her bed, leaning back against the pillow. “So, when’s
it going to be ready?”

“Uh…” I thought about that while the suit continued to post messages
about testing the systems.

“Well, there are a couple different issues. The first one’s easy. The
second is going to depend on you. See, first off, I need to get the
suit’s boot up time down to something reasonable. Right now you can get
it on in maybe a minute, but by the time it’s done testing everything,
twenty minutes have gone by.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? That’s worse than when you put
the suit on by hand.”

“I know, but I’m using a really lousy testing algorithm. I went with one
that checked individually for whether each section connected, but there
are better ways to go. I’ve got another algorithm that checks a lot
faster. I’m thinking five minutes or less. In fact, if things go well, I
think I could make full boot up end shortly after the suit’s assembled.”

“Yeah?” Cassie sounded doubtful. “I’ll be satisfied if you manage to get
it below five minutes. Oh, and what about the second thing?”

Deciding not to explain why I thought simultaneous boot up and assembly
might be possible, I said, “Well, the second thing is what you want in
the suit. Like we could put in a blade like your dad’s sword, or
roachbot storage like my suit. I wouldn’t recommend either of those
because people might guess who you are, but if you’ve got any ideas,
I’ll take them.”

Cassie shook her head. “I don’t have any special ideas… I’d like to be
able to take out something big, but I want to be able to do non-lethal
takedowns too. Can I call you back on that?”

“Sure. I’ve still got the boot up problem to work out, but don’t take
forever, okay?”

Cassie smiled at me. “With something like this? Believe me, I’m not
going to wait.”

With that, she adjusted the phone’s position, and said, “So, how are
things going in Grand Lake?”

We’d had a Stapledon weekend, and shared a distance learning class
during the week. “Not much different than they were on Sunday,” I said.
“Just normal, you know?”

“Seen Vaughn lately?”

“Sure, in class and at practice with Lee on Wednesday. Plus Stapledon,”
I said.

Conversationally, Cassie said, “He’s feeling a little left out.”

“I don’t know why,” I said. “I’ve seen him a bunch of times. It’s all
been hero stuff, but I haven’t been avoiding him or anything.”

Cassie shrugged, “You know I haven’t been around at all since Rook
kidnapped me. I think it bugs him that he wasn’t part of the mission to
get me back.”

“He was hurt. I don’t remember exactly how, but it was bad enough that
Alex healed him at the next Stapledon even though he’d been to the
doctor.”

Cassie shook her head. “That’s not all of it though. He mostly feels
like he hasn’t seen anybody in the League except when they have to see
him.”

“Oh,” I said. Come to think of it, I hadn’t hung out with him in a
while. Most of the time when I had, it had been with Cassie, or when
we’d had a team movie night, or decided to go do something after we’d
been all at HQ for some reason.

I’d barely done anything with him since October, and we were a good
chunk of the way through January.

“I’ve been kind of focused on homework, and well, really focused on
this. So I’ve barely seen anybody at all except Haley.”

Cassie frowned, “Nick, there’s more to a team than practicing together.
We’ve all got to feel like a team.”

“Everyone’s all split up right now—different colleges and everything.
I’m sure we’ll all feel more connected when people come home for the
summer.”

She shook her head. “Remember Stapledon’s summer term. It’s required.”

“It’s what?” Then I remembered. “Oh, yeah. We’ll all be gone for the
summer. At least we’ll be able to reconnect then.”

“Too late,” Cassie said. “Anything could happen between now and then.”

I was about to argue, and then I thought about my conversation with
Rachel. “Hey Cassie, there’s something you should know that might happen
soon—“

I had her full attention, but I didn’t keep it.

She didn’t keep mine either.

Information ran across the bottom the screen—not the suit’s screen. That
still showed boot up messages. The monitor on the counter had the words,
“Identitities confirmed: Haley McAllister, Sydney Drucker, Camille
Salazar.”

“What’s going on?” Cassie asked.

“Looks like Haley just came back from patrol with Camille and Sydney.”

“I’ll let you go,” Cassie said. “Say hi to Haley for me.”

“Sure,” I said. Then I turned away from the monitor, and headed for HQ’s
main room, still wearing the armor. It wasn’t as if I had a choice
either. The armor wouldn’t come off until it got completely through the
boot up sequence—another minor flaw that I’d have to take care of.

It took a few minutes before they came out of the tunnels. The big steel
door opened, and Haley stepped out followed by Sydney and Camille.

The local paper had described the group of them as a “strangely warped
version of Charlie’s Angels.” The only similarities I could see is that
both groups contained three females.

Haley, my girlfriend, was about five feet tall with dark hair, and a
generally cheerful expression. Normally she wasn’t intimidating at all,
but she was wearing her grey, Night Cat costume, had grown fangs, and
shifted her hands and feet into claws.

Sydney stood seven feet tall, but only because she’d surrounded herself
with strangely fluid metal. Normally she wasn’t much taller than your
average high school girl.

Camille looked the most normal of all of them—black hair, light brown
skin. Out of her orange and white costume, she looked surprisingly like
Sydney (who was blond and light skinned). They were half-sisters, so no
surprise there.

As they noticed me, Sydney said, “Who’s that?”

Sniffing the air, Haley said, “I don’t know… Nick?”

Her confusion wasn’t hard to explain. I hadn’t shown the suit to
anybody, and to make it easier to identify problems, I’d set the suit’s
default color to white, but outlined the borders of each piece in black,
making it resemble a jigsaw puzzle.

In short, it didn’t look like a Rocket suit at all.

I could open the suit’s faceplate, and did.

Haley looked the suit up and down as they walked toward me. “Is that
yours or did you get it from somewhere?”

Still wishing I could take the suit off, I said, “I made it but I
deliberately used other people’s designs. I brought in Chris to help.
He’s figured out a lot of his grandfather’s stuff. Plus I made the
joints similar to how Armory did joints back in the 1980’s?”

From the expressions on their faces, none of them knew who Armory was.
“A mid-tier hero who became a mid-tier villain, and disappeared after
the island he lived on blew up. He did his joints differently than most
armor designers.”

Camille stared at my knees, and grinning, said, “I completely see it
now.”

I bent my right knee forward, and the knee reformed, the layers
splitting and coming back together.

She blinked. “I… actually do see it.”

Haley cocked her head. “I think I have seen something like that before.”

She had my full attention. “Really? Where?”

She shrugged. “Sorry. I don’t know. It might have been on TV. SuperTV
had a powered armor special once.”

“Huh. I missed that.”

She gave a small smile. “I didn’t watch very much of it.”

In a quiet voice, Sydney said, “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to interrupt,
but I’m going to take a shower.”

Haley shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. It’s okay.”

In a few steps, Sydney had made it over to the locker room. The metal
sloughed off her body, reforming into a puddle outside the door. With
all the metal gone, she was just another blond teenage girl in a grey
costume. Kind of.

As the sister of Sean Drucker, my mortal frenemy, I half-expected her to
secretly hate me.

Camille grinned at Haley and I. “Tell you what, I’ll leave the two of
you alone for a little while.”

Haley eyed her. “You don’t have to.”

Camille pulled her mask over her head, and let it hang on her back,
mostly covered by her dark hair. “I don’t, but after flying across the
city, a shower sounds great.”

She followed Sydney, leaving Haley and I alone together. It felt longer
than it actually had been. Two weeks wasn’t that long, but we’d barely
seen each other in the meantime.

Stapledon weekends took up the whole weekend, and it felt like college
took up the rest. Well, that and tinkering in the lab sucked up a lot of
time.

We looked at each other, and it felt like an age since the last time.

“So,” I said, “tomorrow night?”

Haley touched the armor with her hand. She’d shifted away the claws and
fangs, and stood in bare feet on the carpet. “Yes,” she said. “Did you
think I wasn’t?”

I shook my head. “No, but you weren’t very happy the last time we
talked.”

She took her hand off my armor. “You didn’t tell me last week was a
Stapledon weekend.”

“I did tell you,” I said. “Just… not soon enough.”

She looked up at me, her voice rising a little as she talked. “You told
me on Thursday, and you were leaving on Friday.”

“I did say I’m sorry.” And I was. That had been stupid, and worse, I did
that kind of thing a lot—not telling people important stuff that is.

“I know, and I know you meant it, but it’s still annoying. Let’s talk
about tomorrow.”

“Sure,” I said, “We could go to a movie, or maybe go downhill skiing? I
know Cannonsburg is open on Friday night. Actually, we could probably
take the League jet, and ski anywhere.”

She almost said yes. She’d opened her mouth anyway, but then she said,
“Maybe we should stick closer to home.”

The last time we’d taken the League jet out on a personal trip hadn’t
gone very well.

“How about going down to the beach, and maybe going to a coffee shop
afterward?”

“That sounds good.” She smiled at me, and I felt a little less worried.
She enjoyed taking walks along the beach even in the winter. Maybe we’d
visit her family’s cottage on Lake Michigan? Maybe we’d walk along Grand
Lake. I didn’t know for sure.

“Good,” I said. Searching for something else to talk about, I commented,
“You’ve been hanging around with Sydney and Camille a lot this year.
Whatever happened with Kay and Ashley?”

Haley stopped smiling. “The League. Between training with Lee, and
everything that happened last spring I didn’t have much time to do
things with them. Eventually they gave up on me.”

“Oh.” I searched for something to say.

She looked at the floor for a second. “It’s okay. I don’t have to hide
anything from Camille and Sydney. That’s better. I don’t like lying.”

She frowned. “Do you have anything new on the St. Louis thing?”

“No.”

“You should get help with it.”

I shook my head. “I tried. Lim’s people haven’t found anything
suspicious. I told the Defenders too, but they haven’t seen anything
suspicious either.”

“I’ve got a new direction though,” I said. “Rachel said I discovered
this myself somehow, so I’m thinking that what I should really be doing
is whatever I’d be doing normally if I didn’t know.”

Haley nodded slowly. “That sounds good. What do you think you’d be doing
normally?”

“Tonight? Well, I was going to work on a new Rocket suit which is kind
of the same thing as the suit I’m making for Cassie at the base level.
It should solve the problem where I can’t carry around a decently
powerful suit—once I figure out how to make it lighter anyhow. Anyway,
I’m sure I’d be working on Cassie’s version even if Rachel never visited
Infinity City, or those alternate universe versions of us never showed
up.”

For a moment, Haley’s pupils began to widen into slits. She blinked, her
mouth tightening, and they became normal.

“I hope so.” She said, ignoring what had happened.

More than a year into dating her, I knew better than to draw her
attention to it.

I said, “Me too.”

She glanced toward the locker room. “I should take a shower.” She went
quiet for a moment, and then said, “We’re going to the Chinese buffet on
State after this. Do you want to come along?”

I thought about that. “Do you think they’d want me?”

“They’re fine with you. For real.” Her expression hinted at some
frustration.

“I’m sure they’re not expecting me, though. Besides we are doing
something tomorrow night, and if I do figure out the St. Louis thing,
it’ll probably be while I’m working in the lab or doing research.”

Haley considered that, and said, “OK, but you should go out with us
sometime.”

“I will,” I said, and not long after that, she went to the showers.

It was a relief—not to get rid of Haley, but going would have been
several kinds of awkward. Beyond Sydney probably wishing Haley were
still going out with her brother, Camille tended to flirt with
everybody—including me. She didn’t mean anything by it, but it still
opened up more potential for embarrassment than I wanted.

Plus they were both attractive, and that wouldn’t make the situation
less awkward.

But anyway, they left. Haley smiled at me. Sydney said a quiet, “Bye.”
Camille tapped the armor near my stomach (the bootup sequence still
hadn’t finished), and said, “Nice abs.”

I went back to the lab, and pulled down the faceplate. It sealed, and I
noticed that the screen said:

[READY]

I said, “Disassemble.”

Bit by bit, it landed on the floor, reminding me of the sound of hail. I
knew that it was entirely off because my feet were cold. The suit had
kept them warm.

I walked back out of the lab into HQ’s main room, and put on my shoes
and socks. They seemed warm and dry enough. That taken care of, I sat
down at the conference table, opened a computer, and implemented the
newer version of the bootup algorithm. It took a couple hours, but it
worked. I tested it remotely at first, but once it worked, I tried it.

It took four minutes, twenty-six seconds.

It was amazing.

Once I got the armor off, I sat down in the chair, relieved, and
thinking through my next step. To get it ready for Cassie, I needed to
add weapons, and one other thing. Even though I didn’t intend to include
a rocket pack, I had worked out some small jets that would boost her
ability to jump. I also knew of one weapon I intended to add whether she
wanted it or not—a stun gun.

Grandpa had created a design for the Defenders, but the League hadn’t
used it, so it wouldn’t be associated with Captain Commando or the
League.

Was I going to do it tonight though? I checked the time, and noticed
that it was after ten. No, I decided. I’d start something big later.
Now, I’d start research that I could leave halfway through if I found I
was getting tired.

Admittedly, the research was a little selfish, but it would be useful
for everybody—including Cassie.

I tried to figure out if there were a way to create a ceramic with the
same level of protection Grandpa’s had, but lighter—say forty to sixty
percent lighter. So maybe that was crazily overambitious, but it sounded
like a good idea at the time.

I spent the next hour reviewing Grandpa’s ceramics, and coming up with
ideas. After deciding one of them might work, I decided to stop.
Implementing it would have taken all night.

I did decide to do one thing before I left though. Unlike most people, I
had access to something that might be able to tell me if it would work
before I wasted my time.

I opened up a connection to the League jet, more specifically to the
jet’s AI—an alien battle computer Grandpa had recovered and installed in
the jet.

It texted me back immediately.

[Yes?]

I described the ceramic, its creation process, and finished by asking,
“Do you think this could work? Wait, I know you’re not made for
engineering. Are you aware of similar materials used in creating
spaceships or armor?”

[Yes. Similar materials have been used by spacefaring races
before. I assume you’re wondering if it will work.]

“Yes.”

[It most definitely will, but you shouldn’t waste your time. A
business called “St. Louis Industrial Materials” appears to be ordering
the necessary substances to manufacture a similar ceramic. You should
order some.]





Chance & Fate


        I stared at the screen. “You’re kidding.”

[They’ve been ordering the appropriate materials for the last
three months.]

I typed, “How do you even know this?”

[Your grandfather assigned me the task of tracking materials that
might indicate the presence of Abominators or other aliens’ technology
on Earth.]

I thought about the implications of that for a second. Certainly aliens
were the obvious possibility. Grandpa’s technology was generally twenty
years or more ahead of current tech. It didn’t seem like a big stretch
to think mine might be too. Aliens were a real possibility.

I thought about it a little more. I couldn’t just consider aliens.
Another armor designer might be behind it. Syndicate L, one of the few
big criminal organizations not dominated by supervillains, had a guy,
and whoever he was, he was pretty good.

I’d been attacked by enough of his work to appreciate its effectiveness.
This might be his headquarters.

“So,” I wrote, “is this alien work?”

[Unknown. It would have been five years ago, but currently there
are other organizations working with the appropriate materials. I can no
longer be confident of it.]

Still, I thought, three months? I could do a lot of preparation in three
months. What kind of preparation had they been doing in St. Louis? I had
no way of knowing without going down there.

I thought about that. Rachel had told me I’d die if I went in. Would I
really? It couldn’t be inevitable, could it? I already knew something
would happen in St. Louis. Maybe I might have expected something if I
only knew what the jet had just told me, but I probably hadn’t.

I shook my head. No, Rachel had told me that an alternate version had
known something bad was going on, and had died with Daniel and Haley
after it seemed that Lim wasn’t reacting quickly enough.

What I needed was a plan, even a very simple plan. I thought it through.
What did I need to know? I needed to know what St. Louis Industrial
Materials was doing with a ceramic that could be used in armor. Were
they making something with it? Were they making it for somebody? Who?

After I found that out, I’d know whether I’d need to call in the
Defenders or the FBI. Both?

I could live with that, I decided, and began to get up.

No, I decided, and wrote an email to Isaac Lim, and told him what I’d
found. When I’d told him initially, he’d lectured me on how unlikely it
was that my life would be exactly like any particular version of me.

He hadn’t been entirely wrong, but the version of Rachel that she’d met
had been in a universe that split off from ours only a few months
before. It was too close a match not to watch for similar events,
hopefully to avoid them.

I didn’t want to die, and I definitely didn’t want to have Haley or
Daniel die, but Rachel said we’d died saving St. Louis.

What if that were the only way the city of St. Louis survived? How was I
supposed to weigh something like that? My life and my friends versus two
million or more people living in and around the city?

I didn’t want to let them die, but it seemed like I should be able to
work out a way for everyone to survive.

I wished Rachel had gotten more information.

I wished that we were allowed to go back to Infinity City and find
someone who knew more.

Then I got back to writing the email, finished it and sent it off.
Rachel had told me that I’d gone to St. Louis after Lim failed to
respond. If he was in the loop, he’d have to respond, right? Especially
if he knew the stakes.

Well, I could hope.

I looked at the time. It was midnight. Time to get back to the dorms. I
took the elevator up, and drove the van back to Grand Lake University,
doing my best to ignore the nagging feeling that I should be flying to
St. Louis immediately.



I woke up on Friday morning to the sound of Jeremy’s alarm clock. He had
an 8:00 A.M. class. I didn’t, but I got out of bed anyway. While he took
a shower, I sat down at my desk, and opened up my laptop, checking
Double V’s website and forums.

I didn’t see anything unusual. I even searched on “St. Louis,” and
checked in the Missouri state forums.

Nothing indicated that the city had been destroyed during the night, or
even that anything unusual was going on.

Good, I thought, and breathed a sigh of relief I hadn’t realized I’d
been holding in.

I logged into my Heroes League email account. No reply from Lim.

I switched back to the Double V forums, and logged into the SuperTV
forums after that.

I didn’t find any reference to anything unusual going on in St. Louis
there either.

When Jeremy came back from his shower, he stepped into the room in a
bathrobe, hair still wet. He looked at me. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I said, but even I could tell that I was lying.

Jeremy hung up his towel inside his closet, and said, “Is this major?”

I didn’t know I was that easy to read.

I looked away from the computer, and up at him as he stopped next to my
desk.

“Seriously,” he asked, “How big?”

And the crazy thing was, I really could tell him. Daniel had
telepathically blocked him from passing on information to anyone outside
the League.

On the other hand, the less he knew, the better. If Daniel didn’t
maintain it, the mental construct would dissolve on its own eventually.

I thought for a second, and made a decision. “Really big. In an
alternate universe I died while saving St. Louis, Missouri. In this
universe, I think I just got the clue that made me go investigate, and
so I’m trying figure out a way to save the city, but not die.”

“Geez,” Jeremy stood there, still in his bathrobe. “Here’s an idea. Tell
someone else what’s going on, and let them go.”

I shook my head. “Not as easy as you’d think. Most supers will tell you
not to trust an alternate version of you because even well meaning
versions might not be as close to you as they think. So basically no
one’s interested. The other reason is kind of the opposite of the first…
I actually met an alternate version of myself from a world where he was
the only human left. I got the impression that he’d been kept away from
something big, and regretted not taking uh… more decisive action.”

Jeremy blinked. “Wow. Are you saying that’s what’ll happen if you don’t
go?”

“I don’t know, but the timing of the big event is close. Whatever
happened there, happened this winter or spring.”

“So why don’t you ask him for more info?”

“Can’t,” I said. “The last time I saw him, he was back in his own
universe, and I don’t know where it is. Plus, he tried to kill and
replace me in this universe, so Haley shot him with a particle
accelerator rifle.”

His eyes widened. “Your girlfriend? She’s so small…”

Haley was only about five feet tall, but that didn’t really matter. It
didn’t have anything to do with what she would or wouldn’t do.

I didn’t say anything. Maybe he’d stop asking questions? He did have
class soon.

Jeremy glanced toward his alarm clock, and turned his head back toward
me. “You live a really weird life. I mean, unbelievably cool, but weird.
I’ve got to get to class though. Tell me if you need anything. I’d like
to help if I can.”

“I don’t see how you could, but thanks. I’ll ask.”

He walked over to his dresser, and started pulling on clothes. As he did
it, I couldn’t help but think that it was nice that he offered even if
there wasn’t anything he could do.



I spent the rest of the day as I might have normally—like I might have
if I didn’t have a potentially world ending event on my mind. I trudged
across campus to attend classes, making sure I wore boots.

It could have been worse. I was tired. My mind was somewhere else, but I
hadn’t missed any assignments or readings. I got a couple assignments,
but that was normal.

Around four, I found myself walking back from my last class of the day,
a chemistry class, when my League phone rang.

Nobody was near, so I took the call.

Before I put it to my ear, I could see that the call came from Cassie.
“Hey,” I said.

“I’ve got some weapon ideas,” Cassie said.

I looked around, amazed at how much campus had cleared out, but
honestly, didn’t it always on Friday?

“Ok,” I said, “what?”

“A non-lethal takedown weapon. Maybe one of those paralysis guns? Plus
I’d like something big, something with real potential to take out
something like the Grey Giant. So maybe lasers? Like your guitar?”

Walking down the sidewalk toward my dorm, I said, “I think that can be
done. Actually I figured I’d be putting in stun guns like ones the
Defenders use, and the lasers would be good too. They’d have the good
point that you’d have ammo as long as you had energy, but the bad point
that you’d use up energy faster that way.”

As I talked, my mind flipped through who I’d have to call tonight. I’d
want to get to St. Louis soon, and I’d want to do it differently than
I’d done it in other universes.

“What’s going on, Nick?” Cassie sounded irritated. “Are you there?”

“Uh… sure. Just a little distracted. You know, the St. Louis thing? I
finally got a clue that makes a little sense.”

She didn’t wait for an instant before talking. “You’re going in, aren’t
you? You aren’t leaving me here for this. I’m coming along.”

“It’s going to be really early. I’m thinking that if we don’t want
anyone to see us, we’ve got to get there before six, so I’d have to pick
you up around four something. Plus, everyone could die. Are you sure you
want to go?”

“Don’t kid yourself. I’m coming. Vaughn’s coming too, right?”

“I hadn’t asked him… I haven’t asked anyone.”

Cassie’s voice rose as she talked. “Well, don’t skip him. I told you
he’s been feeling left out.”

“Ok. I won’t. You told me about that.”

As the words escaped my mouth, I realized that I’d committed to bringing
him along—which meant I ought to call him.

“Good,” Cassie said. “Are you going to let him know, or should I?”

“I’ll do it,” I said. “Do you have anything else? I should probably call
him now.”

“Nothing. Talk to you later.”

“Tomorrow,” I said, “at 4 a.m. You’ll have to tell me where.”

“I’ll email you when I come up with a good spot,” Cassie said.

We hung up.

I stopped, standing on the side of the sidewalk, but not in the snow. It
was almost as high as my boots, and wouldn’t take much to go over the
sides. Then I held out my phone, finding Vaughn’s name on the team list.

I considered whether I should really call him here on the sidewalk in
the middle of campus. Then I decided I would. Not many people were
around, and given the cold, not many people were going to linger and
overhear.

I clicked on the screen, still wishing this was something I could do
from my room. It wasn’t as if I could use the touchscreen and use
gloves.

Vaughn answered, “Hey, it’s a been a while.”

He didn’t sound angry, or even annoyed.

To someone in the background, he said, “Sorry guys, gotta take this
call.”

“Don’t be too long,” Sean said.

That was not good news.

I didn’t recognize the other voices in the background, but I could guess
that it was likely Dayton and Jody, Sean’s friends.

A door shut, and the voices cut off.

Vaughn said, “Hey, I’m walking down the hall now, so I might not be able
to answer everything, but I’ll get to it when I find someplace private.”

“Sure,” I said. “I know what you mean. I’m standing outside because even
though I can talk about stuff in front of Jeremy, I can’t talk in front
of his friends. Honestly, sometimes I think I should have asked you if
you wanted to room with me.”

“Yeah?” Vaughn sounded a little surprised. “Well, you still can. My
roommate’s not coming back next year, and I don’t want to room with
Jody.”

“Jody? Why?”

Vaughn snorted. “His roommate’s sick of him. The guy’s barely there
except to sleep. I’m sure he’d move out, but he hasn’t figured out where
he’ll go.”

“Huh. You’d think they’d try to talk about it.”

Laughing, Vaughn said, “With Jody? You know the guy. It wouldn’t work.
Makes sense with anybody else, though.”

He had a point there. If I’d been really unlucky, they might have paired
me with Jody. I had no idea what I would have done then—made a big
enough stink to get a different roommate at the very least.

“Hey,” Vaughn said, “I’m alone. I’m in one of the study rooms on the
first floor.”

“No one’s using it?”

“On Friday afternoon?” Vaughn laughed. “You know, I think this is the
first time I’ve ever been in one of these.”

“Cool,” I said. “Here’s why I’m calling. You know how Rachel went to
Infinity City last fall?”

“And heard you were going to die? Cassie told me about it.”

“Ok, well, we’re going to St. Louis tomorrow morning. We’ve got to be
there before dawn, so I’d say be at HQ by 5:30 am.”

Vaughn almost sounded like he was choking. “Before dawn? On Saturday?”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “I don’t want the jet to be seen and the shields
only hide us at night. During the day, they still block radar, but they
make the jet look like a jet shaped hole in the sky. So if we get there
before dawn, we get there without being seen.”

“Ok,” Vaughn said, “I’m in.”

“Really? I’m glad, but I’m warning you that in the alternate universe
where I died Haley and Daniel died with me.”

“I know,” Vaughn said, “but this sounds like something we’ve got to do.”

“Great,” I said, and then hesitated for second. “One more thing, please
don’t tell Sean. He showed up out of nowhere for the Rook thing, and I
don’t want to deal with it this time.”

Vaughn chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. I got to hear way too much about
Rook from his end already. I’m not looking for more of that.”

“Wait, what?” Sean didn’t have any right to complain.

“The end,” Vaughn said. “Flick kept Sean away from the fight.”

“Well, yeah, but it was important. The place was filled with nerve gas,
and he made huge fan blades and sucked the stuff out. Without that,
“Cassie and I would have been the only people from our side fighting.”

“I know, but he sees it differently. He thinks she was keeping him from
looking good when you were around. He says she could have waited to
attack, and let him join in.”

“That makes no sense. I don’t care if he looks good, and I don’t think
Flick would do that for me even if I wanted her to.”

“I’m not arguing with you. I’m just answering your question.”

He was right, but a strong part of me still wanted to argue with
someone. This was exactly the reason I didn’t want Sean along. He saw
everything through one filter—himself.

“Sorry,” I said. “He frustrates me.”

Vaughn didn’t sound bothered at all. “I get it. He’s got good points
though. He’s loyal to his friends, and he does care about Stapledon and
everything.”

“Good, I guess. Hey, I should make a couple more calls.”

“No problem,” Vaughn said.

Soon after that, we hung up, leaving me to stand there, thinking about
the conversation. Vaughn hadn’t seemed angry with me. Was Cassie wrong?
I didn’t think anyone knew Vaughn better than she did though.

On the other hand, Vaughn got along with people. It might be that he’d
never say anything about it.

I flipped it around in my head for a little while, and didn’t get
anywhere, deciding I’d be better off thinking about tomorrow.

I had a couple more people to call.

Before making any calls, I walked to the campus parking garage. The van
wouldn’t be as warm as my dorm room, but it was warmer than standing
outside.

I turned the key, and it began to hum. After the fight where Rook had
ripped chunks out of the van, and flipped it over, I’d done some fairly
extensive repair work. Among other things, I’d switched the van’s power
source over to the same fuel cells I used for Cassie’s armor—not to
mention changing its engine substantially.

Its heating system didn’t work as well as I wanted, but there were
tradeoffs.

One was that the new engine barely made any noise at all, and once it
warmed up, I could comfortably sit inside without guzzling gas. Another,
of course, was that the armor was vastly improved. There were a few
more.

I dialed Rachel’s number. She answered, taking a deep breath as she saw
me.

She was sitting in a chair, and I could see a bed behind her. She put
her guitar into the stand next to her desk before saying anything. Once
she said hello, I explained what I’d learned, and what I was planning to
do about it.

I’d called Rachel because I’d promised I would, and her response would
have been predictable if I’d given any thought to it at all.

“You didn’t listen to me at all,” she said.

“I did listen. I’m calling you and telling you what’s going on.”

Rachel’s eyes narrowed. “I told you to call me if there was
breakthrough. I told you not to go flying in because that’s how you
died, and that’s exactly what you’re planning to do.”

“I’m trying to do it differently. I’m taking different people—Vaughn and
Cassie are coming—“

“Wait,” Rachel said, “instead of taking Haley and Daniel, who are
generally levelheaded, you’re taking the most impulsive people on the
team?”

“Uh… No. Not just them. I was going to talk to Daniel and Haley too.”

She looked directly at me. “Nick, I’m coming along.”

And that was that.

Calling Daniel went better, but there was a common element…

I’d been keeping him informed so when I explained what was going on, and
asked him if he would come along even though he’d died with me in
another universe, and even though it was Shabbat, he said, “You know
better than that. Of course, I’m coming. My dad and my grandfather
always broke Shabbat when people’s lives were in danger.”

“I was trying to give you an out,” I said.

He frowned. “I don’t need an out. You’re trying to avoid mistakes an
alternate you made, and I can sense the future. I’m exactly the person
you need to have along. Though, we should take Izzy too.”

“Because she’s your girlfriend, or because you think we need her?”

He sighed, “She’s not my girlfriend. We’re just friends, and I do think
we need her. Jaclyn’s got that Stapledon thing for speedsters this
weekend, right?”

“Right.”

“So we’ll need the muscle.”

I didn’t argue with him. After we hung up, I called Haley to see when
she wanted me to pick her up. She asked me if I’d learned anything about
St. Louis, and I explained.

She was lying on her bed. She’d placed her phone on top of her
trigonometry homework. “You weren’t going to ask me?”

“I was,” I said. “I was hoping you’d say no, but I was going to ask.”

She made a noise. “You know what we need?”

“More people?” I asked.

Haley raised an eyebrow. “We should take Sydney and Camille along, and
we should tell Kayla what’s happening so we have someone at HQ.”

“Sure,” I said. “Just don’t let Sydney bring Sean again, okay?”

So after all that, I had a team of eight people and I’d originally
planned for maybe half of them. I couldn’t deny it was a different group
though. I just wished that I’d formed the group with some kind of plan
instead of caving in to everyone who thought they ought to go along.

The crazy thing was that Haley and I did end up doing something together
on Friday night like we’d planned. It wasn’t as fun as it would have
been if we hadn’t been facing the possibility of dying. We got coffee,
but instead of taking a walk together, we ordered a pizza and watched a
movie in HQ.

After that, we pulled out a couple of HQ’s cots, and slept there until
the next morning. By 6:00 am, we’d picked up Cassie in D.C., Rachel in
Ann Arbor, Daniel and Izzy in Chicago and were on our way to St. Louis.
Vaughn, Sydney, and Camille had met us in HQ itself.

As we flew through the darkness, I was surprised at how much it felt
like when we’d gone up against Rook last semester. Haley and I were at
the controls, the jet felt full to bursting, and we were all in costume.
The major difference being that we didn’t have Flick along to tell us
when we were about to make horrible mistakes.

Knowing one thing I did have to do though, I opened up the jet’s
communicator, and made a call to the Defenders unit in St. Louis. I’d
never been entirely clear on whether the Midwest Defenders or the
Dixieland Defenders covered Missouri, and it didn’t get any clearer when
they answered.

A man’s voice said, “Heroes League, this is the Defenders St Louis unit.
What are you doing here?”

“This is the Rocket. We’ve got reason to believe something major’s going
to happen here soon, something that may destroy the city.”

“Are you kidding me? We had Feds scouring the city for explosives all
last week.”

Haley and I looked at each other. In the row behind us, Rachel muttered,
“Huh.”

That was interesting. Lim had told me not to worry about it.

“I’ve got new information,” I said.

The voice on the other end barely gave me time to finish. “What kind of
new information?”

“There’s a factory making a material for armor I came up with. The weird
thing is that I only came up with it a couple days ago, but they’ve been
making it for months.”

He didn’t say anything, leaving me to look over the jet’s glowing
dashboard, and then look out towards St. Louis’ growing skyline. The
Gateway arch rose just past the river, and skyscrapers on either side
and behind it.

Lights from below made it stand out.

Chances were that that would be destroyed if we failed too.

My mind substituted shattered skyscrapers and a fallen arch for the
scene ahead.

In that moment, it hit me that I had died here in at least one universe,
and technically in an infinite number. In this universe though, I could
easily be leading some of the people I cared most about to their deaths.

Leading them, I thought, and repeated the words in my head a couple more
times. It ought to be someone else. Someone competent.

If things went badly wrong, both Rachel and I might die. I wondered who
would tell my parents. Agent Lim?

Daniel spoke directly into my mind then. Don’t worry about it, Nick.
This time’s different. We all know what we’re up against, and we’re not
going to just let it happen. I know I’m not planning to die here.

That was comforting in a way. Not totally comforting, but close.

Haley looked up from her console, the glowing light reflecting off the
grey Night Cat costume, and said, “Rocket?” Her tone sounded
questioning.

Whether she’d smelled my nervousness through the Rocket suit, heard my
heart speed up, or simply read my body language, she guessed a little of
what I was thinking.

I didn’t get a chance to reply. Another voice came over the comm. The
first had sounded like some random guy, probably someone whose job was
simply to take calls. The new one sounded confident, a baritone that
sometimes hit bass.

“I’m Ronin,” he said. “What’s the situation? Is the factory making
armor?”

I recognized the voice then, and I knew who he was. This was Tara’s
father. He’d joined the Defenders and moved around among the major
Defenders units for the last few years. If I remembered correctly, he
shared Tara’s ability to predict people’s combat moves, and used it when
commanding Defenders teams—brilliantly.

“I don’t know what they’re planning to do. I just know they’re making
something that shouldn’t exist yet. It might be because of aliens. It
might be time travelers, for all I know. What’s important is this: I
died investigating this in another timeline even though we saved St.
Louis. The thing is, that means if we mess up, St. Louis might be
destroyed. Worse, it might escalate so quickly we won’t have time to
think anything through.”

He took it surprisingly calmly, especially given his reply.

“I’ve heard about this. We’ll give you any assistance you need. Keep in
contact with us each step of the way.”

We’d need the help. I’d gotten Agent Lim’s voicemail when I called his
office last night. Since he normally answered his phone, something major
had to be going down somewhere. I hadn’t even tried to call Lee. I knew
he was doing something this weekend—probably overthrowing a government.

A lot of other people I might have called were busy too.

“Believe me,” I told Ronin, “I’ll keep you up to date. By the way, do
you have anyone who can heal? I’m sure you’ve got hospitals, but we may
need more than that.”

“I’ll make them available. I’m putting the local Defenders on red alert.
Are you going to need anyone when you do recon on the factory?”

“No. We’ve got all the people we need for that, but that might change
after we get a good look at it.”

“Understood. I’d like an address anyway.”

“Sure,” I said, and gave it to him.

“Thank you, and good luck.”

I assured him we’d keep him updated, and then cut the connection.

By that time, we were above the river. This early on a Saturday morning,
the Mississippi was wide, flat, dark, and empty.

I turned off the jet’s main engine, and used the gravitics to keep it
moving. Between the shields’ ability to absorb light, and the gravitics’
silence, we would be hard to notice—if nowhere near as fast or
maneuverable.

We floated above the river until the GPS indicated that we were getting
near the factory. Then I turned the jet in towards the city, and not an
especially nice part of it. City blocks with one or maybe two buildings
and a parking lot appeared to be the norm. Asphalt appeared to cover
everything.

We had similar areas in Grand Lake, but St. Louis was bigger.

And then we found it. St. Louis Industrial Materials appeared to be two
flat-roofed, rectangular, sheet metal buildings.

In the darkness, I didn’t even try to guess at the color. Instead, I set
the jet to hover above the old brick factory on the next block.

Then I turned the jet’s sensors on the factory, hoping that it wasn’t
rigged to detect them and explode.

It didn’t.

The jet displayed shadowy representations of the insides of both
buildings on the screens. One building appeared to be full of
manufacturing equipment. I recognized the shapes of devices I used while
creating ceramics.

The smaller building on the far side of the lot seemed to be used for
storage, and it appeared to be full.

I had the jet’s scanner zoom in on the storage building, specifically on
the objects inside. Flat discs approximately the thickness of tires lay
on top of each other, arranged in the shapes of cylinders.

From the picture, the building appeared to be about seventy-five percent
full. It wasn’t hard to calculate either. The building was rectangular.

I wondered exactly what that worked out to in terms of discs.

I zoomed in further, trying to zero in on one specific disc.

From behind me, Vaughn asked, “So, what’s in there?”

“I’m trying to figure that out,” I said, trying not to sound
annoyed.

I must not have done a great job of it though, because Vaughn said,
“Sorry. I wasn’t trying to piss you off.”

Still adjusting the scanner, I said, “You’re not. I’m just having a hard
time adjusting this thing.”

The picture wasn’t coming together. Some spots were blurry. Some spots
were clear, but the devices appeared to be made out of multiple thin
layers, and it clearly displayed more than one at a time.

From what I was seeing though, the ceramic I’d come up with protected
the outside, and provided the internal structure. Plus, I felt fairly
sure each disc had a anti-gravity plate on the bottom.

“Hey Mystic,” I said, “could you do that thing where you sense the
biggest danger to the city? We probably ought to make sure this is it.”

Daniel sounded amused. “Already on it.”

“Good,” I said, and stared at the screen again. I didn’t want to fiddle
with it anymore. Fortunately, the jet had an artificial intelligence
that probably knew how to operate the scanners.

Taking my hands away from the controls, I said, “Heroes League jet AI?
Hello?”

On the screen appeared the words: [You have my attention.]

“Could you adjust the screens so we have a good picture of the devices
in that building, and if you happen to recognize what they are, please
tell us.”

I had some guesses, but I wanted to save some time.

More words appeared on the screen.

[The devices in that shed correspond to devices commonly used in
warfare among several spacefaring species.]

“So what do they do?” I asked.

[They don’t all do the same thing. Some of them are bombs. I’d
estimate them to be capable of destroying life within a mile radius.
Most are neutron emitters. They’re similar to your neutron bombs except
that they can be reused and moved to another location once you’ve
replaced the fuel source.]

People started talking, but I barely noticed.

I stared at the screen for little while, and then said, “Could you show
me each type, layer by layer? Please identify anything you can.”

It did. I’d been right about the anti-gravity plates. They all had them.
The bombs’ design also included tricks for enhancing the blast that had
never occurred to me. The neutron emitter was… evil. It looked like it
would do what it was supposed to—kill the people without damaging their
stuff.

I turned around to look at everyone—easier in the Rocket suit than you
might think, but still a little uncomfortable. “Hey,” I said. “I think I
understand what we’ve got to do. The way I see it, these bombs have
hugely complex designs that they can’t possibly have manufactured
here—not entirely. They got the fuel and some of the parts from
off-planet.

“The good news is that because they’re so complex, we can probably get
rid of them by smashing them and they won’t go off. The bad news is that
they’re using the ceramic I was planning to use on the next generation
of armor, so they’ll be kind of hard to smash.”

“Easy,” Vaughn said. “Turn the jet’s guns on them. Boom, they’re gone.”

Two chairs down from Vaughn in the second row, Sydney said, “I don’t
think that sounds like a good idea.”

At the same time, Rachel said, “No.”

“You know,” I said, “it might work better than you’d think. It’s just
that there’s a small chance we might set the bombs off that way, and
then we’d probably,” I checked the screen to find that the jet had
written [undoubtedly], and continued, “uh… undoubtedly all die because
the bombs would overwhelm the shields. That’s why I’d also avoid using
Captain Commando’s gun, lightning, and stuff like that.”

Rachel interrupted. “This is going to work a lot better if you tell
people what’s going to work than if you tell them what won’t.”

“It’s not that hard to figure out,” Cassie said. “My sword can chop
them to bits.”

I thought about that. “Right. And I bet Sydney or Izzy could smash
things. Haley could rip them apart with her claws… Camille controls
gravity, so she could increase it and get the same effect as Sydney or
Izzy. I’ll show you where to hit.”

“Rocket? Everybody? There’s a second spot.” Daniel stood up next to his
chair. “We’re at the most immediate threat, but the other one’s just as
big, and it’s connected to this one somehow.”

Next to him, Izzy took a breath. He’d probably already talked with her
about it.

Cassie looked up at him, and asked, “Where is it?”

Daniel shook his head. “I won’t know until I get there. I could find it
and report back.”

Izzy said, “I’ll go with him,” and stood up.

I looked at them, and thought for a second. “Ok. Do that, but I’m
thinking we should wait until you call us before we start destroying
things here.”

As I was about to turn to open the hatch, Camille asked, “Do you think
we should destroy things here? Maybe the Defenders should do it?”

Talking at about the same time, Vaughn said, “You mind if I go with
them? I might be useful there.”

As they realized that they were talking over each other, Vaughn and
Camille stopped, and laughed.

Except then Vaughn turned back to me, “But seriously, do you mind?”

“Um… Actually, kind of. Izzy and Daniel are good for scouting, and
that’s what I’m using them for. You’re more like artillery. You never
know where we might need you. I’d say let’s wait till we know, and then
I’ll send you, if needed.”

“Well that… fucking sucks.” Vaughn stared at his chair’s monitor.

Camille looked over at Vaughn and then over at me. Despite what I
normally expected out of her, she wasn’t flirting at all.

“So don’t you think we ought to leave the bombs to the Defenders?
They’ve been doing it longer.

I thought about it. “I think that they might be less qualified than we
are. They don’t have the jet to tell them what the bombs are. Plus I
probably know more than most about the tech they’re using.

She glanced over at Haley and back to me. “It was just a suggestion.”

“And not a bad one. Vaughn’s suggestion was good too. I’m going to let
the Defenders know what’s up so they can object, but I really think we
should destroy the devices before anyone realizes we’re here.”

Then I turned back around and opened the hatch. Cool air flowed into the
jet. I didn’t know what temperature it was outside. Warmer than Michigan
for sure, but not warm.

Daniel and Izzy walked toward the opening.

Izzy wore the same blue and black exercise clothes I’d seen her in last
time, but with a mask that covered the upper half of her face. She’d put
her black hair in a ponytail.

Giving a quick look out the hatch, she said, “You can call me Blue again
for this one. I haven’t come up with a good name yet.”

Then she stepped out of the door.

Daniel followed, but before he disappeared into the predawn darkness, he
contacted me telepathically. You’re doing the right thing. The place
we’re going becomes more dangerous if Vaughn’s there.

Seriously?

Some, Daniel thought at me, and then he was gone.

That made me feel a little better, but only a little.

I clicked on the comm, and called the Defenders, explaining what we were
doing.

Ronin said, “Do you think you can destroy the devices without risking
the city?”

“Yes, but not zero risk, a low risk.”

“Do it, and don’t forget we’re ready to assist if you need us. We’d
never have found this without you, and we’re grateful you’re here.”

“Thanks,” I said, but I felt a little strange about his gratitude,
knowing we could still screw this up horribly.

We ended the call.

“So, ” I said, “I guess we should come up with ideas for how to destroy
them as quickly as possible, and maybe a backup plan in case it goes
wrong.”

Vaughn frowned. “If it goes wrong, don’t we all just die? Someone’s
going to blow them all remotely, right?”

Rachel let out a breath. “I hope not.”

I shook my head (indirectly the Rocket suit’s helmet), “I don’t think
so. I think they’d avoid wasting all their work if they can, have all of
them fly out, and only use one.”

They wouldn’t need more than that.

Anyway, we talked about the devices’ weak points and how to take
advantage of them. Vaughn participated. He even seemed to be in a better
mood afterward.

A little bit, anyhow.

I sank back into my seat. If this was what leadership felt like, I
didn’t like it. I was angering friends while sending them into danger.

It wasn’t fun at all.

I lowered the jet onto the factory’s parking lot, and opened the hatch
again–this time for everybody. Cassie, Camille, and Sydney went toward
the storage building. Once there, Cassie reached out and crushed the
padlock with her hand. Then she swung the door open.

Drawing her sword, she entered, and started cutting.

It wasn’t the quickest way, but none of us could destroy them all at
once.

When Sydney and Camille followed her in, it left Vaughn, Haley, Rachel,
and I standing on the crumbling asphalt next to the jet. From the
building came the hum of Cassie’s sword, and the crunching noises that
came from whatever Camille and Sydney were doing.

It seemed to be going well.

Then Daniel called me. I clicked the palm of my glove to answer.

“Rocket, we’ve found the other danger, and it’s as bad as I worried it
might be. Do you remember True Humanity? The guys who hate all supers on
principle? Well, they’re here. They’ve got a training camp in an old
warehouse, and they’ve got people with power juice inside.”

“Isn’t that hypocritical?”

Daniel replied, “No doubt, but Blue says they’ve got a bomb that looks
strangely familiar, so we’ve got something to worry about.”

“So, do you think you can handle it, or if it even needs to be handled
right now?”

Daniel went quiet. Then he said, “I just swept the area telepathically,
and at least five of them are awake. Plus, even though my precognitive
ability is pretty vague, I get the sense that the bomb’s going to take
out the city if we don’t attack. Actually, I think it’s got a good
chance of going off if we do, but it’s inevitable if we don’t.”

In the background, I heard Izzy say, “Have him call the Defenders.”

She was completely correct. This was exactly when we needed to call in
the Defenders.

“Did you hear that?” Daniel spoke quietly.

“Got it. Just a second.”

I put him on hold, and called Ronin. I sent him their position, and told
him what they’d be facing. “If you’ve got anyone experienced with
demolitions or alien tech, bring them along. If you need help with that,
call me.”

“We’ve got someone,” Ronin said.

And that was that. I took Daniel off hold, and let him know.

“I’m getting a contact from him now,” Daniel said as I finished. “I’ll
call you back.”

With that I was back to watching Cassie, Camille, and Sydney destroy the
neutron emitters and bombs.

“Jet,” I said, “how are we doing?”

Its response appeared under the readouts near the top of my vision.

[A sizable minority have been destroyed. 157 out of 352.]

“How many bombs versus neutron emitters?”

[11 bombs. The rest are neutron emitters.]

That was good news. We had a chance of surviving this.

“The bombs are still in sections of the warehouse Captain Commando
hasn’t reached yet, right?”

[Correct. They’re in the middle of the building’s north side.]

I passed that along to Cassie.

“Greeeaat, Rocket. There’s a lot of chopping between here and there.”

“I know, but if you get the bombs, we really can hit the rest with the
jet’s guns.”

In the helmet readouts, the word “Mystic” began to blink. “Sorry,
Mystic’s trying to call.”

I opened the connection, and Daniel’s voice came in, breathless, and
stumbling over itself. “They’re here, and we’re going in with them.”

Crashes and shouts overwhelmed his voice. Another voice, this one very,
very deep, gave a wordless shout, followed immediately by the noise of
concrete shattering. That was followed by Izzy’s voice amplified to a
level that the Rocket suit actively suppressed.

Even more shouting, and the sound of cracking noises came across the
connection.

“Bad news,” Daniel said, “the Defenders’ technical guy is down. We might
need some help with that. The good news is that the True Humanity people
are running. Ronin was amazing. Even with his people, we were
outnumbered three to one, but he put everyone exactly where they needed
to be.”

“I thought you said there were five people.”

Automatic weapons fire sounded over the connection. “That’s right, but I
was talking about the people who were awake and in range. The grand
total was more than twenty, plus normals.”

At that moment, Cassie shouted something as the discs flew out of the
building, followed by Camille flying out after them, but not right after
them. She knew the plan, and following the discs would be distinctly
unhealthy.

Instead, she landed a little outside the door, and the discs began to
slow down. They didn’t completely stop. They kept on flying out the
building’s open door at a regular rate, but slowed to a crawl once they
passed the doorway.

The growing cloud of discs unnerved me though. We only had until someone
noticed that they were stuck, and tried to solve the problem by having
the bombs explode or turning on the neutron emitters.

With luck, the person responsible was too busy fighting the Defenders.

Cassie and Sydney ran out of the open door, Cassie slicing through a few
more discs before getting too close to the main group, and nearly
falling to the ground.

Sydney, now completely encased in grey metal, took a few more down by
firing slivers of metal out of her arms.

They crashed to the ground, but didn’t explode. This was great, but it
still left hundreds in the air. To really deal with the problem, we’d
have to move to phase two—which was going to be a little more chancy.

A disc at the front of the group edged forward. I glanced toward
Camille. Despite the January temperature, sweat hung on her cheeks.

She wasn’t going to be able to get it. I wondered how much longer she’d
be able to hold any of them.

The disc shot forward, free of Camille’s artificial gravity. It didn’t
get far. Blazing light hit it, and it fell.

Haley had made it back inside the jet. Her voice sounded inside my
helmet, and on all of our communicators. “We’ve got to move to phase
two, right?”

“Yeah,” I said, becoming more aware of the sound of wind above me.
Despite the winter, and the snow on the ground, it had begun to feel
like tornado weather.

Off to my right, Vaughn stared upward.

I hoped this would work.

“Storm King, are you ready?”

Vaughn didn’t seem to hear me at first, but as I was about to ask again,
he said, “Almost, it’s hard to get the position right—unless you want it
to suck us up too?”

“I’m against that.” I eyed Camille, realizing that I didn’t know her
codename if she had one. “Hey, are you ready to float them upward?”

She nodded, taking a breath as she did it. I hoped she wasn’t already
too tired to manage it. I wondered if we shouldn’t have had Vaughn
create a tornado around the storage building from the beginning. Then
Camille could have been backup if the bombs escaped.

She wouldn’t have the strength to do much after this.

As I second guessed myself, the winds grew stronger, and above us the
noise increased, turning into a roar that I could feel through my armor.

Then Vaughn turned toward Camille, waving upward with one hand. Lowering
her head and exhaling, she stared at the cloud of discs.

They began to float higher, straining against the gravity she’d created.
Through the sound of Vaughn’s tornado, I could still hear the hum of
several hundred neutron emitters’ and bombs’ anti-gravity plates. They
sounded a little bit off.

That was good news. Damaged plates would have a harder time getting
away.

My helmet made the pre-dawn darkness light enough that I could watch as
the tornado’s winds caught the uppermost discs, sucking them into the
twisting funnel above us.

I contacted the jet again, “Are you tracking them?”

[Yes, and since I can already guess your next question, I can
still identify the difference between bomb and neutron emitter.]

“Good. Then you’ve got my permission to fire on the neutron emitters
whenever you’ve got a shot that won’t hit the bombs. You can use the
anti-personnel lasers, and are required to stop when any member of the
group asks. Is that restrictive enough?”

[Acceptable.]

Whatever aliens had originally created the AI had made it a massive pain
to give him the power to fire weapons or take over the jet. That was one
reason I had Haley flying it. When I’d asked the AI why, he’d only said,
“Bitter experience.”

Over the comm, Haley said, “I’m taking off.”

The jet floated into the air, the anti-personnel lasers already firing.
I watched for any sign that it might be pulled into the whirlwind, but
it stayed stable.

In front of me, Cassie had put her sword back into its sheath, and
pulled out the Abominator gun.

“Uh… That’s not a good idea,” I began.

“Relax,” Cassie said. “This is just in case. There’s just a small chance
of setting off a bomb, right?”

She couldn’t see my jaw drop through the helmet. “Yeah, but a massive
chance of killing everybody near it plus huge chunks of the city if it
does go.”

“I know, I know, don’t worry about it. The gun’s got a great range, and
it says it knows the bombs’ blast radius.”

“It’s also,” I said, “a bit of a homicidal maniac and it would probably
enjoy ‘cleansing’ the city of people.”

She rolled her eyes. “Look, I know, but it follows orders, and I’m not
going to let it.”

Rachel coughed—an obvious, fake cough. Everyone looked at her, which was
what she’d wanted.

A wide smile visible below her mask, she said, “I’ve got to be going.
Those of us who are slow need time to get into position for phase three.
Join me when you’re done arguing.” Then she turned partially transparent
and floated upward, staying parallel to the tornado.

She wasn’t that slow, but nowhere near as fast as the Rocket suit.

Vaughn gave Cassie and me a quick look. “I gotta concentrate too.”

Leaning a little on Sydney, and still looking tired, but not as tired,
Camille said, “Talk as long as you want, I’m done.”

I hadn’t noticed it, but she was right. All of the discs were now
whirling around in the tornado. Constant laser fire hit, knocking discs
out of the air in burning pieces.

The pieces weren’t falling on us. Some landed half a block away on the
road, and in the snow next to it. It wasn’t close, but it felt close.

Plus, if I were going to be of any use during phase three, I needed to
get up in the air. The Rocket suit didn’t need much time, but the sooner
the better.

I turned on the rockets, and said, “Heading up. Be ready for anything,
but with any luck, this is the end.”

Then I flew, and it was amazing. There are a lot of scenes you never
expect you’ll be part of, and flying parallel to a tornado filled with
alien WMD’s that are being destroyed by your plan (in the form of a
jet’s lasers) is one of these things.

In the distance I could hear tornado sirens mixed with police cars and
fire trucks. From my height, I could see the police blocking off streets
blocks away from us. For a moment I was impressed by their response
time, and that they’d even realized we were here. Then it occurred to me
that we’d been around for twenty minutes, and that tornados weren’t
exactly quiet.

Still, I’d come up with a plan and it was working. I appreciated that
with a degree of satisfaction as I climbed. Okay, we hadn’t taken out
the bombs, but the neutron emitters were on their way to destruction.

Unfortunately, it was far from over. Before I even flew halfway up to
where I needed to be, Daniel called.

“Rocket, we won,” he began, but he didn’t sound happy at all. “Remember
the bomb Izzy saw? It’s on a timer, and Ronin needs help disarming it.
Are you busy?”

“I’m just about to tag the bombs with roachbots, but I’ve got time for
that. How long do you have?”

“I don’t know.” He spoke hesitantly. “I caught that they set the bomb,
but they didn’t even know how long they had. All they knew is that they
might die even if they hurried.”

So apparently in real life, bombs on timers didn’t have convenient
displays.

“Crap,” I said. “You don’t have time for me to figure out how to disarm
it. I think your best bet is to have Izzy poke holes in it. I’ll send
you a schematic showing where. It’ll still be a powerful bomb, but
you’ll only get a 100 foot radius blast instead of a mile.”

“Why not have her break it in two?” Daniel asked.

“Better chance of it going off,” I said. “Well, unless you’ve got Cap’s
sword.”

“Got it,” he said.

I had the jet send him the schematic, explained where to put the holes
and we hung up.

With that, I was again conscious of where I was—hundreds of feet in the
air above St. Louis with a tornado ahead of me and dawn half an hour
away.

The jet stopped firing its lasers, and Haley’s voice came over the comm.
“It’s done. All that’s left are the bombs.”

“Great. Uh… Does Camille have a codename?”

“We’ve been calling her Gravitystar.” The tone of Haley’s voice made me
suspect she’d told me before.

It was probably for the best that I didn’t remember. The name didn’t
make much sense, and the fact that I didn’t have bad memories of an
embarrassing conversation attached to it probably indicated that I
hadn’t told Camille so.

On the League’s common channel, I said, “Gravitystar, do you think you
could hold the bombs in place if Storm King lets go?”

Her gasp for breath answered my question before she did. “I can try.
Holding all of them took more out of me than I thought it would.”

In retrospect I could imagine that stopping hundreds of anti-gravity
plates might do a number on her.

“No, you don’t have to. If you can’t, we could lose a bunch of them.
Rest for a second. Storm King, can you keep control of them?”

Vaughn paused before he answered, but his voice stayed level. “Yeah.
I’ve got them.”

“Ok,” I said, “Ghost and I will tag them, and then after that, you’ve
got to move the tornado as high as you can.”

Vaughn snorted, “Because after that… Boom. Right?”

“Night Cat, does the jet say it can hit them without getting caught in
the explosion?”

At roughly the same time Haley said, “Yes,” and the jet sent the same
message directly to my suit’s HUD.

Only one more thing to check, I thought, and decided to call Rachel. I
didn’t get the chance.

Rachel’s voice came over the comm. “I’m in position. Are you ready?” She
didn’t sound tired at all.

“Almost,” I said.

“How far are you?”, she asked.

As she finished, I found myself within the bots effective range. “I’m
here.”

“Good,” she said, “I’m firing.”

While I couldn’t see her, my helmet’s display followed the bots that
flew from a gun I’d recently designed for her.

Simply so that I got a chance, I fired a series of bots where the HUD
indicated the bombs were in the the swirling tornado. Despite the suit’s
padding, I could feel it as they fired.

One by one, the bots reported back that they’d caught up with a bomb or
missed and been destroyed by the whirling winds. Within a minute, we’d
found all eleven bombs. We were ready. Even if one escaped while the jet
targeted them, we’d be able to track it.

With luck we wouldn’t need to, but it made for a nice backup plan.

As I thought about my next step, the words, [I recommend that you land.]
appeared in my HUD.

The jet knew the bombs’ blast radius better than I did.

I began to descend toward where everyone but Rachel, Haley and I waited
near the storage building.

Two hundred feet above the ground, an explosion lit up the city like it
was day, followed by a thunderous roar. My first impulse was to guess
that Haley had started to fire before I’d reached the ground.

Except that seemed out of character.

Then I realized that the HUD showed that the blast had taken place north
of us.

Tapping my fingers on my palms, I brought up our group’s location.
Daniel and Izzy’s location came up as “Unknown”—which didn’t necessarily
mean that they were dead. It could mean that the bomb had kicked out
enough of an EMP that it killed their comms.

For that matter, if their signal came through, I realized, it didn’t
necessarily mean that they were alive.

The thought that I needed to include people’s health in the next
iteration didn’t distract me enough. I was still aware that Izzy and
Daniel might both be dead or near to it.

The bombs weren’t nuclear, but they obviously included materials that I
wasn’t familiar with. Even if they were only briefly radioactive or
poisonous, they could still kill.

Then Daniel and Izzy’s status flickered from red to green. A good sign.

Not only that, but I could see from the GPS that they were moving in
excess of 400 mph towards us. This was better yet.

Well, unless it meant that Izzy was carrying Daniel’s body. He could
stop bullets with telekinesis, but not fire or heat.

I didn’t have long to wonder though. Izzy appeared, carrying Daniel,
silhouetted against the backdrop of the city and the fire that still
burned behind them.

With Izzy’s speed, I didn’t even have time to register that I’d seen
them before I felt Daniel’s mind.

I’m not dead, he thought at me, but it was a near thing. Izzy had
barely stopped poking holes in the bomb when I sensed it would blow.

I got an image of a backroom filled with computers, and saw a grey disc
lying in the corner. Izzy pulled her hand away, and five other people,
all of them in costume, backed up.

I wondered what had happened to the others, and heard Izzy’s voice in my
head.

They all died.

With the added dimension of direct mental contact, I could hear her
think it with a touch of disbelief. I could also feel the torrent of
emotions behind what she’d said—shock that it had happened so quickly,
guilt that she hadn’t been able to stop it, fear that it had killed more
people than we knew, and hope that it hadn’t.

Daniel filtered his own emotions better, but we’d spent so much time in
each other’s heads over the years that I went past his shield before
either of us knew it. I felt his relief at not dying, and sadness for
the others. He’d felt them go.

I felt them secondhand—a jumble of thoughts, terror, and fiery pain.

I gasped.

The flames had surrounded him too, but he’d warned Izzy. She’d grabbed
him before the blast threw them away. The flame didn’t reach them. I
sensed heat, but no pain.

By then the others’ consciousness had been completely annihilated.

It also confirmed what I’d suspected before—Izzy wasn’t physically
invulnerable. She generated some kind of shield unconsciously, and when
she’d pulled Daniel close, it included him.

I wondered how far out she could make it go. Theoretically, she might
have saved them all.

Keep that quiet, okay? She doesn’t need to hear it right now.

From a distance, Izzy’s presence said, I didn’t catch that. Are you
talking to me?

Daniel and I said, Sorry, we didn’t mean to leave you out
simultaneously, and with exactly the same tone and inflection.

That’s when we ended the connection, and I became aware of myself again.
I floated above the ground, descending toward everyone else. Izzy and
Daniel had already landed.

I hit the ground seconds later, and not all that hard.

Haley’s voice came over the comm. “Is everyone down? I’m just about to
start shooting.”

“Everyone but Ghost,” Cassie said.

I probably should have said something, but after what I’d just seen, I
still felt out of it.

“I’ll be fine.” Rachel’s voice came across the comm distantly, and with
a maximum of static.

“If you’re sure,” Haley said. “Just, be careful, okay? I’m starting…
Now.”

In the sky, thin lines of light crossed upward from the jet to the
tornado. Small objects exploded, raining glowing, reddish bits on the
city below.

It was easy. I’d been overly cautious. I’d been wrong about the bombs. I
should have skipped the roachbot tracking devices. I could have blown
the bombs up on the ground all at once and saved us a lot of work.

Haley and the jet’s lasers made it to number nine without an explosion,
but on number nine, the sky turned white. I’d thought the one that Izzy
damaged had been bright, but I didn’t have anything to compare it with.
This explosion filled the sky as far as the helmet let me see, and
triggered the last two bombs almost simultaneously.

The three chained explosions blew the howling tornado apart. Even though
Vaughn had directed the tornado and the bombs as high as he could, I
still felt heat. The suit suppressed the noise of the blasts, but I
still heard them.

All the same, it wasn’t long before the brightness faded, the pre-dawn
sky turned back to darkness.

Over the comm, Haley laughed nervously as she said, “Thank God, it’s
over.”

None of us had any idea what would come next.





Spin


        Haley landed the jet in the parking lot between the storage building and
the factory.

We’d arrived less than an hour before, and aside from a little debris
from the bombs, it didn’t look much different. It was lighter (past the
factories and warehouses, the eastern sky glowed), and the tornado
sirens were still going, but it was close to the same.

An inch of snow still covered the ground, and the temperature felt
cold—if not as cold as Michigan.

For that matter, all the buildings that had been standing when we
arrived were still standing. The ones that weren’t visible from here.

Still, it felt like we’d been there a week.

We walked toward the jet—all of us but Rachel anyway, and she appeared
as I walked up the steps. A little later we’d all buckled up and sat
there, waiting.

Haley looked over at me as I clicked through different screen views.
Radar didn’t show anyone in the air.

“I’m a little surprised no one’s called us. I’d think they’d want to
talk to us.”

I considered it. “Yeah, me too. The thing is, the person we mostly
talked to was Ronin, and he probably died in the blast.”

I turned back toward Daniel.

He nodded. “He was in the room when the bomb went off.”

Izzy swallowed. “He didn’t have a chance.”

Rachel tapped twice on her armrest, and frowned. “Who’s going to tell
Tara? She shouldn’t hear this on the radio.”

I hoped it wouldn’t be me, but Rachel was right. We needed to call the
local Defenders office. That couldn’t have been all of them. Someone had
to be back at the office. That was probably the person to call her.

Her and the other four people’s families. Did they have families? There
had to be a system.

In a quiet voice, Sydney asked, “Who’s Tara?”

“Ronin’s daughter,” Rachel said. “She’s a Stapledon student. She’s doing
her fifth year internship right now. I know her a little.”

“I sparred with her once,” Cassie said, sounding a little more
enthusiastic than I would have just then, “she’s a genius at hand to
hand.”

Daniel caught my eye, “Call the Defenders.”

Haley clicked on the screen, “I’ll do it.”

Moments later we heard the words, “St. Louis Defenders unit. We’re in
the middle of an emergency right now. Can you hold?”

Haley scowled. “This is the Heroes League. We were working on the
emergency with you, and we’d… like to report a death. Actually five
deaths.”

The man on the other end said, “More deaths? Whose are you reporting?”

“Ronin’s and…” she turned backward toward Izzy and Daniel.

“Metaspark—“ Izzy started, but the man interrupted her.

“We know about Ronin and the team in the True Humanity operation. We’ll
need you to fill out an after action report. For now though, stay where
you are. We’re handling a number of issues related to what’s happened.”

“We could help,” Haley said.

“Heroes League, thanks for the offer. You’re all Stapledon students,
correct?”

Haley hesitated for a second, and then said, “No, but I think we’re all
planning to be.”

The voice on the other end didn’t hesitate at all. “There are no adults
in your group, correct? Stand down for now. If we need help, we will
contact you. And again, stay where you are. Don’t leave St. Louis.”

Then he hung up.

“Oh,” Haley said, as the screen showed the connection’s end. “I would’ve
expected that they’d want our help.”

Vaughn snorted. “They don’t want our help, but they want us to write a
report. That’s going to be fun.”

Next to him, Cassie rolled her eyes. “It totally figures. Even though
they didn’t even know about this before we showed up, they don’t think
that we can handle it, so they’re keeping us away.”

Rachel grinned at her. “I’m the last person to defend people like that,
but what are the chances it’s an insurance thing? We probably signed a
waiver that Haley and her friends haven’t. So they can’t get sued if we
do, but the high schoolers are going to break the bank.”

Haley frowned, and narrowed her eyes, “I don’t like that at all. Do you
really think they’d do that?”

A series of beeps spared Rachel from answering.

The caller ID showed the caller as “Mindstryke—Midwest Defenders.”

I opened the comm connection.

Daniel’s dad appeared on all comm screens in full uniform as
Mindstryke—navy blue with the Greek letter “psi,” and designed in a way
that reminded me more of a military uniform. He sat behind a desk
somewhere. The bookshelves behind him made it difficult to place where,
but I guessed the Midwest Defenders HQ.

A mask covered the upper half of his face, but as the connection became
clear, he gave us all a warm smile.

“I’m glad you all survived. We’ve got a lot to talk about. I’m going to
debrief you from here, but when you come back to Grand Lake we’re going
to have to talk more. A lot more. Your actions have just moved up the
board’s time tables substantially.”

I stared at the screen. “The board? As in the League’s board or the
Defenders’?”

Mindstryke shook his head. “Not the Defenders’ board, the League’s. But
that’s for later. Right now I’d like you to explain what happened from
the point where you first became aware this was possible through to your
response.”

We did. Rachel told him about first hearing about the possibility in
Infinity City. I described how I’d recognized a clue after months of
searching. Then everybody explained their individual part in the plan.

He nodded as we talked, no longer smiling, but taking notes, and asking
questions.

After we were done, he said, “Ok, I’ll summarize this, and then we’ll go
over what to talk about and what to skip if someone asks you about it.

“First, Rachel hears about it from another version of herself in
Infinity City. She tells Lim about it, and even includes the information
in her report about what happened on her field trip. Nick and the FBI
both search for clues as to who’s trying to blow up St. Louis until Nick
makes the connection based on information from the League jet’s alien
AI.

“Nick gets no response to what he’s discovered, so he goes to
investigate and brings a large team. You discover the bombs, and notify
the local Defenders unit. The Mystic and Blue assist the local
Defenders. The Rocket assists when the bomb starts counting down, but is
mostly occupied by destroying hundreds of bombs with the rest of you.

“In the end, you’re successful in destroying the bombs without
significant damage to the city. Blue and the Mystic successfully reduce
another bomb’s damage after True Humanity sets it off. Nonetheless it
still kills five Defenders and destroys most of a city block. Have I
missed anything major?”

There was a general murmur of “No.”

Daniel’s dad nodded, “Good, then let’s talk about how we’ll handle this.
First, I want all of you to remember that you’re not obligated to talk
to the press. The words ‘No comment,’ will save us an amazing amount of
grief.

“Now, some of you will want to talk to the press, or even just to your
friends. I’m thinking specifically about Camille. You didn’t hide your
identity when you were part of Justice Fist.”

“No, we didn’t,” Camille said, a little louder, and with a little more
bitterness than I’d expected.

He nodded. “If you want to talk about that sometime, we can. There are
things we can do to make that a little better.”

She didn’t say anything, but she did nod.

“Well,” he said, “let’s talk about what we want people to remember, and
that’s easy—you saved people. Talk about the bombs. Talk about the
neutron emitters. Don’t forget that they could fly or what they looked
like. They could have been used to destroy thousands, probably millions
or even billions of people before we caught on. That’s the important
part of this.”

I thought about that for a second, “That could really scare people.”

He shook his head. “Maybe not as much as you’d think. Sometimes I think
there’s a conservation of worry. Between supervillains, politics,
natural disasters, and people’s own lives, there’s not much left over.
Now I’m not saying that this isn’t going to be a big deal. It will be,
but it’s not going to be as scary as it should be. Whoever supplied True
Humanity with these things was going for human extinction, not simple
terrorism. True Humanity’s been small time, targeting supers and their
families, not cities. I’d be surprised if they had any idea of what they
were getting. They’d probably been told that the devices would only kill
supers.”

Vaughn cocked his head to one side, “Wait, so why aren’t people going to
be scared?”

Daniel’s dad smiled for a second. “I got off track. They’re going to get
scared, but it’s not going to stick because you won, and won easily—“

“Easily?” The word came out before I thought about it. It hadn’t felt
easy.

“Easily,” he said. “None of you died, and there was barely any property
damage. You even let the airports know to redirect planes around where
the blast would be. Plus with you taking care of it before dawn on a
Saturday, I doubt there will be many civilian deaths at all. If we’re
lucky, there won’t be any. What the public’s likely to see is the sad
deaths of the Defenders protecting them, but completely successful
protection.”

Rachel frowned. “The Defenders shouldn’t be forgotten.”

“They won’t be. They’ll get all the attention they deserve, and maybe
more.” Mindstryke adjusted his position in the chair and leaned forward.
“And that brings me back to the things that we shouldn’t talk about.
Don’t talk about Infinity City. Don’t talk about the jet’s AI. Private
citizens don’t own scavenged alien technology. Don’t talk about Lim or
the FBI. If someone asks how you found out it was happening, tell them
you need to keep that secret.”

Izzy nodded. “And what about the Defenders? What are we supposed to say
about them?”

Frowning, he said. “You told me Ronin stopped on the way out to find out
how you were doing. Their first team had left, but their second team was
with Ronin, and the blast went off then.”

He shook his head. “Don’t explain it except in a long interview. It’s
too complicated. Just tell people they happened to be passing through
the room on the way out. It was simple bad luck.”

Izzy sat back in the chair, and turned her head away from the screen for
a second. Then she said, “I know it has to be this way, but we’re going
to avoid talking about more than we actually talk about.”

A few chairs over, Cassie laughed. “What do you want to bet it only gets
harder from here?”

Mindstryke nodded. “She’s right, but it’s not going to be all bad. It’ll
be hard to deal with at first, but it could be worse.”

He glanced to the right, toward something off camera. When his eyes were
on us again, he said, “You’ve just experienced what would be a life
changing event for some capes. You stopped St. Louis from being
destroyed and did it with minimal loss of life. If you want, you’ll be
interviewed every day of the week. People will want to pay you
thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of dollars for product
endorsements. You’ll be celebrities.”

He stopped, gave a sigh, and continued. “I’ve known a lot of people who
used events like this to change careers. They stayed in just far enough
that they were visible vigilantes, but they spent the rest of their time
being ‘the man who saved St. Louis.’”

“No shit,” Vaughn said, “who?”

Mindstryke shook his head. “I’m not naming names, but there are lot of
complications that come along with doing something on this scale. We’ve
got to decide a few things immediately. That’s why the League’s board
will be meeting you back at HQ. Don’t expect us any later than ten.”

He opened his mouth to say more, but didn’t get the chance.

“Hey,” Cassie said, “why now? We’ve been visible for almost a year and
half now. A lot of what we’ve done made national news. Fighting Rook
last fall? That was all over.”

He nodded. “It was, but none of it made any sense, and no one explained
it. All the public saw was a few fights in Grand Lake and then a big
explosion in Canada. With this, you’ve got a clear story. The new Rocket
discovers that True Humanity’s got enough bombs to destroy St. Louis.
Against all odds, you succeed in preventing the bombs from doing major
damage while more experienced heroes fail. End of story. It’s easy to
explain. There are clear heroes and villains. It gets messier once you
look closely, but what doesn’t? Most people won’t look.”

From behind me, a low, female voice—Izzy—said, “I don’t like it. It’s a
distraction from what really matters in all this—people. People are
alive because we acted. I don’t care about being a celebrity or
endorsements. If I end up doing this full time, all I want is a living
wage. Besides, I can’t believe we’re talking about this before Ronin’s
even been buried.”

Daniel’s dad replied calmly. “As wrong as it seems, it’s going to come
up before Ronin’s buried. We need to get everyone on board with a plan
now. Personally, I’ve never endorsed anything, but I’ve found that
letting the Defenders make money off my likeness pays for new and better
uniforms, our base’s upkeep, our publicist, and lawyers. All that keeps
us out of trouble with the law, and lets us help more people.

“That’s why I’m expecting to see everyone who was on this trip back in
HQ, even if you’re not an official League member. We’re even calling in
the members who weren’t on it.”

With a little bit of a tremor in her voice, Sydney said, “Just people
from this trip? Not all former members of Justice Fist?”

Mindstryke lifted his eyes, probably searching for her on his own
monitor. When he found her, he said, “The two of you will be enough for
now.”

He looked over all of us. “I think that I should let you go. Captain
Commando, you should know that we’ve notified your mother, and she’s not
expecting to see you soon. Rocket and Ghost, your mother called the
Midwest Defenders private line as soon as this hit the news.”

I glanced back to see Rachel’s response. Her mask hid the top half of
her face. The bottom half was unreadable.

“She wasn’t very happy,” he continued. “The good news is that the talk
you’re about to have with the board might help with that. Or,” and here
his tone turned apologetic, “it might make it worse, but it shouldn’t.”

Vaughn said, “What about my mom?”

For a second Mindstryke froze. I might have missed it if I hadn’t known
that he’d dated Vaughn’s mom as a teen. She’d figured out that he was a
super at least twice that I remembered hearing about, and erasing it
from her mind had only been temporary. She’d recognized Daniel, Cassie
and I the first time we’d gone out in costume, and warned us to keep
Vaughn out of it.

Calmly Mindstryke said, “Nothing. No calls at all.”

Vaughn shook his head. “That doesn’t make me less worried.”

Mindstryke nodded. “I’ll have people watch for calls from her. Come as
soon as you can.”

Then his image faded from the screen, the letter Ψ disappearing last. I
wondered if that was intentional, but guessed that it had to be.

No sooner had he finished than the St. Louis Defenders told us we could
go. I mentally filed that under “no coincidence at all.” Daniel’s dad
had always struck me as the kind of person who paid attention to detail.

Turning around in my chair, I looked the group over. No one looked
happy, and I understood why. We’d been in terror for our lives for what
felt like hours, and people had died. Now we were in the middle of what?
Meetings about League membership, and selling action figures with our
faces on them? Izzy was right. It felt hugely screwed up, but maybe I
could raise the mood a little.

“I guess we’re headed back to HQ. So, um… we’ve got a few hours before
the meeting. I’m thinking we could have breakfast at IHOP on the uh…
League’s credit card.”

Haley glanced over at me. Even through her mask, I guessed that she was
raising an eyebrow.

“Look,” I said. “I’m trying.”

Quickly Haley said, “I’m not saying it’s a bad idea, but were you
planning on going in costume? I don’t think any of us have real clothes
along.”

I thought about that, imagining going into restaurant as we were. For
all I knew, Izzy might sometimes use what she was wearing as workout
clothes. Plus, eating with the Rocket suit’s helmet on was possible, but
ugh…

Then I said, “Do you think IHOP does take out?”

She said, “Nick, everybody does take-out.” She straightened up in her
seat. “So let’s go. I’m hungry too.”

From behind us, Cassie said, “Good. Because if you were going to say
that we shouldn’t get food, I was really going to argue.”

The logistics of buying a stack of pancakes while in costume turned out
to be more complicated than you’d expect.

First you’ve got to decide which IHOP to go to, and it turns out that
even though one IHOP is pretty much exactly like every other IHOP in the
U.S., people still have opinions. My thoughts were that we ought to go
someplace in a small town or a lone restaurant next to a highway exit
someplace.

I looked over IHOP locations, explaining what I was looking for as I
went.

“No,” Vaughn leaned forward, looking over my shoulder. “We ought to go
to one that’s in a city.”

I turned away from the screen to look at him. “Why?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Could be fun to see how they react. If we’re
supposed to be some kind of big deal now, it’d be cool to see what
that’s like.”

Izzy spoke up, and her tone wasn’t happy. “People just died, and you
want to see what it’s like to be famous?”

Vaughn raised his hand, the light reflecting off his glossy black
costume. “Whoa. I didn’t mean it that way. I just thought it’d be fun.
That’s all.”

Daniel cut in before anyone else could. “I’m sure Vaughn didn’t mean
anything disrespectful. I’ve got to admit, I’m a little curious if we
notice any difference. The League’s already famous—even if it’s mostly
because of who we’re descended from.”

Izzy sighed. “That’s the last thing I want to be famous for.”

No one said anything for a little while after that. We were all thinking
about how her great-grandfather had been “Dixie Superman” and fought not
only the Heroes League, but also racial integration, civil rights, and
“miscegenation.” Ironically, Dixie Superman’s son, her grandfather,
married her grandmother—who happened to be Hispanic.

Breaking the silence, Vaughn said, “I get that.”

Haley reached across the dashboard to tap on my screen. “There?”

“That’s what I was thinking.” She’d tapped the city of Wood River,
Illinois. It was a little north of St. Louis, and it didn’t look like a
big city at all.

She reached out, clicked on her screen, and the gravitics gave us more
altitude. Even with the inertial dampers, Vaughn noticed the buildings
outside the windows tilt, and sat back in his seat, strapping himself
in.

“You could have told me,” he muttered.

“I could have.” She leveled out the jet, smiling quietly.

Meanwhile I called the Wood River IHOP. Haley didn’t let the jet go too
quickly, or we’d have been there almost instantly. As I finished telling
them our order, the man on the other end said, “And whose name should I
put on the order?”

I thought about that. “You’re not going to believe it if I say it.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

“I’m the Rocket.”

He laughed.

“Tell you what,” I said, “if the League jet doesn’t show up out of
nowhere to pick up the food, I’ll admit that you’re right.”

So then it was on—kind of.

The Wood River, IL IHOP wasn’t one of those franchise restaurants that
sits next to a highway, obscure simply as a result of existing. This
IHOP sat close to the edge of town, but on a road next to other chains
on one side—Walgreens, McDonalds, and strip malls—and on the other
small, suburban houses.

Haley landed the jet in the parking lot of the next building over—an
out-of-business Mexican restaurant.

I got up to walk over there, and Daniel got up to go with me. Vaughn
popped his straps off as the hatch opened, and followed us out.

“I’m just here to help carry the food,” he said.

The three of us walked across the snow covered lawn to the entrance. The
IHOP didn’t have an entrance on the Mexican restaurant side.

I felt a little weird about it. On the one hand, I long ago lost any
self-consciousness I’d had about walking around in the Rocket suit. On
the other, I could still appreciate the absurdity of the situation.

I couldn’t deny that crossing the snow in the day’s earliest light with
Vaughn in his black, multi-pocketed costume, and Daniel in his own
black, but sleeker costume felt a little weird.

Plus, anyone inside had to have seen the jet land.

We walked inside. It wasn’t busy. Not even a quarter of the tables had
people sitting at them. Well, theoretically sitting. As we walked
through the doors, a few of them were walking back from the windows and
sitting down at their seats.

Everyone was staring at us.

A local radio station played over the sound system. I don’t know what
the format was normally, but this morning it was all talk.

“—don’t know the current death toll, but it appears to be almost
impossibly light—“

A slightly overweight, middle-aged man stood behind the podium.

“I’m the Rocket,” I said, “I called in an order a few minutes ago.”

The man said, “I… ah… Well, I didn’t, I…”

I felt Daniel’s telepathic connection in my head. He didn’t believe it
was us, so he didn’t put in the order.

That figured.

They filled the order twenty minutes later. It would have felt longer,
but we spent most of the time autographing napkins.

By the time our food came, anyone who had wanted an autograph had one.
There weren’t that many people in the restaurant after all.

A fair number of them pointed phones in our direction. It didn’t make me
feel better. It’d be really annoying if one of us accidentally used a
real name. We’d probably see it all over the internet in hours.

Daniel’s voice popped into my head. It gets worse. One of them already
called a television station, and they’re sending out a reporter.

What? It was all I could do not to say it out loud. Why didn’t you
say something?

It’s no big deal, Daniel said. The nearest TV station is half an hour
from here. Our food should be here sooner.

Hoping that no one thought to bribe the cooks, I looked over the room
again, and didn’t see anything unusual.

No bribes, Daniel said. See the silver haired guy at the back table?
He used to be a producer, and called his old station. It’d be quite a
scoop to catch us here.

The man sat at a table with a white haired woman. He leaned into his
phone, talking furiously. She ate pancakes.

I did not want to be here when the reporters arrived, knowing that we’d
have to stay on message and not talk about certain things. Plus, if I
had to choose people to face reporters, Daniel would definitely be on
it, and Vaughn probably wouldn’t be.

It didn’t matter in the end. Even though noticeably more cars started
showing up in the parking lot while we waited, none of them contained
television crews. When we walked out the door with our bags of food
(most of it floating in the air around Daniel), the new arrivals watched
while other people followed us out. They pointed phones and cameras at
us, but they didn’t ask us any questions.

We flew away soon after the hatch closed, barely giving us time to strap
in.

Haley flew low, but northward, eventually stopping the jet, and letting
it float above a farmer’s field in northern Illinois. We ate there.
Brown stalks of corn half buried in snow lay in rows around us for as
far as we could see.

The food was still warm, and we ate without much talking.

I finished before almost anyone else—mostly because I didn’t have a
metabolism that required outrageous amounts of food.

I took the jet up and flew toward Grand Lake, taking my time because I
guessed that people would find eating the entire meal inside the jet
more convenient than finishing in HQ.

In twenty minutes, they’d finished eating, and I’d submerged the jet in
Grand Lake, diving toward the underwater entrance. Moments later, we’d
entered the airlock, and when the airlock had finally been pumped dry, I
flew the jet into the hangar.

It was only 8:37am, and we had nearly an hour and half to kill before
the board arrived. We didn’t do much. Daniel turned on the news because
he wanted to see how it was being covered. I checked the Double V boards
to see what was going on there.

The short answer: they were aflame.

Not really wanting to see more speculation, praise, or criticism, I
caught up on some webcomics (I’d gotten behind on Girl Genius).

I would have taken a shower, but we’d decided to meet the board in
costume, and take a shower afterward. I did take off my helmet and
gloves though—the helmet because it felt good to breath normal air, and
the gloves because I didn’t want to punch my finger through the
keyboard.

The board appeared in HQ at 9:33—almost half an hour early.

A shimmering square appeared in the middle of the room. It flashed
different backgrounds as people stepped through.

Larry, in his bulky, grey Rhino suit stepped out of his workroom, an
underground bunker much like the League’s HQ.

Cassie’s mom, (Ms. Ruiz professionally) stepped out from behind a desk
in a bedroom. She wore a tan suit. Between her black hair and light
brown skin, she looked nothing like Cassie. When you considered that she
shared no DNA with her, that became less surprising.

Dr. Freddie Nation, my adviser in the Stapledon program, stepped off a
street corner somewhere. I knew that he lived in San Francisco, so
probably from there. He wore a black suit.

The rest of the board appeared all at once—Flick in a yellow bodysuit,
but less armored version than normal. She wasn’t wearing her gloves, and
a small mask covered the area around her eyes, but not much more of her
face.

Mindstryke appeared with her, looking exactly as he had when we’d talked
to him, blue costume and all.

Finally, and unsurprisingly, Guardian appeared, wearing a silver costume
that didn’t hide powerful muscles.

He’d been the guy who opened the gate. I couldn’t say I was happy to see
him either.

“Wow,” I said, “you’re early.”

Mindstryke shook his head. “Not really. I told you the latest we’d be
here was ten, and some of us happened to finish up earlier than
expected.”

He was right. Now that he’d mentioned it, I remembered him saying that.
I also remembered a couple other things he’d said.

“We’re still waiting on part of the current League, and one member of
the board.”

I was about to ask him who that was when the words, “Entered:
Accelerando, C. Retinal scan confirmed,” appeared on the bottom of my
screen.

Shortly after that one of the tunnel doors swung open, and Jaclyn walked
through with her grandfather. She wore her purple costume—not really
more than a jumpsuit, but she didn’t need it for protection. The hard
part was creating a fabric that could handle hitting the speed of
sound.

Taller than Jaclyn, and with white, curly hair, C wore his costume too.
It had last been redesigned in the 1970’s if I remembered correctly. It
was orange with straight black lines that emerged around the “C” on his
chest. Though a small part of me wondered if he’d already begun to go
blind when he’d been shown the costume, most of me had to admit that he
looked good in it.

Even in his eighties, his muscles looked strong, and he walked without a
hint of weakness.

He did carry a cane, and wear sunglasses, but the cane wasn’t for
holding him up.

Even as Jaclyn led him closer, telling him who was here, the screen
announced, “Entered: The Shift, Night Wolf. Retinal scan confirmed.”

That was all of the current League, plus the board, plus Sydney, Izzy,
and Camille. Twenty people. It was more than we usually had, but with
HQ’s main room being the size of a basketball court, it didn’t feel like
a lot of people.

Echoing my thoughts, Marcus said, “Whoa, everybody’s here.” With Travis,
he stepped out of the same tunnel exit that Jaclyn and her grandfather
had used.

Dressed in a costume that started green on his right and shifted into
black on his left, Marcus had stayed in a human shape, and thus had
light brown skin instead of the grayish color he had when he shifted.

Just behind him, tall and muscular like the football player he had been,
Travis wore a dark gray costume with a wolf on his chest. He hadn’t
transformed his hands and feet into claws, and thus just looked like an
imposing guy.

With every bit of the confidence he looked like he should have, he said,
“Welcome back.”

Maybe I should have said that, but I couldn’t say it after he had. Not
really. I wondered what I should say, but then I stopped.

“You know what we need?” Cassie asked. “The folding chairs in the
storage room over there.”

She was right. I followed her, and a few of us grabbed chairs. As we set
them around the table, I overheard Marcus say to C (his grandfather), “I
don’t think we’ve had this many people around in a while.”

C said, “You should have been here when we fought the Abominators in the
1970’s. We had two hundred people in here for the initial briefing.”

Marcus nodded. “Everything you’ve ever told me makes me wish I’d been
around for all of it.”

C had been smiling, but his expression froze for a second. “I may not
have been doing right by you if you heard it like that.”

Then he said, “Care to guide me over so I can sit with the rest of the
board?”

By the time we’d all sat down, the board sat together at the far end of
the table, and the rest of us filled in the empty space.

“Rocket,” Mindstryke said, “tell the board what happened from the
beginning. No wait. Ghost, tell us about the very beginning, and Rocket
take up where she leaves off.”

And so, for the third time in one morning, I told the story. With eight
board members, and even more League members, I had all of the
interruptions you could possibly imagine. I didn’t end up telling the
whole thing either. Everyone who’d been there talked through their role.

It lasted for a while. Roughly forever. And sure, that’s a metaphorical
forever, but it felt literal.

“One last question about this,” Mindstryke said. “Rocket, what would you
say True Humanity planned to do with the neutron emitters?”

He sat in his chair, waiting patiently.

I know with near complete certainty that he’d asked the question because
he knew the answer and wanted me to say it out loud.

Matching his calmness, I said, “I don’t think True Humanity quite
realized what they had. I think that they knew the neutron emitters
would kill, but I don’t think they realized how much of a range they had
or that they were reusable.”

“Keep on going,” Mindstryke said. “What do you think the emitters are
for, and who gave them the plans?”

“Oh,” I said. “I’d say that aliens gave them the plans since the League
jet knew all about the technology. As for the purpose, I’d say it had to
be human extinction. Really it’s the only thing they’d be good for.
That, or threatening a city. Maybe a small country.”

Mindstryke nodded. “That’s it exactly.”

Vaughn nodded along with him. “So what are you guys going to do? Did you
call us today so that you could tell us how to beat them?”

The board didn’t say anything, but they did look at each other.

Mindstryke gave a small smile, one that looked a little forced. “No. Our
hands are tied. If we get too deeply involved, we’ll only mess things
up. That’s what my dad said, and we’ve seen enough that we’re sure he’s
right.”

Someone, and I think it might have been Travis, said, “That doesn’t make
any sense.”

It might not have been Travis. Almost everyone had started talking at
once.

Larry held up his arms, “Quiet, everybody.”

Flick cleared her throat.

“It’s like this,” Mindstryke said. “A long time ago, my dad realized
that when you all came of age, things were going to turn very bad. The
original League put a plan together to give you the best chance to live.
Understand that this plan doesn’t necessarily mean that you win, but it
gives you the best chance to live that they could manage.”

None of us said anything.

Mindstryke continued. “If we get too involved, you all die. I’m not sure
why, but most of you don’t even make it to the age of 21.”

Rachel and Travis glanced at each other. They were both 20.

Then Travis turned his attention back to Daniel’s dad. “OK, you said
that your dad, the Mentalist saw this coming. What did he see?”

Quickly shaking his head, Mindstryke said, “It’s not exactly like that.
For my dad, Daniel, and I, precognition comes without a lot of control
at first. Seconds in the future are easiest. Everything else comes
unasked for, but over time you become better at directing it. The
problem is that there isn’t just one future, there’s an infinite number.
Some of the differences aren’t much, but they’re there.

“My dad got to the point that he could see futures as collections of
connected events, and even look for specific outcomes. He gave us
patterns of events we should look for and a few spots where we can
intervene. Mostly though, we can’t. We guess it’s because you’ll become
too reliant on us, and unprepared when you need to handle things
yourselves.

“And that leads us to today. We were going to wait on handing over
direct control to you, but we can’t. You’ve just gotten too much
attention. As of now, the League’s business issues need you to have the
power to make decisions. We won’t have time to handle it. The staff
doesn’t have the authority.”

“The staff?” Travis sounded confused. “The only staff I know about is
Kayla.”

Mindstryke nodded. “We’ve deliberately kept you out of it. The League’s
got a fairly typical structure–a for profit corporation that manages the
League’s business interests like merchandising

and the Rocket’s patents. It’s also got a non-profit foundation that
pays for keeping up the base and your salaries if you decide to do this
for a living.”

Travis listened, keeping his eyes on the board. Then he said, “I’m
majoring in business, and I don’t think I’m qualified to run something
like that. I bet most of us don’t even care. I’m sure you’ve got a
reason you want us to do this, but the business might be better off
without us.”

Mindstryke laughed. “You’ve got a point, but it’s not exactly like that.
We’ve got an experienced team handling the day to day. You’re not going
to have to learn about toy sales and patent law unless you want to.
Especially in the beginning,the staff’s going to make it easy for you.
Their job is to make money for the League. You need to keep them
informed of anything that will make that harder.”

Travis’ eyes narrowed. “Seriously? That sounds too easy.”

“He’s right,” Haley whispered to me. “The business never leaves Dad
alone.”

“I don’t know,” Vaughn said, “it sounds a little like my family’s trust
fund–except that’s less work.”

“Believe me,” Flick said, her southern accent obvious, “it won’t stay
easy. I think you’ll hear more than you want to about the business all
too soon. Be grateful we’re pretending it will be easy.”

“Ok,” Travis said, “I can live with that. So what’s next?”

“Next,” Mindstryke said, pulling out papers from a briefcase I hadn’t
noticed he’d brought, “we sign contracts about rights to use your image
to make money for the League. The League’s product line is based on
nostalgia for the old League. With this, the business can start
promoting products based on the current membership.”

Izzy had sat next to Cassie and Jaclyn. “Excuse me, but I’m not sure why
I’m here then. I’m not part of the League. My grandfather…”

Her voice trailed off.

We all waited for her to continue, but when she didn’t, Camille said,
“Sydney and I don’t belong here either, and for the same reason, but a
different grandfather.”

Not giving anyone time to argue, Mindstryke said, “You do belong here.
You’re friends with the League already or you wouldn’t have been invited
to St. Louis, but there’s more to it than that. The League needs to
grow. It can’t stay League descendants only. Even if you’re descended
from a super villain, it only matters what you decide to do.”

Izzy didn’t stand up and leave, and that counted for something.

Camille and Sydney stayed too.

From then out, it turned into a long session in which Mindstryke
described the legal meaning of a piece of paper, and then we signed it.

It left me wondering how a morning that had been so terrifying had
turned so boring. By the end of the next hour, we’d officially become
members of a newly revived Heroes League, and given the League’s
corporation the ability do what it needed to promote and sell our
images.

After we’d signed the last piece of paper, Mindstryke said, “Before you
go, I need to tell you this. You should spend a little time thinking
about people you know who have powers, and asking if you trust them. If
you do, you might consider inviting them to join. Your best chances to
survive come in larger groups. I can’t say why yet.”

With that, it was over. I’d expected to spend the rest of the morning
dropping people off, but that’s not what happened.

Cassie’s mom started talking to her–except talking included hugging her
and crying a little because Cassie had survived St. Louis. Travis
started asking Mindstryke more about the League’s business arm. The rest
of the League started talking among themselves or with board members…

It wasn’t chaos, but it was noisy.

In the middle of that, I heard my mom say, “Nick? Rachel? Could we talk
somewhere quiet?”

If Mom’s voice wasn’t the last one I expected to hear then, it would be
hard to name a less likely one.

Ok, not that hard. Dad’s would be less likely.

Rachel turned and her eyes widened. “Mom?”

She’d been saying something to Jaclyn, but she stepped toward Mom as
Jaclyn stepped out of her way. Jaclyn blinked, and muttered something to
Rachel.

I missed whatever it was, and I’m not sure Rachel caught it.

Not sure where else to go, I said, “We could go to the lab. It’s over—“

Quietly, Mom said, “I know where it is.”

Given that she was down here, it made sense that she would. Given that
she’d never made any reference to it during the entire rest of my life…
Well, it felt a little weird.

We followed her toward the lab, away from where everyone else was
talking. In a minute, we’d passed through all the trophies and mementoes
the League had collected. Mom stared as we passed the stand that had
held Evil Beatnik’s ring, and her eyes lingered a little longer than I
would have expected on “the Starplate,” Daniel’s and my nickname for a
device that allowed access to other realities.

Even though it had been sitting in HQ all my life, I’d never had the
nerve to experiment with it. Grandpa had made it very clear to me what
the risks were.

We all walked into the lab, and I shut the door behind us.

Mom looked around the room, at the tables, the fabricators, the welding
equipment, computers, tools, 3D printers, and versions of the Rocket
suit. Some of it was Grandpa’s. Some of it was new.

She looked down at the box where I’d put the little blocks that made up
Cassie’s suit prototype, opened her mouth for a second, but didn’t say
anything.

Then she pulled out a chair next to one of the tables, and said, “Could
both of you sit down? Please?”

Rachel pulled a chair away from the wall, and I grabbed a stool. The
other chair was across the room, and anyway, acid had eaten away part of
the seat.

Mom had taken off her coat and hung it on the back of the chair,
something she never did, something she’d actually told us not to do.
Unfortunately for her, the lab didn’t have a coatrack. People were
supposed to put coats in the locker room—which by this time might hold
people taking showers.

She looked at us, pursing her lips in a way that made me think she might
actually be nervous. Mom had worked as a publicist in Chicago, and later
in New York before she met Dad, and moved back to Grand Lake.
Nervousness wasn’t something that fit her.

I hoped she wasn’t about to forbid us from being part of the League.

She had flashes of the toughness that I’d sometimes seen in Grandpa and
Grandma. She might be able to make it stick.

“Mom,” Rachel began.

Mom held up her right hand, and Rachel stopped.

When she did talk, she said, “I’m sorry. I feel like I left you to fend
for yourselves. I know I couldn’t have done much, and if what David’s
dad said is right, I’d have hurt you. I still feel like I never should
have let them put the block in.”

Rachel jumped in even as I rolled that last two sentences around in my
head. Mom let them put the block in, and she’d known what Daniel’s
grandfather said about the League.

“Let?” Rachel asked. “I didn’t know skipping the block was an option.”

Mom shook her head. “It wasn’t an option if you didn’t have powers. It
was an option if you did. And I did. I do. You saw what happened at that
cottage when those people held me hostage. I phased out of the ropes.”

“So you’ve got Grandma’s powers?” I said.

She shook her head again. “No, I don’t. All I can do, all I’ve ever been
able to to is make part of my arms and legs phase out.”

“Oh,” Rachel’s brow furrowed as she thought. “You can’t do much with
that except… maybe… kill people?”

She was right. Not being able phase your whole body through walls ruled
out sneaking into places, but it still allowed one of Grandma’s major
tricks—the ability to phase small objects through walls, armor and skin.

Mom nodded slowly. “That’s what Lee said except he was happy for me.”

Well, Lee being Lee, he would have been.

Mom kept on talking, but her eyes glistened. “If he’d trained me, he’d
have built my training around slipping bombs inside people’s clothes or
ripping up people’s insides. I was horrified. My parents were horrified,
and they told me I didn’t have to. Then they told me about what the
Mentalist was beginning to understand—that if I had children they
wouldn’t survive unless I left them to take care of themselves.”

She looked from one of us to the other. “Neither of you had been born.
I’d never even met your father. It seemed so far away. I told them that
they could do whatever they needed to. I wanted you to have the best
chance you could, and I still do. But right now, I feel like I wasted
twenty-seven years.”





The Unusual Suspects


        After everything that happened, the next week went fairly normal.
“Normal” is a relative term when Saturday morning of the week before
included saving the world, officially taking over a superhero team, and
having your mom explain that she’d voluntarily had her memory blocked
for longer than you’d been alive.

Relative to that, having the media obsess about how you’d saved a city,
and then letting the League’s voicemail system field thousands of calls
from press around the world is normal.

Rachel and I had talked with Mom, and she’d made us promise to keep her
informed of what was going on, but I don’t think either of us talked
with her much during the week.

I had a lot of homework, and Rachel attended Tara’s dad’s funeral as the
League’s representative. Travis went too, but not as Rachel’s date or
something. He knew Tara too.

Not that you’d take a date to a funeral.

Anyway, the craziest thing is that after all that, we were still no
closer to finding out who had given True Humanity the designs for those
bombs. At any rate, I wasn’t.

I was too busy to do anything more about it until Tuesday, but on
Tuesday I called Isaac Lim’s office. I wasn’t expecting to get through
because it was after 8pm, but he answered.

I was in the lab, so his face appeared on one of the monitors on the
counter.

For the first time ever, he wasn’t in a suit or combat gear. He wore a
charcoal gray, button down shirt and jeans—no tie either. He also wasn’t
in his office. At any rate, he wasn’t in his office at work.

On the wall behind him hung a poster showing a Washington Nationals
baseball game. I had no idea what books the bookshelves under the poster
held, but a model of the League jet sat on top of the shelf next to the
model of a 57 Chevy—tail fins and all.

The lights of suburban houses and streetlights appeared out the window
of the dormer to his right.

Where was he? Maryland? Virginia? Where could FBI agents afford to live?
After all, I had to be looking at his home office.

To judge from the dormer, and the way the wall slanted inward, I had to
be looking at an attic. It was a nice attic—painted drywall and no
wooden slats to be seen—but still an attic.

“So what’s up, Nick?”

“True Humanity,” I said. “Do you know who sold them the bomb design?”

Isaac had been smiling, but at my question, he visibly deflated.

“We’re working on it. We’ve got some of our best people out there.”

I didn’t ask if they were the same people who he’d sent out before, the
ones who hadn’t found True Humanity’s bomb factory, but I was tempted.
In fairness to the Feds, they didn’t have an alien battle computer
working for them.

I nodded, and tried not to appear annoyed. “What have they found out so
far?”

Isaac looked uncomfortable. “Not much, but the investigation’s in its
early stages. We’ve learned the bombs were just assembled at the factory
you found. The pieces were constructed in other places and shipped
there. The factory owner got a list of places that could handle each
part from True Humanity, and we think True Humanity got that list from
someone else.”

“Wow,” I said, “that means that even if True Humanity got the plans for
the devices, any one of the vendors could have been told to make
something slightly different than what the plan showed. Plus, most
likely none of the vendors had the faintest clue what they were actually
making.”

Lim nodded. “I’ve come to see that as a good thing. It means it will be
nearly impossible for them to recreate the damn things on their own.”

“Uh… Yeah,” I said. “That’s good.”

“Yeah,” he said, stretching out the word. “I’m sure you realized what
those bombs could have been used for.”

“Basically, ah… human extinction? I’ve been surprised to find that none
of the news reports have mentioned that so far.”

Isaac shrugged. “We haven’t told the press exactly what the bombs did.
We’ve kept the focus on the bombs that exploded. Still, it’s going to
get out. We’re hoping to have caught everyone connected by then.”

“Everyone except the aliens, right?”

Lim laughed grimly. “That’s the idea. I’m fairly sure alien empires are
outside our jurisdiction. Besides the best we can do if we figure it out
is tell the Xiniti, and I’m fairly sure their primary duty is more to
keep us on Earth than it is to protect us.”

I smiled at that. “I bet. You’ve been fighting aliens for years. Do you
have any idea who would want to kill us all?”

Shaking his head, Lim said, “No idea. There are hundreds if not
thousands of alien races out there, and they all hate humans because the
Abominators used us as stormtroopers. If they had the chance to wipe out
the planet where humans originated, far too many of them would take it.”

“Huh,” I said. I’d known all of that but the very last part. I knew they
didn’t like us, but I hadn’t known it was that bad.

Isaac caught my eye. “I’ve got no right to tell you what to do, but if
you’re going to follow up on this, you need to be cautious. This isn’t
the first time we’ve seen something like this, but we’ve never been able
to pin it on anyone. What we have learned is that their laws, cultures
and alliances are as complex as any we have here. If you find out who’s
responsible, and it doesn’t stick, things could go badly for us.”

“Badly,” I asked. “How?”

Keeping his attention steadily on me, he said, “As things are, no one’s
legally allowed to bother us because we haven’t done anything wrong. If
anyone wants to go after us, they have to do it secretly. Accuse the
wrong people, or the right people badly, and they might be able to go
after us legally and openly.”

“Oh,” I said. “That is bad.”

In the distance, a muffled voice said, “Dad? Are you up there?” The
voice sounded like it belonged to someone male and around my age.

Lim said, “I’ll be down in a second.” Looking back at the camera, he
said, “Do you have anything else? I should stop working for the day.”

“Nothing,” I said. I’d never even thought about whether he had a family.
He was old enough to have kids around my age, and it was easy to imagine
he might be married, but it hadn’t come up.

“Don’t hesitate to get in touch with me if something important happens,”
he said as we hung up.

From all the places I’d seen in the background when I’d called
him—spaceships, naval vessels, wilderness, and cities nowhere near
Washington D.C., I wondered how often he saw his family, and how much he
could say about his job.

His family dynamic had to be the mirror image of mine. He was involved
in top secret stuff, and probably everyone in the family knew it—no
mental blocks preventing them from realizing what was going on under
their noses.

In my family at this point, everyone but my dad knew what was going on.
What would he think when his block finally disintegrated? Would he
handle it like Mom had, and quietly process for months? Or, would it be
more explosive?

I hoped not. I still wasn’t even sure how Mom had actually adjusted to
it. She’d told us to keep her informed of what we were doing, and it
made sense—if only because it meant Mom could handle Dad. All the same,
I had no idea what Mom planned to do with anything we told her.

Nearly a year’s worth of time since coming out from under the block had
to have taken the edge off of whatever she felt about it, right? Plus,
in the conversation after our meeting with the board, she’d said she’d
been talking to Daniel’s parents, and a little to Cassie’s mom.

I stood up, getting off the stool. I had a little homework left, but
once I finished it, I’d be able to work on Cassie’s armor, and maybe get
started on planning more. It had occurred to me that there might be
situations where the whole team might need armor—a fight in space being
a great example.

Working out armor designs sounded like a lot more fun than the
alternative—trying to figure out which alien race had attempted to use
True Humanity to wipe out humanity.

Lee, my best likely information source, was out on some kind of personal
project this week, and wasn’t answering his phone. The good news was
that he’d likely be at Stapledon this weekend.

I’d probably be able to catch him before or after class.



It felt like an impromptu team meeting. Jaclyn, Cassie, Izzy, Vaughn,
Daniel, and I all managed to fit around the same table in the cafeteria.
We were at one of the Stapledon camps. The place probably had a name,
but I didn’t know what it was—probably something short like “Camp 2.”

That was better than my personal name for it which was, “That
Underground Bunker in a Grassy Field Somewhere in the Midwest. Probably
Nebraska.”

It was the nicest bunker ever though—carpeted floor wherever there
wasn’t dark stained hardwood. Big screen televisions hung on the walls,
showing the news.

Jaclyn interrupted my thoughts. “Who do you think we ought to bring in?”

“Everyone we invited to the movies,” Cassie said. “Shannon, Julie, and
Lucas if he’s interested.”

Vaughn groaned. “Shannon and Julie I can see. They’re here. Lucas? Ok, I
can see it. He’s smart. He’s a doctor, and a nice guy, but, he’s not in
Stapledon. He probably isn’t even interested.”

Jaclyn nodded, probably remembering Vaughn’s mixed feelings about the
guy. Lucas had been the “perfect” cousin when he’d been growing up.
Vaughn had been the “troubled, drug abusing cousin.”

“We should still ask him,” she said. “He’s been friendly to us.”

Shrugging, Vaughn said, “You may as well. So… Sydney’s in, and we’re not
going to ask Sean?”

I stopped eating a cheeseburger long enough to say, “I hope not. About
Sean, that is. I see way too much of him already.”

Daniel glanced over at me, and then said, “No one under 18 technically
signed up. The contracts don’t count unless you sign them when you’re
over 18, but dad’s going to bring them to Sydney and Camille’s moms, and
they can sign.”

Jaclyn turned toward me. “What about Haley?”

That I could answer, but mainly because I’d put Haley’s birthday into my
calendar. “Haley’s eighteenth birthday is next week. She’s officially
signing up then.”

Nodding, Jaclyn added, “Marcus told me his mom was signing for him. I
don’t see how that works if she’s blocked. Is she?”

Daniel picked up his fork. “My dad didn’t say, but he’s never liked the
block. I can’t imagine that he’d use her signature if she couldn’t
understand the contract.”

“So,” Vaughn said, “no Sean, and no Dayton or Jody either?”

Izzy looked up from her salad. “Jody and Dayton are the two guys who
hang around with him all the time?”

“Right,” Jaclyn said. “No Jody because there’s something not right with
that guy. Last week at the speedster camp—“

She stopped. “I’m not going to say it, but definitely no Jody. Getting
called out because of St. Louis was a relief.”

“Dayton?” Vaughn asked.

Daniel shook his head. “He’d never join if Sean and Jody didn’t. He’s
too loyal to his friends.”

Vaughn nodded. “You’re right, but I wish we could bring them in somehow.
Sean’s going to be really pissed when he finds out.”

I thought about that. With everything that had happened between the two
of us, I still didn’t see Sean as evil. I did think he was massively,
hugely messed up. From what I’d seen, his father was close to, if not
actually, abusive, and had cheated on Sean’s mom with at least one
person (Camille’s mom), and maybe more. Growing up with someone like
that wasn’t exactly a head start.

It wasn’t a surprise then that Sean had bullied people (I wasn’t the
only one). After Haley told me about how their relationship ended, I’d
overheard more stories about relationships he’d had. He’d sounded
controlling, and manipulative.

Considered rationally, he wasn’t the kind of person I’d want around me.

When I was honest with myself though, it wasn’t because I’d thought
things through rationally that I didn’t want him around. It was because
I thought he was a jerk.

From across the table, Cassie caught my eye. “Nick, are you there?”

“Why?”

She shrugged, “You didn’t seem to be paying attention.”

Feeling myself frown, I said, “I was. I got caught up in thinking about
Sean. I don’t want him in the League, but if everyone else is included,
and he’s not… Well, I just hope it doesn’t push him somehow. In a bad
way, I mean.”

Daniel nodded thoughtfully. “It might.”

I began to open my mouth to ask about it, but he continued talking.

“For something like this though, I think it comes down to one question.
If your life’s on the line, do you feel better knowing he’s got your
back?”

That didn’t require a lot of thought.

“No,” I said. “To be fair, when we were fighting Rook, he did everything
he was asked to even if he didn’t want to. On the other hand, if Flick
hadn’t been there, I really think we’d have been arguing the whole
time.”

Allowing a second for what I’d said to sink in, Daniel followed it up
with, “If you don’t think you can work with him, that’s all the reason
we need. This is life and death, not a club. I don’t think that we can
stop by just saying ‘no’ though. I think that if he ever asks, he’s got
to get honest feedback on why he wasn’t included. It won’t make him feel
better, but it might make him think.”

Jaclyn took out a notepad, and wrote something down. “There’s something
else we should think about. We need to have a formal process for
bringing people in, and we should figure out what we’re going to tell
them if we don’t. Some of them are going to argue, and Sean’s probably
one of them. If we do have to tell him why he’s not welcome, let’s not
have Nick be the bearer of that bad news.”

Maybe I should have been offended that she didn’t think I could handle
it, but I wasn’t. I was relieved.

Not letting anyone else in to comment, she continued, “Who else should
we think about?”

I had ideas. “Chris Cannon. He wasn’t interested before, but he did suit
up when the Cabal’s people were after us. He didn’t have to, you know?
Plus, if we do think we need a shapeshifter, we could call in Courtney.
She knows who we are anyway.”

We spent the rest of the meal tossing around names. After that, we all
went and hung around in Jaclyn’s room. She’d been assigned to room with
someone named Brianna. Brianna’s twin sister Brittany had been assigned
to room with Jenny Nakamura (Flame Legion) who I’d known for ages.

Brianna and Brittany had grown up in the San Francisco supers compound,
and knew a lot of people themselves, most of whom seemed to come through
the room.

We didn’t get any team business done after that.



The next morning was all wrong for a Saturday. I had to report to the
gym in full armor by 6am—which meant that I had to be at the cafeteria
by five something if I wanted to eat.

I decided not to. I didn’t feel hungry. Plus putting the Rocket suit on
took time, and I needed to be on time because Lee (as Günther) was
expecting me to lead drills and exercises for part of the class.

That’s how I found myself standing in the armory off of the gym at
5:43am. It held weapons of all kinds—swords, spears, pistols, rifles,
and more. As of the day before, it also held the Rocket suit.

I pulled it out of it’s packaging in pieces, very much wishing that the
technology I’d been working on for Cassie’s suit was ready for
primetime. Putting on the Rocket suit took ten minutes, five if I didn’t
bother to check connections as I went.

Plus, all the pieces were heavier than they looked. They weren’t as
heavy as they could have been, or even as they used to be, but they were
heavy enough.

Staring at the pieces on the floor, I considered whether I’d be better
off lying down on the back of the chest section and then pulling the
breastplate over my front, or, whether I might be able to put it on
while standing.

Back in HQ, I had couple steel frames where the big pieces could hang.
It made it easier. Unfortunately, they weren’t the kind of thing I could
easily pack up.

As I decided I might as well lay down, no matter how silly it would
look, a voice behind me said, “Do you need any help?

Turning, I saw Tara standing in the doorway. In a blue, subtly armored
unitard, and with her normal, blond hair color, she didn’t look quite
like she had in the video Jeremy showed me.

What was the same was that she stood about my height, if not a little
taller, and even if she didn’t look like a bodybuilder, the way she
stood gave an impression of strength.

Rachel had told me that Tara was bubbly, but if so, she wasn’t in that
moment.

“Help would be great,” I said.

I pointed at the back of the chest section. “If you could pick that up
and hang it on my back, it would be a lot easier.”

Tara’s gaze followed my hand, and I realized that I wasn’t doing all
that well. Almost everything was in the same place. I clarified. “Uh…
The piece with the rocket pack on the back. It’ll be heavier than you’d
expect.”

“This?” She picked it up without a problem, and placed it on my back.

I felt the weight, and stepped backward with one foot to brace myself.
Then I started plugging cables into the stealth suit, and pulling out
sections of frame that the breastplate would lock into.

Tara handed me each piece of armor, and it went quickly.

When we only had the right arm, the left arm, and the helmet to go, she
said, “I’m grateful that the League sent Rachel and Travis to my
father’s memorial service yesterday.”

She handed me the armor’s left arm, and I put my hand inside, listening
as it locked into place. “They wanted to go,” I said. “Besides, you know
them. It wouldn’t have meant much if we sent anyone else.”

She shook her head. “It would have meant something. When we were on the
run in Infinity City, we met more than one version of you—”

“You?” I asked. “As in me or the whole League?”

“All of you,” she said, “the whole League, starting with your
grandfather. I feel like I know you because I’ve met all of you before
for most of my life.”

“That’s…” I thought about the possibilities. “That’s mindbending to
imagine. With infinite possibilities, I can’t imagine that every version
of us was good.”

She smiled, but it struck me as a fragile smile. “My dad kept us moving
between places that were strong enough to keep us safe, and your
grandfather helped design equipment for the authorities in a lot of
those places. You did too. That kept us out of places where you were
criminals.”

“Yeah? That’s good.”

She handed me the armor’s right arm. I put it on.

Tara checked the door. “A couple people are in the gym. We’ll need to be
out there to help, and I need to ask you a question.”

“Sure.” I picked up the helmet, but didn’t put it on. It didn’t quite
seem like the right moment even though I couldn’t do a final check of
the suit’s systems without the helmet’s readouts.

“Do you think he could have survived?” The hint of hope in her voice was
painful to hear.

It also wasn’t as completely out there as you might expect. Even though
the early news reports said no survivors, three days after the blast
they found Heartrock, a super with the ability to change into a
rock-like substance, in the ruins.

For the record, I was glad to hear he survived, but I still thought his
name sounded like the name of a bad cover band. What exactly was a
“Heartrock” supposed to be?

I thought about Tara’s dad, knowing how the explosion had passed out
from the bomb, burning everything. He’d have been incinerated.

I opened my mouth to say so as Tara held up her hand. “You don’t have
to. I can see what you’re going to say. I know I sounded crazy, but I
needed to ask.”

They probably hadn’t found a body, not an identifiable one anyway. Ronin
had to have been effectively cremated, allowing her to have a hope,
however small—which I’d just taken away. I looked at her, wondering what
I should be saying. Was the responsible thing to make absolutely sure
she knew the truth?

Daniel had given his memories of the moment to me before either of us
had really thought about it. I’d felt her father’s life end secondhand,
but I couldn’t tell her that.

Could I?

I heard voices talking outside the door, and Tara said, “We should go.
Günther will want to talk to us before class.”

She said it calmly—extra calmly in fact, causing me to look at her face
more closely. She wasn’t crying, but her eyes looked moist.

“He would have wanted to die fighting, doing something that helped
people. It was a good death.” She turned and walked out the door.
Putting on my helmet, I followed her out, watching the startup checklist
pass near the top of my vision.

When I passed through the door, I found most of the first year Stapledon
students gathered in the gym with the rest arriving, mostly in groups.

Günther stood in the corner with his assistants—mostly upper year
students like Tara, but also Cassie. I walked up and joined the group.

“Let’s go through the plan for the class,” he said. “I’ve got pieces of
paper with the exercises I’d like you to lead.”

We finished before class officially started, but not by much. Sean,
Dayton, and Jody came through in the last big rush.

Tall, and wearing his Justice Fist uniform—green with a fist outlined in
white—Sean glared as he passed me. I wondered why. He couldn’t have
already heard that we weren’t going to consider him for the League,
could he?

I didn’t ask him what the problem was. There were so many options, and
it’s not as if I wanted to go into it.

Anyway, Günther started splitting up the groups as the last people
walked through the door. Sean ended up in one of the groups for
physically normal people. I directed a group for people with mid-level
physical abilities. There’s no reason to go into detail about it except
to mention that Dayton was in the group.

A big guy in a roomful of big guys, Dayton stood out not because he
looked like a football player stereotype, but because he had great
coordination and learned any move he saw instantly.

In the comics, you’d think that it would instantly make him the best
hand to hand fighter alive. In reality, no.

The effectiveness of copying people’s moves was limited by the people
you had to copy i.e. if you train with other students, most of the moves
you learn will be wrong somehow.

At the end of class, I talked to him about it. My group had gone through
all the exercises and we only had a minute left. I stepped up to him as
he stood, taking a few breaths after sparring.

He wore his Justice Fist uniform, a white fist stood against the blue
background on his chest. That was interesting, but explainable. Unlike
Sean’s family, Dayton’s didn’t have a lot of money. He’d be using that
uniform until he got the money for a new one, and combat ready uniforms
were expensive.

“Hey,” I said, “I noticed that you were doing the last hold wrong. I was
helping someone else at the time or I would have told you then. Um—“

He grinned, taking it better than some. “I couldn’t see you very well,
so I copied the guy ahead of me.”

“You want to see it again?”

He did, and I used his sparring partner to demonstrate the hold.

When I said, “Great, now do it to me,” he did it perfectly, or close to
it.

As he stepped back, I asked, “Did I do it like that?” He’d started to
grab my arm as if I’d been a few inches taller than I actually was. It
was perfect after that.

He shook his head. “No, Cody’s about your height, and if I don’t think,
I’ll do the move exactly as you did it.”

“Oh, I didn’t know it worked like that.”

Nodding, he said, “I didn’t either at first. Do you mind if I practice
this a couple times? It doesn’t stick if I don’t.”

“No problem,” I said, and stepped back while he did the move on Cody a
few times, and that’s how I found myself standing next to Sean.

By “found myself”, I mean that I was still watching as Sean broke away
from his section and walked over. Maybe I should have walked away, but I
didn’t.

Even though a mask covered his face, his frown and a sidelong glance at
me hinted at his standard level of annoyance where I was concerned.
“What’s he doing? Class is done.”

“Memorizing a move,” I said.

Fully turning his head to look at me, he said, “You’re not keeping him
after deliberately, are you?”

“No, he wanted to practice more.”

Responding the instant I stopped talking, he said, “What’s going on with
my sister? Why did you bring her along?”

Looking around, I realized that people were leaving, and not paying much
attention to us. That was good.

“To St. Louis? Haley wanted her and Camille to come. They’ve been out
patrolling together lately.”

“She could have died!” Sean’s voice wasn’t quite shouting, but it was
close. People turned their heads to look.

“But she didn’t,” I said. “It worked out.”

Sean didn’t seem to hear me, or didn’t care, pointing out, “Why didn’t
you tell me?”

That got me. “Honestly? Because we were going into a dangerous
situation, and I needed to have people around who would listen, and the
last time we worked together you argued with anybody who told you to do
something you didn’t want to do.”

“I stood up for myself when everyone you snowed was telling me to do
stupid shit, you mean. Just because you’re riding on the first Rocket’s
coattails, it doesn’t mean that everybody has to jump when you say
something. I’m making my own way.”

Sean still wasn’t shouting, but everybody left in the room was looking
in our direction. Fortunately that wasn’t a lot of people—maybe
twenty—which was still more than I wanted.

Dayton and Cody had stopped practicing. Günther watched from a distance,
not intervening, deliberately letting me handle it myself.

At that moment, I wanted to unload on Sean, and let him know that in the
face of city shattering bombs self-empowerment wouldn’t help much, and
not listening would tend to kill people.

It took too long to put it together in my head, and before I was done,
Dayton had stepped closer, saying something quietly to Sean. It sounded
like, “Remember your probation?”

Sean froze, and his face tightened. I tensed, expecting an attack, but
he didn’t. He turned around and left without another word.

Dayton watched him go. “Sorry about that. He’s still barely talking to
Sydney because of Camille, but he wants to do that big brother thing.”
He paused. “Plus, I guess you know he’s never liked you.”

“Yeah,” I managed, “I noticed that.”

Dayton grinned, obviously clear on how much of an understatement that
was. “I better catch up with him. Thanks for the tip, and see you next
class.”

He hurried after Sean.

As Dayton shut the door, I realized I was alone—not completely alone
because there were people in the room. Since most of them were heading
toward the door or talking quietly, however, and I was basically alone.

Günther waved me over, probably to help him put things away. We’d used
rings, poles, and balls in the course of the class. The class had put
them into boxes, but the boxes were still sitting on the floor.

Within a minute, he’d waved the other assistants over, and we were
carrying boxes into the armory. He wasn’t carrying any.

It didn’t take long to clean up. As I put the last box inside, he walked
through the door, and leaned against the wall.

“Done?” He asked.

“Except for my armor,” I said, and took my helmet off. Then I started on
the suit’s right arm. Taking the armor off always went more quickly.

Günther stepped away from the wall and came closer, stopping a few feet
in front of me. He picked up the helmet. “Alas, poor Yorick. I knew him,
Horatio.”

Then he smirked, and put it back on the floor.

“I don’t really think of you knowing Shakespeare.” I said.

“Yeah?” He asked. “I saw a few of his plays in their first run.”

“Hamlet?” I unplugged the cable on the right arm, and then the whole arm
hung loose.

Günther shook his head. “No way of knowing. It was long time ago.”

“Did you ever meet Shakespeare?”

Günther cocked his head. “Depends on what you mean by met. We went to
the same pub a few times, but we never talked. Now Christopher Marlowe,
I talked to him a few times, but that was business.”

I wasn’t completely sure who Christopher Marlowe was, but I’d heard his
name and knew that I should have recognized it.

“But enough namedropping,” Günther continued. “Nice job with not letting
St. Louis get turned into rubble.”

“Thanks,” I said, taking off the suit’s left arm. Then I stopped, for
the first time realizing that Günther had practically led me to the
exact conversation that I’d been planning to have with him.

That led me to wonder if he, an immortal being with thousands of years
of experience with humanity, had brought it up deliberately.

I decided I didn’t need to think too hard about that one.

“There’s something I’ve been meaning to bring up. It was clearly aliens
who provided True Humanity with the designs, but I don’t have any idea
which aliens, or even really where to start finding out.”

Günther grinned. “So you’re asking me to help you play interstellar
Sherlock Holmes?”

“I… guess so?”

“Great. I just wanted us to be clear on that. If you want me to help, we
need to agree on some ground rules. Here’s the first one: if you’re
going off-planet, you need to tell me. My deal with your grandfather
includes protecting you, and I’m not going to be able to do that from
millions of miles away.”

I thought about that for a second, and then I nodded. Having Günther
around wasn’t going to be a burden even if it added something
unpredictable to the mix.

“My second condition,” he said, “is that you need to listen to me. If
we’re up there and I tell you we need to go, we go. Ask me about it
later, sure, but we might not have time when we’re there. Got it?”

“Ok,” I said.

He glanced toward the open door and then back to me. “What you need to
know is who might want to destroy the human race, and narrow it down who
would have the opportunity, and more importantly, the will to do it.”

As he talked, I clicked on certain spots along the suit’s legs. Soon
both were unhooked along with my boots.

It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested, but if I didn’t keep taking the
armor off, I’d never get to my next class on time.

“Let’s start with who we can eliminate from our list of suspects.”
Despite what he’d said about playing Sherlock, Günther seemed to be
enjoying himself. “First, the Xiniti. They’re keeping humans here as
much as they’re keeping them safe from cultural imperialism, but they
owe the Heroes League, and wouldn’t let anyone destroy humanity if they
heard about it.

“Second, we can eliminate all the interstellar nations that have grown
up among the humans the Abominators modified into soldiers.”

The rest of my armor—breastplate, back piece, and lower body
section—came off, and I started putting the pieces back into their
boxes.

“Here’s why,” Günther said. “The Abominators gave their soldiers a block
against coming to Earth. They wanted to protect the base level breeding
stock from contamination. Individuals might be involved, but as groups
they’re not capable of coming here because the Abominators found a way
of passing the block down.”

I turned away from packing the armor. “I wonder how that works?”

“No idea,” Günther said, “but I’m sure a lot of people would pay well to
find out.”

He broke into a smile at that. “Not that I’d sell that secret if I had
it. Now here’s where you need to look: Only the very largest spaceships
have jump drives, and those ships are too big to cloak. That means all
your suspects have to come through the jump gate, and not many do. It
won’t take that long to look through a year of traffic.”

I thought about that. “I wonder if they can export their information
into a format I can use, or if I’ll have to stay up there to look at
it?”

I thought about it some more. “Never mind. The League jet’s got to be
able to use standard alien file formats.”

Günther laughed. “I can’t say I thought about file formats at all.”

He glanced out the door. “I’ve got to prepare for the next class. Any
other questions?”

Pulling the cover over the last box, I set the lock. It clicked as I
pulled my hand away. “Well,” I said, “can you think of anyone on Earth
that might be involved? I’m thinking that they have to have humans
working with them. From what you and Lim are saying, it’s the aliens
that don’t look human at all that are likely behind this. They’re going
to stick out. It’s not like they’re going to walk into a factory
somewhere and not be noticed.”

Günther had walked back to the doorway, and leaned against the wall near
it. “Good thought. It might not be true though. Some of them shapeshift.
Others are telepaths. Others have the technology to fake a person
whether by holograph or simply creating an android.”

An android. That sparked a memory. “The machine races. I went up into
space with Haley once, and one of them attached to the ship—“

Günther gave a grin that edged toward a leer. “Heard about that. The
time where you were going to make out in space—“

“How did you hear that?” As he opened his mouth to reply, I said, “Never
mind. It’s not important. That’s not why we went up there. I’d never
flown in space unsupervised and I had to test the jet… Anyway, the
machine attached to the ship, and it wanted us to sneak it through the
jump gate. Can they create androids? Because that could get really
messed up.”

“Some of them,” Günther said. “It all depends on the sophistication of
their replication facilities, and on their strengths. Most of them lack
the experience to effectively create fake humans, but in this corner of
space, they’ve got plenty of reasons to want to. Let’s not rule that
out.”

I pushed the boxes next to the wall, and joined Günther by the door.

“Ok. So we can’t rule out the machine races at all, and some alien races
have a way to be here even if they aren’t actually here. This isn’t
going to be simple at all.”

Günther cocked his head. “You want simple? Here’s simple. It’s pirates,
or maybe it’s made to look like pirates. See, here’s how it works in
this sector of space. It’s all off limits to civilized, law abiding
people because they’re quarantining all the humans here. That means that
the only people who will come here are outlaws. In fact, not only is it
where outlaws hide, it’s where outlaws recruit. You want to put together
a crew of pirates? Come here and you can pick up the Abominators’ former
servants. It’s easy to find them because they’re everywhere, and if they
want to get out, you’re their only option.”

“Do a lot of pirates come here?”

Nodding, Günther said, “It’s most of what the Defenders fight in space.
I’m thinking they’re your best suspects. Figure they’re going for the
biggest profit they can, right? In their position, I’d at least think
about killing everyone off. Then you could strip the planet without a
fight.”

From the gym came voices, I needed to go, but I wasn’t really done. I
could probably squeeze in a couple more questions and still make it to
class mostly on time.

“Have pirates actually tried to kill everybody off?”

Checking the room again, Günther gave a snort, and said, “A couple
different times. Almost worked the first time, but Guardian handled it.”

I hadn’t known about that.

Checking the room myself, I saw three people—all upperclassmen, one of
them obviously a troll. I checked my phone’s clock. Ok. I had time for
one more question, and then I’d have to run.

“Uh… I asked you about people helping aliens. Who’d do it? Agent Lim
said that the Cabal’s people worked with aliens somehow—“

Günther shook his head. “Not likely. They don’t work with just anybody,
and the people they do work with aren’t likely to destroy the world.
They’d be more likely to try to take over.”

“The Nine?”

He frowned. “Same deal. They’ve got the resources to recognize what the
neutron emitters were for.”

“What about Syndicate L? They might still have people working for them
who know my name thanks to Ray.”

Günther nodded slowly. “Excellent point. Syndicate L’s ideal. They’ve
moved aliens around before. Transportation’s their thing. I’d say
definitely look into that if you can, but I wouldn’t worry about them
knowing your name.”

I blinked. “No? I know it was a need to know thing for them, but we
can’t be sure no one knows.”

“We can,” Günther said. “The guys who went on that operation have been…
unlucky.”

My stomach turned queasy. “You killed them?”

He shook his head. “Me? I said they had bad luck. You know, car
accidents, food poisoning, a few happened to be too close to a mob hit…
Plus, there was that blender incident. Two people died. That was pretty
bizarre, but nothing traceable.”

I stared. “You murdered uh…”

“Thirty-seven people,” he said.

“Thirty-seven people who held me captive—“

He held up his hand. “Thirty-one people holding you captive plus six of
Syndicate L’s IT guys who’d been snooping in places they shouldn’t.”

I stared again.

“And then I blew up the data center.” He checked the gym. There were
eleven people. “Hey, you need to get moving.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Günther snorted. “You’d have said no.”

Raising my voice, I said, “Of course I’d have said no!” The students
turned to look, and I continued, more softly, “You killed thirty-seven
people. There had to be another way.”

He shook his head. “Not with these guys.”

I began to argue some more, and he held up his hand. “You’re going to be
late, and it’s a class with your advisor. That’ll make a bad
impression.”

“You have to tell me next time.” I tried to look like I meant it.

Giving the tiniest nod of his head, he said, “Absolutely.”

Not having time to find out if he was lying, I ran to class.





Intergalactic Sherlock


        Vaughn and I stood inside DePuit Hall’s lobby. Not much more than an
entrance that opened into the TV room, it wasn’t as nice as anyplace I’d
been for a Stapledon weekend. The dark carpet in the TV room had to be
at least ten years old, and might have been pushing twenty for all I
knew.

We’d happened to run into each other—almost but not quite literally.

I’d walked down to buy something at the pop machine while he happened to
walk around the corner. Since the row of snack machines happened to be
just around the corner, I leaned down to pick up the can of pop as he
dodged me.

I stood up, and we looked at each other.

Vaughn said, “Hey, how’s it going?”

“Pretty much okay. I’m kind of surprised to see you here.”

Vaughn shrugged. “Just one of those thing, I guess.” He stopped.
“Actually, it’s not really one of those things. I was hoping to find
you.”

I leaned over to grab my can of pop for the second time, and said,
“What’s up?”

Vaughn shook his head. “Nothing big, but we can’t talk about it here.”

“Okay. We could go up to my dorm room?”

“Works for me.”

We turned and took the nearest stairway. As we walked upstairs, it felt
weird not to be talking, but we’d never spent much time together outside
of super stuff, so I didn’t know where to go with small talk.

The parts of his life I knew about outside of super stuff were his
struggles with drugs and problems with his parents—not the kind of thing
you bring up on a stairway in the dorm.

Behind me, Vaughn said, “What classes are you taking this semester?”

“Mostly chemistry, engineering, and math classes, all of them at 300
level.”

“I can’t imagine. I’m taking pre-med courses and right now the 100 level
courses are killing me.”

I looked back at him. “Pre-med? I knew your ACT scores were good, but I
didn’t know you’d decided to do that.”

Vaughn sighed. “You know my dad’s a doctor, right?”

I couldn’t remember ever having been told that, but maybe I had? I said,
“Kinda.”

“Well, when I got my ACT’s back, my dad said I could get into medical
school if I managed to make my grades reflect my test scores. I wasn’t
sure I wanted to, but as a kid I always had. So I decided to take a shot
at it. I figure that if I can’t handle it, I’ll get a business major.”

We’d reached my floor, and started walking down the hall. Earlier I
would have been thinking that we only had a couple minutes before we
could talk about real things, but now I had an interesting question.

“Have you told Jaclyn?”

He shook his head. “No. You know how hard she’s worked? She’s been
trying to get into the best university she could with the best
scholarships so she can get into whatever med school she wants when she
graduates? Well, I pretty much blew off high school. None of us need
scholarships because we’re all getting a free ride. Plus, if I do well
enough to get into med school, my family’s got major medical connections
all over. If I do okay, I know I’ll get into someplace good.

“It’s embarrassing. I’ve been a gigantic screwup, but in some ways, I’ve
got a better chance of becoming a doctor than she does.”

We were at my door. I ran my ID through the reader, and the door
unlocked. We walked through, and I was relieved to find that Jeremy
wasn’t there. Sure, he had a telepathic block preventing him from
telling any League information to anyone outside the League, but that
didn’t mean I wanted to give him anything but the bare minimum.

“With Jaclyn’s grades,” I said, stepping inside, “I doubt she’s got
anything to worry about.”

Vaughn shut the door behind him. “You got me there. I just started
getting back good grades this semester. She’s been at it forever.”

I nodded. “Pretty much. Hey, it looks like Jeremy’s out. So what were
you trying to bring up?”

Vaughn’s eyes darted around the room—first toward Jeremy’s desk and
bunk, and then back to me.

“A couple things. I wanted to let you know that I’m around, so if you do
investigate who’s behind St. Louis, don’t forget me. I’m also here to
talk about the last couple months. It feels like I’ve barely seen anyone
on the team since Cassie left.”

Cassie had mentioned that he’d been feeling left out. It wasn’t as if
I’d been ignoring him though. Anyway, technically I’d seen him most
weeks—Stapledon program stuff every other weekend, (officially credited)
Stapledon distance learning classes each week, and sometimes additional
team practices midweek.

Of course, Lee had taken a couple weeks off from that
recently—apparently so he could arrange accidents with blenders.

How did that even work?

“Nick?” Vaughn asked. He sounded a little irritated.

“Sorry. Lee killed a bunch of people, and I’m a little
distracted.”

Vaughn blinked. “Whoa. Like how many? And who?”

“Syndicate L people who learned my identity last spring, and as for
numbers, he told me 37.”

“That’s a lot.” Vaughn shook his head.

“I know. I’m still not sure what to do about it.”

Vaughn nodded. “I guess. On the other hand, it’s probably a load off
your mind.”

Part of me wanted to deny it, but honestly? “It is, kind of. They
weren’t good people. The problem is they were still people.”

Frowning, he said, “Isn’t he supposed to listen to you? Your grandpa
made a deal with the guy, right?”

“It doesn’t work like that. All he owes me by that deal is lessons in
fighting, and if I want them, music lessons. Well, that and protection,
and not just for me, for all of his children and grandchildren.”

“That sounds like work. Didn’t you say he had… five kids? How many
cousins do you have?”

I thought about it. “Twenty-three. My mom’s got the least children, and
I think Rachel and I are the youngest too.”

“That’s a lot of people to watch.”

I shrugged. “I think most of my uncles and cousins stay out of trouble,
or at least stay away from supervillains.”

Vaughn grinned at that. “Yeah. I get that. My older sisters never get
attacked by anybody, but here I am. It seems like it’s been non-stop
supervillains ever since I zapped myself with the chair.”

“No kidding. For me it seems like it was the moment I chose to put the
suit on. I mean, honestly, I’ve kind of been training for this my whole
life, and no one bugged me until I brought the Rocket suit out of
retirement.”

Vaughn pulled Jeremy’s chair out from under his desk. “Mind if I sit
down?”

“No, but that’s Jeremy’s chair, so he might if he gets back.”

Sitting, he said, “I’ll get up if he cares.”

Seeing no reason to argue, I pulled out my own chair and sat down,
finally opening my can of pop.

Vaughn leaned back in his chair. “This is the kind of thing I miss—us as
a team hanging out. When Cassie was around, she pushed stuff like
getting together for movies. I don’t think we’ve even gotten together
once since she left.”

I searched my memory, and he was right. We hadn’t even done anything
during Christmas break—not as a group anyway. A few of us had been at
Haley’s family Christmas party, but there wasn’t any reason for
everybody to attend.

Plus, with most of us at different colleges (or not in college), it was
hard to get people together. The post-St. Louis board meeting had been
the first time in months.

I’d never really thought of Cassie as the glue that held us together,
but maybe I should have. She’d pushed to revive the League in the first
place.

“I wonder if we should do something about that?” I asked.

Sitting up, Vaughn said, “Yeah, without a doubt. Haley, Sydney and
Camille are doing their own thing. All the rest of us are doing school
and Stapledon. I’m sure no one’s going to have time for a regular movie
night, but now that we’re becoming official, we should get together, you
know? Even if it’s only for pizza, it’s something. It’ll be a step
toward feeling like a team anyway.”

“Okay,” I said. “Are you going to do it? I’m working on Cassie’s armor,
and I’m trying to arrange a visit to the Xiniti watching the jump gate.”

Vaughn’s eyes widened a little at the last part. “Seriously? I was
mostly just talking, but someone should do it. We really are
splintering, and if all that stuff the board was saying is true, we’re
going to need to be more of a team than we’ve been lately.”

At his words, the weight of that meeting came back to me. I hadn’t
really felt it then, but on reflection, it had hit me harder. We were
all going to die if we didn’t make the right decisions in the next few
years. Sure, the board had said that if they stepped back, and let us
make our own decisions, it gave us a better chance, but it was clear
that there were no guarantees.

If Vaughn was willing to do the work, better him than me.

“Go for it,” I said, “but if you’re thinking next weekend, you’re going
to have to be careful about times. I’m trying to set up the time for my
visit to the Xiniti then.”

“You’re bringing me along for that, right?” He didn’t sound angry, but
he sounded a little more concerned than he had.

“If you want to go,” I said.

He stared at me, and then laughed. “And see the Xiniti? I’m going.”

By Wednesday night I had a response from the Xiniti—yes. I could take
the League “jet” to the jump gate and go through their logs. They’d be
happy to help investigate. In fact, they were already doing so on their
own.

Not that they told me so directly. Lacking an official Xiniti email
address, I’d emailed Isaac Lim, and he’d sent it on through appropriate
channels. I had no idea how much bureaucracy “appropriate channels”
involved, but the impression I got from Lim was “too much.”

Whatever the case, I’d gotten my reply within twenty-four hours of
asking Agent Lim, so I wasn’t in a position to complain. At least I
wasn’t in a position to complain about that. I was in a position to
complain about what they’d done with the Xiniti’s reply.

They’d given me a summary, translation, or an exact quote, but didn’t in
any way indicate that it was an exact quote (if it was).

Here’s how it went: I got the email when I was in my dorm room working
on problems for an engineering class. More accurately, I got the email
when I was procrastinating on doing my homework. I’d done some of it,
but the questions seemed incredibly redundant by the time I got eight
questions in.

I’d logged into my Heroes League email account to see if there were
anything interesting going on, and found an email from Agent Lim. When I
read it, it included the following lines,

“Your request to visit the Xiniti station near the jump gate has been
approved. They’ll be expecting you on Saturday. Any time will be good.
You’ll be allowed to view their logs, but only while on the station. No
material may be removed.

And congratulations on that by the way. They won’t let us look at
anything. They just tell us to wait for the results of their
investigation.”

I let out a breath. This was huge.

“What’s up?” Jeremy’s voice came from behind me. He was on his bed,
watching a movie on his laptop.

“Nothing,” I said, logging out.

Jeremy paused the movie. “You said that about St. Louis. I’m not
joking.”

“I know, but this isn’t as big a deal. I’m trying to find out why St.
Louis happened, and something just made it a little easier.”

He wasn’t lying down on the bed anymore, and he’d put down the laptop.
“So, you’ve got a lead? What’s happening?”

“No lead,” I said. “I’m going to be able to take a look at records that
might lead to leads for most of the day on Saturday.”

He made a face. “No kidding? Don’t you have people to do that for you?”

I shook my head. “Maybe the big teams do, but in this situation, I bet
I’d still find myself suiting up to go through logs.”

“Sounds like a pain,” he said.

Doing my best to sound like it was a pain, I said, “I’m betting on it.
Actually I’ve got to call Haley now. It’s probably going to interfere
with our plans a little.”

I picked up my cell phone and called her. She picked up immediately.

Once we got past saying hello, I explained the situation, “—got an email
from Lim, and it turns out that the Xiniti will let me go through
traffic logs on Saturday, but only on their station near the jump gate.”

Behind me, Jeremy gulped. Ugh. I’d been trying to keep my voice down.

I continued, “It shouldn’t affect doing something on Saturday night. Lee
made it sound like almost no ships come through.”

Her voice came over the phone. The pop music in the background hinted
that she was at home instead of working at one of her family’s
restaurants. “You’re not going alone, are you?”

“No. Lee and Vaughn are coming along with me.” I hadn’t said those words
aloud before, and it sounded a little strange.

Haley said, “Oh. Lee and Vaughn? That’s an… odd combination. Why?”

“Vaughn asked to come, and I asked Lee for help because, well, he knows
more about what’s out there than I do.”

Haley didn’t say anything for a second, and then she said, “Can I come
along?”

“If you want. Why?”

“You remember last time,” she said. “Nothing went right.”

I did remember it. Between the alien AI attaching itself to our ship and
trying to convince us to sneak it through the jump gate, and the Xiniti
destroying it, the trip had been more exciting than either of us wanted.
Even though rumor made it sound like an extended make out session, it
wasn’t.

“Vaughn’s kind of ADD,” Haley continued. “And did you ever think that
Lee might have a talent for making people angry?”

I thought about that. She had a point. Lee told a lot of stories about
people who wanted to kill him for some reason. He didn’t always mention
why, but a surprisingly large number of people seemed to want him dead
at any given moment.

“That, and I suppose when you kill as many people as he has, the enemies
add up.” Plus he wasn’t exactly nice about it. The few times I’d seen
him fight outside of training, he’d pushed people’s buttons
deliberately.

That’s the kind of guy who would end up on the run from his entire
species, leaving them pissed off enough that they destroyed any planet
they found him on. Granted, it wasn’t just because of that, but it put
things in perspective.

Normally they committed genocide over the long term. When they found
he’d influenced a planet, they did it immediately.

“Exactly. You need someone to balance out the crazy.” She sounded
amused.

“Okay. I’ll tell you when we’re going as soon as I know.”

“Good,” she said. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I replied, and wondered when we’d started that.

As I put my cell phone back in my pocket, Jeremy started talking. “Wow.
That’s fucking amazing! You’re going to go to the Xiniti station on
Saturday. And Lee’s the Immortal, right?”

He’d moved his laptop off his lap. The movie played on, unwatched.

“Well,” I said, “the Immortal’s not really his name. The only people who
call him that are the Feds, and you guys.”

“You guys” being online cape hobbyists. Lee had a depressingly large
following among the sort of conspiracy theorists who believe the
government cooked up the idea of aliens or used the ’73 faerie incursion
to cover up Watergate.

“Do you know his real name?” Jeremy jumped off the top bunk. He wore an
old red and black Midwest Defenders t-shirt and white underwear.

I shook my head. “I’m sure I couldn’t pronounce it even if I did.” Plus,
based on what I’d heard about Lee’s origin, I’d probably go mad.

Words tumbled out of his mouth even before I stopped talking. “It’s
still amazing. Can I meet him? Even though I can’t tell the guys on the
boards about it, it’d be the best thing ever. Some guys go on and on
when they think they’ve found a representation of him in an old temple.
It’d be so cool to be able to know I met the guy.”

“Yeah?” I thought about that. “The problem is that you know my real
identity.”

At his blank look, I said, “Have the Immortal discussion forums been
talking about fatal blender accidents lately?”

His confused expression told me what I needed to know. Lee was right.
When he wanted to be, he was untraceable.



Saturday morning came sooner than I expected. I found myself waiting
inside the League jet wearing the space version of the Rocket suit.

White and gold, the suit looked close to the standard Rocket suit my
grandfather wore in the late 70’s. In space, the ability to manipulate
sound wasn’t worth as much so he’d done more with lasers.

I’d had to work in a new League communicator into the design, but I
hadn’t made any other modifications.

Once I got Cassie’s armor working, I’d be strongly tempted to do an
entirely new version of the design.

I thought about that while waiting for Vaughn to put on his space suit.
It would be so much better than anything we had now. Even a light
self-repairing suit would be better for fighting in space than anything
we had now.

Haley wore one of the League’s old space suits—white and form fitting,
it could have appeared on the cover of a 1950’s science fiction
magazine. Older than any of us except Lee, the suits still passed
Grandpa’s safety tests.

She sat down in the chair next to mine, and put her helmet on the floor
next to it. The multi-colored glow of the jet’s dashboard reflected on
her suit.

Glancing toward the back of the jet, she said, “Vaughn’s almost done.
Lee’s helping now. He was half-naked so all I could do was shout through
the door. Putting them on isn’t that hard, but you’d think it was the
most complicated thing in the—”

Then she turned back toward the back again. After a moment she said,
“Finally. He’s out.”

Vaughn walked toward the front ahead of Lee, both wearing League suits.
Vaughn had one hand inside his helmet, and spun it with the other.

“Well sure,” Vaughn said, “of course, the suit’s easy for you. The two
of you have more practice with the suits than anyone. This would be the
best place to make out ever, right? It’s not like someone’s going to
start knocking on the window—“

He stopped when he noticed Haley’s expression. I would have stopped. I
knew that expression pretty well.

Lee grinned, and sat down behind us. “The jet brings back some memories.
I think the last time I flew into space was for one of the last
Abominator fights. There were only four of us—The Rocket, Captain
Commando, Ghostwoman and me. Everyone else was pinned down or hurt. It
was one of those last, desperate gasps before everything goes dark.

“Thousands died that night. It was a pretty good time.”

Next to me, Haley paused as she’d been turning back toward the
dashboard. “A pretty good time?”

Lee smiled wider. “The best. In moments like that people stop worrying
about how you get things done. They need it done, and they don’t have
time to care how. Say you have a Skerrish battle station orbiting the
planet. Normally you’d try to talk them into leaving, but if you’re in
the middle of a battle, barely anyone cares if you ram them with one of
their own heavy cruisers. As long as the battle station’s out of the
fight, no one complains.”

Haley turned back to the dashboard without saying anything, and we took
the jet out the underwater airlock into Lake Michigan, the engines
humming as we traveled underwater.

After twenty minutes we surfaced, started the main engines, and flew
into the sky. Staring down at the ice that ran down the coast, I
reflected that I could have used the jet’s guns to burn a hole through
the ice and surfaced earlier.

Deciding it didn’t matter that much, I took the jet up to 30,000 feet,
and then I started to pile on the speed. Not long after that we left
Earth’s atmosphere, entering space somewhere over Canada. I hoped they
didn’t mind. They’d sent us a sternly worded note after we’d flown up
there to rescue Cassie from Rook.

To be fair, the rescue had ended with a couple massive explosions, and
we’d only let them know we were flying up through back channels, but we
had good reason for that. Unfortunately the guy who’d written the note
hadn’t been reached through the channels we’d used.

Well anyway, they didn’t try to radio the jet, send RCMP’s capes after
us, or try shoot us out of the sky, so we were probably okay.

Once we got into space, I aimed us toward Mars orbit. The jump gate and
the Xiniti were at Lagrange point four—an interesting choice. Lagrange
points one and two would have been right next to Mars relatively
speaking. Points three, four, and five weren’t very close. Either the
Xiniti wanted the jump point to be inconvenient, or they wanted to bring
something through the jump gate that was so large that being at L1 or L2
would be inconvenient.

Of the two, the former seemed more likely.

It took an hour and half to reach the jump gate and the Xiniti space
station near it. We weren’t contacted by anyone during the flight. That
was okay. Last time around, we’d talked to too many people.

After forty-five minutes of deceleration, we arrived. I aimed toward the
station, avoiding the “lanes” that ships exiting the jump gate used.

Not that there were any ships. Earth was a provincial backwater in the
middle of a forbidden section of space. All the same, if a ship did come
through the gate, it would be moving at a speed we couldn’t easily
dodge.

The Xiniti space station was ball shaped, escaping a resemblance to Star
Wars’ Death Star only because its gray surface was smooth, unmarked by
an indentation for a planet destroying laser—not to mention a trench.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Vaughn said.

I ignored him.

“Oh come on, you had to get that reference,” he said.

“I did,” I told him, checking the dashboard for messages. “It’s just
that I am a little nervous. I’d expected them to have hailed us by now.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Lee said. “If the Xiniti regard you as
trustworthy, they won’t hail you. See the landing bays near the bottom.
Try to land there. If they want you to land somewhere else, they’ll say
something.”

A glowing green, but transparent shield covered the openings to the
bays. I adjusted the jet’s course, and it descended toward them.

That’s when the messages started.

\[INCOMING COMMUNICATION\]

\[XINITI PROTOCOLS\]

\[AI ASSUMING DIRECT CONTROL OF SHIP’S COMMUNICATION SYSTEMS\]

\[The Xiniti are requesting that you land in the third bay above
the bottom.\]

I adjusted the ship’s heading.

“Done,” I said. “Anything else?”

\[The Xiniti are requesting that if this ship contains one they
call ‘Eater of Abominations and Slayer of Kin’, they intend to speak to
him privately regarding compensation for their losses.\]

My first impulse was to say, “We don’t have anyone named anything like
that here,” but I knew better.

Still keeping my eyes on the dashboard, and aiming toward the bay where
the green force shield had already disappeared, I said, “Lee? Are the
Xiniti mad at you?”

Haley groaned.

Lee sounded amused at my worry. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve had a few
minor misunderstandings over time, but since I don’t have my own
spaceship, I never got a chance to clear them up. Looks like I’ll get to
now.”

I took a breath. “Are you sure they won’t try to… uh… do something to
you?”

I leveled off, checked the dashboard, fired off the front maneuvering
rockets to slow us a little more.

Lee laughed. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not going to be any big deal.
They’ll show you the traffic logs, and I’ll join you later.”

We didn’t have time to say any more about it as I let the ship float
into the landing bay. I kept my mind on coming to a full stop, turning
on the external anti-gravity to use what little gravity there was, and
also lowered the landing gear.

Behind us, the force shield went up, followed by huge doors rolling out
of the floor and shutting, and finally their artificial gravity slowly
turning on.

That gave me more gravity to work with, meaning that I didn’t have to
use the maneuvering rockets inside the bay.

Except for us, the bay was empty of ships, and it was big, large enough
to hold several League jets, possibly more than ten. It was hard to
gauge. They didn’t light it very well. It felt like twilight. Even
weirder, it didn’t quite feel like a spaceship. Instead of being square
or even a circle, the walls were hard to define. Round columns bulged
outward from the walls. Dark indentations in the walls might have been
the beginnings of hallways, but might have been decorations.

It felt like being on the edge of a forest even though the colors
weren’t right. The walls were a metallic silvery color as was the floor.

Stranger, when the jet did touch down, the floor around us molded to the
ship, making it easier to exit as the floor came up to the bottom of the
door.

I wasn’t sure that I liked what that implied about the difficulty of
making a quick escape.

Meanwhile, a look at one of the screens on the ship’s dashboard showed
that the atmosphere had reached Earth normal in its oxygen, nitrogen,
and carbon dioxide mixture.

With the sound of surprise in her voice, Haley said, “We don’t have to
wear spacesuits. It’s breathable outside.” She paused, and continued,
”but we probably should anyway, shouldn’t we?”

She glanced back toward Lee.

He smiled. “If it were just the Xiniti, I’d say don’t worry about it,
but it’s not. At any time, a spaceship might decloak and start firing at
the station, and it might not be just one spaceship. It might be a
fleet. Hell, it might be one of Earth’s capes. Believe me, it’s happened
before. However we lose atmosphere, you’ll be happier if your suit is
close.”

Behind me, Vaughn detached his helmet from his chair. After shutting
down the jet, I grabbed my helmet too.

By the time I’d managed it, everyone else stood next to the hatch.

“Ready?” Haley asked.

“Sure,” I said, and she pressed a button.

The hatch opened.

A small crowd of Xiniti waited in front of the hatch. I swear they
weren’t there when I got up from my chair.

They looked like the Xiniti looked in all the pictures I’d ever seen of
them—humanoid shapes, big, oval eyes, big heads and gray skin. One
opened his mouth, revealing multiple rows of teeth—like sharks.

They wore the Xiniti’s equivalent of powered armor, silvery, liquid
metal that covered their bodies from head to toe. Except, of course,
that right then, it wasn’t covering their heads.

I’d read that they could be comfortable in Earth’s atmosphere for a
short time.

They waited, but not patiently. Their eyes followed our every motion,
particularly Lee’s. Even though they weren’t aiming weapons at us, and
didn’t even appear to have any, they stood very nearly in three
staggered rows. To me it appeared that if the first row went down on
their knees, all three rows would be able to train weapons on us, and
fire with very little risk of hitting each other.

One of them spoke, “Immortal, as some call you, you will come with us.
The rest of you may follow the path on the floor. You will be given all
appropriate assistance.”

Its voice sounded high for a man, and low for a woman, hitting an in
between point that I couldn’t quite peg. Not that it mattered much
because I could hear a harsher, but quieter voice in the background. The
translation had to be electronic.

Lee stepped out of the hatch, and onto the silvery ground, turned back
to us, and said, “See you in a bit.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“No problem. I’ll be back before you know it.” He turned to face them,
and walked forward, humming something. It might have been The Beatles
“Across the Universe.”

As he left, Vaughn grinned at me and said, “He’d better watch out for
the rectal probes.”

“Eww…” Haley stepped around him, and onto a path that hadn’t been
indented into the ground a second ago. It lead toward one of the wall
indentations that I’d thought might be a hallway.

A glance toward Lee and the Xiniti showed him disappearing into the wall
some fifty feet to our right.

With a sinking feeling, I followed the path. Low, blueish-green light
illuminated the hall. Given the hall’s liquid metal material,
bioluminescent light seemed unlikely. On the other hand, the Xiniti were
aliens. They might easily light their halls with lifeforms outside my
experience.

Collecting a little bit to analyze would have been interesting, but I
had a bad feeling that the Xiniti wouldn’t approve. They were here to
prevent us from gaining more technology unless we developed it on our
own, and had the authority to commit genocide to prevent it if
necessary.

The Xiniti felt like they owed the League somehow, but I wasn’t going to
push it.

I walked down the hallway, wondering what the Xiniti wanted from Lee.
Sure, they wanted compensation, but that could take many forms, ranging
from money to execution.

I didn’t really think they could kill Lee, but they might imprison him,
and it was remotely possible, they know that his own people wanted him
back—badly. Neither of these possibilities would be a good thing.

I felt confident that Lee would object strenuously to both, and I didn’t
want to find out what form that would take.

Haley glanced up at me. “You smell worried. Is it Lee? I’m sure they
can’t kill him.”

“I’m not worried about that. I’m worried about what he’ll do after they
fail.”

Her eyes widened, and she compressed her lips into a thin line as she
thought, finally saying. “Okay, now I’m worried.”

We might have talked more about it, or maybe gone on, silently not
talking about it, but we didn’t have the chance. A few steps ahead of
us, Vaughn stepped into a room. His costume reflected the light. It
wasn’t blinding, but it definitely was brighter.

In a quiet voice, he said, “Guys, this is amazing,” and slowly turned
around the room.

As we stepped inside, we understood why. All four walls glowed, each
showing a different scene—an infinity of stars, an icy plain, an alien
jungle where the plants’ leaves were practically black in the dim light,
and a strange city with aliens of more races than I recognized.

I doubted this could be real-time, but I didn’t know for sure that they
didn’t have faster than light communication.

It didn’t change the fact that the pictures were moving though, or that
the colors were real enough that I felt like I could step into the
picture. “Three-dimensional” didn’t cover the quality of the view.

As we stared, a male voice said, “You will be able to view any
information you need here. To control what you view or if you require
refreshment, medical attention, seating, or any other needs, simply
state what’s required.”

Vaughn turned around the room, giving a look at each screen before
saying, “Any other needs?”

I said, “I don’t want to find out what you meant by that.”

Vaughn grinned at me. “Not that, but you know, it would be funny to find
out what the Xiniti know about sex.”

In a matter of fact tone, Haley said, “What would be funny is if they
got it wrong.”

The voice said, “Do you need to inspect our archives on the subject?”

We said, “No” almost simultaneously.

I decided not to let this go even further afield. With my luck the voice
might start asking us to explain events in “The All Nude Heroes League.”
That would pass my threshold for embarrassment far too quickly.

“Please show us all the ships that passed through the jump gate and had
a realistic chance of contacting people on Earth over the course of the
last year.”

The screens turned black, showing nothing.

Clearly I hadn’t specified what I wanted precisely enough. I began
running through better options in my head.

Before I finished, Haley asked, “That’s all? No one? How do you know
it’s no one?”

“The nature of our mission requires us to have the capability to monitor
all probable forms of communication as well as a number of highly
improbable, but possible communication systems. None were used.”

Haley frowned. “What about last year?”

The voice said, “None were used.”

Vaughn raised his hand, “Hey, the last ten years?”

A long, needle-shaped spaceship appeared on the screen. I remembered the
ship. It had come nine years ago, and Grandpa visited it. It had been
full of alien VIP’s from the Reclamation Alliance—or something like
that. I’d been nine at the time.

“This ship contacted organizations all over your planet.”

It didn’t seem likely that a diplomatic mission would also be trying to
destroy the planet. Well, maybe. But… since it had been nearly ten years
I was inclined to give them the benefit of the doubt.

I’d just come up with another idea. “Are there any spaceships that
didn’t use the jump gate?”

The walls filled with spaceships of different shapes and colors, some of
them in disrepair, all of them large.

Vaughn turned around the room, staring at the spaceships. “Wait, I
thought you had to go through the jump gates.”

“I guess not,” I said. “I kind of knew that, but I wasn’t sure how far I
could trust the information. Basically, jump drives are really big, and
they need a big power plant to run them. That means they’re mostly found
in the really big spaceships. Capital ships, and some of the larger
cargo ships.”

Haley eyed me through her mask. “So a capital ship is a big ship?”

“I think. I may have it wrong, but generally they’ve got the most armor
and firepower.”

Vaughn stopped looking around, and looked directly at me. “So how do you
know?”

I sighed. “Well, you know how Grandpa and Lee did their best to train me
without me realizing that I was being trained? He let me play a series
of video games that were space battle simulations. Except now I’m pretty
sure they were training games that the jet’s AI generated.”

Haley blinked. “Oh. You think it might have changed it for the games?”

“Well,” I said. “I think they might have simplified it. I didn’t get
much of any history out of the games. I just know which ships with which
markings generally fight each other.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed something interesting about one
of the ships. “Look at that,” I said, pointing. “They didn’t include
that at all, but I’m pretty sure it’s important.”

Among the pictures of spaceships hanging in space, one could barely be
called a ship. It had a spaceship’s underlying structure, but it lacked
a hull. It had many floors, held together by girders, and two enclosed
sections—the bridge plus a section behind it, and the engines. Hundreds,
maybe thousands of small machines swarmed it, some of them flying
alongside it at times.

It had to be a transport for members of the machine races.

If I’d known more about their history, I might have recognized which
one.

“So…” Vaughn addressed the room. “Which of these ships had a chance to
contact anyone from Earth while they were here?”

Most of the ships disappeared, and I recognized all but one of the four
ships that were left. The machine’s skeletal ship stayed, and I almost
groaned. One of its passengers had contacted Haley and I. The screens
showed it happen. A small group of machines flew away from the ship, and
scattered. Where the rest went, the screens didn’t show, but one met the
League jet in space—briefly—and then the Xiniti blasted it into pieces
near the gate.

Two of the ships had the same markings. I didn’t know whether they came
from the same alien race’s navy, a pirate fleet, or a big mercenary
group. Whatever the case, they were the same class of ship—long, solid
looking, rectangles with bays that held hundreds of smaller ships.

Earth’s ships (the UNS Jay and UNS Kay) destroyed one and the other
jumped, disappearing into hyperspace—wherever that was—but not before
both ships had loosed more than one hundred smaller ships. Like the
machines’ ships, they scattered. The screens showed supers in space,
both inside and outside ships, hunting the smaller ships down.

“Small” turned out to be relative. Most were several times larger than
the League jet. It didn’t stop them from being destroyed. Guardian
opened a portal in space, possibly to the sun, and a molten
yellowish-red stream caught two ships, turning them into melted hulks.
The rest of the ships died as decisively, but some in stranger ways. A
dragon ripped one apart. I have no idea where that came from.

I was pretty sure though that we saw a fight with one of the smaller
ships when we called Isaac Lim once last fall.

The final capital ship screamed pirate to me—not because the skull and
crossbones appeared anywhere on the ship, but because of it’s
shoddiness.

You wouldn’t think that spaceship large enough to jump into hyperspace
on its own could look shoddy, but you’d be wrong. Most of the ship
seemed to be an ovoid section that connected to the block-like
engineering section by two cylinders that had to be larger than they
looked. The ship had no consistent color. Most of it was gray, but
sections of the hull had been painted brown, yellow, red or green.

The sections next to the painted sections showed scoring. Whatever had
hit this ship had to have been big.

“So,” Vaughn asked, “which ship do you think the killer used?”

“No idea,” I said, “except for the last ship they’ve all left people in
our system, and I’m using ‘people’ pretty loosely so I can include the
machines.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that a small ship had left the
“pirate ship.” It shot off at high speed, and disappeared behind Earth.
I didn’t see any signs of battles, but on the other hand, could I have?

Vaughn watched the small ship disappear. “Huh. Could be that one.”

Haley shook her head. “Maybe.”

This wasn’t getting easier. “Lee said something that made it sound like
he expected it would be pirates, or at least look like pirates.”

Vaughn turned his head toward me. “What do you suppose he meant by
that?”

I shrugged. “My guess is that even if it looks like pirates it might not
be. Maybe some aliens created a group of fake pirates to do their dirty
work, or just hired a pirate ship? Who knows?”

Haley frowned briefly. “I guess alien politics couldn’t be less
complicated than ours.”

Then she stared at the ship. “Too bad Lee’s not here to tell us what he
meant.”

“Yeah,” I said, thinking about that. Well, we hadn’t heard any alarms so
far. That had to be a good sign. That is, if the Xiniti had alarms, or
if they’d even let them ring where we were.

Deciding not to think about Lee, I tried to think about the next step. I
had a feeling that the Xiniti couldn’t bring us too much further. That
meant that we’d have to think about going home, and that meant I had no
choice but think about Lee. If the Xiniti weren’t done with him, we’d
either have to leave or break him out.

Or negotiate with the Xiniti—which would be the much better choice.

“Nick? What’s wrong?” I realized that Haley was watching me.

“Nothing. I think we’re done. Assuming the Xiniti give us the files
showing what they’ve got on these ships, we’ll be able start looking for
them. Which means we’ve got to collect Lee and go.”

Haley nodded. “I’m sure Lee’s okay.”

“I’m not worried about him,” I began, and then stopped. I was, and it
was kind of stupid. Lee could take care of himself.

“Anyway, it’s probably worth looking a little further just in case, but
I bet this is the best we’ll get without calculating their most probable
landing spots, and trying to find them.”

“Sure,” Vaughn said, “plus it’ll give us time to mess around with this
stuff.”

So, we stayed for another hour, and we didn’t learn much. At the end, I
requested that they provide files to the jet. They did, and we followed
the path back, barely seeing the Xiniti. Once we got back to the jet, we
sat and waited.

The jet took advantage of the time to inform us of the progress with the
files.

[Xiniti have released the files and begun to transmit.]

A few minutes later, it informed us:

[Transmission received. In addition to the files you requested,
they’ve also sent over files related to the examination of the machine
that you encountered last summer.]

Vaughn stood and watched over my shoulder as the jet’s comments scrolled
down the screen. “Sounds like some kind of alien machine autopsy.”

“Pretty much,” I said.

“It was so creepy,” Haley said. “We were minding our own business, and
the next thing we knew, it was attached to the jet, and asking if it
could hitchhike out of the solar system.”

I nodded. As I did, more words ran down the screen.

[Lee has been released.]

Moments later, Lee came into view, escorted by a crowd of Xiniti. Within
a minute after that, Lee was striding into the ship.

He smirked at us. “Problem solved. The Xiniti and I have an agreement.
I’ll tell you about it in a second.”

With his right hand, he gestured outward, toward space. Obviously he
didn’t want to talk about what happened where the Xiniti might hear.

I flicked a few switches and pressed a few buttons. Within 10 minutes
the jet was floating, and a minute after that, we were in space.

“No details,” Lee said, leaning back into a seat, “but it’s a simple
solution. The Xiniti were angry about a few people they didn’t want
dead. I offered to kill a few people they wanted dead. Problem solved.”

“Who?” Vaughn asked. He’d sat down before I took off and was using the
seat next to Lee.

“I said, no details,” Lee flashed a smile, “but don’t worry about it.
It’s no one you’d miss even if you did know them.”

Ignoring all the internal warning bells that rang at that, I said, “We
have the files, and we’ve narrowed down the possible ships to four or
so. I don’t know anything about any of the aliens involved. You’ll help
with that, right?”

“Without doubt,” Lee said. Out of the corner of my eye, I could tell
that he was watching the dashboard, particularly the screen that showed
our position in space in relation to the Xiniti space station and the
jump gate.

He didn’t sound nervous, but he said, “I’ll help you any way I can. Now,
could you hurry away a little? Don’t look like you’re running or
anything, but put as much distance between us and the Xiniti as you can
while still looking casual.”

I turned back toward him. “Why?”

He shrugged. “No reason, but sometimes people get buyer’s remorse.”

I gave the ship more speed, but not to the point where I risked damaging
the engines.

On one of the screens appeared the words:

[There is no sign of pursuit, but their passive scanning systems
should have no trouble tracking us back to Earth.]

“Oh?” I thought about that. “Let me know if there’s any sign of action.”

I glanced back toward Lee and Vaughn. “They won’t really do anything
right? They like the Heroes League. They feel like they owe us.”

Lee gave a small shrug. “Well, sure, but they’re a little hard to figure
out. You’ve got that warrior race honor, but they’re also telepathic
with each other, so that makes things complicated. We’re not talking a
group mind, but almost everything is shared, so they don’t have as much
of a sense of individual responsibility. They might decide that what
I’ve done cancels out what the League did for them.”

Haley turned away from the dashboard to say, “That doesn’t seem fair.”

Lee gave a grin that was ever so slightly too wide. “I wouldn’t worry
about it. They would have attacked by now if they were planning to.
There’s no reason to hesitate. It’s not as if you could do much to their
ships.

“Of course,” Lee continued, “they might have received orders to destroy
the planet so that no one else can kill the inhabitants and strip it for
resources. Then they’d wait till we got back and fire off a few planet
busters. That, and have the Jay and Kay self-destruct.”

“Wait,” Vaughn said, “they’ve got self-destructs in the Jay and Kay?”

Lee thought for a second. “Well, I can’t say for sure, but in their
position I would. The ships are on loan from the Xiniti, so I’m sure
they’ve got something like that. Otherwise what would they do if Earth
tried to attack them?”

Vaughn’s mask hid the upper half of his face, but his jaw dropped a
little. “Does the government know?”

Nodding, Lee said, “I’m sure of it. It’s probably in the contract.”

Vaughn shook his head. “This alien shit is a huge pile of suck.”

Haley burst into laughter, and then covered her mouth with her hand.
“Sorry. It was just…” She looked like she was going to burst into
laughter again, didn’t, and said, “Sorry.”

Lee smiled. “Sure. It is a huge pile of suck, and we’re in the middle of
it. You mind having the AI open up those files? We’ve got an hour and
half to kill.”

“Maybe a little less,” I said. “This trip made me realize something
really obvious. You know how we’ve got inertial dampers? I realized I
could use them to slow down instead of doing half of the trip speeding
up, and half slowing down thing. So now we’re going full out most of the
way there, and slowing down near Earth.”

I stopped to think, and then said, “It’s probably standard practice for
everyone else in space, but it totally explains how the ships moved in
the games I played. It didn’t occur to me that real ships could move
like that.”

Lee nodded. “Good job. I wondered when you’d recognize what the games
were. Now we should take a look at the footage.”

We did, and Lee identified the ships. The AI sent them to the screen in
the middle of the ship’s dash—a small version of the Xiniti’s much
larger screens.

“That’s from one of the machine races, but you recognized that,” he
said. Then, “Those two ships? They’re from the Trans-species Collective.
Strange to see them out this way, especially their military. They try to
keep a low profile.”

The badly painted ship I’d pegged as a pirate ship appeared on the
screen.

Lee nodded. “That’s more what I expected to see.”

“Pirate?” I asked.

Lee shook his head. “No. Well, close. It’s cargo ship, and not well kept
up. That model’s favored by pirates and free traders—the kind of free
traders that handle the illegal stuff.”

Underneath the screen where the ships hung in space, words appeared.

[I’ve correlated the dates of the groups’ appearance and their
known technological requirements with unusual technological activity,
and believe that I’ve found several spots that are likely under some
form of alien influence.]

Earth appeared on the screen, turning slowly. Red spots appeared in the
middle of Michigan’s upper peninsula, near Chicago, in Brazil’s Amazon,
in the Libyan desert, near Berlin in Germany, and near Kiev in the
Ukraine.

“That’s a… range of places.” I tried to see a pattern, and didn’t. “Are
there any that point to one kind of alien or another?”

The picture changed, labeling the spot in the Libyan desert “Machine
race,” Berlin and Kiev both as “Trans-species Collective,” and the rest
as “Indeterminate.”

“I guess we’ll have to figure out how to get all these spots checked
out,” I said.





Chancy Connections


        The price of maintaining a group is meetings—two hour long, soul sucking
meetings.

We’d landed in the mid-afternoon, a little later than two. I’d sent
everyone a text on their League phone saying what we’d done and that I
planned to email them a report of what we’d found.

I got replies from just about everybody that hadn’t gone—essentially
saying, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

And that led to an online meeting where we all got to discuss what we’d
learned and decide what to do about it now. Worse, not all of us were in
one room. Most people were attending via online video, which meant that
everybody had to attend via online video in effect.

Haley, Vaughn, and I sat at the main table in the middle of HQ staring
at our monitors while everyone else sat in their dorm rooms, bedrooms,
or in Travis’ case, his car.

It seemed really crazy when you considered how many of us were actually
in Grand Lake. I could understand it with Daniel or Izzy, but Travis
would probably have been warmer in HQ. Seriously, it’s possible to die
from cold in a car during the winter in Grand Lake, and not just
here—most of the northern Midwest.

So now it was nearly five, and Vaughn, Haley, and I had gotten through
the whole story with digressions, speculations, and explanations, and we
were trying to figure out next steps.

“What Lee recommended was that instead of visiting each of the possible
sites, we should farm it out to other teams, preferably local teams. He
told me to ask Mindstryke to find the right people.”

Travis nodded. “I get it. Yeah, local teams won’t raise as many red
flags as we would if we stopped by. Plus, they probably already know
people.”

His breath came out as clouds. Behind him, his car’s back window
appeared to be covered with snow, or possibly frost. With the camera’s
focus on his face, the picture was too blurry to tell.

“You know what bugs me about that? For all we know, local teams could
already be compromised. Even if they’re straight, how many of them know
as much as Lee, or the jet? We’re going to be putting them in danger.”

Over his connection, Daniel sighed. Shaking his head, he broke in, “This
is my dad we’re talking about. He’s not going to hand it off to ‘The
Amazing Doctor Herman.’ I’m sure he’ll find people he trusts, probably
people who fought the Abominators or who have been in space recently.”

“Dan,” Travis sounded like he was addressing a child, “Your dad can’t
possibly vet those guys from a distance. He’s only got so much range,
and sure maybe he knows people, but Berlin and the Ukraine, or Libya?
I’ve got my doubts. Besides aren’t we all supposed to die if the board
helps us?”

Without showing any frustration this time, Daniel said, “No. I think
it’s okay if we ask for help, but if they direct us through everything
or try to keep us out of danger, then we’re in trouble.”

Travis frowned, and began, “Are you sure—“

Haley broke in, talking over him. “Travis, this is the best way. Why
don’t you see that?”

More loudly than before, Travis said, “I’m not trying to make this hard.
I said I saw his logic. None of us even speak the local languages, and I
don’t want our team to get a reputation for sending other teams into
deadly situations. You know what some people are saying about St.
Louis.”

It wasn’t a majority opinion by any means, but some people on the Double
V boards thought that the deaths of the St. Louis team had been our
fault. With the news cycle turning past the initial awe at what we’d
done, a few reporters had even raised the issue. Except for one talk
show host, they weren’t confrontational about it though.

Still, it wasn’t hard to see that someone might choose to drive that one
home someday, especially if it appeared to happen again.

I thought about it, and found myself worrying that it would make it
harder to get cooperation at times like this when we needed it.

Before I could reply, Haley said, “I’m sure Daniel’s dad will think
about that, but if he doesn’t, Daniel can say something.”

On the screen, Daniel nodded. “I’ll do it. Do you have anything else you
want me to ask?”

Travis didn’t and not long after that, the meeting ended.

I leaned back in my chair, and took a breath. I was free for a little
while. People were acting as if I were somehow responsible for running
the investigation when any special knowledge I had ended with St. Louis.

No one had told me anything that would happen after that.

Beep. A text message. I checked my phone to find a text from Travis. It
said, “Don’t forget to keep us aware of what’s going on.”

That was kind of annoying. It wasn’t completely undeserved, but it was
still annoying. I put down my phone to find out it had beeped again.

Expecting to find another message from Travis about my faults, I only
glanced at it, but then I noticed it was from Daniel.

“I think we can handle the site near Chicago. What about you?”

I typed back, “That’s just for recon, right? If you’re talking just the
two of us.”

It didn’t take long for Daniel to reply. “Recon first, but not just me
and you.”

His next text said, “Haley and Izzy too. A good combination.
Intelligence gathering. Muscle.”

I paused to think about it, looking up from the phone, aware of HQ
again, and of my monitor—which still showed the words “Conference
ended.”

Haley stood up from her chair. “Who are you texting?”

“Daniel,” I said, realizing that I had Vaughn’s attention too.

I felt a little weird about that. The moment Haley asked what we were
talking about, I’d have to tell her, or lie. This wasn’t one of those
things that I’d be able to hide though. Everybody would know when we
were done anyway.

I didn’t want Vaughn to feel like we were keeping him out of it though.
“Daniel’s thinking we should investigate the site near Chicago. Probably
Haley because she’s good at sneaking around, Izzy because her sonic
abilities let her see through walls, and me because of roachbots.”

A smile flickered around the corners of Vaughn’s mouth. “Don’t worry
about it. I’m not going to be any good at stealth. Lee says my power’s
best as heavy artillery, and manipulating the battlefield.”

I thought about it. “I can see that. We might need you anyway though,
but more as one of the reserves if things go wrong.”

Vaughn stepped away from the table, pushing his chair in. “Don’t get me
wrong, I’ll go, but you’re not going to need me when you’ve got Guardian
and the Midwest Defenders nearby.”

“You never know,” I said.

Vaughn nodded. “You don’t. Call me if you need help. In the meantime,
I’ll keep thinking about how to get everybody together.”

Then Vaughn left, heading toward the League’s locker room.

When he was out of earshot, Haley said, “What was going on there? I
missed something.”

“Vaughn felt left out. Since Cassie left, the only time we’ve been
paying attention to him was practices.”

Turning her head toward where he’d disappeared, Haley said, “I didn’t
know. I thought he’d seemed a little unhappy lately, but I thought he
might have too much homework to do after practice.”

She frowned. “I should have noticed.”

Then she pointed toward my phone. “Daniel sent you another message.”

I must have missed it while we were talking. I picked it up off the
table.

It said, “What do you think?”

I wrote, “It sounds like a double date.”

Leaning in to see the screen as I typed, Haley said, “They’re not
dating, right?”

Almost at the same time, Daniel texted back, “We’re not dating.”

I wrote, “Why? You seem like you’re dating.”

No reply, and then my phone rang. The screen said, “Daniel Cohen.”

I took the call and held the phone to my ear.

“Nick, it felt weird to be texting about this, and way too slow.”
Daniel’s voice had more intensity than his words suggested.

“It’s like this—we do like each other, but it’s complicated. She’s not
Jewish, and if we did date, and it lasted, maybe we’d want to get
married, and that’s where it falls apart.”

I kind of knew where this was going. Daniel was good looking. When we’d
been hanging out in high school, and even middle school, it wasn’t
uncommon for girls to find a way to talk to him, sometimes going as far
as getting one of their friends to talk to me in order to get him alone.

He’d sometimes told them that his parents wouldn’t allow him to date
non-Jews. Thing is, I was pretty sure he was lying, mostly because not
everyone he’d dated in high school had been Jewish, and his parents
hadn’t seemed bothered. Of course, that’s not the kind of argument you’d
share much outside your family.

“Marriage is pretty far in the future,” I said. “Chances are you won’t
marry anyone you date in college.”

Daniel said, “But I might. Nick, I’ve seen futures where we’re
together—not in detail because I can’t control anything I see that’s
that far ahead, but I’ve seen us together with kids.”

All I could manage was, “Wow.”

Then I said, “That’s not bad, right?”

He said, “No, but if we did that, I’d want her to convert, but I don’t
want her to convert to something she doesn’t really care about. Like you
said, that’s pretty far in the future, but if we get to that point where
we’d be thinking about it, what if she didn’t want to? I don’t want that
either. I’d rather avoid it, and just be friends. That way it’s simple.”

Something about his logic felt off to me—not totally wrong, but mostly
it felt like being friends wouldn’t make it simple.

All I said was, “I understand a little better now.”

“Uh-huh,” he said. Even outside of his telepathic range, he knew me well
enough to know that I wasn’t saying everything.

Something beeped on his end of the phone. “Oh,” he said, “that’s Izzy.
Do you mind if I—”

We said good-bye and hung up.

I looked over at Haley. She’d sat down again, pulled her legs up onto
the chair and wrapped her arms around them. It likely felt more
comfortable to her than it looked to me.

“You heard all of that, right?”

She colored a little. “Sorry. I didn’t try to. It seemed private.”

“I’m sure it was, but Daniel’s not in a position to complain.”

Haley let go of her legs, and they touched the floor in one fluid motion
that wasn’t quite human. She could have followed it up by leaping to
grab one of the ceiling’s support beams, but didn’t.

“It’s sad,” she said. “I don’t know her very well, but she seems nice.
She’s a little shy, but maybe he can draw her out.” She paused. “Not
that Daniel’s any kind of party animal, but he’s comfortable with
people.”

“I guess,” I said, knowing better. Daniel was extremely comfortable with
people.

Haley shot me a look, but continued, “Do you think we can help?”

“I doubt it. Religion’s not something people change easily, and I don’t
know what Izzy is. A lot of Hispanics are Catholic, but I think
Pentecostalism’s really big in Latin America now, so who knows? Plus,
Izzy’s from California, and I don’t think a lot of people go to church
there in the first place.”

Haley shook her head. “I didn’t mean that. I was thinking smaller—like
getting them to talk about it. From what I heard, I don’t think she
knows what’s going on.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Daniel and I don’t talk about this stuff
normally. I mean seriously, we don’t at all.”

Haley gave a quick sigh, frowning. Then she brightened. “Wouldn’t it be
funny if Izzy’s family turned out to be Spanish Jews who stayed secretly
Jewish?”

“It would be solve a lot of problems, but—“

She shook her head. “I know. I don’t think it’s likely either, but it
would be funny if all of his worry was for nothing.”

“Yeah,” I said, and then another thought passed through my mind. I
followed it.

“Nick?” Haley’s voice pulled me back to reality. “What are you thinking
about?”

I hesitated. “It’s something stupid, and I’m really, really glad
Daniel’s not in range—“

She laughed. “You’re thinking about whether they can ‘do it’?”

“Um… Right. Daniel’s a telepath, but physically he’s human normal while
she can crush cars, right? If all her muscles are like that… uh… things
could get uncomfortable—like maybe send Daniel to hospital level of
uncomfortable.”

She pursed her lips, looking thoughtful. “Maybe it’s good that things
won’t work out.”

I shook my head. “No, see if her powers are mostly from her force field,
it might work out. When she grabbed Daniel in St. Louis, her force field
surrounded him or he wouldn’t have survived—“

“Oh,” she said, “so you think that if he’s inside her field, her
strength won’t matter?”

“Basically. I guess I’m thinking that if the force field is the source
of her strength and invulnerability, she only needs to be strong on the
outside? I don’t really know. I’m just guessing.”

Haley opened her mouth, stopped, and then said, “I hope we’ll be able
to.”

At my look, she said, “I’m not offering. We said we were going to wait.
I just hope we’re together that long, and that if you do, you won’t get
hurt.”

“I know. I don’t think we’ll have a problem. You’re stronger than normal
before you shift, but not really, really strong.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Except sometimes I shift while we’re making out.”

“I know. If we ever get that far, I’ll have to invent something to
protect myself.”

She went silent at that, but then she snorted. “That was the plot of the
League porn film Vaughn showed us.”

I shrugged. “To the degree that it had a plot. I promise I won’t try it
out on the League, former Justice Fist members, or random female
supervillians first.”

Haley laughed, “I’ll hold you to that.”

“As if anyone would let me,” I said.

She got up from her chair. “Come on, let’s go. We were going to do
something together, weren’t we?”

I pushed my chair back from the table and stood up. “We could go out to
eat. You can pick the restaurant. That way we won’t end up at one of
your family’s places unless you want to.”

She took my hand. “How about that Chinese buffet downtown?”

“The one we went to after my prom?”

She nodded. We walked across the main room of HQ, past the old relics,
trophies, and awards, and over to the elevator. It wasn’t really meant
for two people, so we had to stand close to each other, touching or
almost touching as it moved upward, and stopped in my grandfather’s
workroom—the place where he’d worked as a consulting engineer.

The room was almost empty now, containing a desk, and a wall of old
tools.

The walls of the elevator sunk into the floor, leaving us alone in my
grandparents’ house. Outside, the sun had gone down. It wasn’t quite
dark, but it would be soon, and the windows of the houses in the
neighborhood glowed with light.

“Relationships are so complicated for us,” Haley said as we left,
walking down the hall toward the living room.

“It’s probably complicated for everyone,” I said.

We stopped in the living room. It was empty of anything but a chair and
an old television, but I still remembered what it looked like when my
grandparents lived there—the pictures on the walls, the tree at
Christmas, cards from my grandmother’s family in Germany.

They’d made it somehow.

“At least religion isn’t a problem for us,” she said.

Her family was Catholic, and mine was Lutheran. It might have been a big
deal a generation or two ago.

“True,” I said, opened the door, and we left.

On a Saturday morning two weeks later Haley and I drove to Chicago. It
was early March, and February’s snow melted on each side of the freeway,
brownish near the road.

Two weeks seems like an awfully long wait when you consider that there
may be aliens out there who want to cause all of humanity to die
horribly. It’s more understandable when you think about the logistics of
it all. Initially we didn’t know exactly what we were looking for. All
the ship knew was that a suspiciously large number of objects that used
materials common to alien technology were going through the postal
service, UPS, Fedex and other mailing services in or near Chicago. They
were being picked up from P.O. Boxes, and delivered to empty buildings,
and from there they disappeared.

Except we’d found a common name between a couple of the post office
boxes, and a signature—Chancy as in Chancy Smith, Chancy Jones, and
Chancy Sirianni.

I had a hunch, and I’d directed the ship to search whatever it could
find that had Chancy in the name, and it had.

It searched through titles and old phone books that had been scanned in
and put on the internet. It eventually found a business that had
appeared in one form or another since the 1920’s, generally on the north
side of Chicago.

It didn’t have a building any more, but it did have a P.O. Box. And a
website…

“Chancy Connections?” Haley stared at her phone, flipping it sideways to
widen the screen.

We were riding in the van. We’d discussed taking the Wolfmobile, Haley’s
grandfather’s car, but decided not to. The van, especially when I’d set
the paint to be white, practically turned invisible in a city, passing
for a delivery vehicle, or something any tradesman might use for hauling
equipment/portable toolshed.

The Wolfmobile looked like a Corvette Stingray from the 60’s even in its
civilian appearance. In short, it stood out.

“It’s some kind of shipping business? ‘Chancy Connections’? They’re
trying to tell people that they might or might not get there?”

Haley shook her head. “And the website looks awful—like the owner hired
his twelve year old nephew to do it.”

“True,” I said, keeping my eyes on the road, but occasionally checking
the GPS. “But I think he’s got a captive audience. The website says he
finds custom materials and arranges shipping. I’m pretty sure what he’s
really doing is shopping for aliens, and sending it to them. You know
what’s crazy? Once the ship really started looking, we could find this
guy’s signature on things as far back as the 1920’s. His name is Chancy
Harris, and I think he’s part of some underground alien support
network—if that makes any sense.”

Haley looked up from her phone. “I guess. They’d have to have something.
I’m surprised you found it that easily though.”

“It wasn’t easy,” I said. “The only reason I got anywhere is because I
pointed the League jet’s AI at it. It probably would have taken me years
to go through the same material. Plus, you know how we’ve got access to
some government databases? I let him use them.”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “Does Isaac know?”

“I don’t think so.”

Neither one of us said anything for a little while after that, both of
us probably thinking the same thing—the Feds probably hadn’t intended
for us to hand our access over to an alien battle simulation AI.

Our talk turned to other things while I drove. It wasn’t a bad
drive—three hours by van starting at 7am and arriving at 9am thanks to
the Eastern to Central time zone change.

At 9am, Chicago traffic was still worse than Grand Lake generally got
but was pretty good for Chicago.

We took South Lake Shore Drive north toward the University of Chicago.
It may not have been the best way to go, but it gave a good view of
water a lot of the time.

Lake Michigan lay to our right, the black water free of the mounds of
snow and ice near the shore where we lived.

Snow still lay on the ground, but not much, more of a dusting than the
two icy inches that had thawed and frozen a few different times in Grand
Lake.

Haley looked out the window as I drove. “You know, we ought to come here
for fun sometime. I’m sure it wouldn’t be any more work than sneaking
down here for this.”

I turned left, away from Lake Michigan and toward the University of
Chicago. “Sure,” I said. “It could be fun, but it would be a long day.
Three hours up and three hours back would leave us both completely
fried.”

“It wouldn’t be something to do all the time, but maybe we could find a
way stay overnight. Daniel’s here, and I’ve got cousins in Chicago. I’m
sure we could work it out.”

Haley talked about places she’d gone with her cousins, and it did sound
fun. As we neared the university’s campus, I started watching for Daniel
and Izzy.

It looked like a nice campus—lots of trees, and genuinely old buildings,
some of them literally covered with ivy. Of course, none of it was green
then. Brown vines snaked across stone buildings and trees with bare
branches seemed to be every few feet down the parkways.

A few students walked down the sidewalks, some talking and laughing.

I wondered what it would be like to go there.

Haley glanced over at me. “You know what I’ve been worrying about? What
if I see Daniel and Izzy and can’t stop thinking about what we were
saying a couple weeks ago? That would be so embarrassing.”

What had we been talking about a couple weeks ago? Mostly about what
we’d do next, but also whether… Oh. That.

As we passed a three story, red brick building that looked like it might
be a residence hall, I noticed that Daniel and Izzy stood at the end of
the block, their hands almost touching.

Izzy laughed at something Daniel said, and all kinds of embarrassing
things passed through my mind.

I brought the van to a stop in front of them. Daniel sent a quick
telepathic hello at me almost at the same instant I noticed him, not
saying anything about all the other stuff flying around in my head just
then.

I felt grateful for that.

The van didn’t have side doors in the middle of the van, so Daniel and
Izzy had to crawl over Haley’s seat. The van’s second row of seats
didn’t have windows, but on the other hand Daniel was clairvoyant, and
Izzy had some kind of extra-powerful sonar. They could deal.

A little quickly, Izzy said, “Hi,” to us and pulled on her seatbelt—not
that she needed one. She did need a winter coat though. She wore a
green, fleece jacket that could handle anything Berkeley, California was
likely to throw at it, but stood out in the Midwest.

On the other hand, Izzy could probably survive in Antarctica wearing
that jacket.

Daniel smiled at both Haley and I, greeting us each by name, and setting
down his backpack on the floor next to Izzy’s. His winter coat was black
and looked a little thin. He’d likely bought it with downhill skiing in
mind. Bulky coats got in the way.

I wondered if Izzy had an actual costume in there. I also made a mental
note to warn them to grab their backpacks if we were attacked. The van’s
new defenses didn’t work well with loose objects.

Izzy unzipped one of her backpack’s pockets and grabbed a tissue. Then
she wiped moisture off her glasses. They’d steamed up.

Once Daniel had his seatbelt on, I accelerated, moving the van into
traffic. “We’ll be heading toward the north side,” I said.

I’d explained almost everything about Chancy Harris and his business to
Daniel over the phone on Friday. He’d undoubtedly passed it on to Izzy.
Well, I assumed that anyway.

I did, he told me.

Good, I thought back at him.

So what’s behind this sudden interest in Izzy’s and my sex life (which,
by the way, we don’t have), anyway?

I checked the GPS, following the recommended route toward Chancy
Connections’ office, and started driving back toward the highway.

Nothing special, I told him. It occurred to Haley that Izzy’s pretty
much invulnerable, and you’re well… pretty vulnerable. Especially where
she’d potentially be providing the force.

I felt a flash of mild anger followed by amusement and a sense of
resignation.

I didn’t intend to share that with Haley, but can’t blame you for the
fact that she overheard. I didn’t ask you if anyone was there. Besides,
it’s not all bad. She wants it to work for us. Who knows, maybe she’ll
figure it out? I know I don’t know what to do.

As our connection faded, I heard Haley saying, “So what are you majoring
in?”

Izzy hesitated for a second and said, “Well, I want to major in
journalism, but Berkeley’s only got it as a graduate program, so I’m
majoring in anthropology.”

Twisting a little further than I would have thought comfortable, Haley
said, “Anthropology? I’m surprised you didn’t choose english or creative
writing.”

Izzy didn’t have any of the hesitation I’d heard earlier as she said.
“You don’t have to major in writing to get into the journalism grad
program, and I wanted to know about more than just writing. Anthropology
teaches you about cultures, and how to learn about people. I think I’ll
be a better journalist if I can do that.”

Haley nodded. “I hadn’t thought about that. It wouldn’t surprise me if
you were right. So, why do you want to be a journalist?”

“Well,” Izzy paused, “it sounds silly, but I want to change how our
society works. All you need to do is look around to see that it doesn’t
work for everyone, but it’s easy to ignore it. I want to make it harder
to ignore. I think that if more people knew how the world worked, we’d
have to have a conversation about what we really want to do.

“There are too many secrets. You know that the government’s got it’s own
power impregnators, but did you know that they’re letting some
superheroes’ kids use them in exchange for not opposing their use?
People should know.”

Haley looked over at me, and then back to Izzy. “I don’t think anyone
ever told me that. What are you going to do?”

Izzy took a breath. “Nothing right now. I don’t think I should tell
anyone while we’re in the middle of all this, but it can’t go on like
this. Power like that shouldn’t be in the hands of a small, hereditary
elite.”

Daniel said, “You’re right, but we’re going to have to be very careful
about how we break it to people. Besides, it might be different next
year. My dad told me that he heard that there are private power
impregnators becoming available. Nick, weren’t you fixing ours?”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “I’ve pretty much got it working again. I’ve done
all the tests I can do without running it on a person. It was
surprisingly easy to alter it to make it work on people outside Red
Lightning’s family.”

After that, talk turned to why I’d been doing it, and I ended up telling
Izzy the entire story about Courtney’s search for a way to make her
powers permanent, as well as all the stuff that had happened because of
power juice last year—including the Cabal’s remnant and how we fought
it, and about how Ray became empowered, and what happened to him
afterward.

It wasn’t just me explaining it either. I was driving through Chicago
and needed to concentrate. Haley and Daniel both took turns.

That killed the forty-five minutes it took to travel to the north side
and find the old brown, brick building where “Chancy Connections,
Shipping Consultants” rented office space. Then talk turned to the
matter at hand.

As we circled the block, deciding what we should do, Daniel said,
“Someone’s up there.”

“And he’s got a shield, a weak one, but quite sophisticated. Actually,
I’m pretty sure he’s aware of me now. I don’t think he’s got any real
range, so he’s got no idea of where I’m at, but he’s coming to the
window now. Don’t look up. He’s nervous, but not all out scared. While
he’s not much of a telepath, I’m getting the feeling he’s powerful at
something.”

Not looking up, even though I wanted to now, I concentrated on the
traffic. It wasn’t dense, but cars drove down both sides of the road.

Three story brick buildings stood on both sides, some dark brown, some
red, others tan or gray. All of them from the turn of the last century,
some with satellite dishes hanging from the brick. It felt like some of
the older sections of Grand Lake except there you’d be into newer
construction within a few blocks. Here it felt like I’d only seen old
buildings except for the really, really new ones that looked like glass
from top to bottom.

Chicago definitely had more taxis too.

Haley spoke before I had the chance to ask Daniel the obvious question.
She twisted back to face him again, saying, “Do we need to stop? Is he
running away?”

“No. He’s staying. I got the impression that he’s seen worse than
telepaths.”

In the rearview mirror, I saw Izzy frown at him. “Are you still touching
his mind?”

Daniel shook his head. “No. It didn’t seem like a good idea. I’m
watching him clairvoyantly now, but I’m keeping my awareness outside the
room.”

An alley opened up on the far side of the building after the office. I
slowed the van, and turned left, stopping in front of a dumpster.

Putting the van into park, I asked, “So what do you think? Do we all go
in or would that be too intimidating?”

“Judging from what I felt, my guess is that he won’t be intimidated. If
you think about it, he deals regularly with aliens. For all we know,
some of those guys use guns like Cassie’s as hand weapons. Remember what
she did to those fishmen in D.C.?”

I remembered it well. When we’d come to rescue her, we’d found hundreds
of dead, burnt frog-like humanoids on the roof. She’d done that with one
alien gun, an Abominator weapon though. Hopefully those weren’t in
common use in space.

Haley wrinkled her nose. “I remember it. It smelled like burnt chicken
combined with a weird fish smell. When we opened the jet’s hatch, it was
overwhelming. So disgusting.”

Obviously still remembering, she shivered, and then looked at the rest
of us. “What? I know that wasn’t the point. Do you think we’ll be
intimidating enough?”

Izzy shook her head. “I don’t think we need to be intimidating. Let’s
make him feel comfortable. If he understands what we’re facing, he might
help willingly.”

Haley frowned. “I wasn’t thinking that we should scare him—just that he
might not think we’re worth talking to.”

Daniel opened his seatbelt. “I’m getting a little worried. Even though
he wasn’t that scared, it’s looking like he’s turning off his computer,
and he just pulled out his cellphone.”

Haley took off her seatbelt and in one quick movement walking toward the
back of the van. Then she stopped. “Nick, how long do you think you’ll
be?”

“I might beat you,” I said, pulling the keys out of the van’s ignition.
“The new suit’s that good.”

Eyeing me, she gave a quick grin, and said, “I doubt it.” Then she
pulled the curtain across the back of the van.

Ok, so she was right about that, but she was also cheating. I would have
had to open the curtain to get at my suit, and she’d probably worn her
suit under her clothes. It didn’t take long before Haley had stepped out
of the back of the van.

Taking her backpack, Izzy stepped behind the curtain as Daniel pulled
off his shirt, making it obvious that he’d been wearing his uniform
under his clothes too. Any winter jacket would hide that pretty well. It
barely took any time at all before he’d put on his mask, and grabbed his
utility belt out of his backpack.

He pulled the curtain back as Izzy reached toward the back door, and
stepped out after her. As he closed the door, he thought at me, We’ll
wait for you as long as we can.

Don’t worry about it, just make sure he doesn’t leave.

I stepped behind the curtain. Why? Because it was there, and besides it
guarded against someone happening to walk past and see me change through
the windshield. Was that paranoid? Yes, a little.

I stepped up to the grey, ceramic block on the floor, touched it with my
palm, and stepped on top, feeling myself sink into the block. I’d
ditched my winter coat during the drive, and so I felt the suit form
around me. Instants later, it had covered my head, and the HUD display
appeared in my helmet.

\[Connections tested: System up\]

\[Power status: Full\]

\[Weapon status: Ready\]

I checked the time—30 seconds—faster than I’d thought possible a month
ago.

I set the suit to standard Rocket colors (gold with black detailing),
and shut the door behind me as I ran after everyone else.

I shut the van’s back doors behind me, ran around the van, onto the
sidewalk and up the stairs.

This was not good for the stairs. The worn, lightly stained wood cracked
on my first step. I didn’t go all the way through, but only because I
noticed.

I couldn’t say it surprised me. Four hundred pounds in combination
between the suit and myself, plus the ability to create tons of force
meant that I lived in a world made of cardboard.

I took the next few steps a little slower, hearing Daniel’s voice in my
head. Don’t worry about it. He’s waiting for us.

That didn’t make me feel much better, but at least I could go up the
stairs without worrying that I’d step through them.

When I arrived on the third floor I stepped into the hall, noticing a
sign on the frosted glass door across the hall on my right.
Unsurprisingly, it said, “Chancy Connections, Shipping Consultants.”

To judge from the style of the door’s metal frame, I guessed that this
place had last been renovated sometime in the 60’s or 70’s.

It was a small office. It held no furniture except for one large, wooden
desk and several chairs, four of them lined up against the wall.

A small, balding man stood behind the desk. I couldn’t place his age,
but he looked older than fifty. He wore a brown suit, and watched us
warily, only moving his eyes as I entered.

I stopped directly behind Haley, and next to Daniel. Izzy stood on
Daniel’s other side.

The man nodded at me, and said, “I trust that’s all of you.”

“If it’s not,” Daniel said, “we’ll be as surprised as you.”

Giving a thin, and very brief smile, the man said, “As I’m sure you
know, I’m Chancy Harris, the man you talk to if you want your
possessions to disappear without a trace. What I’m wondering is where
you heard about me. Did the first League tell you about me, or did you
find me on your own?”

I felt Daniel touch my mind then, and distantly felt Izzy and Haley’s.

Don’t tell him. He’s fishing.

Not planning to, I thought back.

Haley spoke before anyone else had the chance to reply. “Did you help
the first League against the Abominators?”

My heart beat faster, and I felt Daniel’s alarm, and less closely
Izzy’s. Whatever Haley felt was washed away by everyone else.

Except she thought Relax fairly loudly as Chancy said, “Once, and it
was a bitch. I had to teleport them onto a battleship from here.
Compensating for differences in speed and direction is always a pain.
With that much of a difference, I was down for a day. I could get them
up there, but I couldn’t get them down.”

“Where was the jet?” I asked.

Haley turned her head back toward me. “Damaged in another battle on the
same day.”

“That was it,” Chancy said. “So what are you here for? Is this about St.
Louis?”

That was an amazing connection to make.

“Kinda,” Haley said. “Is there a connection to St. Louis?”

Outwardly he seemed calm as he said, “There’s no connection. I do some
work for aliens. Some come here because they can guarantee that no one
will bother them here.”

Haley’s thought passed over through Daniel’s connection. His heart rate
just increased. He’s worried. Even if he doesn’t think there’s a
connection, he knows something.

I thought, How did you know he’d helped the League?

I felt a sense of amusement, and maybe a little pride. I didn’t, but my
Grandpa mentioned a teleporter near Chicago who helped them. When Chancy
mentioned the first League, I guessed it might be him.

In a tone that I can only describe as calm and sympathetic, she said, “I
can hear your heart beat faster. What do you know?”

Chancy glanced down toward his desk, and I tensed—that could have meant
anything.

“I can’t talk about it,” he said. “That’s part of what I sell—privacy. I
make my clients’ possessions disappear. I arrange that anything they
order gets to them without leaving a trail that puts them in danger.”

“I understand that,” Daniel said, “but do you think it’s right to put
your client’s need for privacy above our need to find out what’s going
on? We think that the aliens responsible for what happened in St. Louis
landed within the last year, and we’ve tracked down one of the groups
that landed, and it’s connected to you somehow. If you’re helping the
beings that decided to destroy St. Louis, you’re putting everyone at
risk. If you’re not, well, then you’ll help us cross a name off our
list, okay?”

Chancy held his hand to his chin, and said, “No. I can’t do it. I said I
wouldn’t, and I’m sure they’re not responsible.”

Izzy spoke for the first time, her voice full of restrained emotion.
“This is bigger than your reputation. They didn’t report it in the news,
but the St. Louis explosion included weapons with ability to destroy
life, but leave our possessions behind. It was a test run for human
extinction. Genocide. Can you let that happen because you assume your
clients aren’t guilty?”

That got him. He looked at each of our faces in turn, searching for
confirmation, maybe?

“It’s true,” Daniel said. “They kept it out of the news so people
wouldn’t freak out.”

Chancy picked his phone up, and made a call, muttering into the phone.
After a moment, he said, “They’ll see you.”

He frowned, and looked at us. “They’re trying to stay hidden, so I’m
going to send you there myself.”

Chancy’s eyes fell on me. “I suppose you’ve got a GPS, and it can’t be
taken out?”

I said, “Yes,” not pointing out that we all had GPS and most people had
them built into their phones these days.

“Well, don’t tell anybody where they are. They’re trying to stay hidden,
and if someone kills them all it’s on your head.”

Before I could argue with him, the scene changed. We weren’t in Chicago
anymore. Part of me wanted to joke that we weren’t in Kansas either, but
I didn’t.

According to my GPS, we were in Kansas.

We stood in a grassy field. Since it was only March, the grass was more
brown than green, and the temperature only a little warmer than forty
degrees Fahrenheit—still warmer than Grand Lake this time of year.

Small trees ran in a line maybe one hundred feet away from us. Several
hundred feet in the other direction, a two lane road ran east/west.
Electrical lines ran next to it, held in the air by weathered wooden
poles.

Haley pointed toward the trees, “Over there!”

Near the trees, small horses grazed. No, I realized, not horses, and not
ponies either. They had eight limbs. Six supported the body. The
additional two were shorter and appeared above the last set of legs.
Basically, they were arms.

Six of them wheeled toward us. More stayed among the trees. I couldn’t
get a good count, but more than twenty.

Their fur ranged from black and brown through red and white. A few
appeared to be blue.

As they ran toward us, I noted that their gait was similar, but not
quite like normal horses. I couldn’t put it into words because I didn’t
quite know how normal horses ran, but this seemed smoother.

They came to a stop ten feet away from us. One of them, black furred
with a bluish sheen, started to make noise—a collection of grunts and
whines. As it talked, I noticed that it had the expected wide, flat
teeth of a herbivore, but also a few sharper teeth. Were they omnivores?

Maybe, but for all I knew, their home planet required teeth like that
for its plant life.

The alien stopped talking, and another voice took over, this one
sounding like a human male. It came from the thick necklace it wore.

“Greetings from my people to yours,” it said.

Daniel said, “Thank you. Our people return your greetings.”

In my head, he said, Crap. That wasn’t right. Whatever their ritual
greetings are, that reply wasn’t close.

I thought back, You can understand what they’re thinking?

No, Daniel thought. I can sense their emotions, but they’re aliens,
and I don’t know their language, and there are a lot of them. It’s
barely making any sense at all.

I considered that for a second. Maybe Izzy should take this. She’s the
anthropology major.

Nervousness washed over me, but I knew it wasn’t mine.

Don’t drop this on me. Izzy stood next to Daniel, seemingly unworried,
but obviously didn’t feel quite as calm in reality. I’m just a
sophomore. I’ve taken a few lower level courses and a course in primate
behavior. They’re not even primates.

I’m not saying I won’t help, she continued. I’ll help analyze what
they’re doing.

Haley broke in, They’re wondering why we’re taking so long.

Before anyone else could say anything, she smiled at the aliens and
said, “Hi, I’m Night Cat. How did you happen to come here?”

So the good news there was that Haley hadn’t transformed. The aliens
might not be horses, but Haley’s transformed teeth couldn’t be anything
but a predator’s.

The bluish alien froze for the briefest moment.

Izzy’s voice appeared in my head. I don’t think their culture values
directness.

I felt a sense of frustration as Haley replied, I was trying to keep
the conversation moving.

None of us got a chance to change the conversation’s direction. The
alien raised one of its front hooves and slowly placed it back on the
ground. Then it started talking again.

When the grunts and growls had ended, the machine voice said, “We are
refugees. Nearly one hundred years ago now, one of the Abominators’
servant races came to our world. They hunted us for sport. Over a period
of years, they brought us to near extinction. Those few of use that
managed to escape, and the many on our colony worlds are all that remain
of our species. We came here because the Abominators’ creatures are
forbidden to come here.”

Haley nodded, and said, “That must have been dangerous. Aren’t we in the
middle of a lot of the Abominators’ former servants?”

One of the aliens near Haley held its nose higher in the air and sniffed
in Haley’s direction.

It hissed and backed away.

Haley froze as the horse-like alien wheeled around and ran back toward
the trees.

The lead alien grunted, chirped, and soon the translation device started
again. “Pardon our compatriot. Some of us are old enough to remember our
people’s near extinction personally. To answer your question, yes, it
was a dangerous journey, but this is a place of safety, possibly the
only one.”

Still watching the alien that had run toward the trees, Haley said,
“That makes sense, and I’m sorry if I scared your friend somehow.”

“There is no offense taken.”

Haley nodded, barely moving.

So Haley, and probably her grandfather, must have some connection to
whatever destroyed these creatures’ home planet. I wanted to ask Haley
about it but this wasn’t the time.

Meanwhile, I had questions I really needed to ask—the ones that were
basically the whole point of the trip. If Izzy was right and they didn’t
value direct questions, I was about to seriously piss them off.

In my head Daniel said, You’ll have to ask sooner or later, and even
though I can’t read these guys very well, I doubt you’ll gain their
trust soon enough that it’ll be worth waiting. Besides, we might learn
something even if they get mad.

Inwardly, I readied myself for combat. Not that I expected them to jump
on me, but some people might take what I was about to suggest wrong.

“I don’t want to offend you, but I’ve got a question that needs to be
answered. I don’t know how much you watch the news, but someone created
a bunch of bombs, and neutron emitters. It’s pretty obvious that they
were trying to kill everyone. Whatever was going on in St. Louis, it
appears to have been a test run. I think they were going to use the
neutron emitters, and then when everyone in the place was dead, move
them somewhere else.

“It’s all alien tech,” I said, watching them. “It’s nothing we could
have created without help. Have you heard anything about it?”

I didn’t go as far as I could have. “Did you do it?” was certainly
implied in the question, and this way, they couldn’t say I was accusing
them of something they didn’t do.

Don’t rule it out, Daniel thought at me. It’s a legitimate
technique.

I felt a sense of disquiet from Izzy. You want him to accuse them just
to see their reaction?

Maybe, Daniel thought.

That’s how you turn potential friends to enemies. Besides, they’re
victims. It doesn’t make sense. If they were going after the
Abominator’s servants, I could believe it.

I felt that Daniel was about to reply except he didn’t get to. The alien
spoke first.

“I understand your concern for your people. We share this and it offends
us not at all.” Then, as the alien continued to talk, the translation
device paused, finally saying, “ is what gives the Hrrnna the strength
to continue in the face of our homeworld’s destruction.”

The Hrrnna leader stamped a foot. “We know nothing of this ourselves,
but we have heard rumors. The Trans-Species Collective also has outposts
on this planet, and we, scattered as we are, have kin within the
Collective. They’re not high within the councils of the Collective, but
they’re high enough, and they have (untranslatable). They know the
Collective has been contacting members of your species, but they do not
know its purpose.”

Haley’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the alien. “Are you saying the
Trans-Species Collective was behind St. Louis?”

The Hrrnna tensed as turned its head toward her. “I can only say that
I’ve heard hints that it is creating its own hidden agreements with
members of your race. It might be to your benefit to discover the nature
of these secrets.”

We didn’t have anything on that. Local hero groups had been scheduled to
connect with the Trans-Species Collective in a couple different spots. I
hadn’t seen any of the results. It had been scheduled for today if they
wanted to try to talk.

I considered calling each of them, but decided not to.

They were already hinting that they didn’t know any more, but I decided
to make them say it. “Do you know anything about the communications?”

The alien’s device said, “No. We have no knowledge.”

Daniel broke into my thoughts. They’re scared of something. I can’t say
that it’s anything in particular, but they’ve been scared during the
entire interview.

Haley’s thoughts brought a wave of frustration. Are you sure it’s not
me that they’re scared of?

I can’t rule that out, Daniel thought back. They’re all reacting to
something they smell about you.

Izzy radiated confusion. Why would they be afraid of Haley?

I thought about it. Izzy might not have ever seen Haley change.

Haley didn’t get angry, but I did sense she might be tired of the
subject.

She only sent back. I’ll show you later.

Then I felt Izzy’s dawning realization of what Haley had to mean. Of
course she’d realized it. Haley and I had both been on national (and
probably international) television more than once.

I hope you’re not worried about how you look. There’s nothing wrong
with it.

Haley thought, No, it’s not that. Well, it’s not just that. It’s what
goes along with it. When the Hrrnna turned, part of me wanted to chase
it. That kind of thing happens all the time, okay? And not just with
alien horses—small animals too. Squirrels. I don’t want to be the kind
of person who chases squirrels.

I didn’t ask what kind of person that was.


If the alien in front of us noticed our conversation, it didn’t show a
sign of it. It said, “We are on this world too now. Anything that
attacks it, attacks us as well.”

I started to pay attention to the world outside my head again, noticing
that the Hrrnna stood very still. I wondered what that meant. In
creatures that appeared to fit into an ecosystem similar to our plains,
stillness had to mean something.

Then it said something else, but it wasn’t translated.

The world’s colors took on a rainbow outline, and we found ourselves
standing in Chicago in front of the building where Chancy Connections’
offices were—not, it occurred to me that Chancy Harris had sent us a
message too.

Daniel laughed. “He’s not even in his office. I felt him teleport
himself out as soon as we teleported in.”

“That figures.” I looked up toward the office. How irritating. Talk
about the ultimate power for avoiding people you didn’t want to talk to.

Beneath her mask, Haley frowned. “I wonder if he knows something?”

Daniel glanced up and the office. “I doubt it. My bet is that he’s
irritated that no one’s paying him for two freebie teleports.”

Izzy began to say, “What a—“ and then screeching brakes and beeping
horns interrupted her.

Cars on both sides of the street stopped in the middle of the road—not
all of them, but enough. It’s not like they were totally stupid either.
Well, not all of them. Most of the ones that stopped pulled off to the
side of the road. Only a couple stopped in the middle of the road—not
that that wasn’t a huge hassle.

Worse they opened their doors and stepped out of the cars.

Then someone, actually several someones, started beeping their horns at
the stopped cars.

Well crap, now we start traffic jams by spontaneously appearing on the
sidewalk?

Not replying to me, Daniel broadcast, Let’s go—all of us—fly in four
different directions. Meet back at the van.

I turned toward Haley.

She shook her head. Pulling my redesigned grapple guns from her belt,
she said, “Don’t worry about it.” Then she fired a line up to the top of
Chancy’s building. As the line started to retract, pulling her into the
air, she fired off the second line at the next building over. Within a
couple more shots, she’d completely disappeared.

Izzy and Daniel took to the air as quickly, and I blasted straight into
the air.

The rockets roared, and I checked the sidewalk. The people who had been
running toward us stopped, blocking the brightness of the rockets’ tail
with their arms.

I leaned forward and shot a couple blocks over in seconds, keeping low
so that I’d disappear from their vision more quickly. Then I circled
around (in a wide circle), and finally landed further down the alley
where I’d parked the van. I came down about a couple blocks away, but
running covered the distance.

I found Daniel standing behind the van.

Haley and Izzy are already inside. They’re almost done changing.

I considered asking him whether he knew by clairvoyance or telepathy,
but didn’t.

Clairvoyance would only cause problems, he told me.

The back door opened, and Haley let us inside. Daniel pulled the door
shut behind us.

I started the disassembly function, and the suit came apart in a much
more controlled way than before. Instead of clattering to the ground in
pieces, it sounded like a soft rain as sections detached and were
reabsorbed into the same grey block I’d stepped into earlier.

Daniel smiled at me. “Show off.”

The curtain hadn’t been drawn yet so Haley and Izzy had both seen it
too.

Haley’s expression seemed more amused than impressed, but Izzy said,
“How did you do that? Or wait, I shouldn’t ask, should I?”

Haley said, “No.”

Daniel put his hand on the curtain. “You might as well go to the front.
Some of us have to change the hard way.”

I stepped forward, muttering, “Right,” as I moved between the back seats
and into the driver’s seat.

Looking out the front window, I saw that the traffic jam had mostly
cleared up. A few people stood on the sidewalk at the end of the alley
looking in the air, and up and down the street.

Amazingly, none of them were looking down the alley toward us.

“That’s me,” Daniel said. “Every time someone thinks about looking down
this alley, I send a little urge to look a different direction.”

“Wow,” I said, “that could be useful.”

“It is. My grandfather used it to sneak into places. Lee thinks I should
develop it for combat.”

“Yeah,” I said. “He would, but he’s right.”

Daniel didn’t say anything, and my mind drifted back to the major
question on my mind. “What do you all think? Are the Hrrnna behind it
all?”

“No way of knowing,” Daniel said. “I couldn’t read their thoughts very
well. I got brief flashes of what happened to their home world—which was
horrible. I can see why they’d hate the people who did it, but we’re not
them.”

In a low voice, Izzy said, “They were telling the truth, then.
Genocide?”

Daniel nodded. “Technically xenocide, but yes. Coming here does make
sense in that light. As long as we’re around, the Abominators’ former
servants can’t come here.”

“Except there really are aliens who want to destroy us just because the
Abominators used us as a genetic base to create their servants,” I said.
“So we can’t rule out the possibility that the Hrrnna are among them,
but as they said, they’re here. I suppose they might be willing to
destroy all life on a planet they’re living on, but I’d do it from a
distance myself.”

Haley pursed her lips. “What did the creatures that killed them look
like?”

Daniel paused. “Basically human, but bigger, more muscular, and
furrier.” He paused again. “And you know how your hands and feet change
into claws? Theirs did the same thing, and their claws seemed to be made
out of the same substance.”

Haley let out a breath, and muttered something.

I would have asked if something were wrong, but that was blatantly,
painfully obvious. She’d always been sensitive about her change, and the
bloodlust that went with it, but this had to be one step worse. Now she
knew that it came from some variant on humanity that the Abominators had
warped for their own benefit.

Probably this was the time to say something comforting, but I felt like
I should wait until after we dropped Daniel and Izzy off.

Izzy didn’t wait though. “You’re not one of them.”

Haley sighed, and turned to face Izzy. “I know. It’s just… I don’t know.
It’s exactly what I always thought I’d find out when I learned supers
are descended from people the Abominators changed, and even though I’m
not one, I’ve got their urge to hunt, and I have to live with it.”

Izzy reached out and touched Haley on her shoulder. “I know it’s not the
same, but Dixie Superman was my grandfather. My grandmother immigrated
from Spain, I can only guess that that’s why she was white enough for
him. When she found out what he was, she divorced him, and moved to
L.A., taking my father with her. You know what happened last summer.
Evil Beatnik mind controlled me. Why? Because I was descended from one
of the League’s enemies. For him, that was all I was.”

Izzy stopped for a moment then, her expression making her look a little
uglier and a little older. If Evil Beatnik ever reappeared, he might
have a reason to reconsider the wisdom of his last venture into the
world.

She continued with, “I’ve been trying to get out of his shadow ever
since I found that I had his powers, and how do I first use them in
public? Practically under his name and in his costume.”

Taking a breath, Izzy said, “He didn’t make me act like my grandfather,
but what happened was bad enough. All of my family saw me.”

She stopped, opened her mouth, stopped again, and said, “When I think
about him, and think about everything that happened, I remind myself
that everything he did was him, and not me.”

Haley nodded. “I… Thanks. I’ll remember that.”

We drove Izzy and Daniel back to the University of Chicago’s campus. We
talked about maybe doing something fun after that, but practical
considerations intervened. Haley and I needed to get back to Grand Lake,
and for Daniel investigating who was trying destroy humanity on Shabbat
was one thing, but going out and seeing a movie was another.

That left Haley and I driving home on I-196 north, looking out at the
empty fields, and spots of snow, and talking.

“The funny thing,” Haley was saying, “is that it really doesn’t bother
me as much as it used to. I still worry about losing control, and doing
something horrible, but not like last year. Last year I was coming off
of Sean being a jerk, and his parents pulling in the police to find out
how he’d been poisoned, and our relationship—yours and mine—was totally
new…”

She trailed off, but started up again, barely having taken a breath.

“I just got totally worried that I might do the same thing to you even
though you didn’t deserve it. I’m still a little worried, but I feel
like I’m more realistic now.”

I kept the van at a steady speed. Now that we were out of Chicago’s
traffic, and back in Michigan it wasn’t hard. It was even fun to be
talking.

“I think so. You were really worried last year, but as I remember it,
you seemed a little better even after my prom where Logan took power
juice, and freaked out, and we stopped him.”

She cocked her head. “Do you think so? Maybe, I guess. If nothing else,
it showed me I had some control of myself. Logan didn’t have any.”

“Right,” I said.

Haley sat up, and turned toward me in her chair. “Another topic. Do you
think Izzy was maybe saying a lot less than actually happened? Because I
do. I get how she might not be happy about taking on Dixie Superman’s
legacy, but she seemed too… something… for it to be just that.”

I shrugged. “No idea. Maybe she’ll talk about it next time I see her.
Stapledon’s next week, and—“

An alarm in the van beeped, and I looked down toward the monitor on the
dashboard. Several objects were descending toward us from the sky.

They’d be here in seconds, and at the speeds they were moving, we’d have
no chance of outrunning them. My modifications to the van would help
with off-roading, but not with speed. And yes, I’d made it so the van
could fly a little, but the conversion took time, and we couldn’t fly
that fast or that long, and at the speeds our pursuers were moving, we’d
never outfly them.

We had absolutely no chance to escape.

None.

I pulled to the side of the road, and put on the brakes. The van’s tires
rumbled as we crossed the white line.

When we came to a complete stop, I pressed the screen, starting one of
the protections that I’d built into the van.

The boring one. Boring but vital.

Plates covered the windows, making the van completely dark inside. The
monitor on the glowing dashboard allowed me my only view of what was
around us.

Haley clicked open her seatbelt, and pulled off her coat, and
shirt—which was less distracting than it sounds.

I’d taken off my own seatbelt and stood up, happening to notice that she
was taking her shirt off out of the corner of my eye, and looked closer
only to realize that her uniform was under it.

She caught my eye, and said, “Seriously?”

I would have responded except that’s when we took our first hit. Heat, a
crackling noise, and a sound like thunder came from above us—and not
just once, again and again.

Amazingly, the roof held. It wasn’t completely a surprise. I’d designed
it with energy weapons in mind, but I knew it couldn’t hold forever, or
possibly more than a few minutes. It all depended on the power available
to the lasers outside—if it were lasers.

I stepped on the block of ceramic that would become my suit, touched it
with my hand, and felt myself sink into the block.

The suit took form around me, but before the helmet completely covered
my face, I said, “Haley, could you—“

And then the helmet completely filled in, cutting me off. I wouldn’t be
able to say anything until the power turned on. I’d been trying to say,
“fire off a missile or something?”

It might make whatever was outside back off. By whatever, I meant
whatever big, flying, futuristic alien devices that happened to be
trying to kill us right now.

I’d seen them briefly on the monitor. They hadn’t looked like human
technology. The question was whether they were robots or alien powered
armor. Personally, I was betting on robots.

Haley had pulled off her regular pants, and pulled the mask over her
head. Maybe she’d heard me, or maybe she’d made the necessary
connections on her own, because she leaned over the driver’s side of the
dashboard, silhouetted in the monitor’s glow, and touched the screen.

The van shuddered as two missiles shot out of it, followed quickly by
two explosions—which was pretty cool, provided they’d just hit our
attackers and not passing cars.

Just when I started to feel completely frustrated and useless, words
flashed across the screen, and all systems were ready and reporting to
the HUD.

Ready to do something, I prepared to send a red alert to the League
except… then I noticed that the red alert signal was already going.
Haley had set it off.

That was cool and all, but obviously, it still took too long to get the
suit on.

Too long or not, however, I could finally move.

Since the van was supposed to be a mobile storage shed, I’d put a lot of
roachbots inside. I activated all of them.

Haley turned away from the monitor as I took a step toward the back
doors.

She’d changed. Her hands and feet had turned to grayish claws. Her eyes,
slitted like cat’s. She even stood a little taller. I’d never measured
how much.

“I’m thinking,” I began, “that if I shoot out the back door, I’ll draw a
bunch of them after me. Once I do, I can have the roachbots attack, and
I’ll likely take out a few by surprise.”

Haley walked into the back with me and opened a drawer of the cabinet on
the wall. “And what are you thinking I’ll be doing?”

“Well, you’ll have options. I can take a few hits from them, but you
can’t, so I’m thinking the best thing you could do is start the rest of
the van’s defenses going, or make for the trees. Chances are, we’ll get
help soon.”

The roachbots had been exiting the van quietly as we’d spoken. I had
multiple feeds to see around us, and all the bots contributed to the
suit’s view of the landscape.

Our attackers had backed off when the missiles hit. They circled at a
distance, all of them streamlined, but none with wings, reminding me of
submarines or maybe fish. Okay, so plainly meant to operate in an
atmosphere, but also obviously using gravitics instead of jets or
rockets for propulsion.

Judging from the bulges in the machines skin, I guessed that their
weapons either extended as needed or never needed to exist outside of
the main body.

Even though each appeared to be as large as the van, I didn’t see any
signs of life. No windows, steps, or handles blemished the machines
outer shells—machine being the operative word.

“Sure,” Haley said, still trying to find something in the drawer.

“You’ll stay?” I’d been worried she might fight them with only her
costume for protection.

Then I realized something else. “You were just saying that.”

“Yep,” she said, and pulled a particle accelerator rifle out of the
drawer.

“Okay,” I said, “but, they can practically disintegrate you with a shot,
and I’m thinking they’re machines, so their reaction times are going to
be faster than we’d expect. Plus sneaking past them will be harder. I
mean, it depends on their design, but—“

Haley sighed, sounding more irritated than anything else. “I know. I’ll
be fine.”

I wasn’t going to change her mind. “So,” I said, “I guess I’ll fly out
and get their attention, and you’ve got the van and everything in it to
work with after that?”

She gave a brief smile. “Don’t worry about it. Go. I’ll help if you get
in trouble.”

I’d noticed before that she seemed more confident after she’d fully
transformed.

“Alright.” I put my hand on the door, and we looked at each other.

“Good luck,” I said.

She nodded, and a little more slowly said, “Good luck.”

I looked at the HUD. The feeds from my roachbots showed no change in the
alien machines’ position circling the van. What I needed to do was get
their attention, and pull them away from the van. Haley would be able to
do something, and maybe I’d be able to keep most of them busy enough
that we would survive until help arrived.

Maybe I could even take them all out.

I gave the roachbots their targets.

Then I opened the van’s back door, and jumped out, engaging the rockets
and shooting across the field, but not in a straight line. I did my best
to jerk and weave unpredictably—left, right, up, and down.

The machines had been circling at a distance of about one hundred feet,
and around fifty feet off the ground.

There were six of them—not counting the two that Haley had apparently
hit with missiles. Those two lay on the ground burning, one of them on
the field below me. The other lay in the grassy median between the two
parts of the freeway.

Unsurprisingly, cars weren’t passing the van anymore. With the missile
launches and the circling alien machines, they apparently decided to
stop on the highway. A few had attempted to drive across the median, and
gotten stuck.

The people in the cars at the front of the traffic jam (or the ones that
were still slowly moving on the freeway’s other side) got a show.

All the flying machines opened up on me, making obvious what I’d already
guessed—they weren’t here to scare us off from investigating. They were
here to kill us.

Viewed in a certain light, that was good news. We were moving in the
right direction. We were making somebody nervous.

As the warning messages ran down the screen, and my helmet filtered
bursts of light down to a less blinding intensity, I found myself
wishing that someone were a little less nervous.

A beam hit my helmet, and I felt the heat. Another ran across my arm.
Still another hit my leg. Amazingly, the suit’s structure stayed intact.

About that time, the roachbots began to hit their targets. The first
wave had been EMPbots, and they…

Were useless.

My suit registered electromagnetic pulses around each machine, and not a
one of them dropped. Well, wait. That wasn’t quite true. One of them
did, but it was because the new suit included two lasers similar to the
one the guitar used to have.

The guitar’s laser could cut through a battleship’s hull given time. I’d
designed these to cut more quickly.

So even as the EMP failed to take machine out, a laser under each of my
forearms blazed blue, and I turned, raking each beam across the
machine’s hull.

Without any of the explosions I’d have expected from years of watching
movies, the machine simply fell, hitting the ground and flipping over
several times before stopping.

I’d have celebrated except that the other machines had adjusted their
formation so that they were between me and the van, allowing them all to
fire on me at once.

That’s when the alert messages started saying things like “Heavy Damage
Left Arm: Repairing.”

The good news being that repairing the damage worked. The bad? I only
had so much material to work with.

The messages reminded me of the part of the plan where I was supposed to
be heading for the stand of trees, making it that much harder to hit me.
I was about to do that too except the second wave of roachbots hit—the
explosive ones.

They hit the lowest machine, digging into the seams, and other openings.

The explosion split it in two. Pieces of metal and ceramic fell to the
ground.

At about the same time a white beam speared another of the machines from
below. It didn’t seem to be affected at first, but then it flopped
sideways. It floated in the air for about a second more, and then it
fell.

I didn’t need to guess who the beam came from, and I had no cause to
complain. There were only three left.

One of them dove toward the van, and the other two started firing at me.

They hit me several times even as I gave the rocket pack more fuel, and
twisted, shooting upward and unpredictably (I hoped) to the left.

Meanwhile, I gave each of them a full blast of the sonics, hoping that
the way I’d tweaked my grandfather’s algorithm would find a resonant
frequency that would break alien tech.

Nothing started smoking, and that was bad because Haley needed help.

She hadn’t stayed inside the van. She’d ducked around the corner, using
the van for cover—which wasn’t a bad idea. It was better than staying
inside until the alien machine burned through, but it didn’t stop the
machine from hammering the van and everywhere around it with lasers.

I had no idea how she survived, but she rolled out from under the van on
the near side—away from the road.

When the alien machine followed her she jumped up and landed on top of
it, the rifle on her back, her arms tearing into the machine’s hull,
shredding the bulge on top of the roof.

As much as I wanted to help her, aiming toward her would likely draw the
other machines’ attention toward her. Better to draw it away.

I twisted again, aiming toward the trees off to the side of the road,
and making the machines chase me if they wanted me. The sound of air
passing the Rocket suit mixed with the growing roar of the rockets.

The machines appeared in my HUD, both of them following, and worse,
gaining.

That was not good in so many ways. They were still firing and hitting me
for one, and distance dispersed the beam, lessening the damage—if only
by a little. Plus even for a machine, distance made the shot harder. I’d
take a glancing blow over a direct hit any day.

A beam ran across the back of my thighs. It felt hotter than before, and
it wasn’t my imagination. With as many times as I’d been hit, the error
messages had been constant, showing me the level of damage.

[Red Alert! 30% of overall protection remaining!]

It wasn’t as bad as it sounded, but it wasn’t good. Armor still covered
me, but the thinner it got, the more quickly it would get destroyed.

Where was everybody? I could see how everyone in Grand Lake might have a
hard time, but Izzy could get here instantly once she changed, and she
could easily bring Daniel along.

Well, unless the machines had attacked them too. That wasn’t impossible.
In fact, in their position, it made a lot of sense.

I turned again, this time flying into the trees, taking a few shots as I
slowed down to fly between them.

[Red Alert! 29% of overall protection remaining!]

The stand of trees blocked their view of me, but not entirely. They kept
on firing. Laser blasts hit leaves, pine needles, tree branches, and
tree trunks, burning and shattering wood. Still, it made it harder to
hit me. Too big to fit in between the trees, they had to fly above them,
firing down at me, but not able to get clear shots—not if I kept moving
anyway.

I did, but it wasn’t easy. I stayed in the air, dodging branches,
sometimes dropping to avoid the larger ones.

I gave a glance to our communication system, and saw that people were
calling back. Icons jiggled, indicating messages. Izzy and Daniel were
listed as responding.

A tree branch hit my arm, not seriously hurting me, but causing
complaint from the armor anyway, and forcing me to pay attention to my
flying or I’d shoot off in who knew what direction.

I couldn’t stay in the trees much longer. The machines would burn them
down, and then me.

I sent orders to roachbots. They’d caught up and were waiting in the
trees. I didn’t have many EMP or exploding bots left, but still had the
flash bots and the bots meant for bugging and tracking. It wasn’t much
but it was something.

I had one more thing though—a “bullet bot.” I’d designed its tip with
the same system that made Cassie’s sword cut through nearly anything.
I’d been planning to test it anyway. It was too bad I only had one.

On the comm list, Haley’s vitals went everywhere. She’d been hit. Or
hurt. Something.

I didn’t have time to analyze why. I sent the roachbots the order to
attack, and shot myself out of the wood in a burst of pine needles and
broken branches.

Simultaneously several things happened. The bots enveloped the two
machines that had been after me in clouds. I couldn’t be sure if their
senses included what we could see, but I set the flashbots to explode in
waves, and the tracking/bugging roachbots to broadcast on as wide a
spectrum as they could.

I kept the exploding bots and EMPbots in reserve, flying out just in
time to see Haley.

The machine she’d been fighting had extended some kind of tool from its
back, and it had grabbed her leg.

As the machine dove, beginning to roll toward the ground, and clearly
intending to scrape her off, she reached down, ripping the tool out of
its back. Then she reached inside, pulling out a long cylinder.

The machine fell, and as close as I was, I wasn’t going to make it.

She pulled out a grapple gun from its holster, and shot the Rocket suit
in the chest.

It stuck.

Haley swung forward, and at first it looked as if she might hit the
ground, but she retracted the line, giving her more space. Then more
quickly than I could see, she set the line to detach, retracted the line
entirely, holstered the gun, and hit the ground in a series of flips.

At any rate, she had to have done that. I missed it because once the
line detached, I flipped myself over, using the rocket pack to slow
down, and finally hover in place.

I saw Haley’s last couple flips, and then she came to a stop standing,
facing the trees.

Clearly the years she’d spent in gymnastics hadn’t gone to waste.

Still feeling a little disoriented from my own aerial acrobatics, I
glanced at the HUD. The feeds from the roachbots showed that the
remaining two machines had driven through the clouds of my bots,
destroying a few.

The moment they cleared the trees, they were firing.

Caught mid-hover, it wouldn’t take much to hit me, and they did.

[Red Alert! 17% of overall protection remaining!]

Haley gave them more of a challenge, leaping out of the way, seeming to
barely dodge beams that would have reduced an arm to cinders.

Not even bothering to dodge, I fired off the test bulletbot at the
closest one, the one firing at Haley, feeling the smallest push as it
left the muzzle under my arm. Directing the few remaining exploding bots
to attack it as cover, I watched to find out what would happen, and
tried to think how I’d handle the last one.

I had basically no roachbots left, low power for the lasers, and the
armor had taken dangerous amounts of damage.

I didn’t have time to finish my thoughts as roachbots exploded against
the first machine’s silver hull, doing no noticeable damage.

The bulletbot’s feed showed something different though. Weaving in the
air, it followed the other roachbots, but as they exploded uselessly, it
cut through the hull, aiming itself for the most complex source of
electromagnetism—which would probably be the machine’s “brain.”

It cut through layers of metal and ceramic, past layers that I suspected
were electromagnetic shielding, and then it caught the scent, stopping
inside structures that reminded me slightly of a computer, but that I
mostly didn’t recognize.

Then the feed cut off, and I watched the rest through my helmet.

Flame and smoke escaped from the seams and the new holes appeared along
with a crack about a quarter of the way down its body.

It tumbled through the air as it fell, hitting the ground on its nose
and landing on its back. Between its silver hull, streamlined shape,
fin-like protrusions, and the flames, it made me think of a fish on
fire.

I didn’t have much time to admire my handiwork though. I’d realized that
the other machine had stopped moving, and wasn’t firing its lasers
either.

Haley pulled the particle accelerator off her back and fired at it in
one fluid motion that I knew I couldn’t hope to imitate.

Well, she tried to anyway. The rifle gave a burst of bluish-white light,
but didn’t hurt anything. It was either out of power or had been damaged
in the fight.

As she did that, I turned my full attention to the machine using the
suit’s layered perceptions to view it—particularly the thermal. The
machine was burning up, except it wasn’t. The heat appeared to be
localized to one spot two-thirds down.

I ran through possible reasons in my head, settling on the one that
seemed most likely, that the machine’s power source would explosively
detonate on demand.

I began to dive toward Haley, wondering if I’d grab her before it
exploded, hoping the device’s explosion wouldn’t extend to the highway
where the people who hadn’t run were watching us, some of them recording
on their cell phones.

As I dived, I decided that I should send the remaining few EMPbots an
order to attack the machine on the off chance that they might damage
whatever mechanism ran the self-destruct.

I didn’t get the chance.

A stuttering series of sonic booms distracted me. Then I saw a
multi-colored blur descending from the sky, grabbing the machine, and
pulling it upward.

When it exploded, I couldn’t even feel the heat, but the explosion had
to be visible for miles. Everything seemed to darken as my helmet
prevented the brightness from blinding me, and the sound from deafening
me.

As my vision cleared, Izzy descended from the sky. I hadn’t noticed it
before, but she wore a different costume than the blue, exercise clothes
I remembered from before. Mostly black, this costume included a wide
diagonal line that crossed her chest. The line was made of patterns in
red, blue, and yellow, giving the impression of a sash. The same colors
accented other spots on her costume.

I landed next to Haley, noticing that the section of costume covering
her left thigh appeared to be melted and cracked, gray turning to black
in spots. I couldn’t see anywhere blasts had burned through to her skin.

“I’m okay,” she said. “They got close, but never hit me.”

“Looks like you’ll need new pants.”

Frowning, she said, “An entirely new costume. Look.”

She pointed to scoring on her shoulder and back.

Izzy landed next to us. “That was too close. I’m sorry I didn’t come
sooner, but I had to change.”

Looking up at Izzy, Haley said, “Don’t apologize. You were here just in
time.”

Izzy smiled for a moment.

I said, “I’m surprised you didn’t bring the Mystic.”

She shrugged. “I would have, but he said it would be better to go
without him. He was right. I wouldn’t have arrived on time if I’d had to
slow down to let go of him before grabbing that thing.”

Then Izzy stopped talking, and looked down at the grass. When she looked
up, she said, “This doesn’t have anything to do with anything, but
you’ve known the Mystic for years. Has he talked about me at all?”

Talk about loaded questions, and not one I could lie about either. Haley
could tell when I was lying by smelling my reactions and hearing my
heart speed up.

Izzy, I knew, had a sense of hearing that could substitute for sight,
and not just sight—X-Ray vision. I couldn’t lie. I also couldn’t tell
the truth. This was Daniel’s relationship. He should talk about it with
her.

As I thought about it, my heart sped up. Haley gave me a sidelong
glance, and frowned.

I said, “He’s talked about you. I can’t say much about it since he told
me in confidence, but yes.”

That was pretty much the ideal response. She couldn’t demand I tell her
what he’d said. Well, not politely anyhow.

She exhaled, giving me a look I couldn’t place. “I hope you can say
something. We’ve been spending time together since fall. I’ve got the
feeling he wants to be more than friends, but it doesn’t seem to be
happening.”

“You should talk to him,” I said.

Her shoulders slumped a little. “He has to know already.”

I nodded. “I’m sure he does, but it’s complicated. I know he likes you.”

She nodded, but then stopped, finally saying, “But why hasn’t he said
anything?”

I opened my mouth, started to reply and stopped, and then did it again,
looking her in the face and saying, “I don’t know.

Not waiting for Izzy to reply, Haley said, “Talk to him. I think it can
work.”

Izzy eyes went from Haley to me, and back. “Does everyone know about
this?”

Haley shook her head. “I overheard, but I’m the only one, and I wasn’t
trying to listen.”

From the tension in Izzy’s body, it seemed more likely that she was
worrying about it, but she said, “I understand how that happens.”

Then she sighed. “Here they come.”

Haley muttered, “Oh, shit.”

I hadn’t been paying attention, but now that the fight was over, people
were beginning to overcome their fear of being burned to death by
lasers, or crushed by falling alien machinery.

A few cars had started to move on our side of the highway. Somehow,
despite destroying eight alien robots, and not paying any special
attention to where they landed, we hadn’t managed to block the highway.

That was a good thing. It meant people could go about their business,
and most of them were. Unfortunately, the ones who weren’t were coming
for us.

That probably makes it sound more ominous than it actually was. At
first, we only had to worry about two high school girls with their hands
in their pockets, stepping through the field with its knee high, brown
grass, and clumps of old snow. Brief clouds appeared in front of their
mouths as they talked.

Then a guy joined them. He wore a black overcoat, and pointed his iPhone
at us, talking nonstop with the girls.

A thirty-something man in jeans and a puffy, green winter coat led a boy
and a girl, neither of them older than seven, toward us.

That wasn’t all of them by any stretch. At least twenty people were
outside their cars and standing in the field. Worse, most of them had
cameras.

Izzy pulled away from us. “I need to leave.”

“We’ll be fine,” Haley said. “Go.”

Before I could argue, she’d lifted off, slowly at first, but then so
quickly I couldn’t follow her with my eyes.

Almost at the same time, I realized I could hear sirens in the distance.

I’d been hoping to ask her to carry one of the alien machines back to
HQ, and then leave.

All I managed to do was say, “Oh,” as she disappeared.

“I wanted her to grab one,” I told Haley.

Haley watched a crowd gather next to the robot she’d ripped apart.
“Sorry. I didn’t know. We could tie one to the roof of the van.”

I shook my head, and by extension the Rocket suit’s helmet. “Too big.
We’d stand out too much—except maybe during deer season.”

Her fangs and claws had been absorbed back into her body. Haley crossed
her arms, saying, “I hate hunting.”

Then she looked up at me and asked, “Are you tired? I’m sore.”

“A little. I’m glad you’re only sore.” I glanced around at the growing
crowd. None of them had quite managed to get up the nerve to walk toward
us.

Haley touched my armor, tracing a long line down my chest that the suit
hadn’t had enough material to repair fully. “They never touched me,” she
said. “How far down did you get?”

“Around seventeen percent.”

Her eyes widened. “Seventeen percent?”

We were both lucky it hadn’t gone longer.

We started walking toward the van, making it to the doors before someone
shouted, “Can I have your autograph?”

I only signed one (on the back of an ATM receipt) before stepping
inside.

I got out of my armor after turning the windows reflective, and drove
away after Haley changed.

The police knocked on the doors in the meantime, but we ignored them.
They didn’t block us from leaving.

As we rolled down the highway, the van repaired itself, filling in the
laser scoring on its sides and roof. The Rocket suit did the same in the
back. By the time we’d get back to Grand Lake, both would look
undamaged, and I’d pull into an alley somewhere, and have the van change
color and license plate numbers.

That wouldn’t happen for more than an hour though. Only ten minutes
after the fight, Vaughn called. I put him through on the van’s speakers.

“Hey guys, I’m too late, right?”

Haley’s face showed a flash of annoyance, and then she laughed.

“Not a problem,” I said. “How much weight do you think you could blow
into the air, and carry home? Two tons?”

Vaughn hesitated. “Um… That might be doable. Why?”

I told him.





Alien Robot Autopsy


        League HQ—On Sunday afternoon, I made some time to investigate the
robots that had attacked us. By investigate, I mean take apart.

We’d brought home two of them—the least damaged ones. Neither of them
looked good, but neither of them had surrendered, so there you go.

Because they were both about the size of the van, I’d brought them into
HQ’s hangar. Because I kept certain tools in the lab, but not in the
hangar, I’d had to lug a pile of tools over.

It took time, and that’s why I had SuperTV playing simultaneously in
every room, and that’s why I was watching “Hero Scoop with Baz Wilson.”

It wasn’t that I particularly liked the show. He was more often wrong
than right, but when he was right, it could be a disaster. When he’d
done a show on Hard Luck, he’d inadvertently revealed the guy’s secret
identity. You could argue it was mostly Hard Luck’s own probability
powers working against him, but he wasn’t the only hero who’d been outed
that way.

The general opinion among supers was that it was better to watch the
show than find out what he’d said about you later.

With everything we’d done lately, it hadn’t been a surprise to learn
that we were on the show this week.

I stood next to the table, and picked up a power saw. It had a diamond
tipped blade, but it wasn’t anything special. I could have used a laser,
but experience showed that when I got through the hull, the laser beam
would continue burning up whatever happened to be on the other side.

If the saw didn’t work, I had other options, not least of which would be
borrowing Cassie’s sword.

I brought the saw down, watching sparks and dust fly. Pushing the saw
forward, I felt it sink into the robot’s skin. Then I lifted the saw
away, and inspected the results.

The line in the machine’s hull didn’t go all the way through, but the
saw could cut it.

Turning it off, I put the saw back on the table. This was going to work.
I might go through more saw blades than I wanted, but that was okay. It
was better than possibly cutting off my leg with Cassie’s sword.

On the screen near me, the studio audience cheered. Baz Wilson sat in
his chair, and held up his hands, lowering them to silence the crowd. He
gave the camera a wide smile, evidently enjoying himself.

Blond, tanned, and good looking, he differed from the average talk show
host in that he was heavier than most. He’d began covering supers on his
YouTube channel, so the weight fit the geek stereotype. The show’s
original episodes had been filmed in his dorm room just three or four
years ago.

“We’re back from the station break, and now we’re looking at the new
Heroes League. You knew they were going to be big, didn’t you? Entered
with a bang, defeating the Grey Giant, taking down their mayor while
revealing a huge conspiracy? And what do you know? Just a few weeks ago
came St. Louis.”

He looked directly into the camera. “Do you know what came after St.
Louis? Something you probably don’t know about. You heard about the
fight yesterday, and we’ll get to that, but I’m thinking about the other
thing. The toy manufacturer that licenses the League’s images are going
to start releasing toys based on the current League.

“Now that’s not a big deal. Every big team does toys, right? But here’s
the interesting thing—the League’s only been making the old League
available—no likenesses of the current crop of kids.

“You know what that means? They just got serious. You want to be a big
name hero team? You need money, and now they’re making deals. That might
cause some tension. You’ve got the big name Defenders looking worse than
a bunch of kids already. What was St. Louis but a gigantic black eye for
Defenders units everywhere?”

He went on for a while after that about how we might not get the
cooperation we’d like in the future.

Obviously he didn’t know who our board was. It seemed like half of them
were, or had been in the Defenders.

I stopped paying attention and went back to cutting up the hull. It took
less time than I expected to create a big square on one side that was
large enough for me to lean inside.

Whoever put them together hadn’t wasted any space at all—so much so that
“leaning in” wasn’t quite right. The machine’s insides were solid,
different materials slotted into each other, more like a jigsaw puzzle
than any device I’d ever seen.

So far as I could tell, there were no moving parts.

I went to the computer, and opened the file the Xiniti had given me of
the design for the machine race unit that had tried to hitch a ride on
the jet. The League jet had translated the files into something I could
read.

In the background, Baz talked about what we’d done yesterday.

“I’ve got no idea who this chick is.” He pointed at a picture of Izzy.
Someone had been shooting video as she flew down, grabbed the machine,
and pulled it higher into the sky.

The picture showed her flying downward with the machine self-destructing
behind her.

“Yeah,” he said. “No idea, but she’s awesome. Whatever they’re doing
with personnel, they’re going for heavy hitters.”

I ignored him. Unless everybody out there used the same style of
construction, the machine race unit that had attached itself to the
League jet had been constructed the same way as the machines I had in
the hangar.

That sucked. Why? Because I had no idea how to find those guys, and thus
no way to find out why they’d tried to kill me.

I shook my head. No. Wait. The machines were computers. All I’d have to
do is find a way to access their memory. Even if it didn’t tell me the
answer, I might learn how to find them.

I hadn’t had Vaughn carry the robots all the way to League HQ. A tornado
isn’t exactly subtle. More to the point, it’s not exactly a mode of
transportation that can carry a couple robots to HQ without giving
anyone a hint that we’re there.

That’s why I told Vaughn to drop the two robots in an open field off the
side of the highway. I don’t know if anyone owned it. Brown grass lay on
the ground, a thin layer of snow covering it.

Whatever the case, I’d flown off in the Rocket suit, and brought each of
them into the jet’s cargo bay. I also had the Jet give them a quick scan
to see if they were really dead.

They were–or alternately they were good enough at faking it that the jet
couldn’t tell.

I typed a question into a message program I used to communicate with the
jet. “Can you read their files?”

[I hesitate to directly connect with them in case they’ve been
booby-trapped, but you will find a kit that your grandfather used for
accessing the same information on the shelf behind you.]

I turned toward the shelf. It was one among many–a grey metal structure
with several shelves held tools and equipment for the jet, much of it
completely unrecognizable.

After a few minutes of discussion, I figured out which item the jet
meant.

When I got it out of the bag, I found a gleaming, blue metal object
shaped roughly like a cube, but composed of a tube that been twisted
into that shape. A black and white 80’s laptop screen had been attached
to it. I wasn’t sure how at first, but then i realized it had been done
with glue.

I looked for wires connecting the screen to the device and couldn’t find
anything.

I couldn’t find a keyboard either.

After some looking, I did find an on/off switch, but only on the screen.
Hopefully it applied to the device it was attached to too.

I flipped the switch, and the metal warmed in my hands, molding to them.
At the same time, I felt a mental connection. Crap. Another alien AI?

After a few seconds worth of connection, I doubted it. If it were an AI
it was very stupid or very limited.

Deciding that no matter how weird this was, I might as well try it, I
carried it closer to the nearest robot. Words began to appear on the
screen.

Identified: Light Ground Attack Unit

Clan: Spinward Searchers for Knowledge Valued

Surely that wasn’t the best possible translation. I felt no response
from the machine. Maybe it was.

If so, I never wanted to meet a “Heavy Ground Attack Unit.” The light
ones had come close enough to killing us already.

More words appeared on the screen in black and white, blocky letters.

Options:

1. Repair damaged sections.

2. Wipe robot’s AI.

3. Wipe robot’s AI and replace with default.

4. Replace robot AI with friendly AI (tricky)

5. Scan AI memory (damaged only).

6. Search AI memory(damaged only).

7. More

Looking over it, I was pretty sure Grandpa had written that menu, and
that whatever the device originally did, he’d modified it. He might not
even have understood it, but had managed to find some functions he’d
needed and figured out a way to make the machine perform them on demand.

I’d never seen a manual for this device, and even after poking around, I
couldn’t find a help menu.

It all spoke of a hack job that he’d made in the middle of things and
never expected to need again.

I considered whether I should try anything given how little I knew about
the possible consequences.

Then I chose number 5, or tried to. I considered tapping the screen, but
decided it wouldn’t work. I followed that up by trying the
obvious–thinking the number five.

[Scan Starting]

0%… 10%… 20%… 50%… 70%… 90%… 100%…

[Results]

AI related programming and memory has been damaged irreparably. It
appears to have been self-inflicted.

I stared at the screen. So I was fighting the robotic equivalent of
suicide bombers? They nuked their own possibly salvageable personalities
to keep this secret? I supposed that death might be a little different
for the machine races. They could hypothetically put a subset of their
own consciousness into a device, give it a mission, and it wouldn’t be
like sending someone off on a suicide mission.

The original would still be alive after all, so it’s not really death.
It was more like how Jenny created copies of herself.

It didn’t mean it wasn’t annoying though. Seriously, this had been a
really good lead too.

After a few minutes of frustrated mental rambling, the obvious thought
occurred to me–try the other one.

In an ideal world, that would have led to me blowing the whole thing
open right there. In my actual world, I found myself staring at the same
result a second time.

Now what was I going to do?

I put down my grandfather’s weird, hybrid device, and left it on the
shelf, staring at the floor.

Finding no answers in the concrete, I turned toward the TV. The credits
were rolling on Baz’ show. They rolled against a background of the FBI
stopping at the spot where we’d fought, and taking away the remaining
robots.

Maybe that was good news. Isaac Lim might allow me to look them over,
but probably only if I agreed to share everything with the Feds.

From what I’d seen of them, that wasn’t a terrible possibility, but it
still didn’t make me happy.

I decided to focus on what I knew. I knew we’d been attacked by members
of a machine race clan. That meant that they were involved somehow. It
might even mean that they were somehow behind it all.

I wasn’t sure about their motive though. I could imagine why they might
want to kill Haley and I as revenge, but what motivation did they have
to kill off everybody. I supposed that if they needed natural resources,
we had them, but so did unpopulated asteroids and planets in all
likelihood.

There wasn’t any reason to go to a big populated planet, and try to kill
everybody. No, the reason that someone had bothered to try that had to
be political or personal–which I’d already guessed.

I shut the TV off—well, I was about to.

Then the news came on, the SuperTV news that is.

The announcer appeared to be in his twenties, and wore a suit like every
other network news reporter ever, but his eyes were wide, and his voice
seemed louder than necessary.

“Breaking news! A bunch of flying robots just like ones we saw on Baz
Wilson’s show appeared in the Ukraine, and after a short but decisive
battle, they killed several aliens that appeared to live in some kind of
small colony.”

The picture on the screen showed a grassy field. In the middle of it
stood several buildings that reminded me most of barns. They were
burning, and aliens that I didn’t even recognize stood outside in
powered armor and carrying guns.

A few appeared to be catlike–pointed ears, long tails and fur. Others
were reptilian.

More disturbing were the aliens that I did recognize.

In the middle of the shot were a pile of dead Hrnnna, all of them burned
with what looked like lasers.

Maybe I’d been looking at this the wrong way? Maybe I shouldn’t have
been asking who wanted to destroy humanity. Maybe I needed to ask who
wanted to kill the Hrnnna?

Was there any reason I could think of that the Spinward Searchers for
Knowledge Valued clan might have a grudge against the Hrnnna?

No.

Whatever was going on here probably had its roots in alien politics, and
I didn’t know anything about alien politics beyond the fact that pretty
much everyone hated humans. Did I know anyone who might know more? Lee,
probably, but he wasn’t always available when I needed him.

Plus, I had two alien AI’s here in HQ with me. Cassie’s gun wouldn’t be
much help. From what she’s said, the Nine had found it as part of some
sort of archeological dig. It might have been out of the action for
thousands of years. The jet’s AI, however, might not be up on the latest
events in space, but it probably knew the basics.

I made the window with SuperTV smaller on the monitor, and increased the
size of the messaging program.

Sitting on a stool in front of the computer, I decided to get
comfortable, as comfortable as I could get in the middle of a room that
smelled of motor oil and half a dozen otherworldly substances I used to
maintain the jet.

I typed, “What can you tell me about the Hrnnna?”

Words appeared.

[The Hrnnna are a well known tragedy of the last period where the
Abominators ruled. The Abominators’ soldiers, all modified humans,
hunted down practically every Hrnnna on their home planet. The incident
transformed the remaining Hrnnna from a relatively apolitical species to
one of the greatest supporters of the Abominator extinction faction.]

I thought about that for a moment, and then typed. “OK, all the
Abominators are dead now. What’s left for them to do?”

The answer appeared in a blur of text. [The Hrnnna became one of the
species funding the Xinitis’ search for Abominator remnants in our
galaxy as well as other galaxies.]

“Wait, what are they, rich?”

[Immensely. Though they’re best suited for dwelling on plains,
the Hrnnna have been highly involved in mining operations since
relatively soon after entering space. They’ve been providing materials
for their own extensive exploratory missions, but along the way they
became well known for creating great spacecraft. Many species buy Hrnnna
ships, and Hrnnna traders appear all over the galaxy, appearing soon
after the Hrnnna explorers open a planet. Barely a tenth of the Hrnnna
died when their home world was attacked.]

That put another light on the whole thing. From what the Hrnnna we’d met
said, I would have expected the Hrnnna to be the last remnant of their
race. Could someone be after their money? I didn’t see how destroying
life on Earth got them anything but the Hrnnna’s hatred though.

Maybe a little bit more specifics might help though. We had asked some
locals in the Ukraine to check out the aliens near Kiev. It turned out
that that Larry had had connections, former Soviet heroes who had fought
the Abominators back in the 70’s.

I opened up the email the League had received by a hero whose name had
been translated as Citizen Fire. It probably wasn’t the best
translation, but whatever.

Rereading it brought me back to a passage that I’d found interesting
when I’d first read it, but hadn’t made quite as much sense a couple
days ago.

“The aliens near Kiev claim to be part of a group called ‘The
Collective,’ a name that would have been of great propaganda value back
in the old days. We would have been pointing to it and saying, ‘See,
communism is written in the stars.’ Unfortunately, it has little or
nothing to do with that. It appears to be some sort of political
faction, or possibly a philosophical cult. I talked with a Hrnnna that
claimed, ‘My parents would be enraged if they knew I was here, but they
fail to understand what we’ve learned. Your kind aren’t the fanatical
warriors we learned about in the vids. You also demonstrate compassion
to each other, and create great artistic works.’ The Hrnnna wasn’t the
only one to say such things. I heard the same from members of other
alien races as The Collective appears to be an organization composed of
many species.”

I emailed Citizen Fire for more details. Had only the Hrnnna there died
or had everybody in The Collective been attacked?

Then I sat up on the stool, and looked over my conversation with the
jet’s AI. “Hey,” I wrote. “It looks as though the Hrnnna in Kansas
didn’t trust us much while the Hrnnna in Kiev were big fans or
something. At any rate, they seemed to like us as a species. Any idea
what that means?”

[That’s what The Collective is all about. They’re a political
faction that believes that Earth and the various human offshoots should
be brought into our society. You’re aware that Earth has not been
allowed to use the jump gate system? They’re for allowing interstellar
travel whereas the average Hrnnna believes the jump gates should be
closed to you till the end of time.]

I rolled that around in my mind for a moment. “Let me get this straight.
The Hrnnna we talked to earlier were pretty clearly freaked out by how
Haley looked or smelled or something-”

[Unsurprising. Her transformed self is nearly identical to the
troops the Abominators used for hand to hand combat.]

We’d suspected based on the Hrnnna’s reaction to her, but I felt my jaw
drop at the jet’s confirmation.

Since hearing the story of how she broke up with Sean, I’d suspected
that the biggest part of her unhappiness about her change came from the
fear surrounding the police investigation that followed the breakup.
That and the fact that she didn’t feel like she could control her
transformation.

Confirmation that she was so close to one of the Abominators’ slave
races wouldn’t help.

Deciding to follow up on that later, I went back to my earlier thought.
“Okay,” I typed. “My point wasn’t about Haley. My point was that the
Hrnnna I met seemed like traditionalists while the Hrnnna with The
Collective sounded like the space alien equivalent of the political
left–”

[I’d caution against mapping your national politics onto the
politics of the Reclamation Alliance.]

I stared at the screen. Getting interrupted was getting really annoying.
It didn’t mean that he was wrong, but still…

“Anyway,” I wrote. “Here’s my question. Who’s winning? The Collective or
the Hrnnna traditionalists?”

The Jet’s reply appeared. [Most Hrnnna and most of the Reclamation
Alliance remain suspicious of humanity, modified or not. According to
news reports I accessed while on the Xiniti space station, however, a
member of the Hrnnna Council of Elders sounded sympathetic to Earth’s
situation last year. A few members of the Alliance government agreed
with him.]

That was it. I had a motive I could believe the Hrnnna might kill over.
Not all of the details fit, but the overall picture did. The Hrnnna we’d
met hadn’t come to Earth to immigrate. They were the ones who’d provided
True Humanity with the designs that nearly annihilated St. Louis. They’d
killed their own people because we had Citizen Fire checking them out,
and they were afraid that the other Hrnnna would cast suspicion on them,
or guess what they were up to.

I still didn’t know how the machine races fit in, but maybe they were
acting as mercenaries. Besides, the idea that a species that did a lot
of mining and exploring might have a relationship with one or more
machine races made a lot of sense.

Alright, I had an idea. Now I had to prove it. I’d taken step one and
asked Citizen Fire who exactly had died. If it turned out to be all the
Hrnnna in The Collective and only a few others, it fit.

Unfortunately, Citizen Fire hadn’t called back yet.

I took a breath, considering what else I might check. Then I thought of
another possibility. If the Hrnnna I’d spoken to earlier were
responsible, they wouldn’t stay where I’d talked to them, they’d run for
it. I’d taken GPS coordinates when I’d spoken to them. I could check on
that.

I typed a command to the Jet. “Get ready for take off.”

Then I ran for my lab, leaving the tools, the dead robots, and my
computer. I could deal with all that later.

In the lab, I stepped onto the Rocket suit’s block of ceramic, and let
the suit form around me. As the powered systems turned on, and the HUD
glowed inside the helmet, I realized I probably ought to let people know
I was going. Ideally, I’d take someone along. Lee generally advised
using the buddy system for hostile situations, and if I somehow caught
the Hrnnna while they were leaving, they’d likely be extremely hostile.

I decided to go alone anyway. It would be so much faster to go on my
own. I didn’t want to call around to find someone. Besides, the League
Jet’s AI was sentient. It ought to count as a buddy.

We went through the pre-flight checklist quickly, floated the jet into
the airlock, and out into Lake Michigan. Completely surrounded by dark
water, I used the sonar to guide me out into the lake, breaking through
to the air far enough from the shore that it shouldn’t be visible.

Even though we were within the atmosphere, I turned on the shields,
knowing that a thin layer would confuse radar. Then I took the jet to
30,000 feet, and opened up, hitting several times the speed of sound.
Relying on the jet to warn me of collisions, I concentrated on the
route, aiming for the coordinates I’d saved.

I hadn’t ever flown this quickly within Earth’s atmosphere without
heading into space. The nearest clouds passed below me before I could
notice them. The landscape turned from lake to city to green plains
within seconds.

On the screen, the AI informed me that:

[People are noticing the flight. The shields are confusing radar,
but people can see us.]

Too true. The shields would absorb light, but people might see a jet
shaped dark spot in the sky.

I checked our radar. No one was near us in the air. “Are they sending
out fighters? Or heroes?”

[I don’t believe they have anything that can catch us, but that
won’t stop them from sending people when we touch down.]

That wasn’t all bad. If we had to land, we might need the help. I
thought about calling and explaining what I was doing, but I was already
there before I’d decided who to call.

I began the descent, not bothering to slow down the normal way. I used
the inertial dampers, staying at high speed as long as I could, and then
feeling the hum as the dampers reduced us to a speed slightly below the
speed of sound.

The landscape changed from a blur to a blur I almost recognized. I made
a quick loop around the spot where we’d met the Hrnnna, telling the AI
to search for life signs.

There weren’t any that weren’t human.

I made another loop, asking, “Do you see signs of alien technology?”

[None.]

I took the jet higher, and accelerated, making a wide loop over the Gulf
of Mexico that probably violated the sovereign airspace of both Mexico
and Cuba. Hopefully no one would notice.

I continued north, aiming for Chicago, specifically for the offices of
“Chancy Connections.” We hovered over the city as the jet scanned the
offices for life.

They were empty.

I took the jet up again, flying across Lake Michigan until we were near
Grand Lake. Twenty miles away, I slowed the jet to nothing with the
inertial dampers and submerged it with practically the same motion.

Alone, surrounded by dark water, I thought about what I’d just learned.
It wasn’t definitive. The Hrnnna and Chancy might be hiding because
Hrnnna had been killed in Kiev. That would be as reasonable as believing
the Hrnnna were behind it all. It did point toward the possibility
though.

We weren’t so deep that we couldn’t receive communications though, and
they started to come in.

The first ones were from Defenders units. Had it really been the League
Jet that they’d seen in the air over
Kansas/Missouri/Texas/Illinois/Mexico/Cuba? Wasn’t that incredibly
irresponsible? Did I realize I could start an international incident?
No, no one had complained, but if I kept this up, they would.

I let those calls go to voice mail, missing a call from Citizen Fire. He
had a strong accent–possibly Russian. “I am sorry. I write English
better than I speak English. You asked who the robots kill? They killed
all the Hrnnna but one, and now he is gone. No one finds him.”

I listened to the message, watching the instrument panel’s glow. That
was not good news. It supported my theory, but I wondered where the
survivor had gone–into hiding presumably.

Another message blinked in the queue. I stared at it. This one had come
through at the frequency used to contact the Xiniti space station next
to the jump gate.

With some hesitation, I clicked on it.

A picture of one of the Xiniti appeared on the screen, all grey skin,
big head, and solid black eyes. “Heroes League, this message is to
inform you that the spaceships you designate the Jay and Kay have been
recalled for their annual refitting. We are told to inform Earth’s
authorities that this will be accomplished swiftly. We are also told to
inform Earth’s authorities that all Xiniti personnel will be leaving the
space station shortly for a previously unscheduled inspection. We are
told that we will be able to return to our post shortly.”

It paused significantly before delivering the final sentence in the
communication.

“Earth will be responsible for its own security during this period.”

Then the screen turned black. I continued to stare at it. You’d have to
have an enormous amount of influence to pull the ships the Xiniti loaned
us away as well as leaving the space station unmanned.

I decided to call Isaac Lim.





Stardock


        My grandfather told me once that war was long periods of boredom broken
up by moments of terror. From the stories that the original League told
about World War 2 and their experiences afterward, it sounded right.

Knowing that, it’s not so much of a surprise to learn that after the
Hrnnna’s disappearance, the Xiniti’s trip through the gate they normally
guarded, the annual inspection of the Jay and Kay, and my own frantic
call to Agent Lim saying that I had Figured It All Out nothing
happened at all.

I went through the week wondering if we’d be invaded, or worse, bombed
from space.

Neither occured, and we ended the week with a normal Stapledon weekend.

Well, normal for the fairly loose definition of normal I’d been living
under during the last few years–the kind of normal that puts you in a
position to fight evil alien space horses.

This week’s Stapledon weekend fell into exactly that definition of
normal.

What kind of normal was that exactly? Well, we were near New York City,
home of the Yankees, the Metropolitan Opera, many of the world’s great
museums, Broadway, clubs where cutting edge bands played, and we weren’t
looking at any of it. As per standard operating procedure, Stapledon had
flown us in on a cargo plane that secretly carried passengers, and put
us up in an old factory they’d converted into apartments

Friday evening found us walking into a truly massive old factory. It was
surrounded by our dormitory and six other old buildings, tall chain link
fences topped with barbed wire, cameras, and signs that said, “Property
of the U.S. government. Trespassers will be prosecuted.”

None of the buildings appeared to be much more than old, brick
factories, and unused ones at that. I’d never have looked twice at them
before now. The street lamps shone bright, illuminating the empty yards
around the buildings. As a group, the entire Stapledon program walked
toward the middle building, all of us following Isaac Lim. Walking
through the big double doors and into a big room that could have easily
fit the first floor of my parents’ house.

Old rusted machinery sat next to worn wooden tables on a floor made old
boards that groaned under our feet. It looked as though the room hadn’t
been used since the 1930’s.

On the far end of the room two rusty, iron doors stood, chained
together. The chain gleamed grey as did the padlock.

Agent Lim stopped in front of the doors, waiting while we all gathered,
the floor creaking under our boots. I stood next to Daniel, both of us
in winter coats even though it was warming up–relatively speaking. For
March, forty degrees wasn’t bad.

Izzy stood next to Cassie and Jaclyn. From the lack of interaction, I’d
begun to guess that whatever talk Daniel and Izzy had after we’d fought
the robots hadn’t gone well.

Not now, Daniel thought at me.

I might have followed up on it, but Isaac Lim started talking. He raised
his hands for silence, and then lowered them as we became quiet. In his
suit and tan overcoat, he looked every inch the stereotypical FBI agent.

“Everyone, thank you for your attention.” He stopped and gave a quick
grin. “We’d always intended that this be part of your education at
Stapledon, but in light of recent events, it’s become even more
important.

“All of you know about NASA’s attempts to build a jumpgate safe
spaceship out of purely human technology that satisfies the Reclamation
Alliance’s standards for new members. You’re probably aware that we’ve
failed every single inspection so far. All of those spaceships were
constructed in Florida at Cape Kennedy. I’ve nothing against NASA, but
you and I both know that those ships won’t be worth much in a fight.”

I shared his evaluation. I’d seen pictures of the ships sent to
inspection the last few years. They looked like the standard NASA
spaceship–all white except for the identification, and the U.S. flag. No
weapons. No armor. Bearing in mind our history, that wasn’t something
that would help us pass inspection.

Isaac waited, giving us a moment of silence before moving on.

“You’ve likely seen the news or watched SuperTV and know that we have
better spaceships than that, ships we can’t pass off as our own work–the
Heroes League’s jet, for example.”

People nearby glanced in our direction.

I thought I heard Sean’s voice then. I didn’t catch his exact words, but
he sounded annoyed.

Isaac put his hands in his overcoat’s pockets. I’d already done the
same. It wasn’t a warm room.

“We need to make those spaceships somewhere, and as some of you have
already guessed, this is it.” He pulled his right hand out of his pocket
and gestured toward a long section of wall.

It sunk into the floor, disappearing except for a few metal beams.The
section hadn’t just been long, but more than two stories tall. The
effect was electrifying.

We’d been standing in dim light, but it was like day on the other side
of the wall. Light flooded the room as the sound of people talking and
even shouting carried over. Forklifts hauled pallets of material–boxes,
sheets of metal, barrels of liquid.

Skeletons of partially completed spaceships were scattered around the
room–several of the Defenders podjets, and a podcarrier.

I wondered what sort of equipment they had, and how much they knew about
the machine races.

Isaac stepped toward the opening and waved everyone to follow. “Everyone
follow me, stay close, and no matter how interesting it looks, don’t
touch anything.”

He caught my eye as he finished the last part. Then he led us inside.

It was everything I might have guessed. More than anything else, I was
surprised how much I recognized. I smelled a few chemicals that I’d had
to follow Grandpa’s directions to recreate. I wondered where they got
them, and if, somewhere out there, there were factories devoted to
making the stuff.

Isaac led us to the middle of the room which seemed strangely empty
until we arrived, and noticed the railing. The railing went around a
rectangular hole half as wide and almost as long as the building. Three
metal bridges crossed it, but I noticed how accessible the bolts
connecting the individual sections were. They’d been designed for easy
assembly/disassembly.

The moment I reached the edge, I understood why. I also understood why
they were only assembling small spaceships here. Three more levels, each
at least as large as this one, lay beneath the surface. On the lowest
level, a partially built spaceship filled much of the space. I looked to
my left. The door on that end of the building was large enough that the
ship could fly out. I wondered if any already had.

Wow.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” Isaac asked.

A few people cheered.

His gave a satisfied smile. “Right here we’ve got the potential to
protect our world. Recent events have shown we can’t count on anyone
else. Now, some of you might be wondering why we’d put a high profile
target like this in the middle of one of our most populated cities, and
why I’m showing it to you now.

“Well, the first decision was above my pay grade so no matter what I
might think of it, there’s no use complaining. The second question is
more interesting. In a war, we’ll need to protect this spot, and so
we’ve brought you here to run some drills.”

Isaac led us through the facility, explaining generally what was going
on on each floor. I would have asked a lot of questions except I knew
better. He didn’t know anything worth knowing about how anything worked.
Sure, he could tell us what the major activities on each floor were, but
I could guess that.

What I wanted to know was what techniques they were using and if they’d
made any advances over the Alliance’s standard ships.

I didn’t need Isaac to figure that one out either. All I had to do was
to observe. The spaceships around me in various stages of construction
weren’t quite designed to human specifications. Take the big spaceship
at the bottom of the hole. When we walked through it, it was obvious to
me that whatever race it had been designed for was on average about
seven feet tall. Bearing in mind variation, they’d designed the size to
allow people (beings?) as large as eight feet tall.

The changes we’d made to the ships were minimal–all the signs were in
English. The seats were human sized.

Even the door controls hadn’t been changed, leaving them a little too
high for most people to be comfortable. It was all I could do to not
interrupt them and explain what they were doing wrong. I knew why they’d
done it. They’d used alien tech to construct the ship and they didn’t
know how to change the controls’ placement and have anything still work.
Grandpa had encountered the same problem when he’d turned the Heroes
League jet into a spaceship.

The reasons were complicated, but mostly had to do with security issues.

The problem was that that was the tip of the iceberg. If I solved that
one thing, they’d probably assume I knew enough to fix all the
problems–which I didn’t. Even fixing what I did know would probably take
months.

What they needed to do was design completely original ships based on the
alien tech that I did understand. They might not be as advanced in all
areas, but humans would fit. At the very least, the ships would contain
a bare minimum of technology that humans barely understood.

That wasn’t to say that going through the facility wasn’t amazing. It
was. The lower levels were several times wider than the old factory on
the surface. There were five of the big ships in various stages of
construction as well as nearly one hundred podjets.

The podjets had obviously been designed by a completely different
group–one closer to human sized, but maybe a little smaller.

I wondered where they’d gotten the designs. What I’d seen so far hinted
that the designers might have been the Abominators’ human servants. The
sizes were off, but I’d seen no signs of alien shapes.

I only started paying attention to the tour again when it was over.
Everyone else crowded around the elevators, and I was maybe forty feet
behind everyone else.

One of the upper level students left the group and walked back toward
me. I recognized her, but not instantly. Her name was Samita. Black
haired with brown skin, she wore a blue hoodie underneath her grey, knee
length coat–except she had the hood up over her head. With her grey coat
being on the formal end of the spectrum, it looked a little goofy.

I wondered what exactly she was trying to accomplish by that. I’d heard
she was some kind of wizard, so maybe she was trying to look mysterious
or something?

Of course, given that she went to school in North Carolina, she could
simply be cold.

She frowned at me. “Hurry up, Nick. The elevators are here.”

“OK,” I said, and followed after her as she hurried away. For a moment,
I considered asking her about the hoodie thing, but decided not to
meddle in the affairs of wizards.

The elevators were huge, and there were three of them. We managed to
pack more than one hundred students into one elevator trip. I found
myself standing next to Isaac Lim.

He smiled at me. “So what did you think?”

I had a bad feeling that he expected me to be complimentary, but it
didn’t make it to my mouth. I said, “Their approach is all wrong. I’m
thinking that they got the plans somewhere, but they’re following them
verbatim. What you need to do is have someone redesign your ships so
that normal people can be comfortable.”

Lim nodded. “Yeah, we should, but they’ve got this problem where if they
change the location of anything, it stops working–”

“Fixable,” I said. “Maybe not by tomorrow, but it’s not that hard
either. It’s just that if you really wanted to change everything that
needs changing to make your current design livable, it could take
months.”

Lim groaned. “We’ll talk about it later.”

When we got up to the surface, Lim stopped next to the pit again and
stood next to the rails. “Tonight’s assignment is to go over our plans
for Stardock’s defense, and be ready to put them into practice tomorrow
morning.”

Then he paused. “We’d also like your critique. If you do see anything
wrong, we’d like to know before we have to use it.”

And that was it. Everyone tromped back to the dorm.

Daniel and I went back to our dorm room. I still hadn’t gotten around to
asking him about Izzy. I’d begun thinking about my version of a
battleship as I walked away from Lim. Even by the time I’d gotten back
to my room, it was still in the front of my mind.

Maybe I would have said something as a break from reading the defense
plans, but we had a knock on the door before I even thought about taking
a break. We were sitting on our beds. Even if it was converted from a
factory, it felt comfortable. The wooden floors gleamed, and the rugs
insured we didn’t have to put our feet directly on the floor too often.

The door unlocked itself and swung open. Daniel said, “Come in.”

Cassie and Vaughn stood on the other side. Cassie had been messing
around with her ponytail as the door opened, but she let go of her hair
and stepped in.

“Hey,” she said. She held a tablet in her left hand. The defense plan
was clearly visible on the screen. “I thought we could all go through it
together. I figure we’ll see more with more eyes on it. Plus, it’ll be a
lot more fun this way.”

Vaughn stepped in behind her, and leaned against the wall next to the
door. “I don’t know if you guys tried reading it yet, but I was falling
asleep. You’d think a plan for fighting aliens would be a whole lot more
interesting.”

“I guess,” I said. “It kind of reminds me of a computer program. We’ve
got the main plan, and then we’ve got a lot of smaller plans that we’re
supposed to run if it doesn’t quite work out. It’s pretty detailed too.
Whoever wrote it thought through a lot of possibilities.”

Vaughn shrugged. “There’s a reason I’m not majoring in comp sci. Anyway,
you mind if I sit down?”

I noticed that our door was still open. “No problem, but do you want to
get that door?”

Daniel shook his head, “Don’t. There are two more people coming.”

At that moment Izzy stepped into the doorway.

Jaclyn followed Izzy in through the door. Izzy said, “Hi” as she moved
out of Jaclyn’s way, and met people’s eyes as she did it–including
Daniel’s. I didn’t hear any anger in her voice either. She did talk
quietly, but she always did that when we were together as a group. My
theory was that she still didn’t quite feel comfortable with everyone.

All the same, the fact that she was here at all hinted that whatever
they’d talked about last wasn’t irreparable.

She’s not just nervous about being with the group, Daniel thought at
me. It’s more complicated than that.

He glanced over at her. What’s going on with us is complicated too, but
I don’t want to go into that right now.

Jaclyn lifted up her print out of the plan, a small sheaf of paper.
“We’re here to talk about this, right? What did you think of it?”

She caught my eye, “What do you think of it?”

“I haven’t gotten though all of it,” I said, “but it doesn’t seem bad
for what it is. From what I’ve seen, it looks like they just assume that
by the time they get here, it’s too late to take them down from a
distance. That’s what I’d want to do–take them out far from here so that
they blow up over the water. They’re going to be blowing up over
factories and maybe even houses over here. Plus, I’m not so sure that
there’d even be much of a reason for a battle. If they really don’t care
about killing everyone–civilians or whatever–there’s no reason that they
shouldn’t just skip fighting altogether. All they need to do is drop a
dinosaur killer on us.”

Cassie folded her arms across her chest. “A what?”

“You know. A big asteroid like the one–”

Cassie waved her hand as if to stop me. “Got it. Got it–like the one
that killed the dinosaurs. God, that sucks. You don’t think they’d give
us a fighting chance?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know what they want the planet for, but it seems
like humans are optional.”

She grimaced. “I get it. It’s just frustrating that they’d do something
that doesn’t even give us the chance to stop them. By the time something
like that hits, it’ll be too late.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Daniel sat down on his bed. “There have
been a few asteroid attacks. The public never found out about them
though. Guardian opened up a hole to somewhere else and dropped the
asteroid into it at least a couple times. I think they got rid of the
other one another way. I don’t remember exactly how.”

Vaughn nudged me. “Does your roommate know about that? Conspiracy dude?”

I shook my head. “He hasn’t said anything about it.”

“Getting back on topic,” Jaclyn got that in before anyone else could
reply. “Did anyone else get to the part where they blow up the entire
shipyard?”

“No,” I said, and a few other people chimed in.

Nodding, Jaclyn said. “Well, you know they’re not supposed to have any
of this stuff. We’re only supposed to have ships based on our own
technology. I’m guessing that if they’re too close to losing, they blow
the whole place to bits.”

“What about the people defending it?” I asked.

Jaclyn gave another wave with the handful of plans. “I want to believe
there’s an evacuation alarm, but what really bugs me is how big a bomb
they’d need to hide all the evidence.”

I thought about that. “Yeah. They might be able to get away with some
smaller bombs if they just want to bring the place down, but if they
want to make the evidence unrecognizable, that would be another thing.”

Izzy’s voice carried across the room, quiet, but clearly audible. “Do
you think they’d risk killing people who live and work here just to hide
this shipyard?”

“Sure,” Cassie said, “if it’s a choice between hiding the evidence here
and risking the Xiniti destroying all life on the planet.”

Izzy shook her head, “That’s sick.”

Daniel nodded. “My dad and I have talked about it. It’s great that the
Xiniti like the League, and will do their best to avoid hurting Earth,
but this whole thing where they’re the gatekeeper between us and the
stars is corrupting by it’s nature. We’ve got a perfect illustration
here. We’re not supposed to have alien technology, but we have it anyway
because we know our own technology isn’t good enough to defend us. The
Xiniti look the other way because they know that other powers have the
ability to prevent them from protecting us. We then go get alien tech
that could cause the Reclamation Alliance to order our destruction. Why?
Because so many members of the Alliance want us to be destroyed by
outside forces. Meanwhile, we’re willing to risk killing some of our
people to keep most of the planet alive.”

“No denying that’s fucked up,” Vaughn said, “but what are we supposed to
do about it?”

Izzy stared ahead, took a breath, and said, “We can’t do much of
anything. If we tell everyone how close we are to being destroyed every
single day, we’ll have worldwide panic.”

Daniel looked over to Izzy. “Exactly. My dad thinks everyone would get
used to it, but he’s not wild about what might happen before then.”

“Hey everybody,” Jaclyn pointed to her wrist, tapping an imaginary
watch. “Let’s talk through the whole plan once. Then we can all go to
bed.”

A few hours later, we’d managed to do just that. I even felt like I had
the major paths in my head.

When we broke for the night, I decided to walk around the dorm. My
original plan was to get a hold of Cassie. I’d finished a version of her
armor, and I’d brought it along, but then I looked at the time. It was
after eleven. She wouldn’t have a problem with staying up to look at it,
but I wouldn’t want to stay up for hours to teach her how to use it.

Instead I grabbed a book and walked down to the lobby. I couldn’t quite
describe it as nice. It had obviously been a rush job. They’d thrown
some furniture and carpet over the worn boards, and cleared out a space
where people could sit outside their rooms.

Potted plants gave the room some color.

Only a few people were in the lobby with me–less than ten. With no TV,
it didn’t offer much that a room didn’t. A few people used their
cellphones, read books, or simply sat in a chair thinking–or possibly
sleeping.

I opened my book and read, disappearing into another world. I don’t know
how long I read. I wasn’t conscious of it until I heard the door
open–the outside door. Feeling the cold air, I looked up from the book,
to see a couple of my least favorite people. Sean Drucker, still as tall
as ever with curly blonde hair, walked through the door, holding it open
for his friends, Jody and Dayton.

I say a couple of my least favorite people because Dayton wasn’t so bad.

As the light hit him, I realized that Sean wore a green and grey jacket
with a small fist on the chest. I realized then that he was wearing a
jacket based on his costume, colors and all. Sean didn’t have a civilian
identity to protect, but it still seemed a bit over the top.

I decided to ignore them, and pretended I was still reading.

They stopped just past the door, and stood. Jody, the smaller and
definitely meaner of Sean’s friends asked, “We’ve been out there now. I
don’t know about you, but I’d say let’s go to bed.”

“Works for me,” Dayton said. Not quite as tall as Sean, he was
definitely more muscular. He wore a black jacket with a fist on it, and
Jody wore a red one.

They were all wearing light costumes? It seemed like the worst of both
worlds–being identified as a cape, but not having the usual amount of
protection.

Sean looked at the both of them. “I bet we’re the only ones here who
tried any of the manuevers in the defense plan. Too bad none of us are
in the good positions. I don’t think they’ve got any idea of what I’m
capable of. Any time there’s a spaceship involved, I should be on the
front lines.”

Sean wasn’t all wrong. When it came down to it, he really could be
useful fighting anybody using advanced technology. One big
electromagnetic pulse could take out computers—assuming they weren’t
protected. The robots we fought were pretty resistant to EMP’s, as I
remembered it. They weren’t entirely resistant though, and it might be
that he could put more energy into a pulse than a roachbot had
available.

For that matter, if the ships were made even partially of metal, he
could throw them around, or possibly make them structurally unsound.

The only reason I wouldn’t put him on the front lines is because they
could take him out practically instantly.

His costume could stop bullets, but not much more than that. Lasers,
plasma, or any kind of energy weapon would turn him into a highly
charred human burrito, or given that humans were supposedly most similar
to pigs’ meat, possibly sausage.

I kept my eyes on the book, aware that I’d stopped reading five minutes
ago, wondering if maybe I should get up.

I couldn’t say that I was afraid of drawing their attention. Sean had
almost been kicked out his first weekend in the Stapledon program when
he lost his temper and attacked me. If he did anything to me, he’d be
out of the program. Period.

Still, I didn’t want trouble.

They’d kept on talking as I thought, and I’d missed all of it, but
Jody’s voice cut through everything going on in my head.

“Sean,” he said, lowering his voice, “look over there.”

I barely heard him, but I heard him.

Then I heard Dayton’s voice at the same volume, “Dammit Jody, let it go.
Sean’s on probation. Do you want to get him kicked out?”

Sean sounded tired. “Dayton’s right. Leave him alone. It’s not fucking
worth it.”

Jody snorted. “Don’t be pansies. Do you see any cameras here? There’s
practically nobody around. It’ll be his word against ours.”

“Uh, wait,” Sean began.

“And they’ll believe him. Remember who his grandfather was? Don’t be an
idiot.”

I could hear the frustration in Dayton’s voice.

In a harsh whisper that was hard not to hear, Jody said, “He deserves to
be taken down a peg then, him and all the rest. They all think they’re
better than we are.”

Dayton made a sigh that was audible even from where I was sitting. “I
haven’t had any problems with them. You come at them with a huge chip on
your shoulder, bro. If you talk, you’ll find they’re mostly okay.”

“Yeah?” Jody said. “So are you on their side? You going to report us?”

Sean didn’t give Dayton time to reply. “Jody, stop. He’s not going to
say anything, but you’re going to—“

The floorboards hummed, and the book flew out of my hands, landing on
the floor, and sliding until it hit the leg of one of the chairs. Part
of a page remained in my right hand. I stared at it, and then I stood
up.

Turning toward the sound of the voices, I saw Dayton, Jody, and Sean
standing in the center aisle that split the lobby in half.

It had to have been Jody, but he’d moved so quickly that I hadn’t even
seen him take the book out of my hand. It couldn’t have been Dayton, and
Sean would only be an option if the book had metal inside it somewhere.

Dayton stood with his mouth partially open, hands in his pockets. Sean
didn’t say anything, keeping his face completely blank.

Jody smiled so briefly I wasn’t completely sure I’d even seen it.

Judging from how no one else in the room even moved, no one else in the
room had seen anything. To be fair to them, the chairs had been
scattered randomly around the room, and a lot of them had high backs and
even sides. Whoever had bought these chairs had been going for privacy.

I couldn’t see many people, but I could only see the legs of the ones I
could see.

I thought about saying something to Jody, but what was I going to say? I
couldn’t think of anything that would help, but if I made it boring,
he’d leave.

Without the Rocket suit, I wasn’t going to have any chance of punching
him. Of course, if I did punch him while wearing the suit, he’d probably
die.

No, I’d go pick up the book and leave. I’d talk about it with Daniel
when I got back to the room.

I turned away, and took a couple steps toward the book. As I reached
down to grab it, I felt wind blow across my face, and the book skidded
across the floor, traveling at least twenty feet.

In the distance Sean gave a choked laugh.

I wanted to hit him, and if he’d been in reach, maybe I would have.

Instead, I followed the book, my shoes hitting the wooden floor harder
than they needed to. The book stopped near a cluster of chairs, stopping
next to the only person in this section of the lobby.

I knew her. Jenny Nakamura had short black hair, light brown skin, and a
round face. She wore a button down shirt over a black turtleneck, and
was reading while hugging her legs to her. Given that she lived in
California, she was probably cold.

I noted that the book in her hands was Crime and Punishment.

She looked up from her book, noticing my book where it had come to a
stop on the floor, and then me. The first words out of her mouth were,
“Nick, what’s wrong?”

Not looking toward Sean or his friends, I spoke softly, “You’ll see when
I try to pick up my book.”

I bent down again, and reached for the book, again feeling air brush my
face, and watching my book slide away. This time was different in one
major way though. I heard muffled pops as everywhere around me filled
with copies of Jenny, all of them standing so closely to each other that
no one could squeeze between them and holding balls of fire in each
hand.

Caught between Jennys about ten feet away from me, Jody tried not to get
close to the fire.

One of the Jennys handed me my book. I found the ripped page inside, and
placed the piece I’d been holding within.

Unable to find a weak point, Jody turned around until he finally met my
eyes. “Shit.”

The Jennys around him looked at him as if he were some lower form of
life.

He turned toward Sean and Dayton. “Guys? Help me here.”

They started walking toward the group of us. Sean said, “Let Jody go. He
was… joking.”

A Jenny turned and asked me, “Was that funny to you?”

Watching Jody twist around, still looking for a way out, I said, “No.”

Jenny said, “I’m going to tell someone on the staff,” and one of her
stepped away from the crowd.

Sean stared at the copy. “Wait,” he said. “Don’t.”

Holding his hands out in a pleading gesture, Dayton said, “I know Jody
did the wrong thing here.”

Several Jennys gave him a dirty look. “There’s nothing you can say to me
that will stop me.”

Not liking what I was about to say, I opened my mouth. “Let him go. We
don’t have to tell anybody.”

She stared at me, “Are you really going to put up with this?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m going to say something if this ever happens
again, but I won’t right now.”

I met Sean’s eyes. “Did you hear that? I”m not going to say anything
about this unless you keep it up.”

“I didn’t do it,” Sean said.

“That’s true,” I said, remembering the conversation, and his laugh as
the book had slid away from me, “but you didn’t do anything to stop it.”

Sean’s faced tightened up, and he said, “I still didn’t do it, and
besides, he didn’t hurt you or anything. It was just a stupid prank.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Based on what happened last fall, anyone
who looks at this is going to assume you told Jody to do it, and you’ll
probably get kicked out. I know you didn’t. That’s why I’m not going to
say anything unless it happens again. If it does, I’ll report it, and
I’ll tell them about this one too.”

Sean gritted his teeth, and said, “Then let Jody go, okay? I’m done with
this. Jody, you leave him alone.”

Jody held his hands in the air. “Okay, you got it.”

The Jenny nearest me said, “I’ll let him free,” in the same tone of
voice that she might have used to say, “It’s your
funeral.”

As all the Jennys but one popped out of existence, Jody gave me the
finger, and joined Sean and Dayton.

Then they walked toward the hall that lead to the dorm rooms.

Dayton caught my eye and mouthed the word, “Thanks,” only to widen his
eyes as Sean turned toward me again.

“You think you can do anything you want because the staff and everyone’s
on your side. Well, let me tell you, it doesn’t last. One of these days,
you’re going to be somewhere where connections don’t matter.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are… Are you threatening me?”

Sean stiffened. “I didn’t mean it that way. I was just saying that
everyone helps you here. It doesn’t work that way in the real world.”

Then he turned away from me and walked down the hall with Dayton and
Jody in tow.

Jenny watched them step into the hallway, and turned back. “He’s not
exactly grateful. Are you sure I shouldn’t report him?”

I wasn’t, but I didn’t tell her that. What I said was, “He needs the
program. Daniel’s dad got him in because he needed it. I don’t want to
be the guy who gets him kicked out.”

Jenny frowned. “I don’t want him to be the guy who kills you with a
‘joke’ that doesn’t work the way he thought it would.”

She had a point there.

“You know what’s kind of funny? In my high school, he was one of the
jocks who got special treatment. Plus, the assistant principal was
friends with his dad.”

She gave me a little smile. “It sounds like he’s having trouble
adjusting.”

“Could be,“ I said.

It was strange to think that I had the power to make Sean’s life a kind
of hell. It wouldn’t be that hard. All I had to to do was make it clear
what he’d been like to me in high school. I couldn’t see how that would
make anything better now though.

Jenny nodded toward the door. “Are you done? I was thinking I’d go back
to my room.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I can’t read the book without taping a page back
together, and I don’t have any tape here.”

We started walking toward the hallway. “So,” I asked. “Why aren’t you
reading in your room?”

Jenny said, “Remember when you were visiting us in L.A.? Brooke and Alex
could barely keep their hands off each other after they decided they
were going out. Well, they still can’t, and I decided to let them have
some time to themselves.”

“Huh,” I observed. “So what are you going to do if they’re not done
doing whatever they’re doing?”

“I don’t know. Drop by your room maybe? Well, unless Daniel and Izzy are
going at it. Then I guess we’re both exiles. By the way, are they an
item?”

“Daniel and Izzy?” I threw up my hands. “I don’t know. They looked like
it for a while there, but, right now it seems like they had some kind of
fight. It’s anybody’s guess.”

Jenny snorted. “Do you know anybody who’s not going out with someone in
the program? We can go there.”

“No idea,” I said.

We walked down the hallway, passing fellow students talking in groups,
and dorm rooms with the door open and a knot of people inside.

When we were close to her room, she asked, “Are you still going out with
Haley?”

“Yeah,” I said.

She smiled for a second. “Of course you are. I saw you on the news with
her last week.”

“Weren’t you going out with someone when I visited? I didn’t meet him,
but you mentioned him.”

She stopped walking. “We’re not going out. We broke up last week.”

I stopped too. We were next to a row of doors, and a group of our fellow
students were laughing pretty hard a few doors down. “Oh, sorry.”

She shook her head. “It’s not that bad. I broke up with him. He’s a
civilian. Between Stapledon and the Defenders, I got sick of lying to
him about where I’d been. Next time I date, I want it to be someone in
the program.”

“It does make some things simpler,” I said.

“I’ll bet,” she said, and she sounded happy enough, but there was a
hitch in her voice as she said it.

She glanced down the row of rooms. Following her gaze, I noted that
Brooke had stepped out of the doorway and waved at us.

Alex wasn’t anywhere in sight.

Jenny smiled. “It looks like I’ve got my room back. Stay safe, okay?”

“Of course.”

Within a minute, I was walking up to my own room. It was just like
Brooke and Jenny’s—one in a line of near identical apartments that broke
up the former factory’s floor.

As I was a couple doors away, Izzy stepped out of Daniel’s and my room.
Her hair covered her shoulders, and while the expression on her face
wasn’t angry, it wasn’t happy either.

I felt acutely aware that she was bigger than I was, and that I wasn’t
in any kind of armor.

She noticed me, and stepped into my path. Skipping any of the
preliminaries, she asked, “Did you know why we weren’t dating?”

“Uh…” I tried to think of a response that would calm the situation down.
The honest response, “Yes, Daniel explained it to Haley and me, but not
you,” didn’t seem likely to do that.

Izzy let out a breath, seeming to deflate as she did it. “Look, I’m not
going to–” She paused, not saying anything. “I’d like to talk about this
privately. Do you have a good sense of when we’d be out of his range?”

I had a pretty good guess as to whose range she meant.

Go ahead, Daniel told me. It’ll be okay.

Izzy raised an eyebrow, and gave a half smile. “He’s talking to you,
isn’t he?”

“Yeah,” I shrugged. “Sorry. I think we’ll be out of range in a minute or
so, but I’ll want to get my jacket.”

I walked past her and stepped into our room, grabbing my jacket out of
the very small closet. The closet felt even smaller because in addition
to my clothes it contained Cassie’s new armor (hidden in the form of a
backpack) as well as a suitcase filled with accessories for my armor.
That armor stood on the floor next to the closet in a block that looked
like a suitcase. It weighed too much for me to lift. Daniel had carried
it telekinetically when we’d gotten off the plane.

On the bed, giving me a half smile of his own, Daniel said, “We’ve been
working some things out. I’m sorry you ended up in the middle of this.
I’m also sorry I wasn’t much help with Sean. Izzy and I were in the
middle of things, and by the time I realized what was happening, it was
over.”

“It’s okay. It wasn’t that bad. If I need help, I know how to get your
attention.”

I pulled my jacket on. It was one of the black jackets I’d used in
combination with the stealth suit. Strange to think that it would soon
be obsolete.

Then I walked out of the room, and joined Izzy in the hall. She glanced
back toward the door as we started, but didn’t say anything.

“I was thinking we could walk over to the shipyard,” I told her.

She nodded. “Why not?”

It didn’t take long. We walked out through the lobby (which looked just
as empty as it had fifteen minutes ago), and across the big open lot
that surrounded the shipyard. It struck me that it had an enormous area
around it–even if you assumed it needed a big parking lot. They’d
probably cleared it to make it hard to get close to the shipyard
unobtrusively.

Without invisibility, no one would be able to blend into the grey
concrete and tar surrounding the building.

Halfway across the lot, I asked Izzy, “Are you warm enough?”

She wore a gold colored hoodie with the word “Cal” in blue on the front
along with blue jeans. It didn’t look warm enough.

“I’m fine, Abuela,” she muttered.

I wasn’t completely sure what Abuela meant, but from her tone, I was
pretty sure she was suggesting that I was worrying too much.

She said, “I flew to Antarctica once in less than this. I’m
comfortable.”

“Antarctica? When did you do that?”

She smiled a little. “Two summers ago–after I got my powers, but before
I found out where they came from. They didn’t seem as fun after that.”

Her grandfather had called himself “Dixie Superman,” and fought against
civil rights in the 1960’s, becoming the KKK’s favorite
superhero/villain, depending on your point of view.

I understood why she might not like him, but that didn’t stop me from
wondering how she kept warm. I had theories, but they weren’t as good as
actual observation. I considered asking her for more detail, but didn’t,
saying only, “That would suck.”

“By the way,” I added, “we’re out of his range now.”

She eyed me. “How do you know?”

I shrugged. “We’ve been friends for a long time, since long before he
learned any manners with regards to telepathy. So we were pretty much in
contact whenever we were around each other. I can’t always tell when
he’s in range, but I can sense when he’s out of range.”

She shook her head. “That explains a lot. You know that the two of you
have conversations that are partly telepathic, and partly in words? And
you talk about parts of the conversation that no one but the two of you
heard?”

I didn’t remember doing that at all. “Uh… No?”

“It’s hard to follow,” she said. “And it makes anyone else who’s there
feel like they don’t matter.”

“Oh,” I said, becoming conscious of where we were. We stood in the
middle of the lot. A cold wind blew around us, and it wasn’t hard to
tell that we were alone. Searchlights crossed the yard with regularity.
Aside from a few cars, the whole place was empty.

Izzy didn’t say anything at first, possibly waiting to see if I would
continue, but I didn’t.

Then she said, “I’m not going to tell you to change that, but I’d feel
better if the two of you did. It’s a lot like how Daniel told you and
Haley why we weren’t dating, but didn’t tell me.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sorry about that. He told me that in confidence,
and I didn’t feel like I could pass that on. I even think I said that he
should tell you. Or maybe Haley said that? I don’t remember any more.”

Izzy sighed. “Daniel said that, and he said he wished he’d listened. I’m
glad he feels that way, but I don’t want to be the only person not in
the discussion. I can’t tell you to tell me about it if something like
it comes up again, but if it does, could you remind him to talk to me?”

I weighed the request in my head, and decided that it wasn’t
unreasonable. “No problem. Does that mean you talked through the whole
question of conversion and children and everything? And he told you
about his visions, right?”

She frowned. “Yes. I’m still not sure what to think about that. I always
wonder while I’m dating someone if we’ll marry, but knowing it’s
possible, and that we’d have kids? I don’t know what to think. We
decided to put off worrying about it for now. If we ever start talking
about marriage, we’ll talk about it then.”

“That’s good,” I said. “That seems really reasonable.”

Izzy nodded. “It is. It’s better than letting something that might
happen get in the way of what we’re doing now. What about you? Did he
ever have a vision about your future?”

I thought about it. “Kind of. He’s had visions where one of us saves the
other’s life, sometimes dying in the process, but it’s never been very
specific. His abilities weren’t very strong when we were little kids.
He’s more powerful now, so maybe it will be more specific than it used
to be.”

I shrugged. “It’s not something that matters. It’s something that might
happen.”

Izzy nodded. “I know. That’s what I thought.”

We talked for a while longer after that, but then we both went back to
our own dorm rooms.

The next morning we all reported to the lot between the dorm and the
shipyards in costume. One of the New York capes was going to lead us
through exercises based on the battle plans we’d been given on Friday.

Brain Gang, a short man with dark skin and short, black hair, stood in
front of the group of us. He wore a green suit (with matching mask and
hat) that to my eye appeared to include material similar to that in my
stealth suit. The material on the outside seemed normal, but the suit
appeared to be stiffer and just a little thicker than normal material.

I recognized Brain Gang’s name. I’d heard it from Grandpa. Either this
was a descendant of the original Brain Gang, or the original was still
around. Given that this guy appeared to be in his thirties, I leaned
toward descendant.

The parking lot held no cars, and for good reason. If you were going to
be training a bunch of college students, many of whom were still
learning to use their abilities, would you want to have your car where a
stray blast of energy could destroy it?

Brain Gang stood in front of the shipyard building on a stool. When the
wind came up, he held on to his hat.

“You’ve all seen the plans by now,” he shouted. “They were made with two
goals in mind. First to defend Stardock from alien attackers. Second, to
evacuate the base so that we can blow it up if defense becomes
impossible. We’ll first practice defending the base, and after that
we’ll practice delaying tactics that will allow the civilians to
evacuate and escape.”

So that was the morning. I was assigned to a group of armored flyers
that included Izzy. I used “armored” in the loose sense. In the strict
sense, I was the only armored flyer there. Everyone else came naturally
armored. “Everyone else” included Brittany and Brianna (identical twins
who turned into glowing energy forms, calling themselves the Aurora
Bees), Solar Flare’s younger brother Theo (who hadn’t had powers last I
heard, but must have been run through a power impregnator), and our
unit’s leader, Patriot Jr.

Patriot Jr. struck me as the kind of guy who could make it big in
modeling or Hollywood. He had the looks–square jaw, a body that was
muscular, but not freakishly so. Unsurprisingly his costume had a red,
white, and blue patriotic theme. This was even less of a surprise when
you considered that his father’s had too. His father led the Washington
D.C. Liberators, the city’s premiere superhero team.

He spent the time between exercises chatting up Brittany and Brianna,
leaving Izzy, Theo and I to stand together on the roof of the shipyard
building.

“Again?” Izzy shook her head as Patriot Jr. took some excuse to put his
arm around Brianna for a moment and made a joke. “Tell me they know what
he’s doing.”

“Oh, they know,” Theo said, his plasma sheath disappearing, leaving only
his red and yellow costume. “I’ve known them for years. They make a lot
of jokes about guys who hit on them because of the twin thing.”

Izzy shook her head. “They can add one more joke to the list. We’re
supposed to be talking about how we did on the last exercise, and he’s
supposed to be leading it.”

Theo gave a relaxed grin, “You could lead it.”

Izzy smiled and glanced over to where they were talking. “He’s the one
who most needs to hear it.”

She was right. During the last exercise we’d started our attack late,
and it was all because Patriot Jr. had been paying more attention to
whoever he’d been texting than the position of the drones we were
supposed to be fighting.

All the same, it hadn’t been a bad morning. Even if we’d spent most of
it ragging on our fearless leader, you could consider that bonding.
Plus, whatever tension had been going on between Daniel and Izzy
appeared to have vanished. I’d seen them holding hands on the way out of
breakfast.

Theo pointed toward the parking lot. “It looks like it’s not going to
make much of a difference. I think we’re switching to evacuation plans.
The glass cannons are back.”

I wasn’t sure where he’d gotten the name from, but it fit. The unit
included Vaughn, Sean, Daniel, and other flyers who could dish out
damage, but weren’t great at taking it. We’d trained together earlier in
the morning. There were maneuvers where we basically acted as their
bodyguards, and others where they covered us as we attacked. When you
forgot the purpose of the exercises, they’d even been fun.

They landed near us on the roof, and Daniel waved at us. Both Izzy and I
waved back, making me wonder who he’d actually been waving at.

Both of you, Daniel thought back at me.

Along with a couple other capes I didn’t recognize, Brain Gang floated
up to the roof on a rectangular platform that appeared to be held in the
air by multiple jet engines–small ones. I thought about it. Getting
people up in the air on that thing without throwing them off would be a
challenging project.

The platform rose above the roof and floated across it. When it landed,
Brain Gang addressed all of us.

“You, all of you here, are one of the most important pieces of
Stardock’s defense. We’ve got people with great hand to hand combat
abilities. We’ve got people with great powers. You’re the only ones we
have with mobility, and our best chance to prevent a threat from getting
close enough to attack.

“Frankly,” he said, “I haven’t been impressed with what I’ve seen so
far. You need to step up, because if you don’t the people inside this
building will all die when we blow the place. So, here’s where we’re
going to start. We’re going send down more drones. There will be too
many, but it will be your job to take down as many as you can before
they can come in range. Some will be troop transports. You’ll need to
stop them before they can land. Ready?”

A few people shouted yes. The rest of us looked at each other. Sean and
I briefly caught each others’ eye, and turned away.

This was going to suck.

Whether I liked the people I was with or not, however, it was time to
practice. Brain Gang ran us through multiple scenarios and exercises,
and we were okay if not brilliant. They were all based on the assumption
that we had to hold off invading aliens long enough to evacuate and blow
up the base. In short, we’d already lost, and it was now a question of
how we’d deal with it.

At least that was my take. Basically, it was Star Trek’s Kobayashi Maru
exercise but with specific orders on how we were handle the problem.

So far as I could tell, our orders required us to die a lot, but at
least we won most of the time–assuming your definition of winning didn’t
necessarily include personal survival.

The last exercise didn’t even go that well.

It was 4:37 pm. Brain Gang stood on the hovering platform again, and
everyone stood outside the shipyard.

Brain Gang held up a communicator in his hand, clicked a button, and his
amplified voice broadcast from the platform. “We’ve reached the last
scenario of the day. It will be much like the others you’ve faced. As
with the previous exercise, we’ll be imagining that a small fleet of
aliens faced off with Earth’s ships. Unlike with the last exercise,
we’ll assume that our ships were destroyed and several of the alien
ships got through. You’ll see one at first, and know that more could
appear at any time.

“As with the last few scenarios, you’ll need to remember to be careful
with the practice drones. They’re expensive to replace, and you broke
twenty of them in the last exercise. We understand that it’s easy to
forget they’re not the real thing in the middle of a fight, but try to.
Let’s start. Take your positions.”

Everyone ran or flew. My unit took our position directly on top of the
building that held the shipyard. Others stood next to or inside the
buildings around the shipyard. Some filed into the shipyard building
itself.

In the sky, a long, wedge shaped ship appeared. Hundreds of round ships,
much like our podjets exited it, spreading out into a thin formation
that was wide enough to cover the entire shipyard and the surrounding
buildings.

It wasn’t a terrible way to go. The podjets acted as a barrier against
going for the main ship, and allowed all the podjets to fire on us. It
wasn’t the best formation either, but I could imagine they might be
going a little easy on us in training.

When they all started firing, it didn’t seem like they were going easy
on us at all. It felt like a hail of light. Brittany and Briana turned
to face each other, creating a wide, white shield that shimmered in the
air above us, covering the entire building. It would have been more
impressive if I hadn’t seen them do it ten times that day already.

At the same time, the podjets came under attack from pretty much
everybody who had a ranged attack, and we’d been getting better over the
day. Winds blew the podjets toward the east side of the shipyard. By
itself, that wouldn’t have been enough, but Sean concentrated, sending
podjets that had been resisting the wind alone hurtling after the rest.

The effect reminded me of billiard balls. The podjets flew east,
bouncing off each other, the ground, and buildings. Generally though,
they flew along the same path, passing between two of the buildings that
surrounded the shipyard. While they did, everyone else opened up on
them. Izzy hit them with a scream vastly more powerful than anything I
could generate with my sonics. At the same time, blasts of plasma, fire,
ice, and lasers hit too.

Of the hundreds of podjets that originally exited the ship, barely ten
survived. It was amazing.

It made me wonder if they’d made a mistake while designing the
scenario–or possibly the practice drones. From what I understood, the
drones were fairly tough hologram projectors, but they weren’t very big.
Sean and Vaughn could easily be having an easier time with them than
they would with actual alien spacecraft.

Before anybody had time to comment on how easy it had been, two more
wedge shaped ships swooped out of the clouds. Even more podjets
launched, tripling the number that had originally been in the air.
Worse, more ships followed. These were about as wide as semi-truck, and
not exceptionally tall. As they neared the ground, beings in powered
armor jumped out, landing unharmed in the street–hundreds of them.

Stapledon students attacked, some from a distance, others hand to hand.

Patriot Jr. saw the mass of people fighting, and said, “We’ve got to get
down there! Everyone but the Power and Storm King, follow me. You guys
take out the ships. Bring them down however you can!”

Sean and Vaughn gave each other a look. I didn’t have time to see more.
Patriot Jr. leapt into the air, and we followed.

I had a bad feeling about it. At a gut level, taking the group of the
most mobile, least vulnerable fighters and making them just another
group in a massive combat, giving them no goal other than “help our
side” seemed dumb. I couldn’t put it into words by the time Patriot Jr.
took off though.

Besides, the moment you go into combat probably isn’t the time to start
an argument with your commanding officer–even if you’re pretty sure his
grasp of strategy and tactics is worse than yours.

To make a long story short, we died. Not literally, of course.

The Stapledon drones had some way to calculate how much “damage” you’d
taken from holographic attacks. I don’t know how well it corresponded to
our actual ability to take damage, but it didn’t matter. I was
completely willing to accept the possibility that if we charged into
battle while hundreds of podjets targeted us, we’d all probably die.

Patriot Jr. wasn’t quite as relaxed about the whole thing, shouting, “I
can take more than that!” as his armband told him to, “Land. You’ve been
terminated.”

That wasn’t the best part though.

Above us, two of the big ships were out of control. Careening toward
each other, they hit with a remarkably realistic shriek of metal. One
smashed into our dorm.

The other rolled over us and then into the mass combat we’d been flying
toward.

Do I need to say that ultimately we did not manage to evacuate and
destroy the shipyard?

With that debacle over, we went back to our dorm, changed out of costume
and ate. I could write more about hanging out in our rooms that night,
but there’s not really much to tell. Sunday morning allowed time for
people who wanted to attend worship services to do so, and then we spent
most of Sunday afternoon practicing first aid.

By five, we were all waiting in an airport somewhere near NYC. I
hesitate to say a “secret” airport because it was clearly used, but it
definitely wasn’t commonly used by passenger planes. I don’t think I saw
any, but I couldn’t be sure because we rode there in a cargo truck with
no windows–just seats in the back. The roof was made of a partially
transparent, but not clear, plastic.

We unloaded the truck inside the hangar. I happened to look through the
mirrored windows on the door as we waited for our plane to arrive. Even
though it wasn’t snowing, it still wasn’t warm. A Fedex jet landed on
the runway as I watched, but it didn’t taxi in our direction afterward.
I decided that watching for our jet was probably more akin to waiting
for a pot to boil than it ought to be, and considered finding someone to
talk to.

It might have been a fun place to hang out under other circumstances,
but not with people. It felt like it was only barely heated. Water, and
other fluids pooled on the floor. Machines and tools hung on the wall or
lay on shelves.

Building something might have been a good way to pass the time, but with
all the parts meant for airplane repairs, it was a given that I’d annoy
somebody.

Turning away from the mirrored windows, I found Cassie walking toward
me. She wore a Grand Lake University hoodie, jeans, and atypically, her
hair wasn’t in a ponytail. It hung loose around her shoulders. She wore
the backpack I’d made for her, the one that changed into light
armor–barely powered armor at all, actually. I’d designed it to be more
of a disguise.

“Hey, thanks,” she indicated the backpack with a gesture of her hand.
“This will help keep me sane. Mom doesn’t want me going out in costume
at all outside of Stapledon. With this, she might not even recognize
me.”

She grinned.

I wondered if handing her the suit had been a good idea.

Frowning for moment, she said, “I’ll have to give you back the sword and
gun before you leave. I can’t exactly take them back to D.C. when I’m
trying to avoid the Nine.”

I sighed, and slumped a little. “I know. I was pretty sure the aliens
would attack Stardock while we were there. It seems like the Hrrrna have
to be working with the machine races somehow, and if they’re desperate
enough to attack other aliens here on Earth, I’d think they’d want to go
after Stardock too, and soon.”

Cassie shrugged. “At least you’re thinking ahead. I’ve been talking to
Vaughn, Izzy and Daniel, and fuck, I’ve been left out of everything. You
guys went up to the Xiniti jumpgate, met the Hrrrna, and got attacked by
flying robots, and you know what I’ve been doing? Hanging out in the
D.C. super compound. I mean, yay, I’ve been getting some training in,
but I’ve barely gotten a chance to use it thanks to the Nine. First
chance we get, we should take them down, you know?”

I eyed her. “You are kidding, right? The last time we got anywhere near
the Nine, we ended up in the middle of nerve gas and a nuke. I mean–”

Shaking her head, Cassie said, “The nerve gas was no big deal. The worst
I got out of it was a runny nose. The nuke? That was scary, but you’re
forgetting the best part. You blew up Rook’s hand. Talk about badass.”

I opened my mouth without saying anything for a second, and then
managed, “I try not to think about that.”

“Still awesome,” she said. “You know he’s got an artificial hand now? I
saw it on SuperTV. So yeah, that’s another great thing about being near
no one I care about. I get to watch TV and hang out with the Liberators
which isn’t nearly as fun as their fanbase imagines.”

I frowned. “You’re going to Georgetown, right? That can’t be all bad.”

She gave another shrug. “It’s not so bad, but I can’t even use my name
there. Lim says they’ll transfer all the credits if I go back to Grand
Lake, but what are the chances of that? The CIA always wanted me in
D.C.. I’m pretty sure they’re planning to have me take over for Dad the
second I’m out of college. It was always part of my plans, but it
doesn’t sound as fun when I don’t think I’ve got a choice.”

I nodded. “I can see that.”

I’d planned to say more, but heard footsteps, and turned to notice
Patriot Jr. coming over. He wasn’t in costume. This was Patriot Jr. in
civvies. He wore a red, button down shirt, open to about the third
button, showing muscle. Tan, he had curly brown hair, shot through with
spots that were sun bleached blond.

Most of the time I’d seen him, he’d been chatting up one of the women,
or hanging out with his friends. He’d been grinning or laughing. Now, he
looked serious.

I realized I didn’t know the guy’s real name.

“Hey,” he said, “we got assigned together, but I don’t think we’ve
talked. I’m Blake–Patriot Jr, in costume. I was thinking maybe we could
talk about ways to make the unit work better.”

I looked up at him. This wasn’t exactly what I’d expected. I’d guessed
he’d been about to tell me how it was all my fault. “Why me?”

He raised an eyebrow, and tilted his head as he looked at me. “Why?
You’ve been in the middle of some major stuff. Plus, you train with that
freaky guy–Gunther–all the time, right? And you’re in the advanced
fighting groups even though you just started? And you’re a brain.

“Look, we didn’t do so well, and my advisor said you’d probably know how
to fix it.”

I adjusted to that idea, and wondered who his advisor was. I had ideas
for how to fix our unit, but I hoped everybody’s advisor wasn’t saying
the same thing. I wasn’t that good.

“I’ve got a few suggestions,” I said. “The first is that instead of
looking at us like a bunch of people with powers, you should look at us
like we were a ship or something. Second–”

My phone started beeping. It was the beep I’d set for alerts that came
in on the common protocol my grandfather had designed. I started to say,
“Sorry,” but then I realized Patriot Jr. wasn’t listening to me. He was
pulling out his phone. So was Cassie.

In fact, so was practically everyone in the hangar. The few exceptions
probably didn’t need their phones to find out what was going on.

I took my phone out of my pocket, and clicked on the screen. An alert
appeared. “As of forty minutes ago, Earth spacecraft detected a
planetary bombardment. Guardian and various Defenders groups have been
mobilized to attend to the situation. Metahumans should gather their
gear and contact their local Defenders unit to find out if their
services are required.”

Patriot Jr. stared at his phone. “My dad’s got to be going up there. I
hope it doesn’t get too bad. Do you guys think they’ll send us back to
Stardock?”

It was a valid question, but neither Cassie or I were paying attention.
We were staring at the next alert. Haley had sent a yellow with the
message. “The League jet has detected that one of the asteroids was
aimed directly at Grand Lake’s downtown. Another one is heading straight
for New York. The jet’s AI thinks that it’s a feint or a distraction,
and Lee agrees. All League members and friends near Grand Lake, please
respond.”

I wanted to call Haley back, but I didn’t want to prevent her from
talking to people who were actually in Grand Lake. She didn’t have many
people to work with–Camile, Sydney, and Marcus for sure, and maybe
Chris. Maybe Larry if he wasn’t helping someone else.

I wondered if I should be getting back there.

Isaac Lim walked through a door near the rear of the hangar. He held up
his hands to get our attention, and shouted, “Suit up, everyone!”

I wondered what Lim thought we’d even be able to do. Sure, Izzy might be
able to redirect part of a planetary bombardment on her own, but she
wouldn’t be able to handle all of it. She’d be kind of redundant to
whatever Guardian and the various Defenders units were likely to manage.
The ones that couldn’t fly in space had ships made at Stardock to work
with.

With a slightly sick feeling, I wondered what Haley hoped to do. The jet
might be able to destroy or redirect asteroids. For that matter, Camille
could control gravity, and I didn’t know what her limits were. If she
was anything like Sean, her half brother, she might be extremely
powerful.

Lim’s voice broke through my thoughts. “Everyone! Now! I’ll brief you
when you’re done.”

And you know, the crazy thing was that some people were already in
costume. They were mostly the sort of people who were so excited to be
supers that they wore their costume under their clothes all the time.
The rest were speedsters, or in the military. I suspected the military
students were required to wear their costumes under their clothes.

The rest of the people in the room were thinking more or less what I
was. There were more than one hundred of us in a mostly unheated hangar.
It had a bathroom and an office, but there wasn’t much space in either.
Most of us were in our civvies, and if we wanted to change into costume,
we’d have to strip down to underwear first. I wouldn’t have wanted to
personally, but most people didn’t have a choice.

Of course, I didn’t have to deal with that. All I had to do was ditch my
coat and activate the Rocket suit, but I sympathized. The League had
problems with too little privacy too. Thanks to the fact that the
original League was all male except for my grandma, we only had one
locker room and set of showers.

Blake, Cassie and I looked at each other.

Cassie snorted. “Come on, Nick. Start stripping.”

I gave a half smile. “Thanks, but no.”

Blake nodded toward a group of students and luggage. “My stuff’s over
there. We gotta talk more about this after we change.”

“Yeah,” I said, hoping that we wouldn’t be going into combat very soon.

Cassie had put her stuff along together with the rest of us, so we
walked together, but not quickly enough. Lim was still shouting at
everyone.

It wasn’t that people weren’t moving. We knew what might be at stake,
and some people were running toward their luggage. About that time, a
wall of darkness appeared halfway down the back wall of the hangar. It
went about thirty feet long. A second length of wall appeared next to
it. The “Women” appeared above the first section, and “Men” above the
second.

I laughed. At least someone was thinking. I even knew who. I hadn’t seen
much of her, but I remembered that Shannon, former member of Justice
Fist, had darkness generating powers. That showed a greater degree of
control than I thought she’d had.

Almost in the same moment, a woman’s voice carried over every other
noise. It was impossible not to listen to it. “You can use it if you
want.” I recognized the voice too. It wasn’t Shannon. Her cousin Julie
had the power to force people to follow any commands she made with her
voice.

This was a more subtle use of her power than I’d seen from her so far
too. She’d used it to get our attention without forcing us to do
something. That was probably a good thing.

People started grabbing their costumes and running over to the impromptu
changing areas. Of course, not everybody did. I didn’t need to. I turned
my fake suitcase on its side, stepped onto it, and the Rocket suit
enveloped me. As the systems came online, I realized that Cassie had
stepped behind a beam and changed there.

She stepped away from it most of the way into her Captain Commando
costume, pulling the mask over her face in front of me, and picking up
her sword and the gun.

As she strapped the sword to her back, she glanced over at me, and said,
“Looks like I’m not giving this back yet.”

About ten feet past her, a red haired girl who I’d seen before, but
never talked to, pulled a necklace out from under her shirt, and touched
the gem that hung on it. When she did, it felt like I’d stepped inside a
light show. Everything behind her disappeared, subsumed into rapidly
changing colors (red, green, blue, pink…). Meanwhile, as she hovered in
the air, all sorts of visual noise appeared around her–hearts, sparkles,
shining symbols that looked like letters in a language I’d never seen
before.

Plus, I swear I heard music playing in the background.

When it was all over, she’d changed from wearing a fairly normal button
down shirt and slacks to wearing plate mail armor, and carrying a spear.
Mind you, it was visually complex plate mail. Instead of being dull gray
metal, dark red gemlike material outlined every section. The same was
true with the spear.

Her hair, in the meantime, had grown at least a foot longer.

So, that was crazy.

Everyone who wasn’t standing behind Shannon’s walls of darkness had to
be staring at her. I know I was.

She blushed, and said, “Sorry.”

“No problem,” I said.

To Daniel, I asked, Did I really just see an anime transformation
sequence in real life?

Magic is weird, he thought back.

I couldn’t argue with him. Over the past year, my weirdness threshold
had gotten higher, but not, apparently, this high.

Probably at that moment, I should have asked her name, and gotten to
know her a little, making her feel a little more comfortable in the
process, but I didn’t. I noticed that people were beginning to gather at
the front of the hangar, Daniel and Izzy among them.

I started walking, following Cassie. Anime girl followed after us.

Okay, I had to get her real name. Calling her “anime girl” was going to
get old quickly.

We made it to the front with a lot of people. We weren’t first, but we
were near the front. After a minute, Isaac Lim started.

“As you all know, some group launched several asteroids in our
direction. We don’t know precisely when, but they were discovered this
morning. We’ve sent several spaceships out to handle it as well as a
number of superheroes, including Guardian. A number of our people,
particularly Mr. Intuition, think that this is a trap or distraction of
some kind, but since we can’t let any of the asteroids hit, we’re
responding with almost everything we have.”

Lim paused looking at the crowd.

“The good news is that we’ve got every reason to believe we can stop the
asteroids from hitting. The bad news is that even a shattered asteroid
is a threat. We’ll be watching for that and for anything that our
enemies try to do on Earth while many of our most powerful heroes are in
space.

“You’ll be protecting New York City along with NYC’s regular hero teams,
but you’ll also be here to defend Stardock. That’s why we’re going to
have the more mobile teams go back there immediately, taking as many
people as they can. The rest of us will join them as soon as possible.”

Lim continued, “We’ll be using the strategies and tactics we practiced
yesterday, so you shouldn’t have had time to forget them yet. There will
be one additional wrinkle. We’re already evacuating Stardock just like
we are the rest of the city. That means that if we do decide to blow
Stardock, we won’t be looking for you to evacuate the people below.
We’ll need you to watch out for each other. Don’t leave anyone in your
unit behind.”

He paused, looked us all over, and then, when we thought he’d finished,
he said, “There’s one more thing. Stardock isn’t the only alien
technology in New York City. We fought the Abominators in the 1970’s,
and we collected everything we could find. I’m not going to tell you
where it is, but none of you should be surprised to discover that we’re
studying it, or that we’re doing our best to reverse engineer it. When
you fight, you need to use tools that can do the job. Our own tools
won’t, so we’re getting better tools.That’s why we may redirect a few of
you if we have to blow Stardock. Don’t hesitate if we call you in. Trust
me, it will be important.

“That’s not to say that we won’t need you for more mundane tasks. A city
like New York doesn’t empty in minutes. We’ll have people in harm’s way
for hours. It wouldn’t surprise me if we’re still evacuating even when
the fighting’s finished. We’ll need you to keep people safe, to keep
things moving, and to deliver first aid before anyone else has a chance
to get there.

“For now, be ready. We’ll deliver your individual assignments over your
communicators.”

Then he pulled out his phone, and put it to his ear. I don’t know who he
was talking to, but my orders appeared as texts in my HUD.



All flyers gather next to the hangar door. You’ll be part of the team
that goes to Stardock first.





I started walking over there, finding myself accompanied by Daniel,
Izzy, Vaughn, and Cassie. When we got to the front, I wasn’t surprised
to find that everyone I’d worked with yesterday was there–Blake (looking
nervous), Theo, Brittany, Brianna, Sean, and the rest of the glass
cannons.

Even though they didn’t fly, I wasn’t surprised to find Jaclyn, Jody,
and a couple more speedsters I didn’t recognize, one of whom wore combat
fatigues and carried a rifle.

I was a little more surprised when Anime Girl and Jenny joined the
group.

About that time, Isaac Lim joined us. “Your job is to get to Stardock,
and be ready to defend it. You may not have to. We don’t know for sure
that they’re after it right now. If we decide to blow it up, we’ll give
you time to get away. If we decide to defend it, we’ll have Portal open
up a gate to Jenny, and then we’ll send in people to assist you.

“In the meantime, we’re sending in the largest, fastest group of you
that we can manage.”‘

He looked down at his watch. “It’s time for you to go, but there’s one
more thing I have to say. We’ve been preparing you to protect society,
and that’s meant working within the rules to the degree that vigilantes
can–what I mean is, we’ve told you not to kill. Hurt people to catch
them, sure, but we’ve told you to leave killing to the state.

“Well, I’m telling you right now, right here, to forget all that. We’re
at war. You are acting as our soldiers. You are, right now, an arm of
the state. If you have to fight, your opponents will be trying to kill
you. Remember that. Some of you have seen the fight between those robots
and the Rocket and Night Cat. If they hadn’t won, they would have died.
We’re fighting the same people. Don’t hesitate to take out your
opponents any way you can. They might not be machines. They might look
like people, but they won’t show you any more mercy. Trust me on this.
I’ve been fighting them for years.”

He stopped, stared at all of us, and said, “That’s all. Get out there.
We’ve sent a message with Stardock’s location to your communicators. If
your communicator doesn’t include GPS, which it should, follow a
member of the Heroes League. Theirs do.”

Then he waved us toward the hangar door–which began to open.

There weren’t any planes on the runway. I couldn’t even see any visible.
They must have been moved inside the hangars.

I didn’t see any people either. Apparently Lim’s people must have
evacuated the airport while we were talking or something.

Behind me, a low female voice said, “Do you feel that wind? I don’t know
how you people survive up here.”

I turned my head to find Anime Girl talking with Jenny.

Jenny laughed. “I don’t survive up here. I’m from L.A.”

I checked the temperature in my HUD. It was 42 degrees. That wasn’t bad
at all, not by Michigan standards anyhow. This was pretty typical for
early spring.

“You should come to Grand Lake sometime. A few years ago, we had spring
break extended by a week because of a blizzard.”

Anime Girl raised an eyebrow. I could see it through her helmet’s
eyehole. “You’re kidding, right?”

I shook my head (well, helmet).

“I’ll stay in Florida, thanks.” She gave a small smile as people began
to step out of the hangar.

I scrolled through the team list that appeared in my HUD. Eliminating
the names that didn’t fit, I decided I’d found hers.

“Are you Bloodmaiden?”

She frowned. “Yes, but that’s a mistake.”

Jenny’s Flame Legion costume covered her entire body including her face,
but I could imagine her grin as she faked surprise, “You’re
impersonating Bloodmaiden?”

Bloodmaiden grinned, matching Jenny’s fake surprise by sounding like a
cheesy cartoon villain. “You’ve caught me! I’m actually Bloodmaiden’s
worst enemy and I’ve taken her form to ruin her life.”

Then she stopped grinning. “It was a mistake though. It’s more of a
title, and the question of whether or not it’s mine would spark a civil
war back home. And home’s not really Florida.”

I didn’t say anything.

She pursed her lips. “There can be only one Bloodmaiden in the world.
That’s why my twin sister’s home, and I’m here.”

Jenny glanced over at the rest of our team. They were taking flight. She
said, “I don’t want to interrupt, but we should go.”

Bloodmaiden touched her gem. It was set into her armor at the base of
her neck. Then she tapped Jenny with her spear. A blood red glow
surrounded both of them, and they began to float upward. Their speed
wasn’t great, but it was fast enough.

My sister Rachel stepped up in her gear–the new guns I’d made for her
along with her all white bodysuit.

“Mind if I tag along?” She hadn’t been invisible, but I hadn’t noticed
her.

“No problem,” I said. “Did Lim send all of the League members that are
here in the first group?”

“Daniel’s carrying Travis and Cassie. So, yes.”

I frowned. “What’s up with that?”

Rachel put her hand on my armor. “I guess he likes putting us in danger.
Now, let’s go.”

I started the rockets, and we took to the air.

The airport appeared to have been somewhere in New Jersey. We flew over
water. To our right, I could see the Atlantic Ocean. Ahead of us lay
Long Island.

The skyline rose up before us. How many tv shows had I seen it in?

Long lines of cars covered the bridges. Zooming in, I could see people
walking across the bridges too.

With luck, there’d be a city to come back to at the end of the day.

Over the speakers in my helmet, I heard Daniel’s dad’s voice. Mindstryke
was probably up there with the rest of the Midwest Defenders.

“Guardian’s reached the asteroid. It’s too big to gate out. He thinks he
can handle the smaller rocks.”

Daniel’s dad continued, “Guardian’s giving the asteroid a quick once
over, checking if the asteroid’s anything more than a big rock. We’ve
got a few ideas as to how we can handle it if it’s just a dinosaur
killer, but we don’t want any surprises.”

I’d set the suit to monitor Stapledon communications and the Heroes
League team channel for activity. There wasn’t much of anything going on
between our team. Like me, they were likely all listening to the
Defenders. The Heroes League channel showed a lot of activity between
Haley and Kayla at first. After that, Camille, Sydney, Marcus, and Chris
all came online.

Chris? That was cool. Haley was calling in everybody. If Grand Lake had
an asteroid with its name on it, they’d have a decent chance of taking
it out between the League jet, Camille’s anti-gravity powers, and Chris
to think things through.

If the people who were guessing that the asteroids were a feint were
correct, they’d need everyone they could get. Fighting the machines had
been too close, and who knew what the Hrrrna were like?

I wished I was there. I wished I had time to pay attention to what they
were saying.

Resolving to pay attention to where I was, I checked the Stapledon feed.
It was giving me GPS coordinates for our group to meet up.

We weren’t in anything resembling a fighting formation, more of a long
line. I stayed at the rear, figuring that if we did get attacked, the
stragglers might need a heavy hitter along with them. Granted, I wasn’t
sure I totally fit that label, but given that the group at the back was
Daniel, who was telekinetically carrying Cassie and Travis, and
Bloodmaiden, who was (magically?) carrying Jenny, I suspected I was the
closest available equivalent.

Of course, technically I was carrying Rachel, but if I had to stop and
fight, Rachel would be fine.

Actually, Daniel told me, Jaclyn’s following below.

Checking everyone’s position via the GPS on the HUD showed that he was
right. I’d noticed she wasn’t far away when we were crossing water. The
spray from each of her steps had made her obvious enough.

Now that we’d made it to Long Island, she wasn’t as obvious. Even though
most streets were empty, one person running didn’t stand out–not unless
I looked for heat. Then she was very obvious.

With the sun low in the sky, and shadows increasing, covering the
streets, people who could see well in low light conditions were going to
have an advantage.

Over the Defenders channel, Mindstryke said, “Another complication. The
big rock’s got a big engine attached to the back. Brawn’s thinking that
the rock can maneuver if it has to, and may include bombs. As some of
you are guessing, smaller pieces would be easier to handle, but harder
to detect. Brawn’s going to inspect the engine, and try to figure out if
he can take it over. It would make this a lot easier if he could. Oh,
one more thing, we’re noticing that all the larger asteroids have a
propulsion system attached.”

Brawn was Dr. Nation’s codename–the one he’d taken after giving up
“Yellow Burrito.” I’d noticed that he hadn’t been at the retreat.

It was hard to read Daniel’s dad’s voice. He sounded calm despite the
bad news. As things were, it sounded like the asteroids might be able to
spontaneously change targets, or explode under some trigger condition,
such being close enough to take out a spaceship.

Still, it would be great if they could just redirect the larger
asteroids at a different target–like the sun, for example.

The GPS coordinates that we’d been given were for a building about a
block away from Stardock, and the dormitories we’d stayed in. I landed,
coming in as the last of the fliers, but not the last person.

Jaclyn jumped from the ground to the top of the old, brick warehouse,
making a good guess about her jump. She landed almost at the high point
of her leap. She hit the roof with a solid thump, but didn’t go through.

Lim’s voice came over the speakers. “Here’s the plan for now. Expect it
to change. Accelerando’s in charge of the speedsters. Patriot Jr.
continues to command the hand to hand fliers. Mystic take command of the
mobile artillery. Night Wolf, you’ll have overall command. Pull in
Rocket to consult on strategy and tactics. Your first objective is to
find a good spot for Portal to open a gate for the rest of the Stapledon
people. Assume that they’ll be ground based, and may not be able to take
a solid hit from what you’ll be facing. Also consider that if we decide
to blow Stardock without a fight, the gate will be your best escape
route.”

Lim closed with, “Good luck. Agent Lim out.”

Though a dark gray mask hid most of his face, I could see Travis blink
as Lim gave him command. Unless I missed my guess, he hadn’t known he’d
be in charge either. I was pretty sure he’d been in charge of some group
during our training sessions, but I hadn’t paid much attention to who.

Lim’s choices were interesting though. He’d stuck with Stapledon’s
official procedure and kept upperclassmen in charge (where he could) by
leaving Patriot Jr. where he was, and putting Travis in control of the
whole group. Of course, technically Travis was first year even if he was
an upperclassman, and technically Patriot Jr. had been in charge of the
mobile artillery/glass cannon group when they’d been joined with ours.
On the whole though, Lim had done the obvious thing, minimized the
damage Patriot Jr. could do by putting people he trusted all around
him–all Heroes League people too.

I wondered how people would take that.

Travis turned toward me. “Rocket, is there anything around here that
might hide a gate from alien sensors? Bricks? Lead? Anything like that?”

I shook my head. “Technology that senses how sentients think is pretty
common among aliens. Our building materials won’t do much to hide it.
The Aurora Bees’ shield might, but when it’s running, it glows at so
many different levels. It would be like hiding a candle behind a
spotlight, you know?”

Shannon alias Shadow, former member of Justice Fist, and our local
darkness generator might have been able to hide the gate, but she wasn’t
here yet.

Travis nodded, and glanced toward Stardock. The ears on his costume were
supposed to remind a person of wolf ears, but they made me think of
Batman. Of course, as Night Wolf, Travis didn’t have a cape, so the
comparison didn’t really work.

Travis turned back to the group of us. “Does anyone here have a reason
to believe that they can hide people from aliens? I don’t care what it
is.”

Bloodmaiden coughed, and everyone turned to look at her. “I can, but
I’ll need blood–a little bit from everyone.”

Masks hid most people’s faces but from what I saw, people didn’t look
enthusiastic.

Cassie snorted and gave a laugh. Travis nodded. “A little blood. Okay,
we can do that. Are there any vulnerabilities I should know about?”

Bloodmaiden smiled. “Vampires. They won’t be fooled.”

“Right. Rocket, are there space vampires, and are they likely to be a
problem?”

Scattered laughter came from the group.

I said, “None that I’ve ever heard about, but if vampires can smell
what’s inside, the Hrrrna might be able to too. Horses have a good sense
of smell.”

Bloodmaiden gave a quick smile. “It’s not smell, but it might not
matter. You don’t have our kind of vampires here.”

Not sure where my questions should be going from there, I nodded.

Bloodmaiden took a pinprick of blood from each of us, feeding each drop
of blood to her gem. When she was done, she said a few words, and a
transparent, reddish rectangle floated above the ground.

“It will hide anything that stands underneath it,” she said.

I stared down at it. It was a solution, and better than nothing.

Over my helmet’s speakers, Mindstryke broke in. “Attention, everyone.
We’ve got the rock. Brawn couldn’t hack into the control mechanism, but
he did figure out where it was. Guardian opened a portal around the
engine and a small part of the asteroid, and transported it into another
place. Things are getting a little crazy here as the other asteroids
have just accelerated, but we’ve got every reason to believe we can
catch them. Mindstryke out.”

At almost the same time, Haley’s voice came over the air. “Heroes
League, the jet’s sensors have identified a ship decloaking above Grand
Lake–“

I wanted to keep on listening to Haley, but became distracted by the
scene in front of me. A long, basically rectangular object appeared
above Stardock. I say “basically” rectangular because it was thinner at
the front than the back. On the whole, it reminded me of a troop
transport vehicle, or possibly of those D-day landing craft?

It didn’t seem to have much for weapons, just one turret near the back.

Of course, it didn’t need much when you considered the company it kept.
Machine race warriors appeared next to it. I say “machine race warriors”
because that’s still faster than referring to them as members of the
“Shiny Searchers for Extra Value Meals Clan” or whatever it was.

Anyway…

I barely had time to think, “I wonder if they’ve noticed us?” when the
machine race warriors changed course, aiming straight toward the
building we stood on. Beams of white light lanced toward us. We had no
time to move except that somehow Brittany and Brianna loosed one of
their shields, its brightness blocking our view of the beams that
probably would have burned half of us to a crisp.

I sensed Daniel’s relief. I barely caught that one in time.

Over the Defenders’ message stream, someone whose voice I didn’t
recognize said, “We’re receiving reports of attacks all over the world.
The spots we recognize are places where we know alien and Abominator
technology were being studied or reverse engineered. The spots we don’t
recognize are probably places we didn’t know alien tech was being
studied or reverse engineered.”

It explained why they’d be in Grand Lake. Aside from the jet, HQ
normally contained Cassie’s gun, and currently held the largely
dismembered body of the machine race unit I’d taken apart.

I wondered if Grandpa had kept any other Abominator devices in HQ. I
wondered if the aliens had figured out where HQ was.

Lim’s voice came over the speakers, “What’s your status?”

Travis shouted, “Under attack,” into his communicator as crashing noises
came from below us. The roof near the front of the building sank,
tearing in two, opening a hole into a room filled with old machines.

The Sparkly Searchers must have blasted the building once they’d
realized they couldn’t get around the shield–which was a great tactic on
their part.

I’d have appreciated it more if I weren’t one of the people on the roof
though.

Speaking of which, as the roof began to buckle Travis shouted, “Everyone
off!” He waved his hand toward the back of the building, and we followed
his lead–not that anyone had been waiting. Half the group had already
taken to the air.

Better yet, the Aurora Bees had reshaped their shield into a dome and
then into a sphere as we all went off the back. They’d even made the
shield a little easier to see through. It glowed, the colors rapidly
changing from one to another, but at least I could see through it.

I might have felt a little better if I’d remained ignorant.

The Sparkling Searchers of Silly String clan hadn’t stopped firing at us
as we all went over the side. They’d flown after us, and were floating
above us, hammering us with blasts of light.

We’d landed behind the building, next to a bike rack, and the factory’s
parking lot.

Cigarette butts lay on the ground near the door.

Brittany and Brianna stood in the middle of our group, standing back to
back, not breaking a sweat, or even looking tired yet, but it didn’t
take a rocket scientist to guess that they wouldn’t be able to keep it
up forever.

Furthermore, it didn’t take a brilliant tactician to realize that if we
just sat here, we were all going to die.

I opened a channel to Travis on my communicator, and said, “Use Storm
King, and uh… Sean.” I wasn’t going to call him the Power. Sure, he’d
registered the name, but seriously, no.

Travis glared at me from where he stood next to Daniel. Everybody seemed
to be looking at him. “You’re interrupting me now,” he began, and then
said, “Wait, that’ll work.”

He held his left wrist next to his mouth, and tapped on it. “Who can hit
outside the shield without opening the shield? We’ve got Storm King and
the Power. Who else?”

The Aurora Bees said, “We can.”

One of them (I wasn’t sure if it was Brittany or Brianna) said, “It’ll
take power away from the shield.”

The other said, “But its better than no offense, and we do it all the
time back home.”

Bloodmaiden said, “I can manage an illusion, but that’s all I’ve got on
short notice.”

At the sound of her voice, Travis turned toward her. “The invisibility
thing you made. It was right next to the building. Does it still work?”

Bloodmaiden closed her eyes. “It’s still there. I think we could all
fit.”

Travis shook his head. “We don’t need to. We need to be ready to take
Stardock if Lim tells us to.”

He held his hands up in the air and waved for our attention. “Everyone,
here’s the plan. We’ve got to get Jenny out of sight, and we’ve got to
distract them,” he pointed upward with his thumb, “enough that they
don’t realize we did it.”

A chunk of the building above us broke off, and bricks fell on the
shield, shattering and rolling down the dome. Travis glanced upward, but
didn’t move. Most of the rest of us froze or stepped back–me too.

“Here’s what we do,” he continued. “Storm King and the Power attack the
robots from in here. When I say the word, the Aurora Bees let the
Rocket, Izzy, Patriot Jr., and Theo out. They’ll attack whatever bots
are left, and tell us what the spaceship’s doing. Those of us who can’t
fly will get out of sight. The Aurora Bees will shield the mobile
artillery, and assist Patriot Jr.’s unit.

“Once the robots are down, take cover. Don’t attack the ship unless it’s
attacking you. If it is attacking you, and you think you can take it
down, do it.”

I saw a few ways for this to go wrong. For one, I doubted that whatever
was in the ship would sit around and do nothing once we took out the
robots. He’d essentially committed us to taking out the spaceship and
whatever it was carrying, but I didn’t have a better plan for the
moment.

We definitely couldn’t sit here and watch the bots slice through the
shield.

“Ghost,” Travis said, “get up there and observe. Let us know what you
see.”

I made a mental note to shoot off a few of the observation roachbots
when we got out from under the shield–which would be soon. Rachel faded
out, her white costume turning transparent. The last I saw of her was an
amused smile as she eyed Travis, reminding me of the Cheshire Cat–except
that she wasn’t a cat, and I’d never been completely sure what Cheshire
was.

It sounded like it ought to be a place, but why would anyone name a cat
after a place in the UK when it lived in Wonderland?

Maybe it was Alice’s fault? I hadn’t read the book in a long time.

The air above us crackled with energies that I didn’t have the right
equipment available to study.

Rachel’s voice broke through my distractions. “Night Wolf, they should
go now. This is their best shot.”

Travis’ deep voice came over my speakers. “You heard her. Bees open it
up, and let the group out. Patriot’s team, go!”

Ahead of us, the multi-colored shield opened, and I lifted into the air,
following Izzy, Patriot Jr., and Theo. In most of our training, the
Aurora Bees had been with us, so all the stuff we’d practiced that
depended on letting them take damage while the rest of us used them for
cover no longer applied. On the other hand, the glass cannons would get
the most use out of a shield anyway.

We should have trained that way from the beginning. It just made more
sense in a battle like this.

Patriot Jr. shouted, “Take the fastest, tightest route alongside the
shield, and open up with everything you’ve got!”

That wasn’t a bad beginning. We’d done it a bunch of times in practice,
but it showed Patriot Jr. wasn’t a complete idiot.

Remembering what I’d thought earlier, I let out a few observer bots as
we shot up the side of the shield. I don’t know precisely how quickly we
were moving, but the last time I checked before we cleared the shield
was more than four hundred miles per hour–faster than I could accurately
aim at anything.

Not that it mattered. I’d chosen my target before I’d left the ground,
firing off a bot based on Cassie’s sword before I even cleared the
shield (I’d made a lot since the last fight). It left, accelerating
faster than I could, at least in the short term.

As I fired, Rachel’s voice came over the speakers, “Hit them but, don’t
stop. They’re going to fire–”

The observer bots came online, and an overall view of the situation came
into my HUD. The machine race soldiers were pointing toward the building
we’d been behind. The moment we came up to attack the robots hammering
the Aurora Bees’ shield, the more distant ones would be able to open up
on us.

Time doesn’t stop though, and it definitely doesn’t stop for tactical
revelations in the middle of a battle. That was a double edged sword,
however, because we’d only accelerated since I’d checked our speed. It
couldn’t make hitting us easier for them.

We came over the domed shield in a blur, and above us, the machine race
soldiers shattered. I’d only been able to see three above us with my
naked eyes. The HUD showed me seven, outlining the additional four in a
digital glow. As we cleared it, my roachbots found an additional four
more.

It didn’t matter. The seven immediately above us disappeared in a
combination of roachbot missiles, Theo’s plasma blasts, Izzy’s massive
sonic blasts, and whatever Patriot Jr. did that shattered anything
directly ahead of him.

Theo had been the real star of the show though. His blasts left at least
three blackened, partially melted hulks.

And that was great and all, but almost at the same time the machine race
soldiers that floated between us and the alien ship started firing.

Our momentum carried us away from the building faster than any normal
human could have hoped to respond to. Unfortunately, they were machines,
so their reflexes were considerably better than a normal human’s,
especially if all we did was move in the same direction without evading.

The sky around us became bright with beams of energy. We knew what to
do, dip and weave, sink toward the ground, and fly behind other
buildings. That didn’t stop them from hitting us. Alerts scrolled down
my screen as a blast hit, but I stayed in the air. Near me, beams hit
Izzy, and as they did, the air where the beams hit her seemed to turn
into a mirror, but it may have been an illusion.

Whatever the case, the laser beams bounced off her, little more
effective than spraying her with water.

We needed to try that sometime outside of combat. If I could replicate
it for a suit, it would be incredible. Of course, it would also run down
any batteries I had on me.

For Patriot Jr., the air around him blurred, hiding him from the beams.
I may have seen dirt in the whirling that surrounded him.

I hadn’t thought of him as someone who controlled air, but that made the
most sense given what I’d just seen.

My helmet’s display showed each machine’s line of fire. We were all
under attack, but I realized that at least five of them had targeted
Theo.

I don’t know how many beams hit, but he was on the outer edge of our
formation, the one closest to them. As the barrage ended, and Patriot
Jr. dived toward the back of a building, putting us out of their line of
fire, Theo didn’t seem to notice.

At any rate he didn’t start to turn when I did.

Izzy noticed before anyone else, saying “Theo?” over the comm, and then
swerving over to reach into the burning plasma that surrounded his arm,
and pulling him in the same direction as the rest of us.

We passed behind a big brick factory, one of the buildings around
Stardock. Beams hit it, but didn’t topple it. Still, I thought I saw a
fire start in the front.

“Theo’s down,” I said on our main channel.

“Mmn okay,” he grunted.

He didn’t sound okay.

I’d noticed clouds forming since the fight started, and as I was about
to press Theo on exactly how bad he felt, lightning erupted in front of
the building.

Travis had told the glass cannons (mobile artillery, if you wanted to be
formal) to help us, and now they were. I’d have taken help earlier, but
Daniel was in the group, and he’d probably been responsible for the
timing. That meant that this was probably the best possible moment,
whatever I might think.

Thanks to my observation bots, I had three different perspectives
available. All of them showed essentially the same scene.

As our group dived behind the old factory to get out of the machine race
soldiers’ line of fire, the remaining robots split into two groups, some
of them heading for the building that we’d started at, and the rest
spreading out as they aimed for our building. No matter what direction
we turned toward we’d be in some robot’s sights.

At least that’s the way it would have gone.

As the groups began to split, and the group coming in our direction
began to spread out, bolts of lightning struck everywhere, shattering
pavement, and outlining the robots in bluish-white light. The sound of
the thunder went on and on and on. I would have tried that old trick
where you learn your distance from the lightning strike by counting the
seconds between the lightning and the thunder, but they were practically
simultaneous.

The robots didn’t fall to the ground smoking. That would have been too
easy, but they appeared to be in the same position as Theo. Instead of
continuing along their paths, many drifted, traveling loosely in the
same direction after the strike, but not as quickly. Some turned
sideways, tumbling in the air.

That wouldn’t have stopped them for long. A few leveled out, and began
to aim toward their targets.

Metal objects began to appear in the air, aiming for the machines.
I-beams impaled a few. Cars and pickup trucks flew through the sky to
smash into the robots’ sides. Old machines from the factories flew out
the windows, taking out chunks of the frame on the way, hitting the
robots.

That wasn’t all.

Ice appeared around one of the robots, growing in size until the whole
mass fell to the ground. Then ice began to grow on another…

The lightning didn’t stop either, and Vaughn added wind, blowing robots
into each other in time to be surrounded by ice, or simply crushed when
Jaclyn jumped into the air, smashed a robot to the ground and proceeded
to flatten it in a blur of blows.

In the face of all this, the spaceship that hovered over Stardock began
to float upward. It wasn’t racing away, but within a few seconds it had
clearly created some distance between itself and us.

Could we actually have won?

Near me, Theo was talking to Izzy. “I make a kind of… casing… around
myself. It protects me from my own plasma… and just about anything else.
When they hit me, I made more of it–more than I’d ever made before–so
I’m not really hurt. See?”

Izzy gave a quick, indrawn breath, and Patriot Jr. said, “Shit.”

Looking away from my HUD, I noticed Theo’s right arm and side. In the
first instant, it didn’t look bad at all. In the second, I noticed that
the red costume had melted to Theo’s skin. Where I could see bare skin,
it was white, sometimes brown, and leathery.

The fact that he didn’t appear to feel pain did not bode well. On the
other hand, he was conscious, and provided we could get him to Alex
before he died of something, he’d probably be fine.

Considering his powers, I imagined it wasn’t his first third degree
burn.

“The ship over Stardock is leaving,” I said. “Alex, also known as
Paladin, can handle this.”

I hoped he could. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen him heal anything this
bad–though healing Lucas last year had been close. OK, come to think of
it, it may have been worse.

Over the Stapledon communicator stream, someone asked, “How badly is he
hurt?”

“Third, maybe fourth degree burns,” I said.

“Get him back here. You might as well all come back.”

Lim’s voice came over the comm. “Get him back, yes. Send one person back
with him if you can. The rest of you should stay ready to fight.”

It was good that he was being cautious, but the spaceship was even
further away now–hundreds of feet in the air or more. All the same, it
wasn’t leaving at the fastest possible pace. It hung in the gray sky.

I listened in on the Defenders channel. “Guardian’s taking care of the
rocks. We’ll be back to Earth in an hour, maybe less if we’re lucky, and
if Guardian’s not too tired. Knowing what’s going on on the ground,
we’re scanning for a mothership. None of the spaceships sighted today
operate solo.”

I’d kind of known that, but hadn’t had time to spend a lot of time
thinking about it.

While I’d been watching the rest of the team fight the robots, we’d
landed behind the factory.

We stood in a cluster next to Theo, and next to the factory’s grey
brick.

In moments, Jaclyn appeared next to us, slowing down, and resolving into
a person instead of a purple and brown blur.

“I’ll take him back,” Jaclyn said. “We may need you to respond as a
unit.”

I thought Theo might resist, but he looked down at his right arm, and
shuddered.

Jaclyn glanced down his body, and if she found the burns unnerving, she
mastered her reaction before I noticed. “Can you fly?”

Theo said, “A little. I’ll be fast enough.”

Nodding, Jaclyn said, “Stay low. I’ll be right next to you.”

Theo began to float, staying with Jaclyn as she ran back.

I tapped into the Grand Lake Heroes League stream.

Haley said, “It’s just floating above Grand Lake. What do you think it’s
doing?”

Chris Cannon’s voice came over the comm. “I don’t know. Scanning maybe?
That’s what I’d be doing.”

An old man’s voice broke in. “Both of you, quiet! I’d be hacking into
our communication system, and the more you talk, the better for them.”

I recognized the voice. It was Chris Cannon’s grandfather–Man-Machine.
He was out of prison? He was helping?

I glanced over the Heroes League’s list. Man-Machine appeared next to
the Shift.

How did I not know about this?

Isaac Lim’s dot began to blink in my HUD. “We’ve got a transmission
coming in. It’s being broadcast everywhere a spaceship appeared.”

Video appeared in a small box on my HUD. A man’s face appeared. Thick
featured, with heavy brows, and a prominent jaw, he wore a black helmet
with a transparent faceplate.

I didn’t recognize the material.

In the background, humans and aliens (I was pretty sure I saw a Hrrnna)
stood at stations on what had to be a ship’s bridge.

As the man in the helmet opened his mouth, I saw that he had a
carnivore’s teeth–white, sharp and gleaming.

His voice was a little scratchy, and his accent was unrecognizable, but
understandable.

“You will give us the alien devices,” he said. “They are not yours, and
will only cause you trouble. Give them to us, and we will tell no one.
Keep them from us, and we will burn your cities to the ground.”

“Your governments have not told you everything about their fight with
the Abominators. They have captured alien artifacts, and they try to
understand them, but there is knowledge that you are not yet ready for,
knowledge that will cause even ‘friendly’ aliens to bombard your world
until nothing lives.

“Surrender these artifacts to us and nothing will tie them to you. Make
it easy for us to take them away, and we will reward you.

“I understand that not all of you realize that you are working on alien
technology. I will make it easier. People at these locations are working
with alien technology or working with people who do.”

Then he began to list addresses.

I started the Rocket suit recording even though I felt sure that a host
of government agencies, news organizations, and superhero fans already
were.

I had a bad feeling that we might have to visit those places in the near
future.

When the addresses ended, the man finished with, “Remember, the
governments only care about power. We’re rebels and freedom fighters
from all across the galaxy. We only care about keeping our ships in
repair and keeping ourselves out of the authorities’ hands. We have no
reason to lie to you.”

The screen faded to black.

On the Stapledon channel, I asked Lim, “Can’t you tell people, ‘don’t
listen to this guy. He just tried to drop a bunch of rocks on us?'”

Lim sighed. “It’s not that simple. The powers that be told everyone to
evacuate, but they didn’t tell them it was because of aliens dropping
rocks on the planet. I can’t contradict the official line.

“Besides,” Lim continued, “it’s not all that likely that anyone’s going
to listen to the guy.”

“If anyone does,” I began, but Lim interrupted. “Yeah, I know. One
problem at time. Right now, Stardock. Do any of you see the mothership
he talked about?”

For our part, assuming that the mothership had to be here probably
indicated some kind of national narcissism that assumed that the US had
to be at the center of anything going on of any importance. On the other
hand, Stardock might be the only place on Earth currently constructing
alien spaceships, making it worth a visit.

Izzy floated up into the air until she was above the factory. She stayed
up there, scanning the sky from left to right and then floating back
down.

Nodding in the direction of the ocean, she said, “Something’s over
there, and it’s big.”

“Ok,” Lim said. “For now, all of you at Stardock need to wait and watch.
Time’s on our side here. The moment Guardian and the Defenders take out
all the asteroids, he can transport them to Earth. Then we’ll have the
most experienced teams the planet has produced here to cover this. In
the meantime, report if the aliens do something or look like they’re
about to, and keep any of our people away from Stardock.”

Over the comm, Travis said, “We’ve got it.”

Izzy landed next to me. With Theo and Jaclyn gone, and the Aurora Bees
covering the glass cannons, that left only Izzy, Patriot Jr., and me.

Even though only Theo had been hurt, we were down by half. While that
didn’t make me feel scared, I didn’t feel good.

Or maybe I hadn’t noticed that I was scared yet.

Hey, Daniel said, you’re not completely alone. We’re close.

It felt like the edge of his range, but it was close enough to talk.
That was something.

It is, he said.If nothing else, it’ll help us coordinate.

I checked my observation bots. They couldn’t see anything special going
on. The ship that had been floating above Stardock had stopped moving,
and floated in the air a few blocks away.

I pointed them toward the ocean where Izzy appeared to have seen the
mothership. Nothing came through on the radar. I couldn’t say that
surprised me.

I knew that the aliens’ cloaking technology routed light around the
object they were protecting. I’d just expected that there would be hints
that I might see if I knew it was there.

No such luck.

At the same time, Izzy’s face lit up, and she opened her mouth, but then
closed it. I’d probably done that a few times while talking to Daniel
myself, but not recently.

I wondered what they were talking about, but didn’t dwell on it too
much. I didn’t need to know just like Daniel didn’t need to know what I
talked to Haley about privately.

Come to think of it, though, he probably did know.

Patriot Jr., the only person who hadn’t been talking to Daniel
telepathically in the last minute, stopped looking around, and turned to
me. “Rocket, can you see anything through your bots?”

“Nothing’s moving,” I said.

Except that in that moment Izzy moved. She lifted off from the concrete
next to the factory and flew into the air.

Even though it had gotten darker as we’d waited, there was still enough
light for the observation bots to clearly see nothing in the direction
she was looking.

It bothered me, and not just for technical reasons.

I gave fuel to the rockets and flew to the roof. I still couldn’t see
anything more than what I had with the roachbots with straight visuals,
but then I brought sonar in.

I couldn’t fit it in the roachbots, but even if the range didn’t match
the Rocket suit’s radar, it had its good points.

From behind me, still floating in the air, Izzy whispered, “Do you see
it?”

I did.

My display showed the scene ahead of me almost the same way I saw it
with my own eyes–old brick, buildings below a darkening sky and the even
darker ocean in the distance.

The sonar made one significant addition–a blurry streamlined spaceship
that dwarfed any of the buildings below it. While not large enough to be
confused with a moon, it looked to me like it could contain more than
twenty of the kind of spaceship we’d seen floating in the air above
Stardock.

Since it was sonar based, the screen displayed it in black, white, and
many shades of gray.

Choosing Stapledon’s channel, I said, “Mothership is moving toward
Stardock. It’s cloaked.”

Izzy tapped her wrist communicator, and her dot flashed in my display.
“I see it too.”

“Anyone else?” Isaac asked. Voices in the background of his connection
chattered, and someone shouted.

Travis’ bass voice broke in. “I don’t see anything, but I’m hearing
something big.”

“Can you take it down?” Lim asked.

For a tense moment, no one said anything.

Then I said, “Maybe, but do you remember the last training exercise? The
one that went horribly wrong with the ship? If we do a real life replay,
we could take out several city blocks.”

In my HUD, Sean’s square started blinking. He wanted a private chat. Oh,
great.

I let him talk anyway.

His voice came over the connection as a shout, or if it wasn’t a shout,
it had the tone of one. “Are you trying to make me look bad?”

I muted him. Then, thinking better of it, I cut our connection entirely.
There was no way that conversation could go anywhere useful.

Lim’s voice, still calm and collected, came over the Stapledon channel.
“Then that’s it. We blow Stardock. Everyone retreat through the portal
that will open next to Flame Legion. Rocket, Aurora Bees, Patriot Jr.,
and Izzy—you’re last. Also, Izzy, you need to pick a codename.”

I glanced over to where she hovered next to the building. She said, “I
know.”

She sounded polite, but her mouth twisted as she spoke. I wondered how
many times she’d heard it.

“Wait,” I said, “don’t we have any more options? What about the other
New York teams?”

Lim said, “Not really. The New York teams that have a chance of handling
a ship like that are up in space. The rest are either helping evacuate
or getting ready to fight whatever comes out of the smaller ships. Well,
they were anyway. I’m redirecting some of them at the addresses their
leader mentioned in his speech.”

That made a lot of sense. There had to be some way to take out the ship
before it took Stardock, and proved what we were doing. Could Guardian
open up a gate in front of one of the asteroids, and open it above the
ship?

He probably could, though I was pretty sure he wasn’t clairvoyant. He
had to be able to see the place he was opening up a gate to or have
visited it. He’d likely visited Stardock before, but if he hadn’t, it
would involve opening up multiple gates and essentially zooming in until
he got close enough.

Plus, it might be hard to gauge how much damage a given asteroid or
piece of asteroid would do, and it would be even harder if the ship had
shields. Given its size, that was more probable than not.

Choosing wrong would mean that the ship would likely smash into New York
City, probably killing a lot of people, evacuation or no. No matter how
dangerous or how stupid it is, not everybody evacuates, some of them for
good reason.

I decided not to mention it.

In the air, a hatch opened on the lower half of the spaceship. Small,
blurrier ships flew out of it, some of them flying toward the ship near
Stardock, others spreading out.

I would have told everyone what I’d seen, but Izzy beat me to it. She
started talking before the hatch finished opening.

I only paid enough attention to hear the tone of her voice raise as it
continued, finishing with, “I don’t know where they’re going.”

Lim barely let her finish. “Rocket, are the ships that are spreading out
going toward the addresses they just gave us?”

“Give me a second.”

I’d set the GPS to take the addresses as the suit recorded them.
Comparing the routes the ships were taking to the addresses led me to
say, “All of them but two are headed toward addresses mentioned, but I’m
not at all sure where those two are going.”

Daniel’s voice came over the comm. “I’ve got a feeling it’s important.”

Agent Lim sounded amused, “Me too.” In a more serious tone, he said,
“Rocket, Izzy, follow them, but grab a copy of Flame Legion to carry
with you. The rest of us are going to assist as needed.”

Travis’ voice came over the comm. “Agent Lim, we can do more than this.
With a good plan, I think we could even take out the mothership. I’ve
got some ideas—“

“No.” Lim didn’t let him finish. “I’m in command of Stardock, but that’s
not my primary responsibility. My primary responsibility is to make this
program work. We can replace Stardock. We can’t replace people. Don’t
worry about seeing action. You’ll see it. Rocket, Izzy,go!”

We went. I recalled the observation bots as Izzy swooped down toward the
dorm where everyone else stood out of sight. Or so I assume. It still
glowed red to my eyes.

I flew over there, staying low, hoping that that would be enough to keep
me from coming to the aliens’ attention. And yes, that was probably
stupid, but I didn’t have a lot of other options.

Izzy flew upward, holding Jenny against her right side with one arm.

Jenny’s red costume covered her entire body, leaving no skin exposed, so
I couldn’t see her face. Still, the way her left arm wrapped around
Izzy’s back and clung hinted that this might not be the most comfortable
trip she’d taken.

Setting a channel for Izzy, Jenny, and myself, I asked, “Did you see
where they went?”

Izzy didn’t slow down, and I accelerated to keep up with her.

“Barely,” she said. “We might not lose them if we hurry.”

I’d known that I couldn’t keep track of them while they were cloaked.
They were too blurry even when they were nearby. Knowing that Izzy might
lose them too was an unpleasant surprise as I’d gotten the impression
that her hearing had a massive range. Her grandfather’s had.

We hit more than five hundred miles per hour, causing the ground below
us to blur—houses, apartments, shops and businesses turning into nothing
but lights and vague shapes.

We weren’t going too quickly to miss Stardock when it blew though. The
fireball shot straight into the air, turning into a mushroom cloud.

They don’t have to be nuclear.

I didn’t pay much attention to the explosion beyond noting that it
happened. We were gaining on the ships ahead of us.

I couldn’t say that for sure personally. All my HUD showed was the city
at night plus blurry areas in the sky that looked very similar to the
blurred areas in the sky that I’d normally see behind a jet or a truck.

In short, it was probably the two cloaked ships we’d been chasing. Or,
it was some kind of cloaked drone that generated a disproportionate
amount of sound in an effort to to mislead us.

That wasn’t impossible.

“Hey, uh… super codenameless person.”

Jenny laughed. Izzy gave me a look.

“You haven’t seen anything shoot away from the blurs we’re chasing?”

Izzy stared ahead. “No. Did you?”

“No. Just paranoid.”

As we talked, the scenery changed. We’d left New York as I’d always
imagined it–a place with new and old skyscrapers, endless apartment
buildings, and barely anyplace that hadn’t been covered with evidence of
human life–and traveled further down Long Island.

That’s what the GPS showed anyway.

After a while, the houses became more spread out, sometimes I saw spots
where there were trees–lots of trees. I half expected that if I flew
lower I’d find neighborhoods beneath them, but the areas below us began
to look like suburbs that you might find anywhere in U.S.–including
Grand Lake.

In the distance, it looked like there might be some kind huge nature
preserve, which didn’t fit my stereotypes at all.

I couldn’t see the area very well in the twilight, but that was the
thing. Lights weren’t everywhere. Roads didn’t cover every spot that
buildings didn’t.

I didn’t catch a lot of details because we were traveling at near
supersonic speed, but still.

Granted, it was still Long Island, so matter what I saw ahead of me, a
big highway ran below me, going through a town called Medford which had
an identifiable Target next to a Sam’s Club.

It also apparently hadn’t gotten the “Evacuate, you’re being invaded by
aliens!” memo.

Cars traveled down the highway, headlights glowing. Other cars traveled
in and out of the stores’ parking lots.

To be fair, I can’t imagine people would expect aliens to visit this end
of Long Island.

Ahead of us, the ships slowed down and decloaked.

Long, and rectangular, they’d reminded me a little of the troop
transports I’d seen in documentaries of the D-day landing on Normandy
Beach. It was a good instinct on my part because the front of each ship
opened, and figures jumped out.

Many were loosely human shaped even if they seemed too short, too tall,
had massively wide chests, or bizarrely long, slender bodies. Also, a
couple had wings.

Others were recognizably alien. Several Hrrnna floated down, followed by
a Xiniti.

That was a shock. From what Grandpa Vander Sloot had told me, they never
traveled in groups smaller than two. He’d said that they went mad when
left alone.

All of them wore powered armor. In the lighting, I couldn’t tell the
colors on the armor, but I could tell that some suits were darker than
others.

They fell slowly from the ship.

For a moment it surprised me that they weren’t more mobile than they
were, but I remembered why. The Abominators’ standard designs didn’t
allow anti-gravity to work very well for anything smaller than a van.

I wasn’t sure why that was. I’d read Grandpa’s notes on gravity theory,
and I couldn’t see any reason for a hard limit like that.

One of these days I’d have to sit down and design my own version. Maybe
when college was out for the summer?

Surely I could do better.

Izzy interrupted my thoughts by shouting, “Rocket, down!”

She dove, and I followed, dropping below tree level, and very noticeably
so. I barely had time to slow down before I flew into the trees. They
weren’t huge trees, and this being early spring, they were bare of
leaves.

I turned around, and flew back toward Izzy and Jenny where they floated
in the air. Inexplicably we were above a parking lot next to a small
amusement park. From where I floated, I could see a race track,
minigolf, and I thought I’d seen a huge pool on the way down.

I loosed the observation bots to spy on the ships, and said, “What’s
up?”

“We needed to get out of sight.” Izzy’s tone hinted at a fairly
significant level of disbelief.

“You’d spaced out,” Jenny said.

“Yeah,” I said, “but galactic civilization’s standard anti-grav design
has a pretty serious flaw. I’d bet that a better design would allow
those guys to fly instead of giving them a controlled fall. The current
one’s just that bad.”

Izzy stared at me.

Jenny shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. He gets like this.”

I came back to myself. “Sorry, I’m not completely out of it. I did think
to send out bots just now. They’re scouting out the area.”

Crap. I needed to get better about keeping my head in the game during
combat. If I didn’t, it could lead to someone’s death–mine, or worse,
Haley’s.

I considered listening in on whatever Haley’s group was doing, but
decided I didn’t need an additional distraction. Anyway, to judge from
the display, they were all alive and busy.

In my HUD, three views of the aliens appeared. A little further
northeast, in the next clearing over stood a square office building.
Where it wasn’t white, it had mirrored windows and doors.

The alien ships floated above it, one above the other, each holding a
commanding view of the ground below. I didn’t think the position would
be as effective against attacks from the air, but they didn’t have much
of a reason to fear attacks of any kind.

Once the troops had jumped out, the ships had apparently activated the
same kind of black shields the League jet used, or a variation on the
same tech.

One roachbot view showed a humanoid approaching the white building. It
broke into a run, hitting more than ninety miles per hour as it aimed
for the doors.

When it reached the door, the humanoid burst into light. It stopped
moving, and dissolved into dust in layers, starting with the powered
armor, followed by its skin, muscles, internal organs, and bones.

Whoever was inside the building had an entropy shield–Abominator tech.

It made me wonder who exactly was in that building. Finding Abominator
tech wasn’t that hard if you knew where to look. There were a few well
known archaeological sites. Well known to some people anyway–Grandpa
being one of them. He’d been brought in to look at Abominator artifacts.

Most Abominator tech found that way didn’t actually work though. To get
working Abominator tech, you either had to get lucky like Cassie or
whoever had originally found her gun, or get access to one of the
Abominator caches found in various spots in the solar
system.

The other possibility is that you might find broken Abominator equipment
and then reverse engineer or fix it, a somewhat unnerving possibility
for a whole lot of reasons.

Actually, there was one other possibility which was equally
unnerving–that someone had enough interstellar connections to buy
Abominator equipment.

The Nine were an obvious possibility, as well as the government.

I doubted that it was a government facility because I was pretty sure
Lim would have said something. On the other hand, agent Lim wouldn’t
know the location of every government Abominator research facility.

I called him.

A few taps with my fingers brought up his name, and one more made the
call.

He answered. The video feed showed that he’d changed out of his suit and
into camouflage and a dark vest with the letters FBI in white, and a
military style helmet.

From the looks of his seat, and the moving background, he appeared to be
riding in a vehicle, probably a hummer, through the city.

“Rocket,” he said, “what have you got?”

“We’re currently at an amusement park called ‘Boomers’. Nothing’s going
on here, but in the next clearing over, the aliens just discovered that
the office building there has an Abominator entropy shield.”

Lim took a breath. “That’s… not good. Are there hints who’s in there?”

“No idea. Either someone who’s brilliant or someone with a lot of money.
I was hoping you’d know.”

Lim shook his head. “Sorry. I’m not aware of anything that far down Long
Island. I’m going to hang up and ask some questions. Don’t go in on your
own, but be thinking about who you want. I’ll try to get them to you.”

Then he hung up.

I sighed. The whole thing with asking for who I wanted? It assumed that
I was leading some kind of raid on something.

I didn’t even know who I’d be helping. If the building over there
belonged to the Nine and their people, you could make an argument that
I’d be doing some good if I let the aliens destroy everything.

It wasn’t an argument I believed, but who would want to help the Nine?

I checked the roachbots’ view of the building next door.

The aliens didn’t seem to have any better plan for handling the shield
than I would have.

They were spreading out on the lawn, probably so they couldn’t all be
destroyed at once, getting no closer to the building than fifty feet.

Given that their fellow soldier hadn’t been killed till he practically
touched the building, it seemed like overkill.

Over the comm, Jenny asked, “Hey Rocket, how are things going in
roachbot land?”

Jenny could have looked more comfortable as Izzy held her, but given the
lightness of her tone, she wasn’t that badly off.

“Could be better,” I said, “but actually, not much is happening.”

I explained what I’d seen, and what Isaac had said.

When I was done, Jenny said, “I don’t suppose we’ll be lucky enough that
they’ll both destroy each other?”

“That passed through my mind,” I said.

Izzy shook her head. “We’re going to have to go in. Is it really true
that the Xiniti will have to destroy the planet if someone proves that
we’re using alien technology?”

I shrugged, or tried to under the armor. Guessing she couldn’t see the
gesture, I followed it up with, “That’s what I’ve been told. I can’t say
for sure either way.”

Ignoring my qualification, she floated closer to me. “But you understand
what that means, don’t you? We can’t leave any of them alive. If we do,
and even one of them gets back, and can prove what they’ve seen, the
entire world dies.”

“No,” I began, “that’s…”

My voice trailed off as I thought about it. She was right. She wasn’t
completely right because we could probably imprison them if we could
capture them. Actually, if we handed them over to the Xiniti, we
probably wouldn’t have to worry about them either because–

I stopped, and thought about that.

Because the Xiniti didn’t want to kill us. They’d probably execute every
alien we handed over to them to avoid it.

The Xiniti on the ground argued that something else might be going on.
Either I was looking at a mad Xiniti or there were more on the ships.

I could guess what that would mean, but I didn’t like it.

I looked over at Izzy. “Crap. You’re right.”

Izzy said, “I don’t want to do it, but I don’t see any way we can avoid
it.”

Jenny turned her head to look at each of us in turn. “I know.”

I thought back to the hangar. Lim had said so, but it hadn’t seemed as
real then.

In my HUD, a light flashed. I’d kept a window open to the roachbots, and
that section of my screen had turned into nothing but unbearably bright
light.

Well, okay, bearably bright light because the suit toned it down, but
still bright.

I expected that Izzy and Jenny would start in with questions about what
had happened, but they didn’t need to.

The aliens had apparently decided to go with the, “Let’s run down the
battery,” approach to taking down the shield. They were firing the
ships’ guns.

Bright, white light rained down, making the ships the most visible
objects in the sky. Sure, they were still mostly covered in dark black
shields that hid their actual shape, but a black rectangle in the sky
that fired streams of light couldn’t be missed.

As it hit the building, the light turned that entire area into a light
show.

“Wow,” Jenny said.

Behind her, people began to run out of the park, and get into cars.
Well, mostly. Some stopped to stare at the light and at us. Some pointed
their cell phones at us.

At first I couldn’t believe there were people in the park. I hadn’t even
realized it was open. Except then I noticed the large building on the
north side. They must have been in there.

Lim’s icon began to blink in my HUD. I clicked on it, and he said,
“You’re not going to like this.”

Given that someone in that building was making competent use of
technology created by aliens more evil than the ones trying to provoke
genocide on us, it was hard to imagine any kind of good news.

“What?” I asked.

“The office building is owned by Blue Sky Labs, a small company owned by
Dr. Valerie Griffin, an electrical engineer by training, but a
specialist in alien artifacts for the last five years.”

Lim didn’t take a breath, continuing with, “But that’s not the bad part.
She’s got grants and investments from all over, ranging from businesses
to the government. That’s not a surprise considering what she’s doing,
but here’s the bad part. The last time I saw any lab studying alien
artifacts that was this well funded, it turned out they were being
funded by the Nine. They didn’t even know it.”

Seeing the alien ships hammering the building’s shield, I wondered if
that meant that the Nine had their own version.

If so, I hoped it wasn’t portable.

“Whoever Dr. Griffin is, she’s got a good understanding of how alien
tech works.” I stared up at the ships, thinking that if we were going to
attack, we’d need to take them down first.

“Rocket, do you have a plan yet? I have other places that need my
attention.”

In the moment he asked the question, I didn’t, and was about to say so
when I realized I had something. I said, “Kind of. I need Ghost, Storm
King, Accelerando, Captain Commando, and ah… Night Wolf, or maybe Tara?”

“Night Wolf and Tara are leading their own groups. Are you only looking
for close combat fighters or would straight out power work? We’ve got
the Power and his buddies, also Bloodmaiden—”

“Bloodmaiden,” I said, surprised at how loudly I said it.

Isaac chuckled. “Bloodmaiden it is.”

Then he cut the connection, leaving me to wonder if I’d done something
dumb. On the face of it Sean, Dayton, and Jody would have added some
necessary muscle. On the other hand, I needed to be able to trust
people, and with Sean’s belief that I was out to make him look bad, I
couldn’t trust him. He might try to get me back for things that had only
occurred in his mind.

Yeah, I thought, that sounded objective, and not at all like I didn’t
want to deal with him.

Well, if nothing else, it showed that I could rationalize under
pressure.

Jenny’s voice broke me out of my thoughts. “Can you put me down? I need
to be on the ground for this.”

Izzy landed on the parking lot and let go of Jenny. As she did, a hole
opened in the air next to her. Bloodmaiden stepped out followed by
Cassie, Rachel, Vaughn, and Jaclyn. I thought I saw Brooke (covered in
her liquid, silver armor) in the background as the portal winked out.

I wondered if I should have requested Daniel, but honestly, my plan
didn’t have a specific need for him. I’d have been calling him in just
to have him nearby.

“Here’s the plan,” I said, “we’ve got to take out the troop transport
ships first, or we’ll probably be targeted by their antipersonnel
weapons.” Giving a nod to the shining inferno past the trees, I
continued, “I was thinking Ghost could float into one, and take out the
engines. At the same time the uh… code nameless woman,” Izzy rolled her
eyes, “could take out the other. Do you think you can? I think you’ve
got a chance at overloading the shield.”

Izzy frowned. “I don’t know. If their shields are like your jet’s—“

Bloodmaiden spoke through her hesitation. “I can do it. As long there’s
something living on the other side, the spear will hit it.”

I looked her in the eye. “It’ll go through the shield?”

“Like magic,” she drawled, her mouth hinting at a grin.

Rachel laughed, and told me, “You walked right into that.”

I decided to leave it alone. “Storm King, however they take out the
ships, you’ve got to get them away from the building, and crash them,
preferably nowhere near civilians. There’s an empty field past the
office building. That might work.”

Vaughn nodded. “You got it, man. This is awesome.”

Cassie glanced toward the light, and back to me. “Think you’ll be
finished before it’s over?”

“I’m almost done. When the ships go down, Accelerando and the
superhero-formerly-known-as-Blue take out all the aliens with Captain
Commando covering you from behind the trees. The rest of us should stay
hidden, and come out if you need help, or if the Nine’s people are
inside the building.”

Despite his mask, I could tell Vaughn had raised an eyebrow. “Hope it’s
not Rook again. That guy’s a real head case.”

“Fuck, yes,” Cassie said. Then she took a breath. “The creepy bastard.”

I checked in the direction of the office building. The branches of the
trees that stood between that clearing and this one practically
disappeared in the brightness.

“I guess we’d better go. Oh, and Captain Commando, there’s a setting on
your new suit that looks almost exactly like your regular costume, but
thicker and with more armor.”

She was wearing the backpack.

“No kidding? I’ll change in the forest.” Cassie stepped into the trees
without even one look back. We all followed her.

It was a good idea. We all needed the privacy. Even though standing next
to superheroes in the middle of an alien invasion wasn’t the smart,
there were still people standing the parking lot with cameras.

I caught up with Jaclyn, matching her stride, but only because she
wasn’t running.

“I’m thinking you should be field commander for this, not me. You’ll be
able to tell if you need help better than I will for sure.”

She shook her head. “Rocket, don’t dump this on me. I’ll take command of
Izzy and Cap. That makes sense. You’ll have a better overall picture
with the bots and everything. Use it.”

Maybe I would have argued with her then, but a loud crackling noise
filled the air. I knew that noise. It sounded like an electrical short,
but much louder.

My HUD showed the bots’ view of the situation. The troop transports had
stopped firing, and became nothing more than flat, floating rectangular
boxes.

A long hole had been burnt straight down the front of the office
building. It opened up all three stories, but was only a foot wide. It
smoked all the way up and down. Small embers floated in the air.

I’d taken too long and this could screw up everything.

Trying not to sound like I felt, I said, “Okay everybody, remember what
I told you? Ghost needs to go. Bloodmaiden throw your spear the moment
she’s successful. Everyone else, be ready.”

I didn’t need the observation bots to hear a familiar voice broadcast
across the building’s clearing and into the woods.

“Humans, evacuate the building and put down your arms. Listen to us, and
we may leave you and your young ones alive. It’s more than you’ve any
right to expect.”

The warm, tenor voice sounded human, but too perfect. Even if I hadn’t
noticed, the Rocket suit pegged the voice as artificial.

In fact, I’d recognized it as a very specific artificial voice–the
leader (or at least spokesman) of the Hrrnna.

He’d sounded nicer when we’d talked to him, but given that he had to
have been responsible for killing the more peace loving Hrrnna on Earth,
and he’d probably been behind providing the bombs that could have
destroyed most of the human race…

Well, given all that, he probably wasn’t very nice.

Meanwhile, no one came out of the building.

In the clearing, a group of eight aliens broke away from the main group
and started walking toward the building’s front doors. None of them were
Hrrnna, I noticed. Six legged, horselike aliens likely wouldn’t fit very
well in small spaces.

By contrast, the single Xiniti went along with seven humanoid aliens in
power armor. The Xiniti wore liquid silver armor exactly like the armor
I’d seen on Brooke–not that that was a surprise. Guardian had gotten
Brooke’s armor from the Xiniti.

“You have a remarkable command of the Abominators’ technology. I don’t
think I’ve ever seen a primitive race with a such a knack for it.

“That’s no compliment, creatures. The Abominators were a plague on all
thinking peoples–except perhaps yours. Yours they changed into
caricatures of the elder races and molded you into servants. I should
feel sorry for you. You are as much victims as the rest of us.”

The voice stopped, but it sounded more like taking a breath.

I quietly hoped he’d keep on talking long enough for Rachel to take his
ship down.

It would be amazing, and funny, in a way. He probably didn’t even know
that taking a villain down at the end of his monologue was a cliche.

“Unfortunately,” the perfect voice said, “I feel nothing for you, and
I’m pledged to end your kind even if it means my death. Come out, Dr.
Griffin. Bring your herd with you, and you will put off their death for
another day.”

The voice stopped again, and I wondered how much longer he’d go.

Not long, as it turned out. I could only assume he’d been reading
TVTropes, or possibly the Evil Overlord List.

The group of humanoids lifted their weapons, and with the Xiniti in
front began to walk toward the front door.

“This is your last chance,” the Hrrnna leader said. “If you give me no
indication that you plan to surrender, we will kill you all. It gives me
no great joy to order the deaths of primitives or their young, but your
planet gives shelter to the herd of those who slaughtered my people.

“For this, we will leave our footprints in your skulls.”

As he’d talked, I’d noticed Cassie’s presence square blink off and then
on. She wore her armor–in the Captain Commando setting. Like her regular
costume, it was blue with a U.S. flag on the chest.

If people weren’t observant, they might not notice the difference
between that costume and her regular one on first glance. Instants
later, they’d realize that no skin showed at all, and that she looked
just a touch bulkier, and a little taller.

I’d tried to keep her proportions the same.

Cassie’s voice came over the comm. “We’re not going to let them kill
kids. I say we stop them from going in, fuck the ships’ guns.”

“I’m trying to figure out how,” I began.

We hadn’t attracted any attention from the ship’s guns yet, but that was
only because we hadn’t done anything. The moment we did, the ships would
start firing, and they’d probably have some way to share targets. Then
all the troops would start firing at us, and there were a lot of them.

“Fuck figuring out how,” Cassie said. “Sometimes you can’t think it
through first.”

Jaclyn broke into the conversation. “I think we can do it if Izzy and I
keep moving. Captain Commando, if you want to be a part of it, you’ll
need to stand away from everyone else, or they’ll all become targets.
Look, I’ll tell you when to start firing.”

“Yeah?” Cassie sounded like she wanted to argue.

She didn’t get the chance. The humanoid soldiers spoiled it. The Xiniti
pointed his arm at the transparent doors, and they shattered.

A woman appeared. Dark haired with light brown skin, she wore a grey
sweatshirt that said “Fordham University” in red letters under a drawing
of a bull. Also, blue jeans.

She wasn’t alone. A boy and a girl held her hands, and a man walked next
to her. He was red haired, and walked stiffly.

Men, women and children walked behind them. All of them wore clothes
that looked like they’d been planning to spend Sunday night at home with
the family instead of with alien technology.

“I’m Dr. Griffin,” the woman in front said. She let go of her children’s
hands.

“I’m in charge of this lab. Your business is with me.”

She stepped over the shattered remains of the doors with her hands in
the air.

One of the humanoids grabbed her by the throat, its armored fingers
surrounding her neck.

The Hrrnna’s translator said, “For taking responsibility for your
people, you have my respect. Your death will be quick.”

Maybe it would have, but a burning light came from Cassie’s bluish-green
gun, and the humanoid’s armored head exploded.

Fortunately for Dr. Griffin, most of the spray went to the soldier’s
side, splattering everyone to his right.

Predictably, all the soldiers pointed their weapons at us, and began to
fire back. Laser and plasma blasts shattered branches, started small
fires, and with a thunderous crack destroyed the trunk of a tree.

It fell over.

None of us were in its path, but it was hard to miss seeing bits of wood
fly everywhere, some of them burning, followed by what was left getting
caught in the branches of other trees three quarters of the way down.

We didn’t stand still. Cassie and I both dropped to the forest floor
during the initial barrage of fire. After all, I didn’t know how well my
armor protected against plasma blasts.

Through my HUD, I could see everyone move. Jenny had split off into
three more of herself, scattering as beams of light hit near her.

Vaughn moved away from all of us, staying near the edge of the woods,
but not too near.

That was a good thing. I doubted his costume could stand up to alien
weapons.

Jaclyn and Izzy had both launched themselves into the fight as per my
plan. Of course, my plan had assumed that Rachel and Bloodmaiden had
taken out the troop transports above us.

I didn’t want to find out what kind of anti-personnel weapons they had
in place.

The observation bots saw Jaclyn only as a blur, and the effects of her
passing. The group of humanoids in front of the building flew backwards,
each taking flight in a slightly different direction, sometimes
colliding in the air.

They reminded me of bowling pins.

Izzy took the outer ring of power armored combatants, a group with a
much wider array of creatures–Hrrnna, and more humanoids, one of whom
stood at least twelve feet tall.

In instants, the nearest five were rolling across the lawn, guns flying
out of their hands.

The sixth was the twelve foot tall guy. Like Jaclyn, Izzy was little
more than a blur, but in her case, a flying blur.

The giant reached out quickly enough to grab her right leg, and slam her
into the lawn, firing missiles at her all the while–not that I could see
it in detail. For me it was a blur of action and explosions.

Worse, the group Jaclyn had fought began to get up–not all of them, but
enough. I didn’t know if this meant that despite what Lim had told us
she wasn’t trying to kill them, or more frighteningly, if it meant that
their armor could stand up to her blows.

Her voice came over the comm, “Cap? Rocket? Help?”

“I’ll help Jaclyn,” Cassie said, and pushed herself off the forest floor
to run closer, gun in her hand.

Anything strong enough to hold Izzy was several times stronger than the
Rocket suit. The EMP bots and using sound to break a device were both
inconsistent on alien technology. That left me with deadly choices
only–the suit’s laser and the “cut through anything” bots.

I didn’t like where that left me, but Lee had always told us to think
about the circumstances under which we were willing to kill. I’d always
thought I’d be willing to do it if it was necessary to save my life or
others’ lives.

This qualified.

That meant that I armed the bots with full knowledge of what I was
doing, and fired them off.

Izzy lay on the ground. Black smudges appeared even on the blue parts of
her costume. So, something was getting through her shield. She wasn’t
dead though.

Even as I raised my arm, she moved her leg.

The giant aimed a plasma rifle at her, and I fired. The bot flew through
the forest, dodging trees, and flying into the clearing.

It entered the giant’s armor through the side, barely even slowing as it
hit. Then it exploded.

The helmet’s faceplate cracked. Gouts of flame and smoke shot out of the
joints. The giant fell over.

Izzy pushed off the ground, and punched an armored Hrrnna, one of the
group that had run up while she’d been on the ground.

The punch bent the armor around the Hrrnna’s neck, and it fell over.

I barely had time to process it when the world went white. My helmet,
shoulders, and upper chest all felt uncomfortably warm.

The helmet adjusted, and I realized that all the trees around me were
burning, and that the branches above me had turned into grayish-white
ash. One of the ships must have turned whatever beam they’d used to
attack the building’s shield on me.

Knowing I needed to move before they did it again, I ran, watching the
error messages run down the HUD. I ran the opposite direction from where
Vaughn stood.

I desperately hoped he was prepared for the moment Rachel took down one
of the ships.

The sooner that happened, the better. Judging from the error messages,
the suit’s armor would be about 70% normal effectiveness when it
finished repairing itself.

I didn’t want to get hit like that again.

My HUD showed that Cassie had fired again. A burning white light speared
one of the aliens near Jaclyn, and it fell over.

Cassie had killed a… whatever it was, and so had I.

You could argue I’d already done it. The machine race soldiers had been
sentient, but whatever we were fighting now was biological. That felt
more real.

The explosion inside the giant’s suit replayed inside my head. I’d done
it, and it had been so easy. I wasn’t sure I even felt bad about it.

Did that say something about me? I didn’t like it, if it did.

On the other hand, it might be that whatever I felt about it would catch
up with me later, preferably when people weren’t trying to kill me.

Another blast of light came down from the transport ships, this time
toward Jaclyn even though she was in the middle of the ship’s soldiers.

It burned the grass around them into ash, but the ship’s soldiers? They
were still there, and still fighting.

Jaclyn though? Her purple suit appeared to be discolored, even burned
where the light had hit.

She swayed, possibly dazed by the light and heat, and one of the
soldiers fired a blast of light into her stomach at point blank range.

She didn’t go down. She blurred, and her punch sent the soldier back
fifty feet.

I had to admit that it had been amazing, but if it kept up like this,
we’d likely lose.

Of course, if I stood there and worried about whether or not we’d lose,
we probably would.

Instead I decided to help Izzy. Hiding among a new group of trees, I
held out my arms and fired off a few more “killbots.” It seemed like a
good enough name for bots that would cut through armor and then explode.

If I was honest with myself, they weren’t good for much else.

Well actually, they might be useful for mining–not that I was planning
to do any.

The bots stayed together at first, and then spread out as they neared
their targets. I’d aimed for armored figures in the outer circle that
had been firing at Izzy from a distance.

Something in the suits must have noticed the bots because the suits
changed color, turning from dull gray to reflective silver.

It made no difference.

The bots chewed through armor like it wasn’t there, and then exploded.
All three soldiers fell over, still burning.

Izzy downed six more in the same time, all of them bent by the force of
her punches.

Jaclyn and Cassie seemed be doing as well as we were, and the soldiers
appeared to know it. They’d begun slowly backing away from us while
letting loose a barrage of fire–in my direction mostly. Izzy was too
close to their own people when she was slow enough to target, and too
quick to aim at when she was in between fights.

I stayed low, and ran forty feet to the right, stopping behind a new
group of trees.

My armor wasn’t as stealthy as I wanted it to be, or the people in the
ship were better at guessing my position.

White light surrounded me again, and I heard the trees crackle.

I began to run, but then the light and heat changed direction, swinging
away from the woods and across the lawn, burning the grass.

That wasn’t the worst of it, at least not for them.

There were two troop transports floating above us, and the top one was
rolling in the air while drifting lower. The black force field that
surrounded the ship was gone revealing the dull gray ship I’d seen
earlier.

As the ship rolled, the white beam slid across the black force field of
the troop transport below it. It didn’t do any damage. The light
disappeared into the ship’s shields, but that wasn’t all.

As Rachel’s voice came over the comm saying, “One down. Your turn,
Bloodmaiden,” a spear flew up through the air, the edge of its blade
glowing blood red.

Flying toward the front of the transport, it disappeared into the force
field, and then reappeared as it came out of the top, the whole blade
glowing red now.

Then it turned around, gathered speed, and flew through again, coming
out the bottom glowing even stronger. In fact, it seemed to be dripping
glow.

The building stood between me and where Bloodmaiden stepped out of the
forest, but the spear flew down toward her, and I assume she caught it.

I’d seen her do it in training.

Now though, both of the ships had begun to fall, the top one more
quickly than the bottom.

“Storm King?” I asked over the comm.

“Look, I know,” Vaughn said. “I’m trying!”

With that, I paid more attention to the sonar version of the display in
my helmet. It showed that strong air currents that flowed above the
ground blew toward the ships. The air currents grew stronger by the
second.

Soon, I didn’t need the sonar to know it was happening. The winds shook
the trees, and the roaring noise made me think of freight trains and
tornados.

It struck me that we might have been better off if I’d told Vaughn to
call up the winds, and blow all the alien soldiers into the woods at the
beginning of the fight.

Knowing that Vaughn didn’t have anything resembling fine grained control
of his powers argued that there might have been horrible side effects of
that, but I didn’t have time to pursue that line of thought.

Even as I stared, the transports began to fall, the top one hitting the
bottom one, causing them both to tumble in the air.

Vaughn didn’t lose control. He could have, and had in the past. The
troop transports weighed tons–literal tons, not figurative tons.

This being Vaughn, control was relative. The troop transports didn’t hit
the ground in the clearing, accidentally bump each other and send one
crashing into the building, killing everyone we’d tried to save.

That was the good news.

The troop transports actually did tumble through the air, hit each
other, and tumble into the trees at the far side of the clearing–the one
furthest from the building.

I’d been hoping Vaughn would send them over the trees, and into the
open, grassy area on the other side.

Well, whatever. The ships were down.

Did that mean that the Hrrnna leader had gone down with them, or could
he possibly be in the main ship, observing what happened here from a
distance?

I decided not to think about it. I didn’t have enough information to
know yet.

I turned on the Rocket suit’s PA. “Surrender. There are no ships coming
to help you. You can’t win against us now. Don’t fight, and you’ll at
least get to keep your lives.”

I wondered if they knew English, or at least had a decent translator.

“Drop your weapons so that we know you’re serious.” Then I stopped
talking and watched them.

There weren’t many left–less than ten. Only two stood next to Jaclyn.
Four more stood in the field–one Hrrnna, and three humanoids.

The Hrrnna ran. It had no chance of going through the trees with it’s
size, but the driveway was wide enough.

Jaclyn took a step toward it, but even as she did, Bloodmaiden’s spear
shot through the air, hitting the Hrrnna in the back, and flying out the
front without in any way damaging the armor.

The blade’s blood red glow only grew stronger, and when Bloodmaiden
stepped out of the woods to grab it, her armor glowed more strongly too.

Through my observation bots, I watched Bloodmaiden take to the air. I
knew she could fly, but from her motion, it looked more like she’d
jumped. One leg bent in a step, and the other straight, her pose
reminded me of early Superman comics, and how Jaclyn jumped.

If she used her ability to fly to cushion her landing, I didn’t notice
it. Her boots sank into the ground next to Jaclyn.

She’d jumped over the building. I knew she wasn’t this strong
normally.

All the surviving soldiers stared as Bloodmaiden started talking in a
harsh, consonant filled language that they obviously understood. I’d
never heard it in my life.

One of them replied, and let his rifle fall to the ground. The rest
began to follow his lead.

Bloodmaiden smiled. Her teeth were pointed like a carnivore’s–very
similar to Haley’s when she transformed. “They’ve surrendered.”

“Good,” I began, but then I realized that I couldn’t see the Xiniti’s
body on the ground. I thought about where it could be, and knew that it
had to be inside the building.

Worse, if it wanted to, it had had time to kill everyone inside by now.
I felt sick.

What could I do next? I needed to know if they were dead or not. I
needed Rachel, or no, wait, another observation bot.

A bot would be faster.

I fired one off, but it didn’t matter. A silvery blur rushed out of the
front door, stopping in front of Bloodmaiden, swiping across her abdomen
with one silvery arm.

I didn’t see its hand connect, but blood flew through the air,
spattering the ground in front of her.

She fell over, bleeding through slices in her armor.

The Xiniti turned toward Jaclyn before I even realized that Bloodmaiden
was falling. I couldn’t give her any warning. I had no time to think,
hope, or fear what would happen next.

All I knew was that Jaclyn became a blur of purple and brown, and the
Xiniti found itself flying backward across the clearing. It hit a tree,
cracking the trunk.

At that point, you’d have expected it to be dead, but it stood up, and
blurred again, running toward me.

I probably wouldn’t have had time to respond except that I’d fired off
five killbots when I realized that it was getting up. As I did, I
worried that I was wasting bots, but the feeling didn’t last.

The Xiniti slowed and started jerking from right to left, backwards and
forwards, but still managing to cover half the distance between the
trees and building in less time than I would have.

It was dodging the bots, or at least it seemed to be.

Replaying its last run showed that its movements became more erratic as
the bots got closer and closer and its escapes became a nearer thing.

Even in slow motion, I wasn’t sure how it avoided some of them. It
seemed to slide between them, but how do you do that when three of the
five appear to be just about ready to enter your body?

I don’t know how it died.

Dodging must have slowed it down enough for Cassie to get it in her
gun’s crosshairs. So, at the same moment a ball of flame exploded out of
its side, a white beam pierced its head.

It fell, turning into barely recognizable silvery goo, and burned
biological fragments.

I stared at it, waiting for something. I didn’t know what. Maybe I
couldn’t quite believe it was dead. Maybe I needed a moment to process
all that had happened in the brief time it had fought.

Grandpa had told me that the Xiniti normally lived and fought in packs.
I didn’t like thinking how this fight might have gone if there had been
even one more of them.

I couldn’t say I found the way it disappeared when the fight started
particularly impressive though. The observation bot I’d fired off showed
that Dr. Griffin’s family and staff were still alive, so it hadn’t
decided to simply kill them.

Bolting could be something Xiniti typically did during an attack, or
maybe it was something Xiniti operating alone did?

As I decided that I’d be best off figuring it out later, Bloodmaiden
spoke over the comm.

“Rocket?” Her voice sounded weak and raspy. “I need help.”

I turned toward her. She held her hand over the slices the Xiniti had
made in her armor. She seemed to have gotten at least partial control of
her bleeding.

Blood wasn’t flowing from the wound. Red lines glowed across the plate
armor that covered her abdomen.

She’d need a lot of help. Damaged abdominal muscles would make it hard
to breathe, and the intestines behind them held a lot of things that you
never wanted to make it out of your intestines.

I called Agent Lim.

“Bloodmaiden’s down,” I told him as he answered. “We’ll need to get
Paladin over here or send her to him.”

Indistinguishable voices ran on the background of Lim’s connection, “How
bad?” His voice sounded distant, distracted.

Trying not to say it loud enough for Bloodmaiden to hear, I told Lim.
“I’d bet it’ll kill her. I don’t know how soon.”

“Shit,” Lim muttered. “She’s not the only one either. Portal will open
up a gate to your Jenny, and we’ll bring her through.”

“We’ve also got prisoners.” I glanced over at Izzy and Jaclyn. Having
taken the soldiers’ weapons, they stood on opposite sides of the group.
The prisoners lay face down on the ground.

Cassie had come out of the woods, and after she’d taken a look at the
Xiniti, she’d joined the rest of us.

“Prisoners?” Lim didn’t sound distracted at all. “How did you manage
that?”

“I think they lost a lot of confidence after we took the ships out.
Plus, I’m guessing Bloodmaiden can speak the language of anything she
kills, so she translated.”

“No kidding,” Lim said. “We don’t have any official cells, but we’ll
figure something out. NYPD’s got more metahuman containment cells than
any other police department in the country.”

Some kind of noise rumbled in the background of the connection. Was it
static? An explosion?

“Sorry,” Lim continued, “I’ve got to go, but take a break while you’re
waiting for Portal, and find out what Griffin and company were working
on.”

“Sure,” I said.

Lim hung up.

I spoke over the comm to Bloodmaiden. “Lim’s going to send Paladin here.
That or he’s going to bring you to Paladin. Either way, you’re getting
help soon.”

“Thanks.” It was a little hard to make out the word.

Switching away to our general channel, I addressed everyone. “Could
someone make sure Bloodmaiden’s comfortable?”

“I’m better off than you think,” she said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her push herself up into a sitting
position on the brown grass. She gave a little gasp as she became fully
upright.

Jaclyn turned her head away from the prisoners on the ground to look at
her. “Don’t do that. You’re only making things worse.”

Bloodmaiden shook her head. “I’m not. I can still fight. I’ve got lots
of power to work with right now. I can’t heal myself, but I can preserve
myself… long enough.”

Then she pulled herself to her feet.

Jaclyn stared at her. “You’re crazy.”

Bloodmaiden shrugged, and said in a low voice, “You’re hurt too.”

Glancing over at the door to the building, Jaclyn said, “Not as badly as
you.”

She’d noticed the same thing that I had–everyone was coming out of the
building now.

It would have felt a little strange walking past Bloodmaiden as she lay
on the ground, and making conversation with these people, but since she
wasn’t… I walked across the grass toward Dr. Griffin.

She blinked as she noticed something behind me. Using my HUD’s extended
peripheral vision, I noticed Cassie walking toward where Jaclyn and Izzy
guarded the prisoners. Cassie had her hand on the gun.

Dr. Griffin watched the gun, and then asked me, “Is that what I think it
is?”

Lacking a better response, I said, “I don’t know.”

She noticed the Xiniti’s body, and the silvery armor lying on the grass.
She didn’t say anything about that. In her place, I would have been
hoping that we’d neglect to collect it before we left.

“So,” I asked, “what did the aliens want with your lab?”

She turned away from the dead Xiniti, and said to me, “We research alien
artifacts. I’m surprised you didn’t know that. We don’t advertise it,
but we’re not trying to keep it secret either.”

“I saw the shield,” I said.

She deflated. “It was a desperation move. We knew it was a shield, but
we didn’t know what it did. I don’t know exactly where it came from. One
of our donors had access to it and said we should take a look at it. It
was so close to working that we barely had to do anything. We figured
out how to turn it on last month. We’d been hoping to start reverse
engineering it soon.”

She looked at her building, and at the gap in the wall that one of the
ships’ beams had burned from the top of the second floor to the ground.

“We won’t get the chance now. They destroyed something inside it when
they were shooting at us.”

She stopped, looking back toward her husband. He was holding the two
children’s hands, and talking to them.

One of them, a girl, waved at us. The boy nodded at something his father
said.

Dr. Griffin turned back to me. “I can’t believe we all almost died. I
got a call from one of our supporters in the National Science
Foundation, and he said that we should hide, and if we had any way to
hide the artifacts, we should hide them too.”

I nodded. “And thus the shield.”

She took it as permission to continue talking. “We were so lucky. If
he’d never called, they would have been able to take everything before
you even arrived.”

I thought about that. How lucky was it? Could it simply be chance, or
had the Nine supplied them with an Abominator shield knowing that they’d
likely be able to fix it, and use it against a threat? Plus, how likely
was it that they’d be called with a “just in time” warning?”

Not very likely, I decided. Even if someone in the NSF did know someone
in the FBI, there wasn’t much of a chance that they’d be told about an
attack by aliens soon enough to do anything about it.

No, most likely her contact had something to do with the Nine. Ditto the
donor with the entropy shield generator.

Did she know it? I doubted it. She’d have done more to hide the
connections at the very least. Of course, it could be that she had
hidden them, and told me complete lies.

Still, from what I’d seen of her, that seemed less likely.

I decided not to worry about it, but realized that if she wasn’t
knowingly involved with the Nine, someone had better tell her who her
research was ultimately serving.

Well, maybe. Come to think of it, the Nine were probably keeping tabs on
her 24/7. Any member of her staff could be one of their operatives.

Of course, now that she’d come to the attention of the Hrrnna, and the
Feds, who knew what would happen next?

I could guess. The Feds would want to impound everything, and the Nine’s
operative would want to sneak the best stuff out.

Crap. How had this gone from battle to intrigue?

Dr. Griffin cleared her throat. I must have spaced out noticeably.

Before I could say anything, Vaughn walked up, and waved at the kids.
The kids waved back.

Giving both Dr. Griffin and I a grin, he said, “Sorry about how useless
I was after I moved the ships. I had to catch my breath, and the next
thing I knew the Xiniti was running everywhere. I’d have helped but you
were all too close together for a lightning strike.”

“Storm King?” Dr. Griffin held out her hand and Vaughn shook it. “I
can’t say I expected to see the Grand Lake Heroes League here.”

Vaughn smiled again. “It comes with the job. We didn’t expect to be here
either, but people needed help, so we’re helping.”

Dr. Griffin pointed at Izzy, and Bloodmaiden. “Are they new members?”

“No,” I said, “just friends of ours.”

The Stapledon Program was supposed to be secret too, but how secret
could it be after all this?

Reminding myself that the Stapledon Program’s secrecy wasn’t really my
problem, I decided to concentrate on what was my problem—Blue Sky Lab’s
current projects.

Isaac Lim had asked me to find out what they were, and intentionally or
not, Dr. Griffin hadn’t answered my question about that. I hadn’t asked
as directly as I might. I could change that.

As I was about to ask, Jenny’s voice sounded inside my helmet. “Brooke’s
sending the prisoners to their cells. Stand back.”

I turned my head toward where Izzy, Jaclyn, and Cassie stood over the
prisoners. Jenny stood a short distance away, acting as Brooke’s eyes no
doubt. I didn’t know what they planned to do about the prisoners’
powered armor, but that wasn’t my problem.

All the same, working armor would make it way too easy to escape, but no
armor meant that communicable diseases could be passed along.

One by one, darkened ovals appeared under each prisoner in turn. When
the grass disappeared, each prisoner fell out of sight, and the grass
became visible again.

Dr Griffin stared. “Do you have a teleporter?”

Vaughn grinned. “You could say that, but she’s a person, not a device.”

“Dr. Griffin,” I said, “could you show me the labs? I need to know what
we’re protecting here.”

She blinked, turning away from Vaughn to look at me, and saying, “Of
course. I think we might have lost the lights in a couple rooms when we
were hit, but those were only offices.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have interrupted like that, but she seemed okay with
it.

Vaughn and I followed her toward the front door, and she stopped next to
her husband. He stood near the front of the staff members, still talking
with the boy. The girl was a few steps away and was animatedly
discussing something with one of the other girls in the group.

Talking quickly and quietly, she said, “They want to see the lab. You’ll
have to watch the kids a little longer.”

The Rocket suit made the audio a little louder and clearer than it would
have been on its own.

I hadn’t paid much attention to her husband before that moment. He
appeared to be in his early forties, with a square face, and red hair.
He’d been on one knee as he talked to the children, and rose carefully.
I couldn’t tell much about him from his clothes. He wore a red winter
coat, and jeans. It didn’t stand out much from the rest of them.

In a low voice, he said, “Are you sure? The contracts we signed don’t
allow us to show much of anything to anybody.”

She glanced back at us, and said, “Do you think we could keep them out?”

He didn’t say anything. That wasn’t true of everybody. A
twenty-something guy wearing a brown, corduroy suit coat under an open
trench coat said, “Dr. Griffin, they could take away all the best
artifacts and destroy—“

At her look, he stopped talking, and put his hands in his pockets.

I didn’t see a telltale bulge in either pocket, and decided he just
wanted to keep his fingers warm. Still, it might be worth watching him.
I wondered why he was more formally dressed than the rest of them. On
the one hand, layered clothing like his could conceal gadgets or
weapons. On the other hand, he might just as easily have been planning
to attend an evening church service.

The thought that he might have a gun reminded me of something else.
“Captain Commando, we’re going inside, and we might need your help.”

Cassie opened up a private channel to me, and asked, “Why?”

“In case the artifacts are talkative?”

She snorted and said. “Great. That’s what I need—more Abominator tech in
my head.”

All the same, she turned away from Jaclyn and Izzy, and joined us.

Jaclyn held her comm to her mouth and opened up a connection on our
group channel, “Rocket, you’re forgetting something.”

I said, “Uh, what?”

“Since the fighting’s over, the prisoners are gone, and you’re about to
tour a lab, you should tell the rest of us whether we’re available to
help other groups, or what we should be doing here.”

“Oh.” I thought about that. This was another example of why Jaclyn
should be in charge, and not me. I’d never even thought about what
everyone else should be doing. I was only thinking about the lab.

“Okay then, you guys—“

“Guys?” Jenny said.

Right. Vaughn and I were the only guys here. I kept on going.

“—should stay and make sure the people are safe, but if Lim really needs
someone, go. Oh, and make sure Bloodmaiden doesn’t bleed to death before
Paladin gets here.”

Cassie laughed as I said the last part. Bloodmaiden didn’t look as bad
as she had. The spots where her armor had been punctured still glowed,
but she stood next to Jenny, spear in hand. She wasn’t using it to hold
herself up either.

Bloodmaiden gave me the finger, but smiled a little as she did.

With that Cassie, Vaughn, and I followed Dr. Griffin into the building.
It looked like almost any office building anywhere—florescent lights,
off-white walls, dark carpet and a complete absence of any personality.

Dr. Griffin led us down the hallway. “I missed what you were all
laughing about.”

“Nothing much,” Vaughn said. “Just stupid stuff.”

Opening a comm connection to Cassie, I told her, “Tell me if you sense
anything,” as quietly as I could.

Cassie only said, “Duh.”

We passed the doors of several offices. Dr. Griffin didn’t stop for any
of them, and Cassie didn’t say anything. From that I guessed that if the
researchers did keep alien artifacts in their offices at least they
weren’t charged.

We came to the end of the hall, and the passage turned right, ending in
two, windowless metal doors.

Dr. Griffin ran a card across a black pad on the wall, typed in a code,
and waited. Something inside the door clicked, and she pulled a door
open.

We followed her in. We were on the far end of a large room. By large, I
mean it was as wide as the building if only half as deep. Granted, the
building wasn’t huge, but the room used up half of it.

I didn’t recognize half the equipment. The computers and microscopes
were obvious. I thought I recognized some machines used in metallurgical
research.

Scattered among the desks and equipment, the counters and a few
refrigerators, were safes, some of them taller than I was. I supposed
that that would make it easier to put away an object you were studying.

That wasn’t all of it though. In the middle of the room stood a piece of
equipment that I almost recognized. When we’d rescued Cassie from Rook’s
hideout, we’d destroyed a series of tanks that had been artificial
wombs. Rook had probably intended to clone Cassie, and create a clone
army able to operate Abominator devices. That or isolate whatever DNA
made that work for her, and insert it into lifeforms of his own
choosing.

This artificial womb held twenty roughly human sized tubes, each made
from some kind of transparent substance. I didn’t think it was glass.
The canisters stood in a base made of a grayish-blue substance that
glinted like metal in the light.

I didn’t recognize it, or the language of the writing on it either.

I did have a guess as to what I was looking at though. It looked a lot
like the object the League had destroyed when it found Cassie, and
prevented Dr. Mind from creating an army.

The Nine appeared to have found an Abominator birthing and genetic
modification suite.

In moments like that, you can play it cool, or drop all pretenses, and
say exactly what you’re thinking. Professional spies could likely have
managed the former without effort.

I stopped, staring at the artificial wombs. Dr Griffin couldn’t have
noticed the staring through the Rocket suit’s helmet, but she noticed
that I stopped.

“I know,” she said. “It’s amazing. We don’t know where it came from. We
got it along with a grant from the government, but they wouldn’t tell us
where they got it. We’ve dated some residue within the tanks to roughly
seven thousand years ago.”

“No kidding,” I said. Weren’t the Sumerians getting big around
then?

I looked around the room, recording as I did it. I didn’t see any other
alien artifacts lying around. Probably the rest of them were in the
safes near groups of workstations.

Wait, there was one exception. A green object lay on the floor in the
middle of the room. Basically rectangular, but with rounded edges, it
lay on its side. According to the HUD, it was eight feet long, and two
feet tall. Thick cables ran from it to a literal black box that sat next
to a computer. I guessed that it had to be the entropy shield.

The biggest hint in that direction had to be a crack that ran up its
side, and the black soot marks near it.

“Do you know what it is?” I’d stopped recording the room by then, and
decided I should probably record her.

Dr. Griffin paused for a second, and then said, “Not completely, but we
have suspicions.”

Izzy’s voice came over the speaker in my helmet. “She’s lying. She knows
exactly what it is.”

I hadn’t realized Izzy was listening, but I supposed I should assume
that she was listening to everything within a mile. I knew for a fact
that she could use sonar to create pictures of even greater distances.

Vaughn glanced down at the screen of his communicator, and stifled a
laugh. Izzy had sent it over the general channel and he must have been
using the speech to text option.

Cassie didn’t show any physical sign of it, but over the general channel
she said, “Hell yeah, she’s lying. I’ll tell you about it outside. We’d
never get through it all here.”

Dr. Griffin may not have been able to listen to our comms, but she
wouldn’t have to be that perceptive to notice that we were being quiet.

She was at least that perceptive. When she glanced over at the three of
us, she pursed her lips.

As she started talking again, her talk sounded rehearsed. She’d probably
repeated the same statistics about the lab’s computing power (they had a
Beowulf cluster), and the same jokes about forgetting the safes’
combinations to potential funders. Despite that, I thought I heard a
slightly worried edge.

None of the artifacts she pulled out of the safes were as easy to
recognize. If Cassie did, she didn’t say anything.

In a few minutes, she’d taken us through the room. When she stopped she
finished with, “Do you have any questions?”

Her eyes widened as my sister faded in, Rachel’s white costume giving
the impression of a ghost. For her own reasons, Rachel didn’t ever phase
fully in, remaining slightly transparent. “My question is, ‘How hard was
it to deny you’re working for the Nine?’”

Dr. Griffin gave a small gasp. “I didn’t know. We’re not working for
them.”

Her eyes darted toward the door, but she didn’t try to run. I wondered
if that would last.

Rachel took a step forward. “You guessed. After the ships went down, I
floated inside, and I happened to hear a conversation between you and
your husband. I don’t have the exact words, but when he began to say
their name you told him not to. They’d never said it directly, and you
didn’t want to know. And besides, you told him, they were probably
watching.”

Dr. Griffin kept her voice low. “They’ve got someone in the lab, and who
am I going to report them to? The government? They’ve got people in the
government. We’d never survive telling anyone anything.”

“Well,” Rachel said, “I think we’re just about to give you your best
chance. The government’s going to take over. Maybe they’ll find out if
there’s a traitor in your staff, and maybe they won’t, but it’s not your
fault. It’s ours. We’ll be turning you in.”

Dr. Griffin let out a breath, and didn’t say anything at first. Then she
looked Rachel in the eyes, and said, “Okay. Just… I don’t know about
it.”

Rachel smiled, and said,“Fair enough. That’s a secret I’m willing to
keep.”

Not long after that, Dr. Griffin led us out of the lab. If anyone
noticed anything different about Dr. Griffin, they didn’t say so.

As we walked out, passing through the doorway, and walking past the
shattered doors, I opened a comm channel to Cassie. “What were you going
to say in there?”

Cassie walked onto the lawn, stopping on the grass. “I wasn’t going to
tell you much, just a bit of the usual. You know the Abominator birthing
platform back there? It’s alive, and it’s repairing itself.”

Doing my best to keep my voice low enough that it didn’t carry past the
helmet, I said, “It’s got the materials?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Cassie replied. “It’s got alternates that are good
enough. It leeches metals out of the computers and the building. It told
me it will be fully operational within a year or two.”

There wasn’t a good reason to be afraid, but that chilled me. “Fully
operational? What does that mean? Can it do more than clone?”

In a matter of fact voice, she said, “A lot more. It can modify people
long after they’re born.”

I started thinking through the implications of that. Grandpa had
destroyed the last set of these that he’d seen. It made a lot of sense.
Sure we’d lose something of incalculable value, but if the Nine had it,
they’d use it in ways I didn’t want to think about.

I would have thought about it more, but Lim’s symbol started blinking in
my helmet. I answered his call.

“Bad news. You’ve got to get out of there. From what we can tell, the
main ship is heading toward your location.”

“I’m not sure that we can leave,” I told him.

Lim, sounding frustrated, asked, “Why?”

“They’ve got an Abominator birthing platform. It’s got twenty tubes or
so, and even though it’s only partially working right now, it seems to
be repairing itself.”

I’d almost told him that Cassie had communicated with the machine. They
probably knew about her Abominator gun. Flick had seen it when we’d
rescued Cassie from Rook last fall, and she’d probably passed it along.
All the same, they probably didn’t know that Cassie could communicate
with and possibly control Abominator devices.

It seemed like the kind of thing to keep quiet.

Lim made a strangled noise, and said, “What? Fuck! You’re not joking at
all. I thought everything else we had to deal with today was bad.
Destroy it, and if you can’t destroy it…”

He paused. “If you can’t destroy it, get it out of there. I’ll send you
Portal if you need her.”

This was the most upset I’d ever seen Agent Lim. I took a breath. “I’ll
see what we can do.”

“I don’t care what you need,” he told me. “If you ask for it, I’ll try
to get it for you. Just don’t let them get that machine.”

“Seriously? Okay. I’ll call you back when I figure out a plan.”

Lim sighed, and said, “You’ve got less than a minute. After that,
everyone follows my plan, or whatever plan comes down from Washington.
And bad news, some people over here are already talking nukes.”

I was about to point out how that hadn’t worked out too well in the
Avengers, but Lim hung up.

Wow.

I broadcast on our groups general channel. “Hey everybody, Lim just told
me that the main alien ship’s heading straight for us. We’re either
going to have to take an Abominator artifact back with us or destroy
it.”

Bloodmaiden stared down at her communicator

“Hey Cap, how easy would it be to destroy it?”

Cassie’s armor adjusted as she pointed her helmet toward Blue Sky Labs.

Then she said, “It’s not possible.”

“Not possible? We’ve got your gun, my bots and Accelerando and Izzy.”

Cassie sighed, and said, “It’s not possible in the time we’ve got. We
can put a few holes in it and rip it to pieces, but its mind is stored
redundantly all through it. Give it enough time, and it will put itself
back together. Bet we could drop it in the sun, but we don’t have the
jet here, so that’s out.”

This was not good. In the back of my mind, I tried to think of what we
were supposed to do next, but it didn’t feel like I had any good ideas.

Jaclyn’s voice came over the comm. “OK, so destroying it is out. We take
it and run, right?”

I shook my head. “No. It’s really, really big. I bet this thing is as
heavy as a moving truck–one of those big U-Hauls, you know? Plus, they
seem to be able to home in on Abominator materials or something. Even if
we take it somewhere, they’ll find us. I think we’ve got to take the
ship out.”

Thinking about the ship, I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. How were
we supposed to take that out? We’d taken out a couple small ones. It
couldn’t be that easy to take out a full sized battleship–or whatever it
was.

For all I knew, it was an alien garbage scow that had been adapted for
piracy.

Okay, I told myself, I probably ought to keep on talking so they don’t
think I got distracted. “The really bad news is that people in D.C. are
talking nukes.”

Vaughn broke in, “Didn’t they see ‘The Avengers?’ There’s no way that’s
going to work.”

“I know,” I said.

“Alright,” Jaclyn said, “so we’ve got to take the ship down. How are we
going to do it? Can’t we do it the same way we took out the small
ships?”

“Not that simple,” I said. “Bloodmaiden’s hurt. I don’t know if she
could take out everyone on the bridge. Plus, on a ship like that,
they’ve probably got an AI. Bloodmaiden’s spear can’t hurt inanimate
objects, right?”

Bloodmaiden nodded. “You’re right, but I’ve harvested enough that I can
keep on going for as long as we need to fight.”

“You’re sure?” I asked.

From where she stood next to Jaclyn, Bloodmaiden nodded.

The other people on the lawn–Dr. Griffin’s staff–appeared to have
noticed that we were having a private conversation. The trenchcoat guy
was eyeing us like he expected us to suddenly attack.

Dr. Griffin was looking across the lawn, checking each of us in turn.

I decided to ignore it. This was more important. “Even if Bloodmaiden
can manage it, there’s bound to be more redundancies on a big ship like
that, so we can’t just send Rachel up there. I think we’d have to send
up more people. Plus, after we take it down, that thing will fall, and
it’ll be a lot harder to handle than the two troop transports. The main
ship is more than twenty times their size.”

Vaughn nodded. “Yeah, I’d say that once that thing starts going down,
it’ll go wherever gravity takes it. I might be able to give it some
direction, but not much.”

“I’m low on bullets,” Rachel added, “so I’ll second the ‘more people’
part of the plan. I’ll need them.”

Exactly, I thought. She would need more people, and even if she could
float through, the others would have to get past the ship’s shields.

Impossible. Well, maybe not quite. I realized that there was one fairly
obvious way to get past the shields.

“I’m going to call Lim,” I said.

Lim answered the phone, and from his tone I could tell he sounded a
little better than he had before.

“Rocket, who do you need? Right now, almost everyone’s free, so you’ve
got your pick.”

“Everyone?” That seemed unlikely.

“You got stuck with the largest group. Most of the rest had to deal with
four people at a time. I’m not saying people didn’t get hurt, but we
haven’t had any deaths yet. Plus, we just had help show up–mercenaries.”

“Who? Protection Force?”

Lim laughed. “No. Those guys are bodyguards and private investigators.
They’re strictly national. These guys are from MetaMax. They’ve been
used in trouble spots all over the world. I can’t say I’m wild about
them normally, but right now I’m ecstatic. Now, I wouldn’t be surprised
if they came your way. If they do, watch out. I’m sure they’ll be
helpful, but I don’t know who’s paying them.”

“Okay,” I said, giving a look to the sky, and not seeing either
mercenaries or the mothership. “Here’s what I need–Paladin, as soon as
he’s free–plus anyone who can do long distance attacks, the Aurora Bees
for defense, and we need anyone who might be able to contribute force to
keep the ship in the air while we take out the engines.”

He hesitated, and then said, “Take out the engines?”

“I don’t have time to go into it, but we can’t destroy the birthing
platform. Fortunately, I know how to destroy their engines.”

“Through their shields? How? Wait. Never mind, you don’t have time to
tell me about it. Good luck.”

The call ended, and people began to step through a portal on the lawn.
Paladin walked through first. His white long coat had brown bloodstains
on his left sleeve.

“Where’s Bloodmaiden?” He asked, giving the lawn a once over. He didn’t
even wait for an answer when he saw her, the edges of her armor glowing
a dark red.

More people walked through after him–the Aurora Bees, Daniel, others
that I didn’t immediately recognize. All of them looked more tired than
they had when we left the airport. Their costumes had been scratched,
scraped, and in many cases, burned.

Theo walked through the gate with them. His costume had been cut away
from his burnt arm, but he moved it as well as the other.

Even in the twilight, I could tell that the skin was healthy and unhurt.
He walked like he’d just run a marathon though.

He waved at me. “They told me not to go into the thick of it, but I know
I can still take shots at them. They said you wanted people with long
distance attacks, right?”

“That’s true, but don’t take chances. I’m trying to keep everyone
alive.”

He shrugged, “Don’t worry about it. I’m not going to do anything crazy.
Paladin told me he was saving his strength by doing the bare minimum.”

In the distance, I saw Alex reach down to the spot where the aliens had
penetrated Bloodmaiden’s armor. His eyes widened. “How are you not
dead?”

Tara stepped out of the portal, followed by Travis. That was…
unexpected. They were both great hand to hand fighters, but not much
else. Then I thought a little harder. From what I’d seen of her, and
from what Rachel had told me, Tara’s ability to predict enemy actions in
combat bordered on the supernatural. She’d likely be invaluable–even if
the same ability hadn’t saved her father.

Travis was stronger than anyone but Izzy and Jaclyn. I could use him
inside the ship.

Lim had sent me a few people I’d need in addition to the people I’d
asked for. He was good, and I had to make a point of thanking him if I
survived.

Then Rod came through–as a blond, bearded and slightly overweight
guy–not as a troll, followed by Samita in her Red Hex costume. At that
point I considered the possibility Lim had sent me everybody who wasn’t
too hurt to move.

I opened up communications, setting up a channel for this operation.
Dayton, Jody, and Sean stepped out of the gate as I started talking.

I couldn’t complain. I’d need Sean desperately for the last part of the
operation.

“First off, can any of you shield us from sight? And I don’t just mean
heroes. I mean everybody. Bloodmaiden did before, but–”

Bloodmaiden interrupted me, saying, “I’m fine. I’ll do it,” at the same
time Samita said, “I’ll handle it.”

Feeling pretty sure I’d heard Samita specialized in enchanted items
instead of using her own lifeforce, I said, “Red Hex, handle it.”

Samita pulled something out of a bag, said a few words, and we all
turned transparent.

I could still tell people from their surroundings by a little, but only
because anything behind them was a touch darker than anything to their
sides.

“Here’s the plan,” I said. “They’re going to come here to take the
artifacts, and while they try it, some of us will get on board, disable
the engines and get out. Then a few of you will prevent the ship from
falling and crushing civilians.

“Storm King, The Power, and anyone else who can help should be ready for
that. Ghost, Night Wolf, Accelerando, Izzy, and myself will get on the
ship. Bloodmaiden will support us from the ground.

“The rest of you will need to listen to Tara. She’ll figure out the best
way to prevent them from taking things, and hurting civilians.”

As I said it, a big rectangular box came to a stop in the air above Blue
Sky Labs. The darkness of the ship’s shields made it difficult to see
where the ship’s darkness ended, and the sky’s darkness began.

On the far end of the ship, the ship’s engines glowed.

They were unshielded, of course.

Unshielded engines were a spaceship’s weak point in combat. That and
anyplace they predictably thinned the shields—like weapon hardpoints.
Anyone who’d trained on spacecraft knew it. There were a host of
techniques to minimizing your chances of dying—ranging from special
shields to keeping changes of direction brief. It wasn’t as if you
slowed down very quickly in space.

Most of the defenses were oriented toward spaceships though because any
living being that attempted to sneak past working engines would quickly
become well done.

I had every reason to hope that didn’t apply to Izzy.

Turning my eyes away from the spaceship above us, I finished off what
passed for a briefing. “Well, there’s the enemy. Remember, it’s big, but
it’s doable. We can win this. Oh, and I’ll probably have to talk to a
few of you before we go. You can probably guess who—Tara, Bloodmaiden,
Paladin, and the Mystic.”

I used the comm to call Tara. Half a head taller than most of the women,
Tara stood at the edge of the group, already whispering to people and
pointing at spots in the trees.

I couldn’t see her very well between the transparency and the darkness,
but I could see her. She turned to face me, square jaw pointing in my
direction, giving me a level gaze. “Rocket?”

“Hey Tara, you’re going to be in charge of everything on the ground, and
I didn’t ask you about it beforehand. You’re okay with that, right?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

It was the closest I planned to come to asking her if she was
comfortable taking orders from me given what had happened to her father.
Then I tried to pull the next question together in my head. Giving
people orders wasn’t easy when you were still working out details of the
plan.

“What else?” She asked.

“We’re going to need to convince them to turn on their engines. If we
don’t manage it ourselves or get lucky, we’ll need you to do it.”

She nodded. “You can count on me.”

“I’m sorry to drop that on you in addition to keeping the civilians
safe.”

“I was made for this. I’ll be fine.”

“Great,” I said, and left it at that. I could have pointed out that,
unlike her relatives, technically she hadn’t been “made,” and that her
people, even though they were genetically engineered soldiers, had
apparently been created to destroy humanity instead of save it.

I didn’t because she could handle everything I needed her to, and more.

Hey Daniel, I thought, you know what I want you to do.

Stick with Vaughn, Sean and rest of them? Daniel sent back to me. I
was planning to do that anyway.

Thanks, I thought.

Then I walked over to Jaclyn, Izzy, Bloodmaiden, and Alex. Bloodmaiden
and Izzy appeared to be talking quietly about something. Alex must have
successfully healed her because the cuts in her armor no longer glowed.

Alex was talking to Jaclyn. “Sorry,” he said. “I can’t do much for you.
You know how it is.”

Jaclyn shrugged. “I’m not that hurt. It’ll heal.”

Alex frowned. “I don’t like being useless.”

“What’s up?” I stopped next to them.

“Nothing new,” Alex said.

Jaclyn said, “Don’t worry about it. Paladin can’t heal me, but I’m not
badly hurt.”

I’d seen her get hit by one of the aliens’ weapons. I still wasn’t sure
what kind, but it had been powerful enough to slow her down, burn her,
and damage her costume.

“You’re sure? Why can’t Paladin heal you?”

Jaclyn glanced upward at the spaceship, but said, “The same reason his
dad couldn’t heal my grandfather.”

Alex put his hands in the pockets of his long coat. “We can heal them,
but it’s ten times as much work. If I heal her now, other people could
die because I’m too tired to do anything.”

I’d always wondered why Jaclyn’s grandfather hadn’t gotten his eyes
fixed.

“Ok,” I said, and stepped around them toward Izzy and Bloodmaiden.
“You’re doing better, right?”

Bloodmaiden nodded. “I’m not about to die if that’s what you mean.
What’s the plan?”

“Tara’s going to run things on the ground, so run this by her first, but
we need them to turn on the engines. If you were to spear someone in the
control room, I’m pretty sure they’d move the ship. They’ll probably
pretty much annihilate everything around where you might be standing, so
you’ll want to plan for that too. Uh… Maybe stand away from everyone
else have Portal gate you out?”

She grinned. “I’ll work something out.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave it there, but I’d already taken enough
time talking. It was all necessary stuff, but with the ship in the air
above us, it would be better to act sooner than later.

“OK,” I said, and texted Rachel and Travis to join me. Izzy and Jaclyn
were already near me after all.

Naturally that’s the moment when the aliens started talking to
us—talking in a loose sense anyway. A voice from the ship blanketed the
area.

I didn’t recognize the accent, but there were moments where it reminded
me of Chinese, and others where it sounded Slavic. Mostly though, it
sounded like nothing I’d ever heard. Nonetheless, it was obviously
spoken by a creature that had learned it the hard way. It didn’t sound
like a computer.

In a deep voice, it said, “You will surrender now, or we will burn you
to death.”

On the comm Tara said, “Move away from the front of the building. Portal
is gating people out, but don’t wait for her. Move towards the woods.
Don’t go near the parking lot.”

Daniel blanketed the area with the thought, Ten seconds.

Everyone moved. I grabbed two kids, both girls that couldn’t have been
over the age of ten, and ran to the forest, turning around to run back
and grab more—except there weren’t more. There were enough of us that
we’d managed to grab practically everyone at once. Jaclyn and Jody alone
must have accounted for more than ten people each.

That was good because light blazed over the parking lot. I saw car
windows crack, tires pop, and a car exploded, followed by more cars.

The light traveled across the parking lot, hitting the sidewalk which
also cracked, throwing chunks of concrete in random directions.

The building’s lawn had already been hit by the first ships’ weapons,
but this burned up the entire front in an instant—grass and dead aliens
alike. Bits of burning ash floated in the air, drifting in all
directions.

Children and adults both screamed while other voices tried to hush them.

The spaceship’s engines glowed, moving it closer to the building. I
checked everyone’s locations in my HUD. We needed to take off now.

Opening a comm connection to Red Hex, I asked, “How long will the
invisibility last?”

Samita took a breath. A quick check of her position showed that she’d
been running. That was smart. “Five minutes.”

“Thanks,” I said, and cut off the connection. Five minutes was enough.
By that time we’d be where we needed to be or we’d be dead—possibly
both.

Burning light from the space ship continued to incinerate everything
around the building including the aliens’ own dead.

Meanwhile, transparent forms disappeared into Portal’s gates bare
instants before they would have been destroyed. I was pretty sure the
people in the ship weren’t targeting them. They were targeting
everything.

Opening up a comm connection to Travis, Jaclyn, Izzy, and Rachel, I
said, “I’ll carry Accelerando, and Izzy can take Night Wolf. Ghost can
grab onto whoever she wants, I guess. We’re going to enter by way of the
engine’s exhaust port.”

A few feet away, Travis, big, but as transparent as the rest of us,
lifted his head toward the spaceship.

“You’ve worked out how we’ll do this without getting burned to death?”
His deep voice stayed level.

“Pretty much. Izzy’s invulnerability comes partially from a force field.
If we get close enough, we’ll be protected too.”

Izzy turned toward me. Her mask covered the upper half of her face, but
I could see that she was frowning. “I’ve never pulled four people into
it.”

“Remember when you lifted that boat during practice last fall? It should
have broken in two. I’m betting you can surround more than you think.”

“I hope you’re—“ Izzy began, but then the grass near us began to burn.
At the edge of the clearing, trees exploded into fire while Tara kept up
a constant stream of directions.

I turned on the rockets and flew toward Jaclyn, grabbing her with one
arm, and flying upward. My HUD showed where the air was hot, and I swung
out to avoid a beam that was aiming for the woods.

Moments later Jaclyn and I were above the ship, staring down at the
darker than black shields that surrounded it. It made for a strangely
compelling picture. White light and the fire burning the grass below
silhouetted the black, shielded ship.

The engine’s exhaust ports glowed softly on the far end as the spaceship
slowly moved closer to the building.

Izzy’s voice came over the comm. “Did you change your mind? I’m close to
the exhaust ports, and you’re um… not.”

“Sorry, I was concentrating more on avoiding getting burned. I’ll join
you now.” I dove for her.

Jaclyn laughed. “I wondered what you were doing.”

“Sorry,” I said, controlling the suit with my right hand, aiming toward
Izzy’s position.

“No apologies needed. I don’t want to get hit again.” She shouted
through the wind.

I slowed down, and pushed the button that changed the suit’s orientation
from horizontal to vertical.

For a moment it felt like my stomach wouldn’t be turning with me, but
then I found myself floating in the air near Izzy and Travis, neither of
them standing out much from the air around them.

The red glow of the engines’ exhaust seemed to be dimming.

“Now,” Jaclyn said, and she was right. They seemed to be planning to
come to a complete stop over Blue Sky Labs.

I aimed for Izzy as she turned toward the ship. As I caught up, she
pulled me in, and we all hung on to each other as she flew directly into
the glow.

I turned the rockets off by tapping the backup controls in the helmet’s
mouthpiece. At same time, fire surrounded us and I waited for the suit
to throw up error messages, followed shortly by pain and death.

It didn’t. I didn’t even feel warm as flame blocked my view of
everything else.

After a little while the glow disappeared, and Rachel’s voice came over
the comm. “Time for a group hug?”

She faded in, floating in the air inside a glossy white tube. We floated
only a few feet away, all of us hanging on to Izzy.

Travis laughed, and said, “You’re missing out.”

Rachel grinned, and said, “Thanks, but no. I’ll scout ahead and find you
in the ship.”

Then she floated through the wall to her right.

Jaclyn let go first. “Not that I don’t like you people,” she said,
dropping to the floor, “but I think we should get moving.”

“Are you sure it’s safe,” I started to ask, and then I caught a glimpse
of the outside in my HUD. By the outside, I mean where the exhaust port
opened to the sky behind us.

I couldn’t see anything. Light eating darkness covered the end. Now the
only way out was further in.

I looked down. The floor’s temperature was around ninety degrees.

“Rocket,” Travis asked as the both of us dropped to the floor, “you know
how these engines are designed, should we go left or right?”

Izzy turned her head from the left side to the right. My passive sonar
made it clear that she was sweeping the area.

Turning her head toward Travis, she said, “There’s nothing but more hull
to the left, and there’s space to the right.”

“Thanks,” Travis said, and walked across from one side of the tube to
the other, regrowing claws on his hands and feet as he did it.

Then he sank his hands into the glossy material (ceramic, maybe?), and
ripped a hole in it. It crumbled as he pulled, breaking into chunks both
small and large. Jaclyn spread out her hands, and gave a solid push at a
section near his. A three foot wide piece broke away, cracks running out
to join with Travis’ section.

It fell, hitting something metal with a ringing crash.

Alarmed shouts came through the hole.

I couldn’t understand a bit of the language—not that that surprised me.

Travis stepped through the hole in the exhaust tube, his form nearly
transparent to me, and (I assumed) completely transparent to whatever
was out there. In his place, I didn’t think I would have simply left.

Still, despite being hugely muscled and nearly seven feet tall, Travis
could sneak around much better than I could. Throw invisibility in
there, and I had to admit, he’d probably done the right thing. At any
rate, he’d done one of a few possible “right things.”

I had no right to complain. We needed a scout then, and he was the best
person to do it with Rachel scouting further up the ship.

He turned on his communicator’s camera, giving all of us a good view.
Off to his left, we could see what was best described as the front of a
cylinder on top of a platform. At any rate, that what it looked like if
you ignored all the pipes coming out of it, the wires, and the screens
and buttons built into it.

It appeared to be made out of a ceramic material similar to the material
Travis had ripped apart.

Another cylinder that looked exactly the same lay directly ahead of
Travis. It didn’t take any thought at all to recognize they had to be
the ship’s engines. Even if I hadn’t had enough clue from their shape,
I’d instantly recognized the fusion power plant which was right next to
them, a box shaped structure that rose up in the middle of the floor.
Pipes and and lines ran out of it to each engine, and to another box
shaped engine on the other side of it.

The communicator didn’t send the sharpest picture, and the fusion plant
blocked all but a sliver of the other engine. All the same, I guessed
what it had to be—the shield generator. Hypothetically, you could put it
anywhere in the ship, but keeping it with the power plant and engines
meant that the engineers wouldn’t have to run all over the ship.

Of course, it also meant that a hypothetical saboteur wouldn’t have far
to go to take out all the ship’s most vital systems.

I thought for a second. This ship was large enough to carry its own
hyperdrive. It didn’t mean that it had to, but if it did, I’d have to
find some way to get it home.

It probably says something about me that I noticed the engine room
without noticing the engineers, better known as the guys who were doing
all the shouting.

In the shaky cam style you’d expect out of a camera on a wrist mounted
communicator, Travis gave us a view of the engine room. The engineers
appeared to be human, but a little off—skinny builds like long distance
runners, and prehensile tails with a thick base. Plus, there was
something wrong with their feet.

I didn’t initially recognize but when Travis zoomed in on one of them, I
realized that their feet were more like a monkey’s.

That went a long way toward explaining why the catwalks’ design didn’t
assume that people would be walking upright. In fact, even calling what
they had a catwalk was pushing it. They had conveniently placed bars,
and the occasional platform—which also included spots to attach a
cable—useful if the gravity went out.

Anyway, all the engineers were monkey people, and in Travis’ quick sweep
of the room, I could see at least six of them. One of them, a big
(relatively) blond guy was shouting at two of the others, and pointing
at the hole Travis had created.

A Hrrnna wearing powered armor stood near the fusion plant, holding a
gun in his arms, and pointing it toward the hole.

Then the bigger monkey guy started shouting orders at all the others,
and they started running around. One went over to one of the screens
with buttons and began talking to someone. A couple more ran over to the
debris from the exhaust tube and pointed instruments at it, staring at
the screens on one instrument, and talking into another.

Meanwhile, a few more of them ran toward the engine and started opening
sections, pressing buttons, and clearly doing it with some degree of
coordination because one would do something. Then he or she would shout
over at another, and then they’d do something.

For one terrifying moment, I thought they might be planning to turn the
engine on, killing me, and possibly Jaclyn or Izzy. In the next moment,
I recognized that for the irrational fear it was.

What would I be doing if an engine spontaneously developed a hole that
led into the engine room? After panicking, the first thing I’d do would
be to shut it off and make sure there was no way to turn it on.

Then I’d repair it if I had the time and materials.

They had to be doing the same. It was interesting though that they
didn’t start without being shouted at. I supposed that they might not be
good at handling unpredictable situations, or possibly they were
hierarchal to point that they didn’t do much of anything without a
supervisor insisting on it?

I didn’t have enough information to tell.

What I did know was this: the invisibility spell would be wearing off
any minute, and as soon as it did, they’d know for sure that the ship
had been boarded.

They’d know exactly the same thing if Jaclyn or I jumped out of the
tube.

Izzy and Travis seemed to come to the same conclusion at approximately
the same time I did. Travis’ cam suddenly switched views and showed the
ceiling, and then the floor as he slid down one of the poles in the
room, and began to creep toward the Hrrnna.

At the same time, Izzy flew out the hole, muttering something that
sounded like, “I hope this is the last one.”

Jaclyn and I moved toward the hole in time to see a transparent Izzy hit
the Hrrnna in the chest, take his gun, break it in two, and hit him with
a punch that threw him into a wall.

He didn’t stand up.

Jaclyn and I looked at each other, and then she stepped out of the hole.
I followed, using the rockets to give me a little extra boost.

That’s when we turned visible again.

The monkey people gave a collective gasp, and started running. Izzy
reappeared, standing over the Hrrnna’s body, and frowning.

Travis reappeared midway between the engine and where Izzy downed the
Hrrnna. A monkey guy ran past him, and he tackled it.

Jaclyn, her eyes still on the monkey people running away, said, “I don’t
think we need to catch the rest of them. You?”

I shook my head. “Everyone else is visible now. I think we should trash
the power plant.”

Jaclyn’s eyes flicked toward the fusion generator and then back to me.
“You’re not going to ask me to smash it are you? Because that sounds
like a bad idea.”

I shook my head. “No. I wasn’t thinking of doing that. We’d probably all
die.”

Jaclyn eyed me. “You think? So how were you planning to trash their
plant?”

“Well, there are emergency procedures in case you need to shut it off.
This generator looks a lot like the jet’s. It should be easy.”

Jaclyn smiled. “Kind of like how Rook’s headquarters wasn’t supposed to
contain nerve gas.”

I was about to say that there was no way we could have expected that,
but Jaclyn spoke before I’d gotten my thoughts together.

Shaking her head, she said, “I’m not arguing, let’s go.”

We ran toward the fusion plant. Jaclyn arrived ahead of me, but not by
much. We weren’t racing. We stood among the pipes and cables, looking up
at the white box in front of us. A few screens glowed next to it, giving
the plant’s vital statistics in a language or languages that I couldn’t
read.

Izzy landed next to us. “Do you need help?”

“Maybe,” I said. “What happened to the Hrrnna?”

She let out a breath, slumping a little. “Dead,” she said, “or its armor
is so damaged it can’t move.”

She turned around toward the body. I followed her gaze. The Hrrnna
wasn’t moving.

Travis came up as we spoke, carrying the monkey person. Not that “monkey
person” was quite right. It (he) had a tail and feet that appeared to be
made for grabbing branches, but he wasn’t furry, and outside of the
obvious differences, he was otherwise a normal human. The man wore a
form fitting jumpsuit and what I assumed was a tool belt.

Travis said, “He doesn’t know a word of English, and doesn’t have a
translator device either. I’m not sure why I bothered to grab him.”

He frowned, thinking, and said, “He started to run away, and I jumped
him before I had time to think about it. Maybe we’ll get some use out of
him.”

I doubted it, but didn’t say so. Turning to Jaclyn, I said, “It takes
two people to kill the generator. If you stand by that wall, and I go
around the corner, we can start.”

Jaclyn walked up to the box, stepping over a foot high cable. “Where do
I stand?”

She wasn’t far from where she needed to be. “You see the glowing symbol
with what look like handholds on both sides?”

“Grab the handholds?” She asked, stepping up to the wall.

“Yeah.” I walked around the corner, ducking under a pipe, and stepping
over two cables to stand in front of the same symbol. Glowing red with
two protrusions sticking out of a vaguely triangular shape, it made me
think of a demon’s head, but I knew it was some kind of alien symbol.

“I’ll tell you what to do.”

Grandpa had made me memorize the order. It was one of those things that
spaceship crews knew how to do.

It didn’t take long before Jaclyn and I each gave the handholds a final
twist and push. Inside the box came a crashing noise, followed by a
sizzling sound that reminded me I hadn’t eaten in a while.

I reminded myself that it meant that important pieces of the power plant
were melting, and that we’d just destroyed something that Earth’s
scientists had yet to build a native working version of.

It didn’t bother me much. I wished I could look inside and watch how it
worked. Even professional spaceship crew members didn’t normally have
any reason to do this.

The generator gave off heat that I couldn’t feel, but did register in my
HUD.

“We probably ought to go. The gravitics should start failing soon if
they haven’t already.”

All the same, I was noticing what hadn’t happened when we shut off the
fusion generator. The lights didn’t flicker, and I didn’t feel the ship
begin to sink.

When the inertial dampers started to hum, I had a very bad feeling.
Inertial dampers protected against sudden changes of direction, so I
shouldn’t feel anything, and I didn’t. The dampers were working
normally—like they would with a working fusion plant behind them. If the
ship were running on battery power, the dampers would be using up the
batteries quickly.

Most of my experience in space combat came from simulations the jet had
run me through, but simulations were accurate. Typically ships that had
lost their generator barely used their inertial dampers at all.

Well, there was one more thing I could try. I could call outside the
ship with the suit’s communicator. Shields took too much power to run
for long on batteries.

I clicked on my palm, and tried to switch to the regular League channel,
but got no connection.

Rachel faded in near us, empty air filling with a figure in a white
costume. Her mask covered the upper half of her face, but left her hair
uncovered.

She didn’t look happy.

“Bad news,” she said, “there’s another engine room. Oh, and they know
we’re here now. There aren’t many of them left on the ship, but some of
them are coming this way.”

Izzy’s face tightened. “More? I don’t want to kill anyone else—not
today. Not ever.”

I knew the feeling, but more as a feeling than anything else. I
remembered killing the Xiniti, and I knew I’d killed more aliens than
that, but the fighting had mostly been a blur.

Part of me hoped it would stay that way.

Rachel looked over at Izzy. “I get that, but we’re not out of this yet.
The ship turned around a second ago, and it looks like we’re going
toward someplace more populated.”

Izzy closed her eyes, opened them, and pointed toward the far end of the
engine room. “Is it the middle, more on the left side than the right?”

Rachel turned, not saying anything. When she turned back to us, she
said, “That’s it.”

Izzy’s mouth tightened. “They’re not coming for us. They’re gathering
there. If we want to stop the ship, we’ll have to kill them.”

She stared ahead, “I hate this.”

I got that.

Travis shook his head. “Think big picture. If we don’t take the ship
down, who knows what they’ll use the ship for. They might even have
something that proves we have Abominator tech by now, and that means
everyone dies.”

“I know. You don’t have to tell me.” Izzy punctuated her statement by a
small stamp of her foot.

The ceramic underneath it cracked.

If she noticed, she didn’t give any sign. “This isn’t what I had in mind
when I signed up for this. This is what I was afraid of–that I’d become
part of a superpowered army.”

“Me too,” I said. “A little anyway.”

Rachel nodded. “Me too. A lot. The government and the Defenders are both
putting a lot of money into this, and I’ve been wondering what they’re
going to want back from us.”

Jaclyn looked from Rachel to Izzy. “I hadn’t been worried about it, but
now you’re making me paranoid.”

She tapped one finger against her thigh. It moved quickly enough that I
saw it as a blur.

Travis made a noise deep in his throat. The monkey man’s eyes widened.
“We can’t think about this now. I’d say this mission is about as moral
as it gets. We’re saving lives, a whole world of lives–”

Izzy began to open her mouth. Travis continued anyway.

“–but I’d be lying if I didn’t see where this could go wrong. All the
youngest supers, the biggest group ever, gathered together, and being
trained to fight as a group. Yeah, we’ve got to keep our eyes open, but
right now we’ve got to stay on task, and make sure the Hrrnna don’t aim
the ship’s weapons at New Jersey or something.”

I thought about suggesting that if they targeted wherever “Jersey Shore”
was being filmed, they might be doing the world a service, but wasn’t
that cancelled? I couldn’t be sure.

Anyway, making light of thousands of potential deaths didn’t seem right.

“Hey,” I said, “I think we can make this easier. The shield generator’s
right there. If we take it out, anyone can target this ship. Their
cloaking ability depends partly on the shields working. We’ll leave them
visible and vulnerable.”

Jaclyn grinned at me. “And we’ll be inside. Sounds great.”

That reminded me of another thing. “I’m less worried about us, and more
worried about everyone below us. Sean and Storm King were going to keep
the ship from falling on someplace populated, but if we’re moving, I
don’t know if they’ve kept up.”

Travis’ voice rose. “Then we’d better get moving because the more time
they’ve got, the better chance they have to fly out of sight.”

Point.

I warmed up the suit’s lasers. “Then let’s destroy the shield generator.
Unlike the fusion plant, it doesn’t matter where you hit it.”

Izzy straightened her ponytail. “Let’s get this over with, but we’re
still talking afterward.”

Night Wolf’s dark gray mask hid most of Travis’ face, but I could see
him nod.

“I’ll start,” I said. I walked to the shield generator. Like the fusion
plant, it was basically box shaped. Unlike the fusion power plant, it
only had one cable leading in or out.

I aimed the lasers at it, cutting it in two. Nothing much happened. I
wouldn’t have been surprised to see sparks, but there weren’t any.

Had they hidden the cable from the other fusion generator? I didn’t want
to dig through the floor to find it, but I would if I had to. Then I
realized that something about the shield generator had changed.

I stared at it.

Glowing screens had appeared in the air on the shield generator’s walls,
showing the plant’s statistics in an alien alphabet. They were gone
after I cut the cable.

“Okay,” I said, “the power’s cut. If one of you rips it apart, we won’t
have to worry about someone fixing the cable, or having it fix itself.”

“I’ll get it,” Izzy said. “You’ll want to stand away from me. Maybe over
there?”

She pointed at a hallway that lead out of the room. It wasn’t close by.

We all looked at each other. Jaclyn shrugged. “It’s all yours.”

Then we all made for the hallway. As we stopped, Izzy shouted. I’d
guessed what she was about to do, and monitored it on the HUD. Her shout
existed on multiple frequencies, changing them constantly until it
settled on only a few–which it boosted to volume levels the Rocket suit
couldn’t hit.

Discordant, it wouldn’t have sounded good normally, but with the volume
it hurt even after the Rocket suit blocked out most of it.

Jaclyn shut the hallway’s doors before it hit its worst. Even so, Travis
held his hands over his hears and grit his teeth while it went on.

When it stopped, I hit the shield generator with a blast of sonar. It
created a picture of a device where some pieces had vibrated into bits
while the relatively whole pieces were cracked.

I recognized the technique, and wondered if Grandpa had been inspired in
any way by what her grandfather could do.

That wasn’t the only thing I noticed once I paid attention to my HUD
again.

We were connected to the outside again. It wasn’t the strongest of
signals, but the Stapledon channels appeared along with the Heroes
League’s.

My observation bots reconnected, giving me grainy views of the ship in
the distance. Long and thin, the bottom of the rectangular ship glowed
dimly as it aimed itself toward the coast.

The quality of the pictures didn’t make it clear whether it was New York
or New Jersey, but even in the twilight, it was clear that there were a
lot of lights.

I checked the GPS. We were flying toward New York. Dots trailed us, not
very closely, but they were gathering speed. Sean, Vaughn, and a few
other capes I didn’t know as well.

They must have cloaked the ship when they started flying away.

Now though, they were on our trail. We had a chance. If we moved quickly
we might even be able to take out the other fusion generator while we
were still over water.

Izzy pushed through the doors as I said, “Have you checked your comms?”

I didn’t need to. They already were.

“We’re above water right now,” I said. “If we can take out that second
power plant before we get to shore…”

Travis let the monkey man go. With a squeal, the alien ran back into the
engine room. “He wasn’t going to help us anyway,” Travis said, “but if
you carry me we’ll get there faster.”

Within seconds we were moving. Izzy carried Travis. Jaclyn ran, and I
flew behind them, Rachel hanging on to my shoulder.

The hallways turned into a blur of doorways. We were nearly there in
what seemed like an instant. I slowed down, and managed to land without
plowing into Izzy, Travis, and Jaclyn.

We stopped at a corner.

Izzy held her finger to her lips. “They’re at the end of the hall.”

I knew I should be concentrating on how to take them out, but I clicked
on the Heroes League channel. Haley’s voice came through, only slightly
distorted by static.

“Push the button, Control,” Haley talked at a normal volume, but the
intensity in her voice made it seem louder.

Kayla’s voice came through. She started to say, “I…” hesitated, and
said, “You’re all right there.”

“We’ll be fine,” Haley said, sounding just as intense as before. “Now!”

Man-machine’s voice came over the comm at almost the same time, “Now,
dammit!”

The HUD showed them in the forest above HQ, not far from the forest
entrance. From their movements, they had to be fighting. A dot labeled
“Control” stood further away from the group–almost undoubtedly Kayla in
the powered armor we’d made for her when we fought the Cabal.

I’d made that armor more with the idea of allowing her to watch a fight
in safety and provide us information than fighting. And that’s what she
appeared to be doing this time. She had observation bots out and
streaming information to the rest of them. I could have followed their
feed, and seen what they were fighting, making the fight about more than
moving dots.

Maybe I would have, but as I considered it, Kayla said, “Okay, okay,
I’ll do it. One, two, three–”

Then all the dots turned grey, and the feed went dead.

I clicked out of the feed, and tried clicking in again. I joined the
Heroes League channel, but nothing was on it except for the members that
were here.

The system diagnostics were registering that the HQ broadcast tower was
down. We still had the tower downtown–the one near the League’s official
office, the one I’d blown up.

It wasn’t picking up any signals.

I calmed myself, reminding myself everything I’d seen was completely
consistent with using an EMP. I could easily see Chris or his
grandfather trying that one. I hadn’t been completely successful when
I’d tried it, but they probably didn’t know it.

Plus, even if Haley tried to tell them, I could completely see
Man-machine ignoring her.

I could also imagine Man-machine figuring out a way to affect them
anyway.

It didn’t change the fact that while Haley might be safe, she also might
be dead, or fighting for her life, and I couldn’t do a thing about it.

Travis’ voice broke into my thoughts. “Rocket, what do you think?”

“Uh?” I said.

They had been talking about something.

Travis clenched his right hand. “Haven’t you been listening?”

I paused, not sure if I should try to be truthful or not.

“It’s okay,” Izzy said, her voice quiet. She’d probably heard
everything.

“It’s not okay,” the intensity in his voice reminding me of Haley’s.
“You can’t be zoning out now–”

“Night Wolf,” Rachel said, using the same tone of voice she used when
she was trying to be patient with me. “It’s not a good time for an
argument.”

I thought about telling him why I’d gotten distracted, but we didn’t
need to have both of us distracted.

Travis started talking when she stopped, obviously trying to ignore
Rachel. “Rocket, how well do you know their tech? Do you think they know
where we are, or do we have a chance to sneak up on them?”

I started to say, “I’d be more surprised if they didn’t know where we
were,” but only got up to the “I’d–”

Then the Hrrnna interupted me. In tones that sounded close, but not
quite like human speech, the Hrrnna said, “Earth creatures, surrender.
We know that we cannot match your Abominator bred might, but think you
should consider this. We long ago became used to fighting hopeless
battles against your kind, and will sell our lives dearly.

“Even now, we’ve traveled across the water and come to one of your
cities. If you should destroy the fusion generator, this ship will fall
and kill hundreds if not thousands of your people. Even if you see no
value in our lives, don’t you see some value in theirs, or even your
own? I tell you now that we have rigged a portion of this ship to
explode when it touches your Earth.

“If you value your lives, you won’t test our resolve.”

I checked our position via the GPS. It was right. We were nearing land
now. If we’d been in Grand Lake, it might have been an empty threat on a
Sunday night. In New York, we probably would kill people. People
actually lived in New York City’s downtown. The evacuation from what I’d
seen had mostly been of Manhattan.

Vaughn and Sean were still following us. The rest hadn’t managed to keep
up. I didn’t know exactly how much ship they could hold, but I had a bad
feeling that this ship would be more than they could handle.

Travis, in the meantime had decided to talk back. “Yeah,” he growled,
“suppose we decide to let you win, what happens?”

The Hrrnna replied, still sounding emotionless, filtered through its
translating device. “You go home to your families, and we repair this
ship, and continue our exile in this horrific sector of space. We simply
want to live.”

In the face of of this, Travis started laughing. “You just want to live?
How are we supposed to believe that? You just spent most of the last few
months trying to kill us three times over. I’ve got a better suggestion,
how about you surrender, and we’ll stop trying to send you to Hell where
you belong.”

“Very well,” the Hrrnna said, “then we shall die together.”

The ship tilted, aiming toward the ground.

All of us looked at each other. I don’t know what the others were
thinking, but in that moment I wasn’t sure what to do. I didn’t know how
much force Vaughn and Sean could create between the two of them, but I
doubted they could stop the ship from hitting the ground—not if it were
under power at any rate.

If we knocked the power out, it was still an open question.

Not to mention that I remembered how they handled a ship during the
training exercise. It wasn’t the same situation, but it was still a
disaster with a big ship.

For a second, it seemed like the best option might be to see if the
Hrrnna would give us a second chance at letting them go.

I didn’t think that letting them go would be the best choice, but
between letting them go and exploding the ship in the middle of a city,
letting them go seemed better. The problem was that Travis was right.
Over the last couple months they’d tried to give terrorists bombs that
would cause humanity’s extinction, aimed asteroids at the planet, and
come up with a way to force the Xiniti to destroy us.

There was no way that the Hrrnna wouldn’t use extra time to burn us
another way.

Besides I could think of a way to slow us down, and maybe if we were
lucky avoid turning the ship into a fireball.

“Izzy,” I said, “you remember what I said earlier about—“

Izzy blinked. “The boat. I know.”

She floated upward, stretched out her arms and put her hands against the
white ceramic ceiling, pushing, her muscles visibly straining. She
didn’t break through, but creaking noises came from everywhere around
us.

The inertial dampers clicked on, humming furiously. I tried think
whether or not that was ultimately a good thing.

Tapping my right palm, I began to contact Vaughn and Sean to ask for
help, but I didn’t have to. Travis’ voice came over the comm, “Power,
Storm King, keep this ship up! Aim—”

Even before he’d finished, Jaclyn tapped me. “We need to go.”

She nodded toward the hallway, and she was right.

I turned toward Rachel who turned more transparent as I watched.
“Coming?” I asked.

“No,” Rachel said, now nearly invisible, “I’m heading for the bridge.”

And then she was gone.

Vaughn’s voice came over the comm, the sound of roaring wind along with
it. “We’re trying. It’s still flying. You know it’s still flying,
right?”

Travis growled, “Not for long.”

“Now,” Jaclyn said, and ran down the hall, a blur, and I followed,
taking two steps, and turning on the rockets. Not that I had any hope of
catching Jaclyn, but arriving close behind her would help.

The walls blurred. If they hadn’t already been all white, they would
have seemed that way anyway.

The hall ended in an upwardly curved section of hull. Hrrnna bodies in
power armor lay sprawled across the floor. A purple blur threw the last
to the floor as I flew up. Then Jaclyn entered what had to be the backup
engine room.

I started my turn in time to avoid smashing into the wall, but only
barely. I scraped it, and passed through the door, following Jaclyn into
a hail of blue and white beams.

The HUD started displaying damage reports, and I let fly with the
killbots. I didn’t have a lot of them left, but this wasn’t a situation
where conserving resources would be much help.

The three Hrrnna in front of me exploded in a blast of armor and burnt
Hrrnna body parts.

I flew over them, turning and hovering as I crossed half the room almost
without realizing it. One of the Hrrnna began to turn, and I shot his
head with the laser. It fell over, all eight limbs twitching.

Only in that moment did I manage to get a good look around me. I’d
notice that the room expanded upward into the level above it. Not that
that was a surprise. It was an engine room. A catwalk went around the
upper level. I hovered at approximately the same height, giving me a
view of not one but two big engines. I recognized the fusion plant
instantly—if only because it had pipes and cables coming out of it
everywhere. The other engine only had one cable coming out of it. That
cable went directly toward the fusion plant.

I didn’t know for sure what it was, but I had a pretty good idea.

It had to be a hyperdrive. Between the long cylindrical body, and the
greenish-gray metal domes that stuck out of each end, it looked exactly
like the pictures Grandpa had taken.

Judging from what he’d written, and what I’d seen in the jet’s space
combat simulator, this wasn’t one of the best out there. My bet was that
it could access the lowest, slowest, levels of hyperspace. It was best
used for in-system jumps—the kind that saved you time after coming
through the jump gate, or alternately, tactical jumps that allowed you
to get past a system’s defenses the easy way.

I wanted it.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have any great ideas about how to get it. It
wasn’t as if I could rip it out of the floor, and fly it back to Grand
Lake. Even if I could grab it somehow, the government would have first
dibs.

I stopped thinking about it. With Jaclyn darting about in a flash of
purple, keeping all of them busy, I had to handle the fusion plant.
There were still more than twenty of them, more than we’d be able to
take care of before the ship hit the ground.

I couldn’t do the shutdown technique we’d used with the last one because
that didn’t work with one person in a ship this size.

I had one option—destroying the cables and some of the pipes. I’d
avoided it last time because of the possibility that I might release
superheated plasma instead of cutting off the power.

Activating the radar, sonar, and thermal sensors, I scanned the power
plant as quickly as I could. I didn’t have much time to make a decision,
but I could try.

I loaded the last of the killbots, gave them their targets, and
hesitated for a moment as I realized that we had no backup plan if Izzy,
Vaughn and Sean couldn’t keep it in the air.

Then I fired, feeling the smallest pushes as the bots shot out from
under my arm.

Explosions ringed the plant. With each gout of fire, I expected plasma
to cover the room, but it didn’t.

The lights went out, plunging the room into darkness.

My helmet adjusted to the lack of light at about the same time the ship
dropped a few feet. A warning beeped, and I dropped a few feet,
preparing for a landing. The Hrrnna must have had effective night vision
because many of the remaining ones turned to aim their weapons at me.

I opened up everything I had at them, putting the few remaining killbots
into efficiency mode—which meant that instead of exploding upon entering
a body, they’d make holes in opponents initially and only explode if the
opponent wouldn’t go down, or if they were nearly out of fuel.

I’d created a really elegant algorithm to calculate the best use of a
group of bots on multiple targets. I felt proud if its efficiency, but
I’d felt a little sick when I thought about what it actually
did.

That didn’t stop me from putting it into practice. Unfortunately
efficient didn’t mean instant, and they kept on firing at me. The armor
registered damage as they hit.

\[78%\]

\[77%\]

\[76%\]

And so on…

In some ways Jaclyn was in a worse position than I was. She had strength
and speed that even in my suit I could only dream of, but in the
darkness she was blind, and the Hrrnna weren’t.

When the lights went out, she’d been in the middle of them. She’d swung
wildly, then gathered speed, running through the Hrrnna in front of her.

Even as I ran and jumped, sometimes punching a Hrrnna while trying to
avoid their shots, waiting for the killbots to take them down, I
realized that the best thing I could do for her was give her light.

Lowering the lasers’ intensity, I swung my arms around, illuminating the
room, or whatever portion of it my arms happened to be pointing at.

That was enough for her.

Even with the HUD, she still moved too quickly for me to see her, but I
saw armor shatter and Hrrnna slide across the floor, or fly through the
air, sometimes hitting other Hrrnna as if they were nothing more than
eight legged, armored bowling pins.

At the same time, a series of small booms took place in the background,
and I suddenly realized that Jaclyn and I were almost the only living
beings in the room.

“Rocket, Accelerando,” Travis said.

I looked toward the sound, realizing that Travis stood near the doorway.
Three Hrrnna lay around him. I knew I hadn’t taken them down, and I was
pretty sure they hadn’t been there when I’d followed Jaclyn into the
room.

The light of the Rocket suit’s lasers lit up the floor between us.

Travis waved his hand toward the hallway behind him. “We’d better go. I
don’t know how long Izzy can keep this thing up.”

I checked my HUD, and found our position on the GPS. We’d moved quite a
ways. Now were above Hoboken, New Jersey, but we were moving eastward.
With any luck, we’d be able to ditch the ship in the Hudson River.

It probably wouldn’t be the worst thing that had ended up in the Hudson
River.

“By the way,” Travis asked, “Did you kill all those guys? Some of them
smell like they were dead before you got here.”

I turned around, and gave the room a good look. He was right. We’d only
fought Hrrnna, but half a dozen different kinds of humanoids lay dead in
the chamber, all of them burned to death by laser.

It didn’t make a lot of sense. The Hrrnna on the ground had been working
with exactly the same sort of aliens. On the other hand, hadn’t this
been a pirate ship? I was pretty sure the Hrrnna had hired a pirate ship
to bring them to Earth. I couldn’t imagine that the pirates would have
been willing to keep on going when it became clear that the Hrrnna were
losing.

Not that it mattered now. They were dead.

We followed Travis down the hall toward where Izzy hovered, her hands
still pushing against the ceiling.

My lasers didn’t give off the most natural lighting, but even
considering that, Izzy barely seemed to be able to keep her eyes open
and one of her fingers was shaking.

I checked the GPS again. We were practically over the Hudson. We should
ditch the ship now—before Izzy lost control of it.

I turned off my lasers, and readjusted them. We were standing next to
the hull. I could cut a door, and Jaclyn or Travis could knock it the
rest of the way out.

I turned on the lasers, aiming both of them at the same spot, and hoping
it would help. The blue beams lit up the hall.

Around us the whole ship seemed to be straining. Somewhere in the
distance, after a particularly long humming noise, I heard a pop
followed by a shaking sound.

The shaking didn’t stop, becoming deeper as I cut, and cutting wasn’t
getting easier. The floor shook too. I wasn’t cutting in a straight
line. Each bump made me move, and there were a lot of bumps.

Rachel appeared, not even giving me time to adjust, and flew through the
laser beams. “This ship is falling apart. Get out now!”

Izzy said something unintelligible. Then she fell over. Well, almost.
Jaclyn caught her.

Travis took everything in one glance. “Accelerando, grab the Rocket’s
hand. Rocket, catch me on your way out.”

He made for the section of hull I’d been working on, dug his feet’s
claws into the floor, and waved at me to turn off the lasers.

I did, and he tore a hole through the wall just as Jaclyn grabbed my
arm. I activated the rockets.

Through the hole, the dark waters of the Hudson lay below us.





Glory


        I felt Travis grab my arm as I stepped toward the door, and said, “Hang
on!”

Jaclyn and Travis jumped with me as I gave the rockets fuel, and that
was all for the best. The Rocket suit wasn’t meant to carry people.
Sure, you could carry people. You could carry several people, but let’s
put it this way—if a car were falling off a bridge, and I was the only
chance for the people inside to survive… well… those people were likely
to have a very short life.

This was bad for a whole lot of reasons, but mostly because it wasn’t at
it’s best maneuvering while carrying three people, two from my right
arm, one with my left. The right rockets had to compensate by putting
out more force on that side just to keep us from listing to one side or
the other.

This made all turns a little sluggish. If you hypothetically happened to
be flying above the Hudson River while pieces of a spaceship fell from
above, this was more than a little inconvenient.

The HUD said, [COLLISION ALERT].

I weaved as a particularly big chunk of the ship fell. It looked like
the entire back end of the ship.

It landed in the river, making a big splash. I aimed upward, checking
both Travis and Jaclyn to see how comfortable they were, and if they
were having any trouble hanging on.

They seemed fine—as fine you can be while hanging by one hand from the
Rocket suit and traveling across the Hudson at twilight.

Travis appeared to be watching the ship more than me. At least his eyes
seemed to be pointed in that direction. With his gray mask covering most
of his face it was hard to tell.

Jaclyn hung on to me, but watched Izzy, holding her close and keeping
Izzy’s head from flopping around while we flew.

I wondered if her powers still worked when she was unconscious. She’d
dug deep to keep the ship from sinking while we were still in it. It
would be wrong if a piece of debris fell on her and killed her.

With that in mind, I decided to land as soon as I could.

Two of the piers on the New York side had grass and even trees growing
on them. They appeared to have been deliberately landscaped, complete
with park benches.

I aimed for there. The trees didn’t have leaves, and the grass was
brown, but the HUD labeled it “Hudson River Park.” At least we wouldn’t
get in trouble for landing there.

I suspected the same wouldn’t be true if we landed on the Statue of
Liberty’s torch, and we could have. It wasn’t that far away. It wasn’t
all that close either, but still we could have made it.

We touched down, and Jaclyn laid her out on the nearest park bench. Not
as long as Izzy was tall, the bench didn’t look that comfortable to me.
Izzy’s legs fell on both sides. It didn’t have a back.

I opened a comm connection to Issac Lim, and he took it immediately.
“Great to hear from you. How’s Izzy doing?”

“How did you know that?” I checked the HUD. He was miles away, and none
of us had time to tell him.

“Ghost,” he said. “She called in as soon as you got out. We’ll get Izzy
to a hospital or to Paladin, but honestly, Paladin’s wiped out. How
badly is Izzy hurt?”

Even though he couldn’t possibly see it, I shook my head. “I don’t know.
I’m not even sure she is hurt. She might just be tired. If anything, I’d
say that she strained her powers if that makes any sense. She kept the
ship in the air, and then she collapsed.”

Lim took his time responding, long enough that I began to wonder if he’d
put me on hold. Then he said, “It can happen. I’ve seen people lose
their powers for a time. They usually come back, but if you’re lucky,
she’s tired. We’ve got a fix on you and we’re sending someone to pick
you up.”

Glancing at Jaclyn’s burned costume, the reddish spots on her face and
arm where she’d been hit, I asked, “Is it over? Is anyone still
fighting?”

“Give me a second,” Lim said, and asked something I couldn’t catch.
“No,” he said. “No one’s fighting. All the ships are accounted for as
well as the asteroids.”

I felt a surge of fear as I thought about my next question, but asked it
anyway. “What about Grand Lake? Have you talked to anyone there?”

“We haven’t talked to anyone, but we know that your people took down the
ship. Rocket, I’m sure they’re all fine. Man-machine came out of
retirement for this one. I’d never have thought letting that guy out
would be useful. Biggest collar of my career and he served less than a
year. Still, he played a role in saving all of us. Anyway, I’ve got to
go. I’ll talk later.”

I’d barely closed the connection when Travis turned to me and asked,
“What happened in Grand Lake?”

Jaclyn looked over at me too.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I checked the League’s channel in the middle of
everything, and they were shouting about needing to press a button, and
then there wasn’t anything. I haven’t been able to make a connection
since.”

Travis started to tap at his wrist mounted comm. After a little while,
he stopped, looking up at me. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“We were in the middle of fighting, and we couldn’t do anything about
it.”

He grunted something and started tapping again.

I wanted to help, but it was clear that we weren’t going to get anywhere
by calling Haley or any of them directly. I tried to think of other
options. Who could I contact that likely wasn’t affected by the
electromagnetic pulse, but was near enough to know what happened.

As I thought, two figures landed on the pier with us—Sean and Vaughn.
“Hey,” Vaughn shouted. “Are you all okay?”

“Blue strained herself,” Jaclyn said, using the codename we’d used for
her last time we’d gotten desperate for a codename.

Her current costume was actually a costume, and it did have some blue
and yellow on it, but more black. It reminded me of Native American
designs—which fit. She was at least partially Mexican, and a lot of them
descended from native tribes.

“Whoa,” Vaughn said. “Her powers, you mean? She doesn’t look hurt.”

He landed near us. I felt the pull of the wind that kept him in the air
stop.

Sean landed near him, and the Rocket suit didn’t miss a beat—no static,
errors or anything. Either he was getting better at controlling himself,
or the suit’s shielding worked like it was supposed to.

His eyes fell on Travis, who was still tapping on his communicator.

“What’s up? Something going on?”

Travis glanced over at him, and frowned for a brief moment. “I’m trying
to find out what happened in Grand Lake.”

Sean’s puzzled expression showed that he had no idea what happened in
Grand Lake.

Travis didn’t even look up from the screen as Jaclyn said, “Local capes,
including your sister, fought a ship full of aliens.”

He blinked. “No kidding. Are they okay?”

Jaclyn shook her head. “No one knows. They were shouting about pressing
a button, and after that, radio silence.”

“Fuck,” Sean announced to no one in particular, “I told Sydney not to
get involved in whatever thing she was doing with Haley and Camille. I
mean, how could they think they could handle something like that?”

“They had help,” I said. I’d stopped trying to contact them.
“Man-machine was there, I guess, and probably the Shift, and—“

Sean turned to stare at me. “Didn’t you put him in prison or something?”

Jaclyn broke in before I could reply. “It sounds like he’s out, but
that’s not all. Could you please stop saying people’s names in public?
Someone could be listening.”

Sean rolled his eyes. “Come on, Accelerando,” he emphasized her
codename, “they evacuated the city. Who’s going to hear us?”

A voice from above us said, “She’s got a good point.”

I jerked my head toward the sound of the voice. I think most of us did
because the voice said, “Relax everybody, I’m here to ask questions, not
fight.”

“Get on with it,” Travis said. “I noticed you a couple minutes ago.” He
didn’t look up from his comm.

A short man hung in the air above us, camera balancing on his shoulder.
The crazy thing was, I recognized the guy. He’d flown into Grand Lake
with Justice Fiend last year.

“I wasn’t recording,” the man said, landing on the pier. “But
Accelerando’s right. You don’t know who could be listening in. Some
tabloids would pay thousands of dollars for a hero’s first name even if
they didn’t know which hero it was. Somebody would figure it out, more
so with you than most. You don’t even have a secret identity, right?”

Sean eyed the guy, giving him a suspicious look. “What are you doing
here?”

Smiling, the man said, “Glad you asked. I’m Shane Perez. I specialize in
shooting video of supers, especially when they’re fighting. Right now
I’m shooting video for local TV stations, but I work on movies too.”

As if he were making some kind of point, Sean commented, “You don’t have
a secret identity either.”

Camera aimed casually toward the ground, Shane said, “Not in the least,
but I’m not a superhero or a criminal. People pay me to get footage, and
that’s all. Sometimes they pay me to ask questions too. That’s why I’m
here today. I just got some amazing footage of that ship uncloaking,
having its power fail, start to fall, get held up, and then completely
fall apart as a group of heroes escape. I’d like all of you to talk
about that. It won’t take long—five or ten minutes tops.”

Sean gave us a sidelong glance, then turned back toward Shane. “I could
answer some questions.”

Vaughn shrugged. “Whatever. It’s over now. I don’t think we’ve got a
schedule, but what about Blue? Shouldn’t we be getting her somewhere?”

This didn’t seem like the right time for an interview, but I didn’t have
a good reason to say no, beyond being irritated. “I can’t even promise
five minutes. People are already on their way for Blue now, and when she
goes, we all ought to go.”

Shane raised the camera as Jaclyn shook her head and knelt down to check
Izzy’s pulse.

“So why don’t you start with why you were on the spaceship to begin
with. What was the plan?”

We talked him through it despite a background feeling that I should have
told him to go away. We talked through everything he’d filmed through to
in the end including Izzy’s contribution.

Vaughn laughed, and punched Sean’s shoulder, “No way, I told you it was
too light. I mean seriously, I did my best, but I don’t exactly have a
precise power. If I’d gone all out I’d have taken out buildings on both
sides of the river with tornadoes. We’d have done more damage than if
we’d let the ship fall.”

Sean meanwhile looked like he’d discovered a particularly bad smell.
“It’s not like we didn’t do anything. I put my all into keeping that
thing up. When they came out and we could finally let go, I pushed the
falling pieces away from them.”

He had? I hadn’t felt like I was getting any help at all, but I couldn’t
be sure. For all I knew, his help might have made all the difference.

“We didn’t get hit,” I said. “I hate to think what would have happened
if we had. Normally, Blue’s pretty close to invulnerable, but I don’t
know what she is right now.”

I wondered if I should go further than that, but didn’t. I didn’t want
to diminish what Izzy had done. She’d made all the difference in keeping
the ship up. At the same time, Sean had done his best. You can’t ask for
more than that.

Shane stopped filming, aiming his camera down. “Thanks everybody. Maybe
you’ll see yourselves on TV.”

Then he flew away.

Rachel appeared a few minutes later, fading into view next to Izzy’s
bench.

Travis looked up from his comm. “Where have you been?”

Rachel grinned. “The Hrrnna leader left in an escape pod. I’ve been
redirecting him.”

“Redirecting?” I turned toward her and raised an eyebrow—which was
completely hidden by my helmet.

“Pushing on the escape pod’s controls at exactly the right moment to
keep him from going where he wanted to, and getting a message out to
Lim. Lim called in one of the New York teams that didn’t get sent into
space, and what do you know? One more captive alien.”

Rachel grinned below her white mask.

“Wow,” I said. “None of the aliens are supposed to be contacting us in
the first place. The moment this gets out, the Hrrnna are in major
trouble.”

Rachel shook her head. “Doubt it. My bet is they play the ‘we don’t know
anything about that’ card, and pretend the Hrrnna here were acting on
their own.”

Travis nodded. “That’s how it works.”

He put down his arm, blanked his comm screen, and sighed. “I still can’t
get anyone in Grand Lake.”

Rachel stopped grinning, and glanced from Travis to me. “What happened?”

Jaclyn answered. “The Hrrnna sent a ship there. Night Cat and the ‘Under
18’ team fought them.” She looked over at me. “Man-machine helped. That
still throws me for a loop.”

“Maybe not just them,” I said. “They might have had the Rhino, and we’ve
got a few other powered people in Grand Lake.”

We’d gathered into a group as we’d been talking. Only a couple feet away
from me, Sean said, “This is stupid. We don’t have time to wait for
this. We should fly back to the hangar, or fly home.”

He stared out at the river. Pieces of the spaceship were still visible.
Not very visible, I had to admit. They were dark shapes sticking out of
the water.

“We were on our way home anyway,” I said. “I doubt Lim’s going to keep
us here unless we’re hurt.”

Sean turned toward me, possibly with the intention of shouting me down,
but Vaughn said, “We’ve got to wait for Lim. I don’t know about you, but
I’m not much faster than a car.”

Not saying anything, Sean turned back to the water.

We stayed like that for a little while, standing in the cold, listening
to the sound of gulls, and waiting. Somewhere in the distance, sirens
blared, but from here they were low level background noise.

Across the river, the last glow of the day gave a reddish background to
the skyscrapers. Tired as I felt, it seemed like the sort of thing
cowboys would ride off into even if it was technically past sunset.

I doubted that any cowboy movies ended with the heroes riding off into
New Jersey though.

While I thought about that, and tried to avoid thinking about the worst
reasons we might not be able to connect with Grand Lake, I heard Izzy
gasp, and then a cracking noise. It happened too quickly for me to see
it, but from the noise and utterly shattered bench, I guessed that she’d
woken up disoriented except that she remembered being in the ship.

That was only a guess though, and however it worked, Jaclyn had caught
her. Even as I realized what had happened, she was already saying,
“Relax, we got out,” and holding Izzy up.

Izzy didn’t quite seem steady on her feet, but I realized that that was
because she was partially floating. She settled fully onto the ground as
I watched, and took a breath.

Looking around, she asked, “Where are we?”

“New York,” Jaclyn said. “All of us got out. The ship’s in the river.”
She pointed toward it.

Izzy shook her head, and then she spied the bench. “I thought I was over
that.”

Vaughn laughed. “Don’t worry about it. After today, what’s one bench?
Some of the fights that took place today took down city blocks.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

Vaughn shrugged. “I heard it on the comm.”

Sean nodded. “Some guy… Brickhouse, I think? He used himself as a
missile, took out one of the ships, but it rolled, and there was a gas
leak or something. Everything went boom.”

As Sean had been talking, the sound of sirens became louder until they
threatened to block out the sound of his voice. We all turned to find a
police car and a box shaped truck with the word “NYPD” written on it in
big, blue capital letters.

“A Box?” Izzy curled her lip in disgust. “I’m on their side.”

“It’s probably the best they’ve got for supers,” Jaclyn said.

Still watching, Izzy said, “I don’t feel that bad. I feel tired, but I
don’t need to go to the hospital.”

Thinking about the bench, I hoped she’d consider getting looked at at
least. Jaclyn was likely right about the Box too. It was pretty much the
only vehicle required to have medical equipment that could handle
supers.

Jaclyn took a step toward the truck. “I’ll walk with you.”

Izzy seemed to consider it for a moment, and then she walked toward the
Box with Jaclyn. The cars had parked by the side of the street next to
the park’s entrance.

They barely stepped away before my comm gave me an alert. It listed the
caller as the Grand Lake Heroes League.

I took the call, and Kayla’s voice came over the comm. “Rocket, Night
Cat wanted me to tell you–” my stomach tightened, “–that we won. We
survived. She’ll call you herself in a little while. We saw you popping
in on our channel and thought you might want to know.”

I let out a breath that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “Everyone’s
okay, then?”

Kayla’s breath caught. “No. It was terrifying. Sydney’s in this clinic
Night Cat knows about, and she’s hurt. She’s not the only one, but she
got it the worst. They’re talking about moving her to the hospital.”

I thought about Haley. Having her friend get hurt while she was leading
the team would be awful. I knew I shouldn’t assume that she’d been
leading, but it had sounded like she was in charge.

Then I realized something else. I’d have to tell Sean what had happened
to Sydney. I knew now, and this wasn’t the kind of thing you
hid.

This was not going to go well for reasons that had to be completely
obvious. And speaking of obvious, I hated to think about Sydney. She was
in a position to take lots of damage. She generally fought with a
coating of liquid metal surrounding her body, and the Hrrnna carried
mobile plasma cannons.

It would be far too easy to heat the metal around her to the point that
she’d pass out or die. Those were almost the kindest possibilities. The
combination of heated metal and human flesh created horrible thoughts
that I didn’t want to dwell on.

She had a costume between her body and the metal, but it wouldn’t do
much.

I needed to design something better for her if she survived. The metal
armor itself could be redesigned to shed heat better even before I
redesigned her costume.

With all of everything going through my head, I’d lost track of the
world around me. The relief at Haley’s survival, the fear for Sydney,
and the realization that I had a duty to Sean even though I wasn’t the
best choice were a whirlwind, and I barely dared to move.

Reality intruded as I realized that Travis had glanced in my direction,
and then over at Sean, and shook his head. At the same time, the way he
held his body seemed a little less tense.

Of course he’d heard everything.

“Rocket?” Kayla asked.

“Sorry, that’s big news. I’m trying to think about what I can do. We’ve
got Paladin here—not right here, right now, but nearby. He probably
isn’t in a position to heal her right now, but if she can survive a day
or two, I think I can get him or his dad to Grand Lake. Maybe he can
look at everyone else too.”

Kayla didn’t say anything immediately. “They weren’t talking about her
like she’d die tomorrow. I’ll tell everyone what you said, and Night Cat
will call you back, okay?”

“Okay,” I said, and sent a text message to Isaac Lim saying, “Call me
when you’ve got a second.”

He didn’t reply, but I didn’t expect one.

On the ground next to the end of the pier, two paramedics were giving
Izzy and Jaclyn medical examinations. Rachel stood nearby. She must have
walked off with them. I considered bringing them in on the conversation
through their wrist comms, but gave up on the idea almost instantly. At
bare minimum, it could distract them. Beyond that, the paramedics might
hear something they shouldn’t.

That left Travis, Sean, and Vaughn, and Travis already knew. Travis and
Vaughn would probably be enough to restrain Sean if he tried to
literally or figuratively kill the messenger when I told him about
Sydney.

“I’ve got news about Grand Lake,” I said. Sean had been staring out at
the river, but his head snapped toward me. Vaughn had been watching all
of us, and barely had to move at all, nodding at me, hands in his
pockets.

Travis had been sitting on the bench next to the one Izzy destroyed. He
turned his head toward me slowly. His muscles flexed a little as he
moved, reminding me that he hadn’t transformed back to normal—claws and
fangs were still out.

I felt certain he was watching Sean even though his eyes were most
obviously on me.

“It’s good and bad. The good news is that they fought the aliens there,
and survived. Everybody survived. The bad news is that almost everybody
got hurt, and some got more hurt than others. Sydney’s pretty badly
hurt—“

Sean’s face contorted, and he took a step toward me. “What happened?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, but you know what the Hrrnna and the
ship they hired were like—plasma rifles, lasers… Heat everywhere, and
she was covered with metal. It’d be easy to get hurt.”

With a stamp of his foot, he turned around and took to the air,
disappearing into the dark.

“Whoa,” Vaughn said, watching him fly away. “How bad is it?”

“Bad,” I said, still watching Sean with the Rocket suit’s radar. “She’s
at the clinic we use, but they’re talking about moving her to a
hospital. I’m going to try to get Paladin or Preserver to visit her
there tomorrow.”

Vaughn nodded. “They’re awesome. When Paladin healed my cousin last year
he went from having no chance to practically a full recovery. I wish the
Power had stayed.”

Travis cleared his throat, staring at something in the dark above the
river “Rocket, over there.”

I checked Sean’s position. He’d slowed down, and changed direction. He
was coming back.

That was interesting, and not necessarily good. It wasn’t necessarily
bad. It didn’t automatically mean Sean was planning to take out his fear
and anxiety about his sister on me.

It didn’t mean he wasn’t either.

Vaughn saw him as Sean got closer. “Hey, he’s coming back–”

And then Sean was there, landing on the sidewalk with exactly the force
required to stop, and not a bit more or less. I’d come to envy that.
Sure, I’d worked out a landing command that did the same thing, but it
wasn’t flexible. I needed to do manual landings a lot, and when I did,
it was all too easy to drop a foot, or have to run a few steps before I
could fully stop.

Despite the control he’d shown when landing, Sean slumped when he hit
the ground.

He shook his head. “That was so stupid. I was going to fly home and then
I realized I can’t get back to Grand Lake. I’m too tired. And even if I
wasn’t tired, I can’t fly fast enough. It’ll take me hours.”

Vaughn put his hand on Sean’s shoulder. “Even if you could get back
there, you couldn’t do anything to help her. The best thing you can do
is relax. The Rocket was saying that he’s trying to get Paladin or
Preserver in there. Rocket, how’s that going?”

Sean looked over at me, his face (what I could see of it since his mask
covered his eyes) a mixture of hope and fear.

It was hard not to feel sympathy for him. I was scared for Sydney too. I
didn’t know her very well, but I liked her better than her brother.

That didn’t say much, but she’d been decent to me any time I’d been
around her. She’d never gone out of her way to be friendly, but she
could just be an introvert. Come to think of it, I’d never gone out of
my way to be friendly to her either.

“I asked Lim to call me as soon as he could. I’m pretty sure Paladin’s
tired, but his father, Preserver probably isn’t. He might have been up
in space, but they’re nearly back now if they aren’t already. Plus, she
was hurt fighting in this with us. Preserver’s always made sure to heal
any hero he could. I’m sure he’ll do the same for her.”

Sean nodded. “I’ve always heard that. Tell me when you know something.”

Then he sat down on a bench, leaning back, and looking up. He didn’t say
anything.

Travis, meanwhile, had stood up when Sean turned around. Sean couldn’t
have seen it since he was facing Travis, but I’d noticed that Travis’
dewclaws–the claws with the poison–had extended from his palms by the
time Sean landed.

Haley had said that Travis had never liked Sean when they were dating.
He had little choice but to remember the police investigation Sean’s
family had brought down on them when Haley ended their relationship.

She’d poisoned him with her own dewclaw when he’d tried to push her to
go further than she wanted physically.

As strangely gratifying as it would have been to have Travis take Sean
out the same way, he didn’t. When Sean lay back on his bench, Travis sat
down on his own and retracted his claws.

Vaughn exhaled, caught my eye, and shook his head. He’d noticed the
claws.

I sat down too. There wasn’t much else to do until the medical team was
done with Izzy and Jaclyn.

Minutes passed. No one talked as the sky grew darker and the last bits
of sunset faded from the sky. The sky turned black, but not dark black.
It was whatever color the sky gets when the streetlights make it
impossible to really see it.

I thought I saw a few stars, but I wasn’t completely sure.

Then my communicator rang. The square next to Lim’s name started
blinking. I took the call.

“Rocket,”Lim said, “What’s the problem?”

“Grand Lake,” I said. “The Power’s sister got hurt fighting aliens
there. It sounds pretty bad, the kind of thing you’d need Paladin for,
or Preserver. She controls metal. She doesn’t have regeneration or
anything like that.”

Lim said. “Got it. I think we can manage a visit by Preserver. He’s with
Guardian in space, but they’ve taken care of all the asteroids. Guardian
can teleport him in.”

On the bench across from me, Sean stopped looking at the sky, and
watched me.

“Great. Is he going to look at anyone else, or just the Power’s sister?”

Lim said, “Anyone with life threatening injuries, or injuries that
normal medicine can’t handle well. He won’t handle everything. He might
have to save his strength, and come back later for some injuries. We’re
going to be sending him all over the globe, anywhere the Hrrnna hit.”

“Understood.” I made my answer short, expecting him to end the call.

“One more thing,” Lim said, “great job with the ship. In good condition,
I’m pretty sure it could have leveled the city.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Lim laughed. “You’re welcome. I wish you’d mentioned you had a way to
take it down earlier though. I had to blow Stardock, and if we hadn’t
that would have been better.”

“Sorry,” I said, and meant it. Blowing up Stardock couldn’t look good on
his record. “I didn’t have a plan yet when you asked. Besides, it was
practically empty when we boarded it.”

“Yeah,” Lim said, “That’s one of the things that I’ll be putting into my
report. It would have gone differently if we’d tried to board it when it
was flying over NYC, and was full of soldiers.”

Worry must have carried over in my voice because Lim added, “Don’t worry
about it. It’ll all be fine. I stayed within mission parameters. My
highest priority is to keep you kids alive. If I’ve got a choice between
losing equipment and losing people, I’m supposed to choose the equipment
every time.”

“Good,” I said. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

“Me neither,” he said. “I’ll be fine.”

He ended the call shortly after that.

Vaughn stopped pacing down the sidewalk, and grinned. “There you go.
It’s taken care of. Preserver’s going to Grand Lake?”

“Yeah,” I said.

Sean nodded at me. “Thanks. If Sydney died, it would have killed my
mom.”

“No problem,” I said.

An SUV came soon after that. All black with tinted windows, it was
obviously used for carrying people who didn’t care to be seen. To the
Rocket suit’s senses, it was also obviously armored, meaning it was just
as obviously used by people who expected to be shot at.

We all got in–Rachel, Travis, Sean, Vaughn, Izzy, Jaclyn and I.

Izzy leaned against the wall in the back. When Travis turned back from
the second row, and asked how she was doing, she barely opened her eyes,
but said, “Fine. I’m tired, but there’s nothing wrong with me.”

Then her eyes shut, and she fell asleep.

Jaclyn shook her head. She’d sat next to Izzy. “They took her vitals,
and checked her out as best they could. They didn’t find anything
wrong.”

“Good,” Travis said. He watched Izzy for a moment, and turned around. I
didn’t know what he was thinking, but suspected it was a lot like what I
was thinking–“I hope she doesn’t freak out again when she wakes up.”

It had to be one of the reasons Jaclyn sat next to her. If Izzy did
freak out, Jaclyn would be okay. I doubted I could say the same about
the wall Izzy leaned on.

In the end, the ride turned out to be less eventful than we feared. We
weren’t attacked. Izzy woke up calmly. We found ourselves at the same
hangar we’d gathered in before we’d heard about the attack.

It wasn’t quite the same. Costumes had been ripped, burned, or stained
by blood. People mostly sat next to their luggage, talking quietly, but
not in big groups. I didn’t hear much laughter either.

Even while we never said so, it was obvious that we were missing a
quarter of the people in the program. I didn’t think they were dead, but
it wouldn’t surprise me if some were being kept alive so Alex or his
father could heal them later.

More optimistically, they might be needed where they were for the
moment. It wasn’t impossible.

I set the Rocket suit to disassemble, and pushed it next to the wall.
Leaning against the block of ceramic it had become, I read, checked my
email, and even fell asleep for a little while.

Nearby, Izzy talked quietly with Daniel, and a few more people filtered
in. I overheard one of the women from the military academies say to a
friend. “I never thought I’d see combat for the first time on a
Stapledon weekend.”

I missed her friend’s response, and the conversation trailed off as they
walked out of range of my hearing.

I’d turned my head back toward my tablet when I heard a voice say,
“Nick?”

Bloodmaiden stood in front of me except not really. She’d shed her
magical warrior princess gear to wear normal clothes–jeans, and a white
sweater. I think she might have been a foot shorter too, but her hair
was still red, and hung past her shoulders.

“Once you got inside, the ship moved too quickly for me to do much good
with the Bloodspear. I’m sorry about that. I managed to get a few of
them, but not enough.”

The tablet’s screen turned black as I said, “Don’t worry about it. It
worked out. Besides, you were in pretty bad shape. Are you okay?”

She shrugged. “Okay enough. Alex patched me up enough to get me past the
worst of it. I healed myself the rest of the way off the people I…
speared.”

“Oh,” I said. By speared, she meant killed.

She smiled, but it was a tired smile. “It feels like a long time since
we left.”

“Hours,” I said. It had been three hours.

She shook her head. “I didn’t mean literally, but I’m sure you knew that
and you were making a joke, right?”

“Sure,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I thought I’d introduce myself in case you
didn’t know my name. You didn’t, did you?”

“Sorry, no.”

“I’m Amy,” she said.

“I’m Nick,” I said, wondering if I should get up and shake her hand.

“I know.” She glanced further back into the hangar. “Everyone knows your
name.” She gave me a wave as she walked away. “Talk to you later.”

In a few steps, she stood next to a guy and a couple girls I’d seen her
with before.

I turned the tablet back on again, found the book I’d been reading, and
started where I’d left off.

My phone rang. I checked the ID, preparing to ignore it.

It was Haley. I took the call, and we talked for the next half hour. She
sounded as tired as I felt. By the time we were done, the cargo jet had
rolled into the hangar, and people had started to pack their bags and
board.

I kept talking as long as possible, but finally had to say good-bye.
Daniel grabbed the Rocket suit telekinetically, and floated it inside.

I started to follow Daniel up the ramp and into the plane when he
thought, Behind you, at me.

I turned to find Isaac Lim behind me at the bottom of the ramp. His
black suit looked the worse for wear. Even though it was dark colored, I
could still see mud stains, and four diagonal slices, that might have
come from the same claw, ran parallel to each other across his chest.

“Nick, if you’ve got a second, I need to tell you something.”

He sounded calm, and not the least bit scared or apologetic. I hoped
that meant that it wasn’t really bad.

“Sure, what’s up?”

He took a breath. Then he let it out. “You and Cassie killed a Xiniti,
and we’re required to let the Xiniti know if any come to Earth. If they
die here, we’re required to get the body back to the Xiniti at the first
opportunity. Well, we haven’t had the chance to get the body back, but
we did let them know. They’ve still got a skeleton crew at the gate.”

“Oh.” Thoughts of planet wide genocide flashed through my head.

“Good news,” Lim flashed me a brief grin, “you and Cassie are now
members of the Xiniti’s clan.”

I tried to get my head around that, managing only to say, “What?”

Lim shrugged. “The Xiniti have this thing about a hunter and prey. If
they can’t get it, and someone else can, it means something to them. I
don’t know what. They owe your grandparents because your grandparents
caught the last Abominators. This Xiniti you killed? He was a criminal,
and he’d escaped. Because you killed him, you’re now recognized as
citizens of his clan with all the rights and responsibilities that
entails.”

He paused, and said, “I wish I had the faintest clue what they were.”

Lim walked a couple steps more up the ramp, and joined me. “Keep on
moving. I’ve got to get in there to thank everybody in person, and to
assure them that their friends are getting the best medical care
available—which is true by the way.”

I turned around, and started following Daniel for a few steps before
turning back toward Lim to ask, “About those rights and
responsibilities—“

Lim interrupted me. “We’re looking into it, but in the end you may have
to flat out ask them. Of course, you may have a few more resources than
most of us. Use them and you’ll have a head start.”

Nodding, I turned my attention to the ramp, wondering exactly what Agent
Lim knew about my resources. I knew he knew about Lee, but did he know
Lee had agreed to do the Xiniti a favor? Plus, the jet contained an
alien AI. I didn’t see any reason Lim could know about that, but I
couldn’t rule it out.

Walking into the well lit cargo bay, I found people securing the luggage
with straps. We passed through that section, and into the main area
inside the cargo plane. Much like other planes we’d taken as part of the
Stapledon program, it looked as though they’d added in the seats only
recently, and only temporarily.

Metal beams, cables, and insulation were visible on the ceiling above us
even though plastic panels covered the walls to the sides.

I took a seat next to Daniel and Izzy, wondering if I should. It wasn’t
as if flying in an airplane with nearly one hundred other people could
be considered a date, but they’d only just gotten together in the sense
of actually trying to make a go of it, and they might want to be sitting
next to someone they could ignore.

Don’t worry about it, Daniel thought at me.

Pretty soon, it was obvious why. Jaclyn, Cassie, and Vaughn were near
us. Travis and Rachel weren’t far away either, even if they weren’t next
to each other.

Sean sat across the aisle, and back a row, next to Dayton and Jody. I
didn’t hear much from them. I could guess why, and suspected it had a
lot to do with how Sean had leaned over Dayton as I’d passed his row,
and said, “Hey, Sydney called, and Preserver healed her. Thanks.”

He didn’t make a big deal about it—no tears, and he didn’t sound
especially emotional, but I knew he meant it.

“Good,” I said. “I’m glad it worked out.”

I don’t know if that was the right response, but he seemed to be okay
with it. At least he wasn’t angry which meant it went significantly
better than any conversation I’d had with him in the last year.

Isaac Lim walked up the aisle by himself, and disappeared into the
cockpit. Soon after the cockpit door closed behind him, his voice came
over the speaker. Once he’d thanked us for serving he said, “Not all of
us are going back on this flight. Some are still receiving medical
attention in New York. A few of them are still battling for their lives.
We’ll be doing everything we can. Good luck to all of you on your way
home.”

With that, he left the plane, and the plane took off.

It wasn’t a direct flight. It went to Washington D.C. first, and about
half the group got off the plane, some of them because they were located
in D.C., and some to catch other flights.

Next we flew to Chicago, and that’s where everyone going to the northern
Midwest took other flights.

I arrived back in Grand Lake around eleven, and considered myself lucky
to have arrived home that early. Vaughn and I took the van back to
school, and talked most of the way back. It was comfortable.

Sean, Dayton, and Jody had taken Sean’s car, and that was a good thing.
As nice as it was that Sean didn’t seem to be angry with me, I wasn’t
going to assume that that would last. Taking them all in the van would
have been tempting fate.

When I walked into my dorm room, Jeremy, my roommate practically
screamed. He’d been staring at the two monitors on his desk—his laptop,
and the other, bigger monitor. His TV showed the SuperTV cable channel
with it’s sound turned off.

He got up from his desk, grabbed my shoulder with one hand, and said,
“That was amazing!” He looked like he was about to say more except it
must not have been something that the block would allow. He made a noise
that sounded somewhere between a gasp and gargle.

He let go of my shoulder, shaking his head as I stepped back to shut the
door to the room.

It was all for the best anyway. When he’d reached out to grab my arm, I
had to stop myself from stepping back to dodge, or from using one of the
moves I’d learned that would have used his locked arm, and driven him to
the ground.

Obviously, the flight home hadn’t been enough time to decompress.

After the door shut, Jeremy started talking more quietly. “Have you been
watching SuperTV? Because people know.”

I glanced over at his TV. It was doing a frame by frame rehash of the
mothership flying over Hoboken, New Jersey, then toward the Hudson
River, and breaking up. Sean floated in the air, gritting his teeth as
pieces fell off the ship. Amazingly none of them hit buildings or
people, landing in streets, open spaces, or the river.

Vaughn appeared too, but not close by.

Then Izzy, Travis, Jaclyn, and I flew out, and the whole ship collapsed.
Bits of the interviews we’d done were included, explaining what was
going on, including how we’d taken out the ship’s engines and power
sources.

It even showed the Hrrnna leader’s escape pod land, and showed footage
as the police, FBI, and a few supers took it into custody.

“Know what? Know about the aliens? That’s okay.”

Jeremy shook his head. “No, about the cape academy the government’s got.
Look, you’ve got teenage capes from all over the country, some of them
well known like you guys, some of them no one’s ever heard of. It’s got
to be a cape school, or some kind of cape army.”

Cape army? I watched as they replayed scenes of fighting. Even though it
hadn’t felt like it, we’d moved like we were coordinating with each
other. I hadn’t seen Travis or Tara when they were commanding, but, even
from the TV, it was obvious that they were in command.

“Huh,” I said, “that could change some things.”

After that, I ran through the battle with him, explaining everything
that I felt okay with him knowing. When it became obvious that I was
ready to fall asleep, he stopped asking questions, and I went to bed.

I didn’t sleep very well.

I woke up three different times, each time from dreams. I don’t remember
much of them, but I remember running through the halls of the
mothership, knowing that it’s falling, knowing that I have to get out,
but not sure where anyone else is.

I’m fighting hordes of Hrrnna, and I’m running out of ammunition. The
bombs are exploding, and St. Louis is burning. There are no people left
on the planet, but I’m still running.

The last time I woke up—around 6:43—I gave up, and waited for my alarm
clock to ring.





The Battle of Grand Lake


        Kayla sat in a chair in front of a computer screen inside one of the
most famous secret bases in the world, and tried to stay awake.

It had sounded more fun when Cassie pitched it to her last summer.
Cassie had been grinning the whole time. “We need someone back in the
base to do research or call for help or whatever. You need money for
college. This way you’ll be able to help, but you won’t have to be in
danger, and we’ll be able to hang out all the time like we did before.”

“Before” as in before Cassie got her father’s superpowers, turned cape,
and revived the Heroes League.

It was also “before” (though Cassie didn’t know it then) as in before
the Nine targeted Cassie, forcing her to relocate to Washington D.C.

That left Kayla sitting in a secret base, a dark musty secret base with
old boxes in a big pile, olive green carpet that had been installed a
few years before the Reagan administration, and trophies and momentoes
that bordered on creepy.

The gauntlet on the stand not far from her had been a weapon used by a
Nazi super-soldier. The gun hanging on the wall near the big, flat metal
disc could turn you from a man to a woman, or vice versa, but not back
to your original gender. You’d grow back to normal gradually over
several months.

It was only one of many objects in the room that she’d decided to never,
ever touch.

She decided to open up Netflix. She’d finished all her homework during
yesterday afternoon’s shift.

The computer pinged.

The square next to Cassie’s name blinked, and then her face appeared on
the screen. Square jawed with light skin, Cassie had her blond hair in a
ponytail, and wore a Grand Lake University hoodie. “Hey K!”

Kayla answered. “How’s it going?”

Cassie gave a disgusted look at someone off camera. “Badly. If Earth’s
ever attacked by aliens, people should hope that we defect. Some of us
are more dangerous to our allies than our enemies. Sean dropped a
spaceship on us—a fake spaceship, but still.”

Kayla was still trying to think of a reply when Cassie said, “Not that
it matters. We’re almost on our way home.”

Not much was visible behind Cassie, but it looked like a big building.
People stood in groups, talking.

Cassie looked away from her phone’s camera. “I’d better go talk to Nick.
I’ll call you back.”

“Kay,” Kayla said, and the screen went black.

She stared at it for a moment. She knew she didn’t want to be in their
position, but being there looked like a lot more fun than being here. At
least there would be people.

Something hummed, and it sounded like it was coming closer. She turned
around in her chair. A Roomba moved across the carpet, the flat robot
sucking up the dust. Kayla watched it for a little while, and then
shuddered.

Nick had more than one, and he’d modified them. When she’d asked, he’d
said, “I’m calling them Battle Roombas. At least until I come up with
something better.”

She’d stared at the robot as it rolled across the floor. “Is it safe?”

“Well, sure,” Nick had said. “To us, but you know the League phone I
gave you?”

“Yes?”

“Uh… Keep it on you while you’re in here, and you’ll probably be fine.”

That hadn’t made her feel any better.

She touched the mouse, and began to click her way to Netflix again—only
to be interrupted by a box that appeared in the middle of the screen.
Underneath the words “General Alert” the message said, “As of forty
minutes ago, Earth spacecraft detected a planetary bombardment. Guardian
and various Defenders groups have been mobilized to attend to the
situation. Metahumans should gather their gear and contact their local
Defenders unit to find out if their services are required.”

The computer pinged again. Kayla checked the screen, expecting to see
Cassie’s response. She had to have seen it.

The square next to the words “League jet” blinked yellow. A text message
appeared. “Human,” it read, “I have urgent information for an authority
figure regarding an attack on this place. The file is attached to this
message.”

Authority figure? She thought about it. Who was even in Grand Lake right
now? Everyone over eighteen was in the Stapledon program which meant
they were all with Cassie. That wouldn’t do any good at all.

Also, how was it that an artificial intelligence didn’t even seem to
know her name?

She shook her head. She clicked on the file, and forwarded it to Haley.
If anybody was the leader between Haley, Sydney, and Camille, it was
most likely Haley.

Haley texted back a reply. “Is this real?”

Kayla texted back, “Yes.”

Haley didn’t reply. After a short delay, she sent a yellow alert to
everyone on the Grand Lake Heroes League channel.

“The League jet has detected that one of the asteroids was aimed
directly at Grand Lake’s downtown. Another one is heading straight for
New York. The jet’s AI thinks that it’s a feint or a distraction, and
Lee agrees. All League members and friends near Grand Lake, please
respond.”

Marcus, Camille, and Sydney responded.

A moment later Chris texted, “I’ll help, and my grandfather will too.”

Kayla blanked for a moment, wondering why Chris would ever bring his
grandfather into it, and why he’d think his grandfather would be able to
help. She barely remembered Chris from high school. She’d seen him with
Nick, and in the robotics team’s yearbook picture.

She’d only noticed him when he helped Nick make her mobile armor.

She knew the real names of everyone who’d been in the original Heroes
League now, and Chris wasn’t related to any of them.

She texted back, “Your grandfather?”

It took at little time before he texted back. “I know he was a
supervillain, but he wants to help now.”

It took her a moment, and then it all fell into place. In the fall of
her senior year, everyone had been whispering that one of the sophomores
was related to Man-machine.

That was the year when Cassie had started acting all strange, and she’d
been worried about that. Some sophomore descended from a supervillain
who hadn’t been around for nearly thirty years paled before that.

She wrote, “K.”

It explained why she’d never been back to that other base. That wasn’t
the Heroes Leagues. She’d been in a supervillain’s lair.

She stared at the screen, not reading a word on it.

Beeping knocked her out of her thoughts. Haley’s square blinked on the
screen, and Kayla clicked on it.

Haley’s voice came over the speakers. “Control, is something wrong?”

“What? No. I… Nevermind. I didn’t know that Man-machine was Chris’
grandfather.”

“Really?” Haley sounded amazed. “I know we haven’t told you everything,
but I thought Cassie would have told you that, and it was on the news.
Anyway, I was calling to make sure it wasn’t going to be a problem. It’s
not, right?”

“No,” Kayla tried to control her voice. How hadn’t she noticed? She felt
so dumb.

“Good,” Haley said. “We’re all coming to HQ. We’ve got a spaceship.
We’re going to watch how quickly the asteroid heading for Grand Lake is
coming, if the Defenders need help, we’re going to be ready to take it
down ourselves. Chris’ grandfather thinks he’s got a way to destroy it
without letting all the pieces hit all over town.”

Kayla hoped he was right, and wondered if she should be calling her dad,
and telling him to get the family out of Grand Lake.

A report appeared under the Defenders section of her screen. They were
evacuating New York City. They had an hour before they thought the
asteroid would hit, and thought they’d have to try.

“One more thing,” Haley said, talking quickly. “Call the Midwest
Defenders, and tell them what we’re doing.”

Kayla nodded, knowing Haley couldn’t see it, but said, “Got it.”

“See you soon,” and Haley hung up.

Kayla froze. Haley hadn’t even waited for a response. Kayla knew she was
being oversensitive, but it still hurt a little.

She clicked on the Midwest Defenders, connecting on channels exclusively
used by Defenders groups, the military, and government agencies. Nick
had pointed them out in her first week, telling her, “They get really
cranky about which channels you use. Don’t call in on the public line.
You’ll never get anybody.”

Interrupting her memory, a warm, male voice said, “Midwest Defenders,
how can we help you?”

The voice sounded like an older man, but nice at least.

“This is the Heroes League’s control center. I’m supposed to let you
know that we’re readying our spaceship in case you need assistance in
destroying the asteroid aimed toward Grand Lake.”

The voice on the other end said, “The Heroes League? I didn’t know they
were hiring staff. Good to hear from you, I’m Wade. If you’ll give me a
minute, I can call someone and find out about the plans for the
asteroid. Can you wait on hold?”

“I guess.” Kayla checked the screen. Haley was on her way. She didn’t
know how Haley was getting there, but if Haley was in a car, the GPS
showed her hitting ninety, and Kayla knew the speed limit on those roads
wasn’t more than thirty-five.

After a minute, the man’s voice came over the phone. “Guardian and the
rest of the Defenders are there evaluating the situation now. Their
current assessment is that you have nothing to worry about. The
asteroids will be taken care of before they reach Earth.”

“Thank you.” Kayla closed the connection, deciding she ought to call
Haley. It might be over now, and it was shame if Haley went to all that
trouble to arrive for nothing—especially if she got a speeding ticket.

Something beeped. She checked her contact list, and saw that the League
jet’s square had begun to blink. She clicked on the square, wondering
what the jet could want to say.

“Human,” the words appeared in a text message. “Notify an authority
figure that I have detected indications that a cloaked vessel may be
approaching this location.”

Not sure what the correct response to an AI’s warning was, she texted
back, “Thank you.”

It didn’t reply.

She clicked Haley’s square. Maybe she could mention Haley’s speed when
she told her about the “cloaked” spaceship.

She checked the map. It was pointless. Haley was already driving her car
through Veterans Memorial Park. No, she was stopping. That did surprise
her. Almost no one stopped to take calls.

Haley didn’t pick up her phone. She stopped the car on the park’s
maintenance road, and ran toward Grand Lake, hitting more than thirty
miles per hour as she ran through the forest.

Only when her dot reached the edge of the trees did Haley take the call.

“Control,” she whispered, “a spaceship decloaked over Grand Lake.”

“I know.” Kayla clicked through to League’s cameras to find a view of
the ship. “Do you think it might be here for the gun?”

From what Cassie had told her, everybody wanted that gun.

“The gun’s in New York,” Haley said.

“The ship?” Kayla glanced across the room toward the big, metal doors to
the hangar.

“Might be,” Haley said, and sighed. “There’s a lot of stuff in the base,
and I don’t know what a quarter of it is. The Rocket would know. Oh…
Could you ask the jet to check out the ship?”

Kayla said, “Ok,” and began to move her mouse pointer toward the jet’s
icon.

She only made it halfway when the jet’s square started blinking, and a
message appeared.

“The ship above Grand Lake is one of the landing vessels for an Omandan
Explorer Class ship. Often used for exploration, Explorer Class ships
are often converted into troop carriers or pirate ships. Their landing
vessels, which were intended to be living quarters, are similarly easily
converted into landing craft for invading forces.”

Kayla forwarded the text to Haley.

“Pirates?” Haley sighed again. “The Hrrnna hired pirates. You know what,
Control? This might be more about revenge than anything the League’s
got.”

They never told her anything. Kayla frowned at the screen. Would it kill
any of them to keep her up to date? “Revenge for what?”

“The Rocket figured out that the Hrrnna were behind St. Louis, and all
the aliens that died last week, and the robots that attacked
us–everything that happened to us lately.”

Kayla’s jawed dropped. “Why didn’t you tell me we knew who tried to
destroy the world?”

Haley didn’t say anything for a moment, but then she said, “I’m sorry.
It’s been really busy. The Rocket told me, but I didn’t know who else
he’d told. Right now, though, we should concentrate on winning because I
don’t think we’ll get a second chance.”

Kayla almost hung up. “You need to tell me things like that. If I’m
supposed to help, I need to know what to look for. When you’ve figured
out what aliens are trying to kill everybody, that’s a big deal, and I
need to know. I thought everything was normal today.”

“Look, I get it,” Haley said. “He’s not very good at paying attention
to people. He doesn’t tell me everything either, but I’ll make sure you
know the important things, okay?”

Kayla almost said she’d believe it when she saw it, but she didn’t. She
stopped at, “Thanks.”

Haley probably wasn’t trying to leave her out.

“I’m going on the general League channel to tell everybody about the
Hrrnna ship, and then I’ll meet you in HQ.”

“OK.” Kayla listened in on the general comm channel as Haley began,
“Heroes League, the jet’s sensors have identified a ship decloaking
above Grand Lake. It’s an Omandan Explorer class–”

Haley’s words became background noise as HQ’s security system reported,
“Entered: Sydney Drucker and Gravity Star.”

Kayla shook her head. Sydney still hadn’t chosen a codename.

Sydney and Camille entered through one of the sewer doors–the one on the
wall to Kayla’s right. The metal door unscrewed and then swung open.
Sydney pushed it open with one hand even though it weighed at least as
much as she did.

Sydney and Camille laughed together at something. Even though Camille
was a little shorter with dark brown hair, and light brown skin while
Sydney’s hair was light blond, and her skin pale, they looked like
sisters, or at least half-sisters–which Kayla knew they were.

She could see it in their faces, and slender builds. Camille already
wore her orange and white costume. Sydney still wore jeans and a green
top that went down to her hips.

Camille waved at her as they stepped inside. “Hey, Kayla. How are things
going? They haven’t attacked anybody yet, have they?”

“No,” Kayla said. “They’re just sitting there.”

Sydney stopped, staring up at the television screen that took up most of
the wall past the room’s sole table.

Windows showed picture’s from HQ’s surveillance cameras, the base’s
radar, and a satellite view of Veteran’s Memorial park, and the
neighborhoods near it.

The Hrrnna’s landing craft floated above the lake near the beach. A few
people stood on the beach, phones in their hands, taking pictures.

Others, more sensible people, Kayla thought, walked, sometimes running
away from the beach.

Sydney frowned. “We should be getting them out of there. ”

Kayla shook her head. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

Sydney turned to look at her, still frowning. “Why?”

On Kayla’s screen, the security system printed, “Entered: The Shift,
Man-machine 1, Man-machine 2.”

Camille laughed. “Are they really going with Man-machine 1 and 2?”

Almost against her will, Kayla gave a short laugh of her own. “No, I had
to give them names, and Man-machine was already in the system, so I gave
Chris Man-machine 2 because he doesn’t have a codename and I had to put
in something.”

Camille grinned. “Good idea. Sydney can be The Power 2.”

“Dork,” Sydney said, “there is no way I’m going with that.”

Camille shrugged. “We’ve got to call you something. Keep on
procrastinating, and you’re going wake up one morning to find out you’re
called Railgun Girl.”

Sydney jammed her hands in her pocket, and said, “No, just no.”

“Hey,” Marcus said, expelling from a drain in the floor, and reforming
into a human shape. He wore a green costume that shifted from forest
green into black between his right side and his left. His mask showed
the lower half of his face. As it solidified, it changed from grey to
brown skin.

He nodded at Sydney. “I like Railgun Girl. That’s classic and
simple–like Bulletman, and Tank Girl.”

He paused for a moment, adding, “And Squirrel Girl, but she’s more of a
joke character.”

Sydney sighed. “I’m not going to pick a name until I like it, but that’s
not what’s important right now. Why aren’t we going out and getting
those people out of there?” She pointed at the screen.

“Sorry Sydney,” Haley stepped up to the table and sat on it. She was
already in her Night Cat costume–grey with a black cat’s head on her
chest. Her mask hung behind her head.

Kayla hadn’t heard her come in.

Almost a head shorter than Sydney, Haley looked up at almost everybody
even sitting on the table. “They might be here to kill anyone in the
League they can as revenge, so if we go out there, we might do more harm
than good.”

Silently wishing Haley wouldn’t sit on the table, especially right next
to her monitor, Kayla asked, “Do you think that’s it? Revenge?”

A heavy footfall hit the floor, and an old man’s voice said, “I think
they’re here for something.”

A younger voice, Chris’ said, “Man-machine 2?”

Kayla watched as two men in powered armor stepped through the sewer
tunnel entrance Sydney and Camille had used.

Both suits were gray with bulky chests, and wide, stubby legs. The
chests and legs opened in the front. Chris stepped out first. Dressed in
what could best be described as a black flight suit, Chris stood a
little over six feet tall.

She knew he’d been shorter than that when she’d last seen him.

He helped his grandfather out of his armor, or tried to. After he had
one leg out, Gerald Cannon said, “You can let go, I’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure?”

Gerald glared at him, and stepped out, wobbling a little before he put
his left leg on the floor. From the expression on Chris’ face, Kayla
guessed that it was everything he could do not to reach out and steady
the older man.

Except for their age, they looked surprisingly alike—tall with heavy
features. Gerald had long ago grown into his. Chris still looked gawky.

Gerald, meanwhile, turned his head toward the table and frowned.

“Is this everybody? What can you do? Let’s run down the list. If we’re
going to win, I need to know exactly what you can do.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “So you’re going to be running this thing?”

“Damn straight. I’ve been at this longer than you have. I was working
with the League the last time we had alien problems. Took down my share
of the Abominators’ people. Didn’t get much credit for it, but I didn’t
expect much.”

Shaking his head, Marcus said, “That’s not how we’ve been doing things.
Even when the old League’s been involved, they’ve still left it mostly
to us. We’ve been switching off.”

Gerald’s expression left no illusions about where he stood on that. His
face scrunched up. “You take the leader’s name off some list? How are
you still alive?”

Before Marcus could answer, Camille spoke. “Between the three of us,”
she included Haley and Sydney in a gesture, “we haven’t chosen an
official leader, but Night Cat’s been field leader. I think she should
lead this too.”

Haley started talking as Camille stopped. “We weren’t asking for someone
to lead the group. We were looking for help, and I know that you can be
a lot of help. None of us know anything about alien technology. Besides,
we’ll need someone leading in the field who’s in good health. You had a
heart attack when we were fighting, and please don’t take this wrong,
but you haven’t been out in the field for a long time.”

Kayla found herself looking from one to the other. Gerald’s face had
turned red, and all she could think was that she didn’t want him to have
another heart attack right here.

“Grandpa,” Chris said.

With a grunt, Gerald walked up to the table. “I’m still going to need to
know what you can do.”

“Sure,” Marcus said, “shapeshifting.”

“Gravity control.” Camille’s tone hinted that she might still be
annoyed.

“Magnetism,” Sydney said, “but only when it’s close to me.”

Gerald nodded at Haley. “I know your powers too well already. In the
interest of fairness, here’s what we’ve got: two suits of powered armor
with lasers, and a machine-gun loaded with rounds that worked back when
I was helping with the Abominators. I’ve got a few things I’d like to
test, but nothing worth mentioning.”

Haley crossed her arms. “Okay. You said that you thought the aliens were
here for something. What?”

The older man shrugged. “No idea. We confiscated all of the Abominator
tech we could, and I never found where it went. I always figured the
Rocket stored it in here somewhere, or maybe found a way to destroy it.”

Chris blinked. “You don’t know what happened to it? Huh.”

“I don’t have to know everything. I was a criminal, but I knew where to
stop. I saw what the Abominators were like, and I didn’t want to become
like them. Besides, the Rocket and the Rhino weren’t telling anyone what
they were doing with that stuff.”

Haley glanced toward the lab, and the doors to storage rooms that
appeared one after the other every twenty feet down the wall. “I wonder
if Nick knows?”

Kayla waved her hand to get Haley’s attention. “I… don’t think so. When
he gave me the tour, he said he couldn’t get into a couple of the
storage rooms, but he didn’t seem worried about it. He was sure it would
be in his grandfather’s records somewhere.”

Gerald laughed. “It probably will too. Joe documented goddamn
everything. I remember fighting him once, and realizing that one of his
new weapons used part of my design from ten years before. He’d studied
it, and reverse engineered it.”

Chris nodded slowly. “Were you angry?”

Gerald snorted. “Not for a second. I’d copied his designs when I got
started, and we kept on copying each others for our entire careers. I
think we both learned our best tricks from each other.”

As they talked Kayla realized that Haley was trying to catch her eye.
“Kayla, which rooms can’t Nick get in?”

Kayla pointed at the wall. “Those two. The second and third from the
end.”

The rooms didn’t appear to be any different from any other—concrete
walls, and doors had no windows. Kayla stared, wondering what lay behind
them.

Gerald snorted. “Bet we could get in.”

Kayla felt her jaw drop. “I don’t think that would be—“

“I know. I know!” Gerald shook his head. “Even if they helped it
wouldn’t be worth it. I saw what they did to people in the end. We’re
all better off dead than that. I was speaking hypothetically. I saw the
fight with the robots on the news. Nick’s been working with his
grandfather’s mono-molecular blade tech. Chances are he’s got a
prototype lying around.”

Marcus smiled, and leaned forward at the table. “He made a jackknife. I
came down here once when he showed me. That wasn’t the best part though.
The best part was when he forgot it was on and it cut through the table.
He grabbed it before it went through the floor.”

Haley shook her head. “At least he didn’t cut his fingers off.”

Marcus laughed. “That’s what he said, and then he said, ‘that’s why I
don’t have a sword.’”

Sydney looked up from the table. “I’m surprised Cassie hasn’t hurt
herself. She doesn’t seem very careful.”

Marcus turned his head toward her. “How do you know she hasn’t? It’d
just grow back, you know? The worst problem she’d have is figuring out
what to do with the spare. It’s not like she could dump it in the
garbage. People would start asking waaaay too many questions.”

Sydney crinkled her nose. “Yuck.”

Haley spoke up. “We need a plan. The jet’s AI thinks the asteroids were
a feint, and I think it’s right. They wouldn’t come here if they thought
Guardian would let those asteroids hit. I don’t know what they can do. I
asked the AI to tell us because Nick says it’s an expert in this kind of
thing.”

She got off the table where she’d been sitting, and said, “Jet, you can
talk now. Please tell us what kind of weapons they use.”

A tenor voice came over the room’s speakers. It’s accent was
indeterminate, but precise, and unquestionably a computer.

“The first and most important issue for you to understand is that they
are mercenaries and pirates in one of the most impoverished sectors of
this galaxy. Their technology is second or third rate by comparison to
any nation of any importance. It is worth remembering, however, that
they are practiced at killing and are working with the Hrrnna, a species
with access to technology advanced as any.

“Given that the Hrrnna hope to pass whatever they do as the actions of a
rogue group, it’s unlikely that they’ll have their best available. Their
tactics strike me as desperate in any case. That shouldn’t give you too
much peace however. My assessment of their technology and yours is that
if they can aim at you, you will likely die. Standard tactics include
lasers and other weapons with a wide area of effect. Additionally, many
possess weapons with enough intelligence to aim at targets that surpass
biological beings typical limits.”

Gerald Cannon looked up at the twenty foot tall screen that dominated
the wall behind the table. The AI’s words appeared on the screen. Kayla
guessed that he was trying to find something to address.

“I need more than that. I want specifics—effective range on the most
probable weapons, rate of fire… I want the weapons’ specifications and
limitations.”

More words appeared on the screen as the AI’s voice started again.
“Understood, but be aware that even within this backwards sector of
space there are hundreds of thousands variations on the most common
types of weapons. The Abominators’ former servants have a remarkable
inventiveness when it comes to ways of killing each other. I’ll send you
a file of the most common weapons and their variations. I will also be
listening in through the League communicators, and will be able to
advise on tactics.”

“Good enough,” Gerald said, nodding.

Marcus looked around the table. “So what does that mean we’re going to
do? Me? I say we take the League jet out, and have it take down the
spaceship, and boom, problem solved.”

The AI’s voice didn’t change, but Kayla thought she heard some
impatience in it. “I’m afraid not. Your enemies will expect the League
jet. It is unfortunately well known, and it will have to come out of the
water where it will likely be detected before it surfaces. If you had
two competent crew members, you might well destroy it, but you have only
one—Haley.”

Chris, sitting at the far end of the table on his grandfather’s other
side, frowned and then looked confused. “What about you? Can’t you fire
the ship’s weapons?”

“Due to a number of regrettable instances where the galaxy’s machine
races attempted to rid existence of sentient, organic life, the race
that created me included a number of limitations. I’m not allowed to
operate weapons without express permission of my administrator. He is
not here.”

Haley pressed her lips together slowly, obviously thinking. “It sounds
like we’ll have to attack from a distance. Kayla, could you run through
our inventory and find out what we have that we could use. Look for
things that might help us hide, or might protect us. We’re going to talk
through some ideas.”

Kayla asked, “Do you mind if I go into the lab? It’ll be hard to
concentrate here.”

Haley didn’t take much time to think about it. “OK. Don’t be too long.”

When Kayla did sit down at a stool in the lab, alone in the in the
middle of machines she didn’t recognize, tables with partially assembled
machines, and three boxes of what she could only describe as grey goo,
she felt a little better.

She didn’t have powers. She wasn’t a super genius. She’d never been
trained to fight. Being lectured by a talking computer and associating
with a supervillain didn’t feel normal to her, but looking over lists?
That she could do.

A stream of headlines ran across the bottom of her screen. New York City
continued to evacuate. Heroes were fighting aliens there.

Kayla considered telling the others, but decided to let them plan. Then
another announcement appeared on the screen. The League’s system had
intercepted a call to her cell phone. It was her father. Did she want to
take it?

She took the call.

“Hey Dad,” Kayla held the mouse, still wondering if she should have
taken the call.

“Hi pumpkin.” Despite the endearment, her dad sounded serious. “Do you
have the news on?”

She had when she’d been in the main room. She opened the TV app she’d
had open there. NBC News 10 was on the scene with a helicopter. They
were filming the alien troop carrier.

“I do now.” She stared at screen. Whatever possessed these people to fly
in and start filming? Did they have some kind of death wish?

Her dad asked, “Kayla are you at work or at school?”

“At work. Dad, don’t worry about it. I’m safer than anyone.” At the same
time, she thought, the block Daniel put in prevents me from telling
people what I’m doing, but not from lying.

“Kayla,” from his tone, she could tell he was thinking about laying down
the law. “I don’t know what the U.S. Marshals think they have, but it’s
not going to stand up to this. I was in the army the last time we saw
aliens attack. You need to get away from anyplace they might hit, and
come home. If you’re closer to school, go back to your dorm, but I’ll
feel better if I see you.”

Work, she thought. Now she’d have to tell even more lies. Her cover
wasn’t completely false. Lim’s people had arranged it so she did work
for the Marshals as an administrative assistant sometimes. It wasn’t as
often as her schedule said, for sure.

“Trust me,” she said. “I’m doing something important, and I’m as safe as
they can make me.”

She’d barely gotten that out. She felt the block when she’d been
thinking about what she was doing, but when she said “something” instead
of “helping the Heroes League,” the pressure not to say anything went
away.

Her father didn’t reply at first. Then finally, after an age, he said,
“OK. I’m not going to argue, but honey, I don’t want you hurt.”

They said goodbye, and Kayla went back to the inventory list, copying
the name of anything from the League’s inventory spreadsheet that
sounded useful into a new spreadsheet.

But then there were the lists that Nick’s grandfather had never entered
into the computer. They’d found five handwritten pages in the League’s
case files. They’d proved that they’d never been entered by
crosschecking them against the lists they already had, but also against
the objects themselves.

After that, it wasn’t a question. These lists had been skipped for some
reason.

Even more interesting when she thought about the group’s discussion
before she left, none of the items had their location listed as being
inside the Abominator storage rooms.

There had to be more lists somewhere.

She thought about telling Haley because that had to be big news, but
decided not to. She still had more pages to go.

“Kayla?” Haley tapped her on the shoulder, and Kayla nearly jumped out
of her skin, giving a yelp.

Haley stepped back in a blur before Kayla entirely recognized her,
coming to a stop in a position where she’d brought her arms up in front
of her chest. Then she put them down at her sides, saying, “Sorry,
sorry. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you. It just… happens sometimes. And
sorry about the stuff.”

Her hands and feet were claws, and her teeth had turned to fangs.

Thinking about it, Kayla realized Haley had already changed before she’d
come over. She checked her shoulder for punctures in her shirt, relieved
not to find any.

Haley bit her lip as Kayla checked but gave a hint of a smile as Kayla
looked up. “We’ve figured out what we’re going to do. After talking it
through with the AI and Man-machine, we figured out an attack plan with
the jet that the AI says has a good chance of succeeding.”

“Really? Didn’t the AI say it wouldn’t work?”

Haley nodded. “Yes, but it was making assumptions, and Man-machine asked
it to list them. When it was done, he went through them one by one and
changed half of them. After a little while, it saw where he was going.

“As of now, Marcus, and I are taking the jet, but we’ll be taking it
further out into the lake than normal, and we’ll be running with the
shields on underwater which is just weird, and we’ve got Marcus training
on the simulator for how to fire the jet’s particle accelerator. The AI
thinks that one shot will be all we need to blow the landing craft’s
engines.”

Kayla picked up the lists, and saved her spreadsheet. “Couldn’t you get
Nick to give the AI permission to fire?”

Haley shook her head. “Nick’s got to be here in person. It’s got to get
a biological sample.”

“Oh,” Kayla sent the spreadsheet to the printer. “What am I supposed to
do? You still need the weapons list, right?”

Haley hesitated for a second before saying yes, but she did. She
followed it up with, “We need you to run some of Nick’s surveillance
bots while we’re out in Grand Lake. Maybe some of the guns on the lists
are fully charged. Get them to Man-machine, Chris, and Camille. Sydney
won’t need one, but if you can find something magnetism won’t hurt, she
could use a backup in case she gets tired.”

Kayla felt cold. “What are they doing?”

Haley’s mouth twisted in an uncomfortable position. “After we take out
the ship, they’ll have to take out the soldiers.”

Kayla stared. “Didn’t the AI say if their weapons hit us, we’ll die?”

Stamping her foot, Haley said, “It’s not that simple. It thinks anyone
in armor can take a few hits, and Marcus might survive a few even
without armor. Sydney might be okay too, if her armor is more than a
solid coat of metal. Chris had a few ideas. It’s you, Camille and me
that the ship’s worried about. We’ll die instantly if we get hit, so
we’ll all stay out of sight, okay?”

Kayla felt like her heart was going to beat out of her chest.

Haley met her eyes. “It’s going to be okay. Get out there, and show
Man-machine your lists. He might have some more ideas, and we need all
the ideas we can get.”

“One more thing,” Haley said. “The armor Chris made for you back when we
fought the Cabal is still here, right?”

Kayla said, “Yes,” hoping her voice didn’t sound like she was thinking
what she was actually thinking–that this was getting worse and worse.

Haley glanced toward the hangar where they’d kept it, and said, “If it
sounds like they’re coming down here put it on. It might make the
difference between living or dying.”

“But I was awful in it. I was useless. I don’t like fighting. I’m fine
helping you coordinate, but I don’t train all the time like you do.”

Kayla put her hands in her lap, suddenly aware that they were shaking.

Haley met her eyes. “Kayla, we’ll get through this. I’m sure it doesn’t
seem like it right now, but facing the Cabal and Ray was worse than
this. I didn’t have any idea how to hurt them, and Nick only figured it
out by luck. We know that some of the things on your lists worked on the
Abominators’ servants last time. Remember that, and step through what we
need you to do. Go over the lists with Man-machine, and when you’re
done, grab your armor from the hangar, and watch the robots feeds. We
aren’t going to leave you alone.”

Kayla would have felt better if Cassie had given that speech, but she
nodded anyway. She didn’t need to add to all things Haley had to be
worrying about. It might be easy to imagine she could do better, but
Kayla didn’t delude herself.

She’d been in the middle of a fight last year, and she had no illusions.
She’d do worse.

“Okay,” she said, and slipped off the stool. She started walking out of
lab and over to Man-machine.

Gerald Cannon grunted as he saw her. He’d been staring up at the
enormous TV wallscreen. From the direction he’d been looking, she
guessed he must have been watching the News 10 commentary on the
spaceship floating above Grand Lake.

“Bunch of goddamn idiots. What do they think the aliens are here for?
Bringing us some fucking enlightenment? Did they notice the guns?”

Gerald nodded at her. “Bring it all over here where I can see it.”

Kayla put the lists from the files on the table in front of him, and
pulled up the spreadsheets.

He went for the paper lists first, flipping through the pages, sometimes
chuckling. “Wish I’d known about these lists a few years ago. I made
about a quarter of these.”

He snorted. “A burrito gun, courtesy of Yellow Burrito himself. What a
crazy kid… Made for a helluva strange couple years when he was part of
the League. It made things very interesting.”

He turned his face up to the screen where the spreadsheets glowed.
“Yeah, we better go with simple. The list has some great weapons on it,
but we ought to stick with the ones that you kids will get–particle
accelerators and lasers. Point and burn. That’s what we need.”

Then he looked down at the list again. “Damn,” he mentioned. “Never mind
what I just said. You go grab the particle accelerators, I’ll be in the
lab.”

She frowned. When had she become the team’s servant?

She did it anyway, lining up the particle accelerator rifles next to the
table in the main room. Then she got her powered armor from the hangar,
passing Chris and Sydney. Sydney whirled layers of metal around her
right arm, and Chris pointed at the layers and talked.

Kayla didn’t pay too much attention to them. At almost the same time,
Marcus and Haley were floating the League jet into the airlock.

The wide metal doors slid open, and then closed behind the jet. The
sound of pouring water followed the thump and hiss as the doors sealed.

She hoped they sealed. A leak would be a disaster. She wasn’t even sure
if her suit worked underwater. Dismissing it from her thoughts, she
piloted the suit out of the hangar and back into the main room.

As she passed, she heard Chris say, “I think I better suit up too, but
you get the idea, right? We can spread out the heat, and even lose some
of it.”

When she reached the table, she opened the suit, stepped out of it,
dropping a little over a foot to the floor, and pulled out her chair.
Then she launched the bots.

Nick had placed a few outside. The League had cameras outside, but even
the best placed cameras couldn’t point in every direction you might
want. The bots covered the holes. Kayla aimed them toward the edge of
the forest nearest the spaceship.

In the end she could see the spaceship from five different angles, and
felt fairly sure she’d see people jump out of it.

Chris and Sydney left the hangar and walked into HQ’s main room. Camille
had beaten them to the table. Kayla wasn’t sure where she’d been, but
she’d been sitting there when Kayla stepped out of her suit.

Everyone wore costumes now. Gray metal covered Sydney’s entire body,
making her at least a foot taller, and giving her the appearance of a
massive, metal woman.

When she reached the table, the metal fell away from her, turning into
an  ugly metal lump. Sydney wore a green bodysuit underneath.

A quick check showed that Gerald Cannon was still in the lab. Kayla
wondered if she should have left him there.

Haley’s and Marcus’ icons reappeared on the screen.

“We’ve surfaced, and we’re in position for the attack. Let us know when
everyone’s ready, Control.”

Kayla clicked on the mouse to reply. “Man-machine’s still in the lab. Is
that okay?”

On the screen, Haley tilted her head a little, and said, “I don’t know.
It depends on what he’s doing.”

Chris, now in his suit said, “He did say he wanted to be ready for the
soldiers.”

Haley frowned. “I guess.”

No one said anything else for a little while.

Then Haley said, “It’s just floating above Grand Lake. What do you think
it’s doing?”

Chris spoke into his comm. “I don’t know. Scanning maybe? That’s what
I’d be doing.”

Gerald Cannon broke in. “Both of you, quiet! I’d be hacking into our
communication system, and the more you talk, the better for them.”

Kayla had a bad feeling he might be right.

Bare seconds later, all the TV stations on the wallscreen began to show
headlines similar to “Message from the Alien Ship’s Commander.”

Over the comm, Gerald said, “Looks like the gloves are about to come
off.”

Then the man appeared. Wearing a black helmet with a transparent
faceplate, the alien commander had thick features, somewhere between
handsome and Neanderthal. Kayla wouldn’t have looked twice at him on the
street.

Then he opened his mouth. His teeth were like a wolf’s—all points, ready
to rip and tear.

She thought about how much it would suck to be his dentist, choking down
a giggle while reprimanding herself in her head. What was she, ten?

The newscaster’s voice said, “The alien ship hovering over New York City
broadcast this message moments ago.”

In a scratchy voice with an unidentifiable accent, the commander said,
“You will give us the alien devices. They are not yours, and will only
cause you trouble. Give them to us, and we will tell no one. Keep them
from us, and we will burn your cities to the ground.”

His nostrils flared and he sniffed in a movement that reminded Kayla of
Travis and Haley.

Then he continued, “Your governments have not told you everything about
their fight with the Abominators. They have captured alien artifacts,
and they try to understand them, but there is knowledge that you are not
yet ready for, knowledge that will cause even ‘friendly’ aliens to
bombard your world until nothing lives.

“Surrender these artifacts to us and nothing will tie them to you. Make
it easy for us to take them away, and we will reward you.

“I understand that not all of you realize that you are working on alien
technology. I will make it easier. People at these locations are working
with alien technology or working with people who do.”

Then he began to list addresses. As Kayla listened, she heard the words,
“Veterans Memorial Park, Grand Lake, Michigan.”

This was appearing on local TV, she realized. People were going to be
showing up here. Some of them would be treasure hunting with no idea of
what they were really getting into.

Well, she thought, except for the ones that might be actively trying to
hand the Abominator relics over to the invaders.

“Remember,” the alien said, slitted eyes looking directly at the camera,
“the governments only care about power. We’re rebels and freedom
fighters from all across the galaxy. We only care about keeping our
ships in repair and keeping ourselves out of the authorities’ hands. We
have no reason to lie to you.”

The screen faded to black, followed by NBC News 10’s logo. The logo
disappeared, revealing a man in a suit. He was riding in a helicopter,
the waters of Grand Lake below him. “This is Ross Simpson of NBC News
10. The aliens claim there are Abominator weapons in Veterans Memorial
Park. Is this true, and if so, how did they get there? Did the Heroes
League—”

Haley’s voice came over the comm. “That’s on the local news? We need to
get out there now. Before a bunch of idiots come out to the park with
shovels. Is everyone ready?”

Camille clicked on her wrist comm unit. “I can’t speak for anyone else,
but I’m ready.”

Chris, from within his armor, said “The armor’s ready, and I’m inside.”

Haley looked into the camera. “Sydney?”

Sydney bit her lip. “I’m ready.” She glanced down at the metal piles
around her. “I’ll be ready. Give me a second.”

The metal flowed upward, turning her back into the burly metal woman
she’d been when she’d entered the room.

Over the comm, Gerald Cannon said, “Almost ready. I’ll be a few
minutes.”

Haley took a breath, and released it slowly, finally saying, “We don’t
have a few minutes.”

“Yep, but what I’ve got here is plan b anyway, right? You don’t want me
out there where I could get hurt—okay. I get it, but if I’m backup, let
me do it right.”

Haley frowned. “Do it right, but I need everyone else outside now. I’m
going to wait as long as I can for you to get in position, but then I’m
going to blow their engines.”

A pinging noise came from the ship’s side of the connection. “Night
Cat,” Marcus said, “The AI says it’s become sure they have more forces
than it initially estimated.”

Haley glanced down, still frowning. Kayla guessed she must be reading
whatever the AI had said herself.

In a low voice, Haley asked, “Does that mean I shouldn’t attack? I
should call everything off because they’re ready for it?”

Her eyes moved as she watched the reply. She looked up. “The AI says
that it doesn’t know what they have planned but based on how the
mercenary captain spoke, it believes they have more forces available
here. It also says that our plan doesn’t need to change. We need to be
watching for what happens afterward.”

For a moment Haley didn’t say anything, but then, “Control, watch for
anything unusual, and tell me immediately. Sydney, we can’t call you
Sydney during this fight. I’m giving you a choice—Railgun, or… Heavy
Metal?”

Sydney’s voice came over the comm sounding like she was talking inside a
cave. “Railgun or Heavy Metal? I don’t like either of them.”

On the screen, Haley gave a sigh. “I know. I’m sorry. Choose the one
that you dislike least.”

Sydney’s metal body stood a little straighter, giving a metal against
metal scraping noise that reminded Kayla of the sound of a car accident.
“Railgun,” Sydney said, still sounding unhappy.

“Okay,” Haley said. “Move out, and keep out of sight.”

Chris, Camille and Sydney left by one of the sewer entrances. Kayla
gripped the mouse a little harder. Now they could only wait.

They didn’t wait long. Within a minute, Chris said, “We’re in position.”

Haley didn’t answer, but on the screen, in view of the surveillance
bots, a white beam crossed the water, hitting the spaceship in the
stern. The beam cut into the landing ship, slicing across the back,
burning through the wall and coming out the side of the ship.

As the ship aimed itself toward the beach, an alarm beeped inside HQ.
Kayla glanced around the room, searching for it, but didn’t see it. Then
words appeared on the screen, “Anomaly.”

The anomaly was roughly the same length as the landing ship that was
crashing into the beach, but the anomaly floated above the forest.

Whispering even though she knew it made no sense, Kayla said, “There’s
another ship—”

“Where?” Haley asked. She wasn’t whispering.

“Above the forest. Right in the middle. It’s kind of close to the forest
entrance to HQ.”

Haley’s eyes dipped toward the instrument panel. “The AI sees it, and it
thinks it’s going to move…”

On the screen, the League jet exited the water, covered in panes of
darkness, aiming toward the forest. The white beam, painfully bright
even on the screen, aimed off to the side of where HQ’s scanner had
identified it as an anomaly.

Above the forest, a silvery shape flickered, resolving into the aliens
rectangular landing craft with a long burn down the craft’s side, and a
blackened hole three quarters from the back.

The spaceship wobbled in the air as it began to fire back. Red beams
fired from a single point near the back of the ship. Black squares
appeared, seemingly randomly, all over the ship. They shattered as the
League jet fired again, its beam cutting the landing craft in two. The
front half crashed into the forest while the back half tumbled through
the air a few times before hitting Veterans Memorial Park in the grassy
area between the playground and the beach.

A distant sounding thump came from above her, and she wasn’t sure, but
she thought that the lights on the ceiling swayed a little.

Then Kayla stared at the screen. Chris, Camille or Sydney might have
been under that thing.

She checked the wallscreen, and, not seeing any signs that anyone had
been hit, spoke into the microphone. “Is everyone okay?”

Chris replied. “We’re golden. We weren’t under it. It was kind of close
though. I wonder how long they were up there? That was a big ship. It
could have held a bunch of aliens.”

“Done,” Gerald Cannon’s voice came over the comm. “I’m getting out
there. Control, when I leave, don’t let anything in. We might be lucky,
and there’s nothing to worry about anymore, but don’t count on it. You
know what you call people who count on luck?”

“What?” Kayla asked, knowing that it wasn’t going to be an actual name.

“Dead,” Gerald said.

She should have guessed.

Cannon came back to grab his armor. He didn’t give her time to get up
and help him in. As he leaned into it, the armor sealed around him.

“Remember,” he said, turning toward the lab, “the woods could be
crawling with them.

She didn’t see any sign of it on the monitor.

Glancing toward the lab, she saw him carrying a box out.

Man-machine’s icon flickered on the screen. “Control, pay attention, we
might need you to blow this thing remotely.”

She’d been planning to pay attention. She was paying attention right
now, and she wished she were the sort of person who could express how
insulting that was, preferably in a way that was cutting, clever, and
funny.

Kayla didn’t even try. It would have been rude, and she couldn’t make
herself do it.

“I’ll be watching,” she said, thinking as she did that she sounded more
irritated than anything else.

She felt pretty sure that wasn’t making him quake in his boots.

Clicking on Man-machine’s icon, she asked, “What is it?”

“Too complicated to bug you with.” He was running down the sewer line by
then, and not toward the nearest exit either.

She tried not to think about it.

“Control,” Haley said. She’d been talking with the others the entire
time. “Do you see anything?”

Kayla scanned the screens on the wall. “What am I looking for?”

Haley frowned. “The Abominators had personal cloaking devices on their
armor.”

Kayla stared at the screens. “They might be invisible?”

“Not really, but close. My grandfather told me about them. He could
smell them, but I’m up here, and it would take too long to land the jet
inside HQ.”

Offscreen, Marcus asked, “Skip it, we’ll leave it outside. We can jump
out and lock the doors.”

Kayla didn’t think that sounded quite right. “Couldn’t you stay in there
and shoot them from the air?”

Haley shook her head. “The jet’s personnel lasers weren’t useful versus
heavy duty military armor when the original League fought the
Abominators, and the big guns aren’t easy to aim at something smaller
than a spaceship.”

Chris’ voice broke into the conversation. “I’m not seeing anyone. I know
I shouldn’t say it, but I think they all must have been in the ships,
and when the ships went down, they died.”

Camille laughed. “I like that idea.”

On screen, the GPS showed them as being near the beach.

Sydney said, “I feel like something bad is just about to happen.”

“Thank you Obi-Wan.” Marcus grinned at the camera.

Chris’s icon turned around in a circle. “It does feel a little too easy,
but I’m checking in every direction using the suit’s radar, infrared…
I’m not seeing anything but the dead remains of one ship, and half of
another. Do you think we ought to go inside one of them? Sure, it seems
dumb, but if we saw a bunch of dead bodies that’d clear things up,
right?”

Sydney’s icon turned toward the remains of the ship in the water and
then back toward the land where the back half of the other ship lay.

“I don’t like that idea.”

Haley interrupted. “Get off the beach. Get back to HQ. The AI thinks
they’re there with you.”

Chris’s suit turned toward the beach. “Are you sure?”

Then, in flashes of silver, figures began to appear on the beach. Kayla
counted fifteen before Haley said, “Wait, don’t run yet. We’ll all go at
once.”

Chris didn’t move. “I thought you said the ship couldn’t do much to
them.”

“Hope that I’m wrong,” Haley said.

In HQ, alarms started ringing. The TV screen showed a picture of the
sewer lines around HQ, and the word “Breach.”

“Wait a second,” Haley said, “I’ve got a better idea. Gravity Star, ramp
up the gravity around you so that none of them can move, and then we’ll
all shoot them.”

Sydney’s voice came over the comm. “And kill them?”

“That’s what they’ll do to you,” Chris’ grandfather sputtered over the
connection.

Kayla checked the screen. He’d made it out of the complex, and was
walking through the woods. Lucky him, she thought.

The screens showed the breach in one of the doors that blocked off the
League’s own tunnels from the abandoned sewer lines that the League used
to exit the complex. From what she was seeing, they’d found the exit in
the concrete wall next to the beach where Nick sometimes exited the
complex.

She couldn’t see where they were in the complex yet. The cameras weren’t
showing them.

Knowing how they’d appeared on the beach, she guessed they couldn’t stay
invisible while fighting, but maybe if they moved slowly they could?

“Control,” Haley asked, “can you tell if there are any more of them out
there?”

Kayla had been looking away from the screen, trying to see if any of
them were inside. She hadn’t seen any yet. She wondered if putting the
base on lockdown would stop the aliens from getting in, or if it would
only prevent help from getting in.

If anyone could help, she thought. She took a breath, and tried not to
sound like she was panicking. “They’re coming in here. They broke into
one of the tunnels. I can’t see where they are, but sensors say ‘breach’
and I don’t know when they’ll be here, but I bet it will be soon.”

She took another breath. The whole “not panicking” thing wasn’t working.

“Shit,” Haley said. “Okay, go to the hangar, get into your suit, and get
out of there. Got it?”

“Got it.” Kayla logged out from the workstation, and got up, getting
ready to run for the hangar.

She turned her head, realizing that someone was in the hangar. The dull
gray armor seemed to take on a hint of the colors surrounding it. She
wasn’t sure if it was really changing or if she was only imagining it.

She decided it didn’t really matter either way because it’d kill her
just as badly.

Guessing that running might attract attention, she walked to the nearest
wall, looking for a weapon. There had to be something. Trophies from
defeated enemies hung from walls except for the trophies that were
enclosed in cases.

The SS uniform outfitted with an enormous metal glove had always given
her the willies, and she wasn’t going to touch it. Besides it was
halfway across the room.

What was closer? Her eyes darted all over, finally settling on the wall
she stood next to. Directly ahead of her lay the “Starplate” as Nick
jokingly referred to it. Marcus and Daniel were the only ones who seemed
to get the reference and think it was funny.

The metal circle on the floor could supposedly open a gate to another
universe. Kayla didn’t even consider it. She wasn’t that desperate—not
yet anyway.

Near it on the wall hung the Gender Swap gun. That’s what she’d been
calling it in her head. She’d always avoided it, and told herself that
she’d never touch it.

She decided she was desperate enough to go back on that promise. She
lifted it off the hooks that kept it on the wall and checked the energy
gauge.

It was fully charged. She didn’t waste time wondering why anyone would
leave a fully charged gun capable of changing the target’s gender lying
around.

Kayla had heard the story about how Nick had tested the gun on the
family cat, inadvertently “unnuetering” it. Knowing him, it would have
been stranger if the gun weren’t charged.

Pointing the gun toward the hangar door, she aimed for the spot she
expected it to walk out of.

Its gun came through the door first, and she pulled the trigger. Strange
music played, and a tinny, recorded woman’s voice shouted, “Death to the
patriarchy!”

The alien’s gun swung toward her, and for a moment Kayla expected to
die. It’s shot went wild, firing into the middle of the room. She only
knew that it hit something from the smell of burning plastic.

Before it could fire again, it fell over, lying on the olive green
carpet, unmoving.

The second alien burst through before she could react. Jumping over the
body of the other, it landed twenty feet inside the room, twisting and
pointing its gun at her in a blur.

She didn’t have time to move or even to be scared. She only realized how
close she’d come to dying as it fired.

A yellow beam met a black object in the air while another black object
hit the alien.

It moved too quickly for Kayla to recognize it while it was in the air,
but it knocked the alien over, sticking to its armor, surrounding the
alien. It only became more entangled in black goo as it struggled.

It continued to hang on to its gun, however, and started firing in the
direction of its feet, and hitting a chair, severing the cylinder that
connected the body and the wheels.

The seat fell over.

Not waiting for it to target her, Kayla shot it with the Gender Swap
gun. The gun’s tinny voice said, “Learn the truth, sister!”

The alien’s gun fell to the floor.

Kayla stared at the black object that had trapped the armored alien, and
then over at the other that had saved her life.

They appeared to be made of rubbery plastic, and were shaped like boxing
gloves.

Boxing gloves? She shook her head.

A Battle Roomba hummed, moving over the carpet toward the bodies. For
the first time, she noticed a hole in the middle of its body, and a
trail of black slime that led across the top.

That was what they did?

She decided she didn’t have time to worry about the Battle Roombas even
if they were firing giant boxing gloves at aliens.

Thinking about how weird her life had become was a waste of time.

On the floor ahead of her, the aliens moaned softly. Okay, she told
herself, they’re not dead.

She had to admit she felt a touch of relief. She hadn’t wanted to kill
anybody, and these aliens, whatever they were, were shaped like people.
She couldn’t see through the facemask, but even that looked like a human
could comfortably wear it–assuming they were big enough.

These guys were almost as big as Travis.

Lowering the gun, she walked back to the table, checking the display
showing a map of HQ. If this was all of them, maybe she wouldn’t have to
leave.

The map didn’t show anyone, but who was she kidding? It hadn’t shown
anyone before they came in either. No, she knew what she had to do. She
had to go into that hangar, shoot whatever she found there, and get out.

Haley was right. She’d been in these sort of situations before.

Kayla knew she didn’t belong in fights. Back when she and Cassie had
been on the basketball team, her coach had called her a fighter once or
twice, but this wasn’t the same.

Something beeped.

Kayla glanced over at the map. A new icon appeared. It was labeled with
letter “C” and had an asterisk next to it.

Kayla had to think to remember what it meant, but she did. Nick had made
new communicators for everyone. The asterisk indicated that someone was
using the original League’s old tracking devices that didn’t do much
more than act as distress beacons.

This had to be the real C then–Marcus’ and Jaclyn’s grandfather, the
League’s speedster, who also happened to be strong and nearly
invulnerable. Except for the fact that he couldn’t fly, he was very
nearly the League’s version of Superman.

Even without flight, he’d still been able to jump an eighth of a mile.

He’d deliberately downplayed his abilities to the general public, but he
must have been terrifying in a fight.

She’d have been excited to realize he was there except that she knew he
was blind–macular degeneration.

The display didn’t show anyone guiding him.

She had no idea how he’d gotten down here or why he’d come, but she knew
she couldn’t leave him where the aliens could take him.

He appeared to be heading into the hangar. Raising the gun, she walked
toward it, avoiding the two aliens on the ground, hoping there weren’t
any more waiting in the hangar.

She leaned carefully past the edge of the open door, she saw the
hangar–the empty spot where the League jet normally would be, the
Wolfmobile, and the Commando-cycle. Tools hung on the walls along with
inventions too small to put in the middle of the floor, and too large to
put in a drawer–a row of small jetpacks, spears, rifles…

A man walked down the middle of the room. Tall, with dark brown skin,
and wearing a green suit with a hat, C didn’t move like a man in his
nineties. Confident steps gave no hint of weakness or any reason that
the sunglasses and white, blind person’s cane he carried were necessary.

She stepped into the hangar, still holding the gun.

He laughed. “If you’re holding the gun I think you’re holding, please
stop pointing it at me. I don’t think my wife’s quite forgiven me for
the last time I got hit by it.”

Kayla let the rifle’s barrel drop. “Sorry.”

“No reason to apologize, you’re alone and surrounded by enemies.” He
closed the distance between them more quickly than she would have
expected, but without moving especially quickly.

As he stopped in front of her, she stared. “How did you get here? Aren’t
you blind?”

He nodded. “I am blind, but not entirely. The boy’s grandfather worked
on a couple small things to help me get around when I need to.”

Now that she was close, she realized that his sunglasses were thicker
than normal, and glowed a little around the edges of the lenses.

“Aren’t you supposed to not get involved with the new League’s
problems?” Cassie had told her something like that.

He nodded slowly. “There are exceptions. There are some things we’re
storing down here that we’d prefer not get back out into the world.
Since I’m the only one of us left, it falls to me. Now, as for you, what
are you doing here?”

“I’m supposed to be watching and directing people from a distance.”

He nodded. “That sounds important. Shouldn’t you be getting back to it?”

Kayla opened her mouth, unsure of what she should explain next. “I…
Well, yes, but…”

In a deep voice, he said, “Spit it out, time’s not kind in these
matters.”

Kayla glanced back into the main room. The aliens lay on the floor in
their armor. “There’s a breach. They can get in. Night Cat told me to
get out, and take a suit.”

He nodded again. “She was right, but she thought you were alone. You’re
not. In my experience, two people can hold this place as long as we’ll
need to tonight.”

Kayla swallowed, and said, “Okay.”

C said, “Good,” and took a step toward the main room.

Inside came a series of snapping sounds.

C stepped through the hangar door, and into the main room. “When you
said there was a breach, and that they could get in, did you forget to
say that they had already?”

Kayla followed him.

One of the aliens had opened up her armor and stood next to it. She wore
a thin blue uniform that looked like it was supposed to be form fitting,
but hung loosely–as if it had been made for someone taller.

Except for the fangs, and claws, the “alien” appeared in all ways human.
With the fangs and claws, she looked very similar to Haley when she
transformed–with one major exception.

The alien stared down at her chest as if she’d never seen it before.

“Hmmn,” C muttered, “This could get interesting.”

As he said it, the other set of power armor opened. The man pushed his
way out as the pieces separated.

Then, as pieces flew across the carpet, the man came to his feet. Almost
immediately, the hands and feet changed to claws, and his teeth grew
into fangs.

He turned toward the other alien, and his jaw dropped a little. He gave
a choked laugh. His blue jumpsuit was tighter around the chest, and
loose around the waist and hips.

The male alien said something to the larger female. She replied with one
word in an unknown language and a snarl.

Kayla would have bet anything that the mercenary had just cursed.

C laughed, and muttered, “I’ve heard that word before.”

At that, both aliens turned toward them, closing the distance in jumps
that Kayla guessed would end with her throat getting ripped out.

She aimed the rifle, and pulled the trigger. A voice said, “ERROR: No
Reversals,” and the trigger clicked.

It didn’t matter. C smacked the female alien into the wall with his cane
just as her feet left the ground. Then he turned, blurring as he hit the
male alien, using his cane to drive the alien into the carpet.

The carpet didn’t do much to cushion the blow—the alien didn’t move
after that.

Kayla found herself breathing heavily, barely able to say anything when
C said, “Kayla, why don’t you step around the corner, and open the
second bin to the left?”

Still out of breath, she managed to reply, “Sure.”

Then she went and got the manacles. It didn’t take long. They were in
bin to the left of the hangar door just like he’d said. They were
heavier than they looked, however. She carried two sets back anyway.

As she attached the manacles to the male alien’s legs, she asked, “Where
did you get these?”

C turned his head toward her. Somehow, his hat had stayed on. “Joe, the
first Rocket, designed them. We needed adjustable manacles that could
hold something strong whether it was human or gorilla.”

Kayla put the final manacle in place. “Gorilla?”

C sighed. “That’s right. I said gorilla. At times in the 1950’s, it
seemed like you could barely get out the door in the morning without
running into an evil, intelligent gorilla.”

Kayla’s eyes widened as she stood up and walked over to the female who
was on the ground near C.

She shook her head, and pulled out the first manacle. “The 50’s and 60’s
were really weird.”

C nodded. “I agree with you. You had supervillains pulling crazy
robberies all over every time you turned around and then you had the
Civil Rights movement and issues that mattered on the other. It was all
we could do to pay attention to the nuts with the strange plans for
world domination while also fighting the terrifying people like Dixie
Superman who were willing to let the South burn if it meant they didn’t
have to treat us as equals.”

He shook his head. “That was a long time ago, and we don’t have time for
it now. I’m going to go check on the Abominator storage rooms for a
second. While I’m doing it, you might want to grab a different weapon.
Not an Abominator weapon, but a different weapon.

“I’ve got nothing against women, and the little while that I was a woman
after I got hit by the gun wasn’t all bad. Unfortunately, it was months
before any of us turned fully male again, and for part of the time we
were changing back, we were both. That was awkward in ways that I’m not
even going to try to explain. So please, get another gun.”

Kayla imagined that she might have shot him if she’d been a little less
careful when she’d been firing. Then she imagined explaining how it
happened to Marcus and Jaclyn, and worse, their grandmother.

Her face was burning.

C smiled. “Relax, you didn’t hit me, and it wouldn’t have been the end
of the world of you did. Don’t worry about it, but do get another gun.”

She finished up with the prisoners, and ran to the lab. Nick kept the
weapons he’d checked over in the lab. She hoped she wouldn’t confuse the
weapons he’d fixed with the ones that needed fixing.

When she walked through the door, she realized it was a lost cause.
She’d brought out all the working particle accelerator rifles, and
they’d taken them along. She only saw one weapon that wasn’t in the
“Need to Be Fixed” pile.

It was shaped like a burrito.

She stared at it. Then she picked it up, and checked its battery levels.
It was fully charged.

She didn’t have a choice. She walked quickly out to the computer table.
She’d at least be able to do some good there.

C was waiting for her. She assumed that he’d checked what he needed to.

Then he noticed the gun, and laughed. “That was all you could find?”

She frowned. “It’s the only thing that I know works.”

He nodded. “Well, for indoor use then, I recommend the ‘extra cheesy’
setting, but stay away from ‘extra beans.’”

“No extra beans,” Kayla said. “Got it.”

She looked down at the gun. It had two grips. The trigger and guard were
on the back one. the front grip had a line of buttons on the side. Above
them, it said, “Extra,” followed by “Beans,” “Cheese,” “Chunky Salsa,”
“Green Sauce,” “Red Sauce,” and “Shell.”

Thinking back to English composition class from last semester, she
wondered what Chekov would do if he saw a burrito gun hanging on the
wall in Act 1 of a play.

Probably kill himself, she imagined.

Movement on the big screen caught her eye. News 10 showed beams of light
on the beach, and not coming from Chris, Camille, and Sydney’s position
either–raining down on it.

Out of the sky came white beams that illuminating the beach and the
small dune behind it, also illuminating the long, thin blades of
beachgrass, and the unmoving aliens in broken, and blackened powered
armor.

The beams of light on the sand dune winked out as figures ran toward the
woods.

Kayla knew that if the first two had gotten in, the others would too.

She put the burrito gun on the floor, and logged into the computer. New
windows appeared on the big screen, showing what the spybots saw, and
their positions plus multiple angles from cameras the original Rocket
must have hidden all over the area.

Some of them weren’t even cameras, and she didn’t know what they
detected. Everett/Wheeler Particle? She had no idea what that even might
be. All that mattered right now was that the icon was green. It meant
that she didn’t have to care.

She had to worry about the icons that were rearranging themselves under
headings like, “Damaged Fusion Plant,” and “Abominator Derived
Technology.” Those were in red.

Also, “Chameleon Tech.”

C said, “Set the whole complex on red alert.”

Kayla moved her mouse pointer over the status icon and stopped. “Won’t
that stop everybody from getting in? Even our people?”

C nodded. “Yep. Our people are safe or they’re fighting. We’ll figure
out a way to let them in if we have to, but we need to lock the complex
down. We’ve got big things to worry about.”

Kayla clicked the button. She knew what the big things had to be.

In the distance came the sound of metal crashing against metal, the
clicks of pieces setting into place, and also hum of pumps, and splash
of water.

She looked up at him. C nodded, the glow on the inside of his glasses
reflecting off the skin around his eyes.

“Water?” She asked.

C shrugged. “And vacuum. Also gasses. Depending on how Nick is with
maintenance, the water might have a few additives.”

“What about the breach?”

After a moment of silence, he said, “I’m sure they’ll be able to make
more holes. The whole point of red alert mode is that they’ll be very
cautious about breaching a second time.”

As he talked, Haley’s icon started blinking. Kayla clicked on it, taking
the call.

“Control,” Haley barely seemed to believe what she was saying, “you’re
still in HQ?”

“C showed up, and told me to stay.”

Marcus’ voice came over the speakers, “Grandpa?”

“Here,” C said. “Staying is the right call. The moment it stops being
the right call, we’ll slag the storage rooms. You know which ones I
mean.”

“Abominator relics,” Marcus said. “That’s crazy. Slag them now.”

C gave a small laugh. “No. Humanity will be ready for them someday. Even
the Xiniti agree on that. But aren’t you fighting?”

From the spybots’ view of the beach, Kayla realized they weren’t
fighting.

“No,” Haley said. “Were you watching News 10? They’ve got this on a
delay. We’ve got the beach to ourselves. Gravity Star kept them all
stuck in place, and between the jet’s weapons, MM2, and Railgun, they
couldn’t get away, and couldn’t dodge.

“Now we’ve got a different problem. They had more that they’d sent into
the woods, and they came back, and targeted Railgun. She’s badly hurt.
Gravity Star’s talking her to the… team doctor.”

C gave a short whistle. “The same doctor?”

“No, his son.” Kayla wasn’t sure, but she thought Haley might be holding
back tears.

“Hmmn. Good to hear. How badly is Railgun hurt?”

Haley’s breath caught as she began to talk. “I… I don’t know. What Chris
told her to do must have helped, but it spread the heat out. She’s hurt
all over.”

Chris voice came over the speaker. “What are we going to do now? Didn’t
the AI estimate they had forty people left based on what it saw?”

“I know,” Haley said. “When I thought Control was out, I thought I might
blast HQ with the ship’s guns once they were inside. I didn’t want to do
it, but I couldn’t think of anything better.”

“C,” Chris said, “they’ve got to be heading in your direction. Didn’t
Control say there was a breach?”

Calmly, C said, “Don’t worry about that. We’ve got it handled for now.
What have you got?”

Chris’ voice went higher as he talked, “I shot all my missiles, and my
power’s down. I can still get around, but not for long.”

“Night Cat? Shift? What have you got?”

Haley sighed, “On a personal level? Particle accelerator rifles, but not
much else that I think will actually hurt them.”

Marcus said, “Ditto.”

Man-machine’s icon blinked, and Gerald Cannon’s voice said, “I’d say
we’ve got them where we want them. C, remember what I hid on top of City
Hall in 1962?”

C shook his head. “How fragile is it these days?”

“Still terrible.”

C shook his head again. “Damn.”

Cannon’s voice was a little distorted as it came through the speakers.
“Give me a second. I think I’m passing some rock.”

He paused. “Are you all still there?”

Almost everyone said, “Yes.”

“It shouldn’t be hard now that you’re here,” Cannon said.

Kayla guessed he meant C.



Breathing a little harder, Cannon continued, “I figure we find them, and
you run into the middle of them. Then Control presses the button, and
it’s all cleanup from there.”

C shook his head. “Can’t. Wish I could.”

Cannon snorted. “I heard you were going blind, but I figured you had to
have figured a way around it by now. Otherwise you wouldn’t be in HQ. If
you’re worried about blowing the secret, I’d say that now’s the time.”

C sighed. “Wish I could. There’s more going on here than I can tell you
about now. Later, we can talk, but for now, the kids will have to do
it.”

Cannon didn’t say anything for a moment, but followed it up with, “I
imagine this has something to do with the League’s other surviving
member.”

When C didn’t respond, he said, “Yep, thought so. Seeing the future
never seemed worth it to me–”

C interrupted. “We shouldn’t talk about it. Let’s talk about a plan.
Forty of the Abominator’s ground troops verses three kids directly, two
senior citizens, one support staff, and a nearly sixty year old doomsday
device. Have I got everything?”

Haley said, “The AI says ‘Ahem.'”

C laughed. “I barely remember the Rocket inserting it into the jet. We
barely used it except on the last few missions after we retired, but I
should have remembered it. Tell it I’m sorry. We might need it tonight.”

From Haley’s tone, Kayla could imagine her smiling a little as she said,
“The AI says, ‘Forgiven.'”

Kayla wondered what else it had said.

Cannon barely waited an instant before talking. “What I’ve got isn’t
much of a doomsday weapon. I’ve toned it down, and I always thought of
it as specifically targeted.”

“Yeah,” C said. “It was targeted at the Heroes League, and I’d say it
still counts as a doomsday weapon if anyone who controls radiation is
inside.”

Chris’ voice came over the comm, “What kind of weapon is this?

Marcus spoke up. “That’s what I was about to say.”

“It specifically targets the Heroes League?” Haley asked. “Isn’t that a
problem since we’re all on the same side now?”

Kayla watched the camera windows on the big screen, hoping that they
decided what to do before the aliens attacked.

“Whoa,” C said. “I’ll give everyone an overview. Man-machine jump in if
I get it wrong.”

“Can do,” Cannon said.

“The way I remember it,” C said, ” it was a two pronged attack.
Temporarily, no electronic devices worked, and everybody’s powers acted
strangely. I was just as strong and fast, but got tired easily. Captain
Commando and Night Wolf were in the same position, and they couldn’t
heal much better than a normal person. The Mentalist, Ghostwoman, and
Red Lightning mostly couldn’t use their powers at all.”

“Technically,” Cannon said, “they could still use them. They couldn’t
control them very well.”

“Mmm-hmmn,” C said, “Ghostwoman had to be willing to float away into
alternate universes to use hers. Red Lightning couldn’t control where
the lightning hit. If we’d been visited by Sgt. Atom, the whole city
could have died from radiation poisoning.”

On the other end comm connection, Cannon’s voice sounded more frustrated
when he replied. “Sgt. Atom didn’t show up. I was careful. I trapped the
Rocket and all the rest of you. None of his suits worked, and the rest
of you overexerted yourselves before you knew what was happening. It
should have worked.”

“Except I got out of the hospital, took the stairs up to the roof, and
smashed it with a baseball bat.” Nodding, C continued. “I never
understood how you learned how to do it. The electricity I could see,
but affecting our powers? You never did anything with them before then
or after.”

In a matter of fact tone, Cannon said, “You’re right. That wasn’t an
interest. I got that information from Red Lightning.”

C grunted. “I should have guessed. I forget, was that before or after
his power jump?”

“Don’t know,” Cannon said. “I told the Rocket later, but he didn’t
believe me until after the Mentalist confirmed that Red Lightning was
behind the superpowered gangs. Stupid.”

“Not stupid,” C said. “Red Lightning was his best friend since the age
of six, and they’d fought in a war together. The Rocket wasn’t going to
accuse him on your say so. So what’s the new plan?”

Cannon replied, “Nearly the same as what they did at the beach. Get
their attention, and set the bomb off. Their camouflage and armor won’t
work. They’ll barely be able to move, and we’ll be able to do whatever
we need to. The only problems I see is that the device is fairly fragile
and easy to break. Someone will have to sneak it close and set it off,
preferably from a distance. If you stand behind the ship, and let it
shield you from the blast, your equipment should work.”

Cannon added, “I volunteer.”

“Grandpa,” Chris said, “your pacemaker?”

Kayla could imagine Cannon shaking his head as he replied. “Between the
distance and my armor, the pacemaker should be fine.”

“No,” Chris said, “this doesn’t sound like a good idea. I can take it
in, and get out. I don’t have any missiles left and low on power, so I’m
not going to get into fights. I’ll run.”

C talked over everyone. “Good so far, but I think we’re going to need
everybody we’ve got left. I’d say send in the ship, both Man-machines,
get their attention, and place the device. It doesn’t matter which of
you does it. Get everyone in the jet, and then set the device off. The
jet will survive that, right?”

Not waiting for anyone else, Cannon said, “It will. I tried hitting it
with the anti-electronics effect back in the 70’s. The shields absorbed
it. I’m not even sure they knew they were hit.”

Haley clicked in. “The AI says it knew, and I’ve got a suggestion.
Control activates the device. She’s got armor, and you activate it with
an encoded signal, right? Send her the code and she can do that, and
she’ll be out of harm’s way because she’s not close. You’ll be safe
because you’ll be in the jet.”

“Can’t I just do it from here?” Kayla asked.

Cannon’s sigh came over the speakers. “No. My suits use my own comm
security protocols. We don’t have time to program them into the League’s
system. But never mind that, a girl shouldn’t have to do my job.”

Before Kayla could say anything else, Haley broke in. “It doesn’t have
to be your job. Anyway, the AI says it’s the best chance we have right
now—40%—but only if we do it in the next two minutes. After that, our
best chance goes down to 15%. By then they’re all in the tunnels.”

C waved toward the hangar. “Go. I’ll tell you where to go out.”

“I’m placing the device,” Cannon added. No one argued.

For a moment, Kayla wished that anyone had asked her if she was willing
to do it. She would have said yes, but it would have been nice to be
asked. Then she decided she was being silly. Now wasn’t the time to
worry about her feelings.

She got up from her chair, guessing that even if they didn’t think she’d
be fighting, she might anyway. Half-worrying that it was waste of
effort, she grabbed the burrito gun. The suit had a storage compartment.

If she was lucky, the suit would protect the gun even if it went dead.

It didn’t take long to run into the hangar, open the suit, and climb in.
The burrito gun even fit—not perfectly—but obviously the designer
(probably Man-machine, not Nick) had left space for some kind of rifle.

She ran through the checklist as quickly as she could. She knew she’d
probably forgotten something, and hoped it wasn’t important.

The comm came on and C said, “Ready?”

She clicked herself into “available.” “I think so.”

“Good. Take the vehicle exit. They’re not there. They’re trying to get
in through the forest exit. Stay there until we tell you to go in.”

“Okay,” she said, trying to make it sound like she wasn’t nervous.

“Good luck. You’ll do well, and we’ll do everything we can to help.”

She managed a “Thanks,” and ran up the tunnel. The dim lights on the
ceiling and either side of floor lit the way. The speedometer showed
that she was running at forty miles per hour. She wondered how Nick and
Chris ever got used to it, and how Cassie could live with being that
strong all the time.

C’s voice came over the comm. “I’m opening the doors.”

She slowed as the darkness ahead of her cracked open into twilight. When
the opening grew wide enough for her armor, she stepped through.

The remains of the sun’s setting lay in the west. She could see the
colors through the trees. On the screen in suit’s helmet, the spybots’
feeds showed the aliens gathered in their own armor. They stood near a
concrete platform.

Kayla knew it opened. She’d been through it a few times herself. She’d
be surprised if it took them very long to break through.

C’s voice came over the speakers again. “Closing the doors.”

Behind her, gray doors shut, blending into the rock behind her well
enough that it she couldn’t see a trace of them.

Movement on the screen distracted her from the rock. Several of the
aliens were breaking off from the main group.

She got on the comm. “They’re splitting up! Do you see it?”

“Got it,” Haley said, continuing with, “Man-machine? MM2?”

On the screen, Kayla could see laser beams hit the aliens’ suits. They
scattered, hiding behind trees, but staying close to the platform.

Man-machine’s voice came over the comm. “I’ve placed the device. MM2,
are you ready to jump out?”

Chris opened up his comm connection and the whine of his suit’s engines
almost overpowered his voice. “Anytime. My power’s really low. Like 5%.
It’s going to start cutting off the lasers any second.”

The whining stopped. “Hey, that’s not supposed to happen. It just shut
off the lasers, and half the suit’s mobility. I don’t think I can jump
up to the jet anymore. I mean, I might be able to to hack something…
Crap!”

On Kayla’s screen, the lasers had stopped hitting the aliens’ armor, but
the aliens were still firing back. The shimmer of the jet’s shields
appeared near the top of Kayla’s screen.

“Man-Machine, get him and jump up here.”

“I’m trying,” Cannon said. He was breathing heavily as if he were
running. Then she heard the sound of engines whining from Man-machine’s
connection, and his connection cut off.

“Push the button, Control,” Haley said.

“I..” Kayla tried to say that it didn’t feel right at all, but only
blurted, “You’re all right there.”

“We’ll be fine,” Haley said. “Now!”

Man-machine’s voice came over the comm at almost the same time, “Now,
dammit!”

She pushed the button.

All the voices disappeared into static along with the displays in the
helmet and every light in the armor. As of that moment, she was alone in
front of the exit to HQ, and not standing either.

She didn’t know what the suit did to help her stay balanced, but
whatever it was, it had to be electrical because moments after the
lights faded she fell over backwards.

Taking stock of the situation, she stared upward. Stars peeked through
the leaves and branches, visible in the dusk.

They seemed so much less comforting than they had last night. She took a
breath, reminding herself that all of the aliens had to be in the same
position she was–stuck in their suits. Even if they managed to get out,
they had powers, and Man-machine’s device made powers useless.

Her phone started beeping–the League phone.

Man-machine had been right. Suits based on his designs had a chance of
keeping everything inside them safe even if the suits themselves went
down.

She’d have felt even happier about that if she could get at her phone.
She wasn’t wearing one of the League’s uniforms, so her phone was in the
back pocket of her jeans which she couldn’t reach without getting out of
the armor.

Thinking back to when Chris had trained her, she remembered the
emergency escape gesture. She couldn’t forget it.

“It’s easy,” Chris had said. “You do the Vulcan ‘Live long and prosper’
gesture with the right hand and throw the horns with the left hand–you
know, like heavy metal bands do.”

She’d stared at him, still unable to imitate the Vulcan gesture. “How am
I supposed to do that?”

“You can do it,” Chris had said. “All you have to is practice. Besides,
think how unlikely it is that you’ll do it by accident.”

Lying on the ground nearly a year later, she made both hand gestures.
The chest and helmet opened, separating with a click.

By the time she pulled herself out of the chest cavity, the phone had
stopped beeping. She frowned. Then she pulled out the burrito gun,
pulling the strap over her shoulder.

Reaching out to her back pocket, she checked the notifications on the
front screen. She had a list–Haley, Marcus, Chris… and the spybots?

She tapped her code into the phone and the League dashboard opened up,
showing that she had access to the spybots from her phone, and that the
message system had transcribed the messages, all of which amounted to,
“Are you okay?”

She typed in, “Suit down. I’m fine.”

Was that lying? She didn’t feel fine. She looked into the darkness,
wondering what was going on out there. Had the team taken them all down?
She somehow doubted it, but she hoped so–desperately.

She pulled out her earphones/microphone combo, plugged them into the
phone, and tapped into the League channel.

The first words she heard were Haley saying, “–not staying down! They’re
ripping their suits off, and getting up! I thought you said it worked on
powers?”

Sounding surprised, whether by Haley’s attitude or by the aliens, Cannon
said, “I don’t know. Could be that the Abominators used that trick
themselves, and now everybody’s shielded their armor against it.”

Haley said, “Shift? Our turn. AI, tell them how to operate the weapons
and fly the jet, okay?”

Then Kayla heard the hatch open, then the sound of a particle
accelerator rifle, and feet running–which stopped abruptly.

Kayla guessed that Haley must have jumped from the plane. Marcus’
muttered, “Woo hoo.” Then wings flapped, the door shut and sealed.

Cannon said, “Half the time I hear her, I think I hear her grandfather.”

C laughed. “I hear that sometimes too, but sometimes I hear her
grandmother, and her parents. She was a sweet child. Still is, mostly.”

Chris’ voice came over the comm. “AI, show me how the weapons console
works… And… You’re a battle simulation AI, right? Show me where it’s
most likely to go next and… indicate targets for me with the priority of
making it easy for Night Cat and the Shift to win, and keeping all of us
alive.”

From the other side of the hill, deeper into the woods, came shouts of
anger, sometimes pain, and the hum of particle accelerator rifles.

Kayla was about to ask C to let her back into the tunnel when Chris
said, “Control, they’re coming your way. Are you safe?”

She said, “I’m out of the suit. Can C let me in?”

C began, “Of course–”

Chris broke in, “No, AI says if you let her in now, odds that the aliens
get Abominator tech go up to greater than 70%. Sorry Control… Can you
hide? I don’t think they’ll go after you.”

Gerald Cannon said, “You’re going to let her die?”

“No,” Chris began, and then C said something, but Kayla wasn’t listening
anymore. She could hear the shouting and shooting coming closer.

She got off the ranger’s access trail (it passed the League’s vehicle
entrance/ exit), and ran to the side of the huge rock. Crouching next to
it, she pointed the gun toward the trail, and wondered if she’d stopped
in the right place. The bushes on her left side weren’t going to make it
easy for her to change positions if it came to that.

She edged away from the bushes, telling herself It might do some good.

She heard the first of them find her suit. It growled something in a
language she had no hope of recognizing. Another growled a reply.

Then came more screaming, a humming followed by another scream and the
scent of burning. More humming noises came from the distance, but at a
higher pitch.

Some of the aliens must have had pistols inside their armor.

Kayla tried not to think about that, asking herself what advantages she
had over the aliens. She couldn’t think of any initially, but then she
remembered that she’d been the MVP during her conference’s basketball
tournament the year before.

Great, she thought, when the aliens came for her, she could wow them
with her rebound rate. That would impress them.

As she stifled a laugh, one of the aliens came around the corner. No
longer in armor, and not carrying a pistol, its arms and legs ended in
claws, and its teeth were fangs. Thick, but short fur covered its body.

As their eyes met, it howled.

Not sure what to do next, she fired the burrito gun, mashing down on the
buttons on the front handle. She didn’t know which ones.

The burrito hit it in the middle of the chest, sticking there. The
burrito dripped cheese, beans, and a glowing green sauce across the
creature’s body.

The alien looked down, staring at the mess, sniffing once.

Then the burrito exploded, spreading the contents in all
directions–except strangely enough, toward Kayla.

The green sauce stayed mostly on the alien’s body, glistening on the
creature’s hair. The cheese had spread into gooey strands, half covering
the alien’s chest, but the rest stuck to the tree branches, the ground,
and the rocky outcropping. The shell had broken into triangular shaped
bits. The ones she could see were embedded in tree trunks.

The alien tried to pull its way out of the cheese, but the cheese
strands had less give the more it struggled. Using the claws on its left
hand, it tried to cut through a strand on its right arm, but only became
entangled.

Soon it found itself standing in the middle of hardened cheese strands,
left hand immovably stuck to its right arm, twisting and straining but
not moving.

This was good. She’d managed to do something right for a change. Now she
had to figure out what to do next.

She didn’t want to stay here. The battle was far too close. The jet’s
anti-personnel lasers were firing, and the aliens were shouting.

They had to want to hide, and they’d probably try to hide here.

That’s when Kayla realized that she was stuck. The bushes cut off escape
behind her. Ahead of her, the forest held the alien and lines of orange
cheese.

It didn’t look sticky anymore, but she wasn’t sure she trusted a guess
in the dark.

The only openings left that she thought she might use to escape were the
space between the bushes and where the splattered cheese began. If she
went that way she’d have to run into the woods unless she felt brave
enough to go toward the battle.

The other option was climbing up the rocks, and staying on top of the
tunnel’s entrance.

She could be a sniper.

With burritos.

A burrito sniper.

Aside from the sheer ridiculousness of the idea, she’d draw more
attention than she wanted. Plus, it might draw attention to the tunnel
door, and that could be a complete disaster not just for her, but for
the world.

With a sinking feeling, she realized that staying where she was might be
the best thing she could do.

She didn’t have time to resign herself to the decision before the alien
she’d cheesed into immobility started shouting for help–at least that’s
what it sounded like.

As he became louder, she tried to think of something that might make him
stop. The first idea she had was to simply shoot him in the face with an
extra cheesy burrito.

She didn’t want to kill him. She didn’t want to kill anyone, and she
doubted that he’d be able to breath through the cheesy goo–whatever it
was.

What she wanted didn’t matter as more came to help.

The first came over the top of the rocks. Kayla only heard it because it
drew a breath as a claw scraped a rock as it tried to find a handhold.

She fired, aiming at it as it jumped for her. This time she only held
down one button–the extra beans. She wasn’t inside, and it had to be
powerful if C told her not to do it inside.

The burrito hit the creature mid-leap, exploding, and sending it high
into the air.

It came down with a thump far on the other side of the hill.

The hill was coming to smell more and more like a Mexican restaurant.
Kayla crouched, checking around herself for more attackers.

Marcus’ voice came over her earphones. “Do you have the Burrito gun?
That’s amazing. I always wanted to pick it up when I was a kid and
visiting HQ, but everyone was always like ‘Don’t touch that!’ and ‘Don’t
press extra beans!’ and ‘Did you spray cheese everywhere?’ You know,
silly stuff.”

Haley broke in, whispering, “Shift, I could use some help here. Are you
ready?”

“Still ready,” he said, “but we’ve got a second. Control, they’re coming
your way to help that guy. If you can get out, get out.”

Kayla tried to keep the fear out of her voice. “I can’t get out. I can’t
go anywhere.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Haley said. “You’re doing great, and we’re
coming to help you next. Shift? Now.”

Gerald Cannon’s cough came over the channel. “You want to help? Here’s
what you do. Yellow Burrito made every damn thing glow and then the
League could shoot them in the dark. Get up on the hill, light them up,
and we’ll take them out.”

“Grandpa,” Chris said, “she doesn’t even have armor on. Control, don’t
worry about what he said, but if you do get the chance, making them glow
would make the shot easier.”

The sounds of fighting got louder. Even through the alien’s calls for
help, she thought she heard Haley cry in pain, followed by a louder,
longer cry from a voice she didn’t know.

Chris’ voice came over her earphones again. “Eyes open, Control, the AI
says a bunch of them should be crawling up the hill any minute. Watch
out–”

She barely had time to aim, pushing down the buttons for green sauce,
extra cheese and extra beans.

Three of them crawled over the hill only to be caught in a
greenish-orange explosion as the burrito burst halfway up the hill.

One jumped to the side, but the other two received a full spattering of
cheese goo.

They tried to pull away from the hill and each other as the cheese
hardened.

Flashes of light from the sky hit the forest floor near the alien she’d
entrapped earlier. The alien who’d avoided getting hit on top of the
hill was dodging laser blasts and strands of cheese goo.

A spot of green sauce on his shoulder glowed brightly.

Kayla didn’t manage to get the gun completely up before it made its
final leap toward her.

She fired anyway, but the burrito missed, hitting the hill in an
explosion of chunky salsa that coated the area around the blast.

A spattering hit the two stuck to the hill above her and they screamed,
trying to wipe it off their clothes.

A ladle sized splash hit the one leaping toward her as it was still in
the air. His eyes widened and his faced tensed, but Kayla barely
noticed.

Beams of white light hit the creature, causing it to tumble in the air.
When its hand hit her, she expected to die, but it barely hurt at all.
She’d heard stories where the bad wounds, the truly terminal wounds were
surprisingly easy to take, but when she looked down at her chest where
the hand hit, she didn’t see any blood.

She saw most of the creature’s forearm lying on the ground. The rest of
the body lay nearby. It hadn’t been tumbling nearly as much as it had
been tumbling apart.

Her stomach gave a long roll, and she looked away, noticing the darkness
of the jet above her and that it was firing on the other side of the
hill.

As she looked up toward the blasts of light, more aliens appeared,
coming around the side of the hill where she’d trapped the alien that
was still shouting for help—or possibly in warning.

They stopped and stared at the cheese threads that bound their
colleague. One reached out and touched a thread despite whatever the
other one was saying, and couldn’t pull his hand away.

Trying not to think about the pieces of alien on the ground, she set the
gun back to green sauce, extra cheese, and beans. Then she fired,
watching another burrito explode into orange cheese threads and green
splotches.

Not all of the aliens were hit.

They had Haley’s reaction speed. Three dodged, and ran back around the
hill. The other six were caught. They struggled, grunting, and one
pulled free, threads of cheesy goo still hanging from his body,
collecting dirt and leaves as he pushed between the others and the hill.

He gathered for a jump, but it didn’t go as he probably expected. As his
back claws left the ground, a gray arm extended around the side of the
hill, grabbing his front arm.

He flipped over in the air, landing on his back.

Kayla only had time to notice that the arm had to be more than six feet
long, but that the body it was connected to still hadn’t come around the
corner yet–except then Marcus did come around the corner, his other arm
stretching forward to punch the invader.

The alien tried to flip itself over, pushing off with its legs, meeting
Marcus’ punch in the air.

Marcus’ fist hit the creature in the stomach, and it grunted. Meanwhile
Marcus’ hand and fingers became wider and longer as they oozed around
the alien’s waist, suspending him upside down.

Almost more quickly than Kayla could see, the alien raked out with his
unconstrained arm and his legs, barely touching Marcus’ arm with his
legs.

His hand’s claws hit Marcus’ arm solidly, but didn’t pierce it. Marcus’
face tightened, but he still loosened his left hand from around the
creature’s arm, and wrapped it around the alien’s face.

The alien struggled longer than Kayla would have expected, cutting
deeply into Marcus’ arm, but not drawing blood. When the alien fell
unconscious, he didn’t fall unconsious because of asphyxiation, but
because Haley stuck her dewclaw into his neck.

Kayla didn’t know where she came from. Then she realized that all the
aliens had fallen unconscious–though not always to the ground.

The cheese strands held them in the air, their heads lolling forward.

Over the comm, Chris announced, “And that’s all of them. They’re either
dead or unconscious.”

“Finally,” Gerald Cannon muttered.

“I’m calling the police,” C said. “I’m sure they’re already on their
way, but they should know what they’ll find. Good job, everybody.”

Marcus said something back, but Kayla missed it.

Haley walked up the hill, avoiding the the sticky cheese, and stopping
next to Kayla. Blood dripped from a long cut on her right cheek, and
from her left arm where something had ripped a hand sized chunk out of
her costume.

Kayla stared. “You should see a doctor.”

“For my arm? It looks worse than it is. Really.”

“And your face.”

Haley frowned, and took off her right glove, and starting from where her
black mask ended on her cheek, drew her hand downward, coming away with
blood on her fingers.

She shook her head, and looked at her hand. “I knew one of them hit me
in the face, but I didn’t know I was bleeding.”

She pulled a flashlight off her belt. “It’s just a scrape, right? I’ve
been feeling around inside with my tongue, and I can’t find a hole.”

She took a tissue out of a canister on her belt, and wiped away some of
the blood.

Kayla stepped closer. Haley had taken most of the blood off, but not all
of it. All the same, Kayla couldn’t see any holes or worse, muscle or
tendons.

“You look okay to me,” she said, stressing the me, “but I still think
you should see a doctor.”

“I’m fine. I heal better than normal–not like Captain Commando. She’d
already be better, but I should be fine by tomorrow, mostly.”

If she said anymore, she’d be arguing, so Kayla didn’t say anything.

“Besides,” Haley said, “let’s talk about you. You did great. You weren’t
even supposed to be fighting, and you took a bunch of them by yourself.
I’d hug you if I could do it without bleeding on your clothes.”

Marcus stepped toward them. He’d shifted back into a completely normal
(if gray) human shape, his face and body covered in his green costume.

Kayla almost asked him where it had been, but suspected she’d be happier
not knowing.

Marcus grinned at her, and said, “You were awesome. You got most of the
ones that were escaping. Hey, you know what would be crazy? You could
become ‘Yellow Burrito 2’. Think about it. It would be hilarious, but it
worked, you know? That gun is amazing.”

“It was mostly the gun. And no, I’m not becoming Yellow Burrito–ever.”
She looked down at the gun. She let go of the handles, letting it hang
from its strap, stretching her hands after gripping it for so long.

“You fired it,” Marcus said. “The gun didn’t do that. Anyway, we’re
done. All we’ve got left is to wait for the cops to show up with a Box,
and we can leave. There aren’t too many living ones to pick up.”

He paused, shaking his head. “It got pretty awful for a while there, but
that’s it. We can go home pretty soon.”

Haley sighed, and looked away. “You can. I should go join Gravity Star
and Railgun. The last update I had said she might have to go to the
hospital.”

Haley looked up. Kayla thought she looked worried.

“Could you call the Rocket? He’s a friend of Paladin, and maybe they can
get him here somehow when their fight’s over. Is that okay with you? You
don’t need me, right?”

Kayla said, “Yes,” and Haley left, disappearing around the corner into
the hangar entrance, leaving Kayla standing with Marcus.

She pulled out her phone, wondering if the Rocket was still fighting,
and if Haley could realistically hope for any help at all.

They probably needed every healer they could get in New York.

Marcus must have noticed her staring at her phone. “What’s up?”

“Nothing,” Kayla said, and pulled up Nick’s location at a dock on the
Hudson River along with Sean, Travis, Vaughn, and Izzy. All their status
colors showed up as green.

She called, and even though Nick didn’t know if Paladin could do it, it
sounded like he could get Paladin’s father.

“The Rocket thinks he can help,” she told Marcus.

“See?” Marcus said. “This stuff always works out in the end.”

It took a while before the police cars came, and Kayla had to coat a few
of the aliens with more cheese when they woke up and started to
struggle.

Ten minutes into the wait, Cassie called. “Kayla, are you okay? I heard
it got pretty crazy back home.”

Kayla held the phone to her head and watched the aliens. Only one was
even trying to escape now. They stared back, sullenly.

Marcus whistled a tune Kayla didn’t recognize.

“I’m fine now,” Kayla said. “It was horrible, and I was in the middle of
it.”

“You were fighting?” Cassie barely sounded like she believed it. “After
the Cabal, you were saying never again.”

“I know,” Kayla said. “I meant it, and I was right. I never want to get
in the middle of anything like this again.” Surprising herself as she
said it, she added, “But I will if I have to.”





When It’s Over


        I stood over the chair. Silver with a padded seat, and black, leather
straps for the arms and head, it looked like a futuristic electric chair
out of a 1950’s science fiction novel.

Amid the tools, tables, computers, 3-d printers, fabrication machines,
and half finished inventions, it stood out because the guts weren’t
visible. It didn’t have wires hanging out, and it didn’t currently have
any burn marks.

To the degree that anything that looked like an electric chair could
look elegant, it did look elegant.

Of course, it wasn’t actually an electric chair. My grandfather had used
it to give his friend, Giles Hardwick (alias Red Lightning), permanent
superpowers, saving him from having to lug along flasks of power juice.

After he’d been zapped by the chair, Giles Hardwick went full on
supervillain, targeting his friends in the Heroes League, and creating
an army of supers with temporary powers like he used to have–except
theirs were laced with addictive drugs.

Last year it was stolen, modified, and used to empower others before
we’d gotten it back, damaging it in the process.

I’d repaired it with the idea that I’d use it on Courtney, a friend of
mine from college and high school, giving her permanent powers, and
allowing her to join the Stapledon program, a program for training
supers.

Hopefully, it would work out better this time. It had for Vaughn, Giles’
grandson. He didn’t show any signs of attempting to kill us all–so far.

I reminded myself of that while I stared at the chair, hoping that I
wasn’t about to do anything stupid.

Kayla entered the lab as I stood. Around my height, she looked tan, and
had brown, shoulder length hair. Even though it was summer, she wore a
button down shirt and slacks. It seemed overly formal to me, but as the
only paid staff the Heroes League had, she was officially at work.

It made sense.

Of course, I was arguably at work myself, and I was wearing jeans along
with a t-shirt that said “teh.”

“I’ve been thinking,” she said. “The League trains with your martial
arts teacher every Wednesday. Do you suppose I could come along, and
train with you? Even if I only helped direct people, like I do in the
field, it would still help me.”

For the record, having people ask my permission to do things was very
strange. I still wasn’t sure what I thought of that.

On the other hand, bringing her in for Lee’s classes was more a question
for me than anyone but Lee himself.

“I guess,” I said. “It’d probably help all of us. Come to think of it,
we probably should have been doing that all along.”

“I know,” Kayla said. “We practiced a few times, but I’ve mostly done it
during real fights, and that’s a terrible time to make a mistake.”

I thought about it. How had we managed to miss that? Well, we’d been in
the middle of a life and death struggle at the time she’d joined, and we
hadn’t had a lot of downtime since then between school, the Stapledon
program, and random problems.

“I’ll talk to Lee. He won’t mind. I warn you though, he probably won’t
let you stay in armor all the time, and he’s likely to teach you how to
fight–not just coordinate.”

She met my eyes. “After the alien invasion last month, that’s good news.
I still can’t believe I survived without it.”

As she walked out of the lab, I couldn’t help but think that that was a
change, and probably a good one.

I’d noticed that she’d seemed unhappy this year. I’d assumed it was
because she missed Cassie–her best friend and the person who pulled her
into coordinating the League in the first place.

When we were talking about it, Haley said she thought it was more
complicated than that, but I never got around to asking her how.

Whatever was going on, putting Kayla into a short life and death fight
had done more for her than months of me quietly hoping she’d get over
it.

Haley had also said it was more complicated than that. She was
probably right.

Deciding to concentrate on the task at hand, I gave the chair a final
round of tests.

I’d spent enough time reading my grandfather’s notes that I understood
what triggered powers in the few people who could get them. That was
good because I’d had to replace a number of broken parts, and it helped
to understand the why behind the tests Grandpa had created for the
machine.

If I hadn’t understood the reasons behind the tests, it probably would
have worried me more that the current version of the machine was getting
better marks than the original.

As it was, I was only a little worried. The tests indicated that the
machine would most likely stimulate the changes necessary in the body
and mind with less work and possibly with a greater effect.

That wasn’t a bad thing, right? Whatever process activated Cassie’s
powers had a greater effectiveness (for her powers) than the previous
version of Grandpa’s machine.

The results of the final tests came back the same as the others.

I took a breath, and began detaching the cords from the machine, and
then from the testing device. A long, rectangular, black box, the
testing device could have doubled for part of a band’s sound equipment.

It grew warm as I turned on its “purge” setting. That would destroy the
samples as well as the Petri dishes they grew in.

Checking my watch, I realized I had an hour to kill before Courtney
appeared.

I could go into the main room and hang out with Kayla, but I didn’t feel
like it. The whole line of thought had reminded me of a story my
grandfather had told me. I walked over to the file cabinets to see how
his story matched up with the after action report.

I found it in a few minutes, and pulled out the folder, opening it, and
beginning to read the first sheet of yellowed paper.

It was the 1970’s. The Heroes League had fought the last Abominators to
a standstill, and destroyed them, unwittingly committing xenocide, and
winning the friendship of the Xiniti at the same time…

The League jet still dripped water even though they’d stepped out of it
two hours ago. It stood inside a huge room made of gray concrete. A car
that resembled a black 1965 Corvette had been parked next to two
motorcycles, one normal, and the other red, white, and blue.

Metal shelving ran across the walls, holding tools and spare parts.

Joe stood in the hangar, still wearing the Rocket suit. He’d expected to
be done by now, but he had to admit that he probably shouldn’t have.
They’d packed the League jet practically to the top of the cargo bay.

It was like moving, but only if your house had been stocked with alien
artifacts created for the purpose of destroying alien civilizations and
bending what was left to your will.

A man in bulky, gray armor exited the jet’s cargo bay. Even if Joe
hadn’t known his name, the horn extending from the mask hinted at his
codename.

Joe could have called him “Rhino,” but opted with, “Hey Larry, is that
what I think it is?”

Larry put the device down on the hangar floor next to the rest of the
pile. He popped his mask open, stared down at it.

It wasn’t shaped like a chair, more like a slab, but the indentation on
the slab was obviously human shaped. Made out of the same green-gray
metal Joe had seen in so many alien spaceships, it didn’t have any
straps, but did have a large mass above where the head would be and
smaller masses near where the arms and legs would end.

If the metal adjusted itself, the metal masses would be at the right
spots to restrain someone. Not coincidentally, they were at the same
spots he’d placed them in the power impregnator design he’d used for
Giles—assuming you stretched the chair out and turned the device into a
big slab.

He thought about that. It was a big slab, made to handle creatures as
big as twelve feet tall. Joe thought about that. Either the Abominators
had made humans that tall or they expected humans to become that big
after the treatment.

He walked over, stopping next to the featureless bulge along the side.
The bulge held the controls, some kind of miniaturized computer that
assisted the operator, and some kind of wireless transmitter/receiver
that allowed the Abominators to control it without touching it.

Dissections of Abominator bodies had hinted that they’d grown matching
transmitter/receivers inside their own bodies.

He shook his head. He didn’t want direct mind to mind connection with
anything the Abominators designed.

Larry looked up from the device, brushed his hair back from his face
with one armored hand. He kept his hair long in back, but it didn’t
always stay there.

“It looks like the power impregnator.”

Joe nodded. “That’s what I thought. Imagine what the devices we don’t
recognize could be.”

Larry shrugged. “Can’t be too much worse than the ones we do recognize.
Remember the one that melted the Crusader’s leg? I mean, damn. I nearly
puked in my helmet.”

A tenor voice cut in before Joe could reply. “That’s all of it. The
cargo bay is officially empty.”

Freddie Nation walked out of the bay carrying a big grayish-blue box. It
glowed dimly. Joe had no idea what it did. They’d never seen it used.

He’d carried it onboard though, so he did know what it
weighed—approximately a ton according to the Rocket suit.

Pointing at the box, he asked, “Have you got that?”

Freddie nodded. “It’s completely under control.”

Then he tripped, giving look of comic horror so perfect Joe knew it was
intentional. Freddie got his feet back under himself, and the package
balanced in a move that went too quickly for Joe to see what had
happened.

Freddie had the physique to do it. He’d shucked his costume before
they’d even arrived back on the planet. Wearing a t-shirt and the black,
bullet resistant underlayer to his costume as pants, Freddie’s muscles
were obvious.

Joe couldn’t blame him for that. He’d have been getting out of costume
as soon as possible if his had been designed to resemble a yellow
burrito too.

Freddie grinned under his mustache. “Thank goodness I saved this device
of unknown, cosmic evil from hitting the ground.”

Joe shook his head. “No one likes a smartass, Freddie.”

Larry laughed.

“Since you guys have so much energy, why don’t you put all that in
storage room three? If there’s not enough room, put the rest in four.
When you’re done set the rooms to high security.”

Joe looked from one to the other of them. “Got it?”

Larry picked up the alien power impregnator. “What are you going to be
doing?”

“I’ve got a call to make. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Joe pulled his helmet back on, watching as the system checked
connections to the armor. When it was over, he tapped on his palm,
calling Cannon’s number.

While the number rang, he watched Freddie and Larry move the alien
artifacts out of the hangar. They were good kids. Granted they weren’t
that young. Larry was sixteen, and Freddie was nineteen. They were old
enough that he’d taken them to war. He wasn’t sure if he should have,
but he needed the help, and they’d more than proved themselves.

Besides, he was in his fifties. He wasn’t sure when he was going to
stop, but he knew it would happen sooner rather than later. They’d need
the next generation to be experienced.

Someone picked up the phone. Cannon said, “Who is this? I had to walk
out of a damn important meeting.”

Setting the helmet to standard Rocket voice, Joe said, “You know who
this is. I’m calling because we’re back, and it’s over.”

“About goddamn time. The fuckers sent a strike force that I had to fight
on my own, and when it was over, the cops tried to arrest me.” Cannon
made a noise somewhere between a grunt and a sigh.

“Well,” Joe said, “it’s over. You can go back to trying to beat the hell
out of me knowing that the League owes you one.”

Cannon laughed. “How much of one?”

“Not enough to get you out of jail if you land yourself there, but
enough for a couple near escapes, more if you’re willing stop this side
project where you’re building armor for supervillains.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cannon said, and hung up.

Joe sighed. He should have known better than to mention the armor, but
it had been a pain in the neck for months now.

Well, at least it was over, he thought. All he had to do now was get the
Abominator equipment safely stored. After that, life could get back to
normal. Maybe he and Romy could go on vacation together, and get caught
up. Joanie was the only one of their kids who was too young to stay home
for a few days on her own.

Maybe she could stay with a friend.

He’d have gone further into that thought if HQ’s phone hadn’t started
ringing. It wasn’t just any phone either. The double ring told him it
was the red phone, the one state, federal, and local law enforcement
called in case of emergency.

He took the call with his helmet.

“Heroes League,” he said. He’d left it set to “Rocket voice.” There
couldn’t be any doubt who’d answered.

The person on the other end gasped. “Excuse me? Sir? I’m Officer Smythe
of the Grand Lake police force, and there’s a man flying through
downtown. He’s been asking for the Heroes League, and Captain Schwarz
told me to call you.”

Joe frowned. “Is there something wrong with the flying man? Should I be
worried?”

Officer Smythe paused. “I… I don’t know, sir, but he’s big. Maybe twelve
feet tall, and he doesn’t look happy.”

“Do you have any idea who he is? I know a lot of flying people these
days.”

Smythe gave a short laugh. “No. I’ve never seen this guy.”

Joe had the feeling that Smythe was a rookie.

“Alright. Tell Captain Schwarz thanks for the warning and that I’ll be
out there as soon as I can.”

He hung up the phone by touching his finger to one of the buttons on his
palm.

Turning his attention to the pile, he found Larry holding a manhole
sized disc in his armored gloves. Freddie must have been coming back
from the storage rooms. He wasn’t holding anything, and he’d stopped
moving almost directly in front of Joe.

“Change of plans, boys, we’re heading downtown. There’s someone who
wants to talk to the Heroes League, and for right now, I’m all of the
League that’s currently on the planet. So, here’s what we’re going to
do. I’m going to go in by myself. Freddie comes in with the Burrito Gun
and if the guy wants to get rowdy, Yellow Burrito sticks him to the
ground. If extra cheese can’t keep him down, the Rhino and the Rocket
will take him down the hard way.”

Larry laughed, “I’ll take a fight over moving alien crap any day.”

Freddie gave him a grin, “And I barely finished scrubbing the Abominator
guts off my costume… Don’t defeat him before we get there.”

Joe shook his head. “If we’re lucky, we won’t have to fight him at all.”



He took the sewage pipe exit, flying out over Grand Lake before curving
toward downtown. He wished he’d thought to ask where exactly downtown
the man was, but dismissed it almost immediately. A twelve foot tall,
flying man wasn’t going to blend in.

Even if he did, Joe decided to bet he could locate the man by following
the old standbys—police cars and fire.

It didn’t take more than five minutes.

Smoke rose next to the new highway. The highway wasn’t finished yet, but
the smoke wasn’t new construction or the exhaust of particularly
polluting equipment.

It came from a burning police car.

The highway was supposed to be several stories above the ground, doing
as little damage as possible to the buildings below while giving drivers
a view of Grand Lake. A historic preservation group, supported by
members of the Hardwick family, had enough power to mandate the elevated
highway, but not enough power prevent the highway from being built at
all.

Joe doubted the Hardwicks would have supported that anyway. As a family,
they had a talent for pulling profit out of nowhere.

The highway, for all the outcry about it, would probably act as an
advertisement for Grand Lake to everyone who drove through.

Case in point, he thought as he dove, the bulldozed lot below him.
Surrounded by historic buildings—the lumberyard, an old furniture
factory, and a paper mill, all of them Hardwick properties—the city
would never have allowed the building that used to be in the lot to be
knocked down.

It had been a furniture factory at one point, but had turned into one
business after another. It had even made wooden speed boats for a few
years during the 1950’s before Giles had decided it wasn’t worth it any
more, and closed the factory.

He’d said it was too old, and that it couldn’t be brought up to modern
standards. He’d also said it wasn’t making enough money for him to do
anything more than shut it down.

He did, and Joe didn’t remember any more whether that was before or
after he’d run Giles through the power impregnator—Giles’ name for the
device. He’d been a better businessman than a wordsmith.

The factory had turned into Red Lightning’s followers’ training
facility. No one had any reason to visit an empty building in the middle
of five other empty buildings.

The family sold the land to the government, knocking down the building
before the sale, and bulldozing the land. Within a few months there
would be nothing but an offramp here and the remains of Giles’ work
would disappear under concrete.

Some kinds of profit didn’t involve money.

Now a twelve foot tall man floated above the dirt. He wore grayish-green
armor with the same strange sheen as the Abominator metal that Joe had
seen all too much of in the last few months.

Joe didn’t think either the armor’s color or the location was a
coincidence.

Armor covered all of the giant’s body but his arms and face. Letters
from a strange alphabet ran down the middle of the creature’s chest
plate, and around the armholes.

The bracer that wrapped around his right arm didn’t fit the rest. It was
black, but hints of other colors cycled through. Remembering what the
Mentalist had told him about recognizing psychic activity, Joe wondered
if the colors were real.

Günther, or Lee as he was calling himself now that he’d opened a martial
arts studio in Cannon’s old hardware store, had pointed out an artifact
made out of similar material that they’d taken from the Abominators.

“I remember that one,” he’d said. He’d almost sounded nostalgic.

The giant’s eyes followed him as the Rocket flew over the brick
buildings around the lot, and landed in front of the creature.

He’d never seen a man this size, but something about the giant’s face
seemed familiar. Something about the crooked nose, and the giant’s
scowl, brought back memories, and not from the distant past either.

He should know this guy, but he didn’t know why.

“Rocket,” the man said, “I am here for your execution.”

Joe landed in the lot, facing the giant. As he looked up, he wished he’d
brought heavier weaponry. He had a bad feeling he wouldn’t be bringing
this guy down with a solid punch, or even the now weaponized sonics.

He took a breath. Maybe he’d get lucky. For now he’d try to talk the
giant into surrender, or at least into leaving.

“How about we postpone the execution for a little while? I’ve got a few
questions I’d like to ask you, and maybe you’ve got a few questions
you’d like to ask me.”

The giant raised his arm, the one with the black bracer, and said, “No,
you will die now.”

Colors swirled around the bracer. Suspecting he didn’t want to find out
what that bracer did first hand (even if he did feel a degree of
technical curiosity), he said, “Wait, at least give me your lineage and
the reason for my execution, so I that I can know whether or not you’re
worthy to face me.”

The giant snarled. “Worthy? Worthy? You dare to consider even the
possibility that you might outrank me in purity? I’m the creation of the
second lineage of Magnetus the Purifier, the lineage of Kocratus, the
lineage that learned the language of the Ancient of Ancients, the
lineage that eradicated the first lineage of Magnetus when they were
Corrupted, and the lineage whose servants stand first among all servants
of the Abominator civilization!”

The giant seemed to stand a little taller. “Now tell me little warrior,
who do you serve? No one of significance I would wager.”

“Before I tell you that, what about the Corruption of the Second Genetic
Replicator of Kocratus when the smallest servants of the first lineage
changed the second tube of the replicator, requiring Kocratus to destroy
an entire line of descendants?”

The giant turned red in the face, and Joe wondered if he’d gone too far,
but the giant let his hands fall to his sides, clenching his fists, but
not attacking.

“That was a baseless falsehood! The third lineage of Magnetus spread
that rumor only to cause scandal and weaken the first lineage! When I
tell you the true reasons for the destruction of that gene line you’ll
understand how worthless that ridiculous lie was…”

When the creature reached the three minute mark in his explanation, Joe
smiled within his helmet. He’d seen Lee hold up an Abominator battleship
for half an hour by trotting out this particular argument. It was as if
all the Abominator lineages thought it important to turn their AI’s into
fanatic windbags armed with every argument for the superiority of their
own creators.

That thought brought Joe back to the earlier question. Who was this guy?
He looked familiar, but not like any of the Abominator servants Joe had
seen.

Whoever this giant was or had been, Joe felt sure he’d known him as a
man.

And if that was true the fact that he was now sounding like a typical
Abominator AI was disturbing.

The giant ranted and raved, but he paused, tilting his head upward and
staring at the sky for a moment. Then he started talking again, but Joe
knew who it was.



Four months earlier, back in the middle of May, Joe sat in his office.
He’d rented a small one on the second floor of one of the office
buildings downtown. His was next to Dykema Tailors. They were nice
enough, and too busy to be nosy.

He was grateful for that as circumstances kept “Joe Vander Sloot,
Consulting Engineer” (or so said the block letters on the window of his
door) out of the office more often than any normal consultant could be
and still pay rent.

Joe felt grateful the clients he kept continued to come back, and pay
his rates–which under Giles’ tutelage he’d managed to increase
substantially.

Staring at the designs of the machine that he’d just received in a
manila envelope, Joe understood why. According to the phone conversation
he’d had, the company’s engineers couldn’t understand why the machine
cost so much in maintenance and downtime. The machine was supposed to
create plastic tubes used in medical equipment, but spent enough time
not working that they were considering a complete redesign.

From the plans alone, the solution seemed obvious enough. He could
reduce the number of moving parts by nearly a quarter in one section.
That alone might solve their problems, but he felt fairly sure he could
reduce the machine’s size by a third with a more drastic solution.

On one level, it wasn’t unusual, but it still surprised him that
graduates from Ivy League schools couldn’t see what he, a graduate of
the far less prestigious Grand Lake State College, did.

He began writing down his ideas on the legal pad he kept next on his
desk, drawing basic versions of the new plan.

Midway through, a man stepped through the door. Joe thought he looked
like he was in his early twenties. He had pale, blond hair, and blue
eyes. The man’s cheekbones were a little stretched, reminding Joe a
little bit of concentration camp victims he’d seen during the War.

This man wasn’t anywhere near as far gone as some of them, but he hadn’t
been eating enough. His ragged blue jeans and faded winter jacket hinted
that he’d been hungry for a long time.

Joe wondered if he was on drugs, but didn’t think the man looked like a
hippie.

“Excuse me, sir,” the man said after he shut the door. “You’re the
Rocket, and I need your help.”

Even though every part of his body wanted to fight, Joe kept his voice
calm. “I think you must be confused. I’m a consulting engineer. I keep
odd hours and get called out to factories as I”m needed, but it’s not
because I’m a superhero.”

The man smiled faintly. “You don’t have to pretend,” he said. “I’m Mark
Simmons. I was in Red Lightning’s legions. They called me Foresight back
then. I’m not a match for the Mentalist, but I can see into the future,
or at least I can when I have the power elixir.”

Joe kept his face calm, hoping the Mentalist might show up out of
nowhere. He’d done it the last time someone had shown up knowing his
name.

The man paused, tilting his head, and staring at the corner of Joe’s
office for a moment before continuing to talk.

“I’m here,” he said, “because I’m on the run. Someone out there is
searching for people who can develop powers, and they’re not human.”



Joe could see Mark’s face in the monster’s, and remembered how the man
had disappeared after leaving them with a few clues about where to look
for the creatures hunting him.

As he began to wonder when Mark had been caught, he realized, the
creature had stopped talking.

The giant stared at him, teeth bared. “A trick,” he said. “This is a
trick!”

Trying not to let fear affect him, Joe said, “It’s not a trick. I don’t
have any more to trick you with than you already see.”

The creature stepped toward him, and Joe decided against stepping back.
They were more likely to attack if you showed fear. He’d learned that at
least from the Abominators’ attachment to hierarchy.

If you acted like you were above them, they might attempt to throw you
down, but they’d at least have to consider the possibility that you
outranked them. If you were lucky, they’d submit out of ingrained habit.

The giant covered the forty foot distance in all too few steps. He
stopped only ten feet away, forcing Joe to look up.

He felt like a four year old. He barely came up to the creature’s waist.

Joe looked upward, making steady, strong eye contact–for all that that
was worth. The creature probably couldn’t see through the helmet.

Amazingly, the giant didn’t hold up his bracer and use it for whatever
horrible purpose Lee’s people had designed it for. The giant said, “I
see possibilities.”

Then, staring down at him, the creature swallowed. “You’re connected to
them.”

It held out the bracer, not pointing it at him, showing it to him.

That was not a connection he wanted anyone to make. Lee had told him
about his own species, how they didn’t want any intelligent life but
their own to even exist in this universe or any universe, and how they’d
seeded the universes with artifacts that would encourage other creatures
to destroy life–other races and their own.

And also that if a civilization became too large or too powerful, or
just wasn’t susceptible enough to temptation, Lee’s people would show up
and destroy it themselves.

Joe had a bad feeling that this creature–whatever Mark had become–might
be powerful enough to make them take notice. If he guessed that Lee had
taken up residence on Earth and they found out, they’d almost certainly
destroy the planet and everything on it.

Joe shook his helmet from side to side, “I’ve never seen that thing in
my life. Why are you showing it to me anyway?”

The giant frowned, looking almost comically grumpy. “I sensed a
connection. There’s something about you that shares a past with this
thing.”

The creature’s face turned grim. “I am The Nexus. I see all things. I
see connections. I see patterns. Nothing is hidden from me.”

And yet, Joe thought, he didn’t see my distraction for what it was until
he’d been talking for five minutes. If five or six minutes were even the
default amount of time the Nexus saw into the future, there could be a
way to use it.

He thought about it. If he managed to get the creature stuck somewhere,
but waited until more than six minutes afterward to blow it up, that
might work.

He had a bad feeling that the only thing he had access to that might
trap the giant would be the Abominator weapons back in HQ. He didn’t
even consider that. He’d have to depend on Larry and Freddie to bring
the weapons, and Larry seemed to be a kind of magnet for disasters.

Putting Abominator weapons in his hands during a fight was simply asking
for buildings to burn.

It wasn’t as if Larry did anything wrong either. A lot of supers were
impulsive and headstrong, but the universe seemed to have it out for
him.

Which reminded him, Larry and Freddie could appear at any moment. He
need to keep “The Nexus” talking.

He needed to think of a way to handle it at the same time.

At that thought, he realized he heard music. He wasn’t sure what the
song was, but somebody driving past in a red El Camino was listening to
rock music extremely loudly. The singer was telling the world that he
was a joker, a smoker, and a midnight toker.

The Nexus pointed his arm at the… car? (Joe had never been sure what to
call them. A flatbed station wagon?)

A triangular field appeared, widening the further it got from the bracer
until it enveloped the car.

The car’s color changed from red to orange, and screeched to a stop.

Along with the El Camino, the road underneath and around it had changed
to a road with the deep black color of new tar. Unlike the rest of the
road, no potholes existed.

The driver pulled himself upright behind the steering wheel, and Joe
realized that the steering wheel had switched from the left side of the
front to the right.

From the expression on the driver’s face as he stared at the dashboard,
Joe guessed that this surprised him too. So the vehicle was from an
alternate world, but the driver at least must still be from this world.
It made more sense than time travel at any rate.

The sound of the El Camino’s engine roaring away showed that its driver
at least wasn’t getting bogged down in thinking about why things had
changed.

For his sake, Joe hoped that the license plate was normal or at least
close to it. Joe glanced at it as it left. It did look normal except for
the words “Her Majesty’s Great Lakes State.”

Joe turned back toward the giant. “Don’t do that again. These people are
under my protection.”

The giant’s expression didn’t look angry or sad, merely confused, and
possibly a little sick.

It pointed the bracer toward him, and Joe knew that the time to talk was
over.

With the press of a button on his gauntlet’s palm, Joe shot into the
air. The giant followed him, not directly on his tail, but not in any
danger of losing him.

Was the Nexus playing with him?

The creature could have opened up on him, but hadn’t yet. Of course,
they hadn’t been in the air for long. They were only about as high as
the highway. It seemed strangely empty, all gray concrete that ended
abruptly in the air only a few hundred feet away.

In Nexus’ situation, Joe would already have fired. Whatever that bracer
did, it seemed to have an area effect. That would take care of whatever
problems it might have with moving while aiming.

Joe didn’t expect it to have many. If it was an Abominator AI, it was
probably as accurate as it was on the ground.

He aimed left, flying over the bridge, continuing to curve until he’d
flipped over and was flying toward and then underneath the bridge.

By the time he’d flown back across the empty lot and then over another,
the creature still hadn’t fired on him.

That bothered him. He didn’t know why. It was as if the creature wasn’t
making a real effort to kill him.

He dove, flying only twenty feet above the road, twisting as he adjusted
his course to whip around one of the buildings.

He didn’t lose it. It came around the corner, passing the dark,
brownish-red brick.

Even while he made another corner, this one past the old lumberyard, he
found himself thinking furiously. If he had a weapon that could swap out
an El Camino and the road under it with an El Camino from a completely
different universe, and he wanted to kill somebody, he wouldn’t have
done that way.

He’d have designed a weapon that unsuccessfully swapped things, and he
wouldn’t have excluded living things either. Swap someone’s body parts
with infinite different versions of themselves and they’d fall apart.

If he had no choice but exclude living things, he’d do the same thing to
their equipment. Swapping out armor with parts from different universes
and turning it into a mixture of different alloys, ceramics, and
incompatibly placed cables would make the armor structurally unsound
even if it somehow stayed together.

The only point of swapping out a person’s equipment as whole, and
leaving them untouched would be to warn people what you could do without
hurting anybody.

Before they’d demolished the old factory, they’d brought out the wooden
shells of unfinished speed boats, leaving them next to the empty paper
mill.

Joe dipped and nearly hit one as he understood. He should have seen it
the moment he’d seen the giant’s expression. He’d realized that they’d
used Mark to create this thing, but he hadn’t realized that Mark had
enough control to affect the giant’s actions.

His consciousness was in there. Who knew how? The Abominators could grow
a body based on his DNA (and mixed with who knew what), and transfer
over his mind. They might have inserted Mark inside, and modified him
directly.

He’d seen their gene modification devices—long platforms made out of
grayish-green metal with a dozen or more tubes. He’d seen one with
hundreds of tubes on one of their ships.

It had made it easy to mass produce soldiers.

Even on that ship, he’d seen tubes made for creatures larger than human,
or shaped differently. Disturbingly, they’d had power impregnators built
into all the platforms, human and monster sized. It had struck him as
strange because they could have simply put in genes that would activate
their powers from the beginning.

He didn’t doubt that the Abominators had their reasons just like he had
his theories.

Unasked for, he remembered Giles’ death. He’d designed the machine that
killed him. Giles had forced him to design it by capturing the rest of
the team.

Giles and he had seen the possibility of designing a new version of the
power impregnator that would bring supers to a higher level of power
back when they built the first one.

By the time Giles forced him to turn their theory into reality, Joe knew
he had to kill him. Giles wasn’t going to turn into the man he once
was—not with any technology they’d ever heard of. Later he wondered
whether the Xiniti or even the Abominators might have been able to do
it.

The Abominators gene modification platforms might have worked, but Joe
knew they’d have done worse to him in the process of fixing him.

It might have been for the best that he hadn’t known of the possibility.

He could tell himself that, but it was hard to reconcile it with the
fear on Giles’ face as he realized that he had more power than he’d ever
had in his life and he couldn’t control it at all.

Joe had only survived because he’d known what was coming, and made an
excuse to stand just outside the dome at the final moment. Everyone left
inside had burned to death as Giles ripped through the dome, flying into
the cathedral sized cavern above it.

In superhero comics, Joe imagined, Giles would have come back as a pure
energy being, determined to kill them all.

In reality, Giles burned to death in the air even as he tried to shed as
much energy as he could, starting fires all over the cavern with his
lightning strikes.

Joe never saw him fall. He’d started running to the cells to release the
others when Giles took the air.

Joe found himself flying across the empty lot where the fight had
started again, still hearing Giles screaming in his memory.

For a second, he considered calling League HQ and telling Larry and
Freddie not to come. If they did come, he knew he should tell them to
bring the jet. In terms of sheer power, none of them had the ability to
beat the giant, but the jet did.

All the same, he didn’t feel right about it. If Mark was in there, he
didn’t deserve to die. He’d done nothing wrong. He’d given the League
the clues that they’d needed to find the Abominators, and even now he
was stopping it from doing real damage.

Joe checked behind him. The giant was still on his tail, and firing
away. Multi-colored light gathered around the bracer and extended ahead,
changing the dirt and bits of broken building into subtly different soil
and bits of ruin.

Still, it never hit him, and he felt sure it wasn’t because of his
evasive manuevers.

He knew how he’d handle it now. If Mark and the Abominator AI
programming were fighting for control, he’d have to work out a way for
Mark to get the upper hand.

Making a quick turn that made his insides sink, Joe aimed for the giant,
ignoring the nagging feeling that he might be allowing guilt about Giles
to make his decisions for him.

Pressing the buttons on his palm, Joe made the suit turn upright and
hover. As the Nexus flew toward him, barely slowing down and raising his
arm, Joe wondered how good an idea this would be.

Bright shifting colors raced toward him, and passed to his right,
quickly followed by the Nexus himself.

Joe turned in place in the air. It had seemed difficult the first time
he’d tried it, but after more than thirty years in the Rocket suit, he
barely thought as he did it.

The Nexus turned toward him, turning upright in the air and pointing the
bracer at him.

Turning on the suit’s PA, Joe broadcast, “Mark, I know that somehow
you’re in there, and that you can control this being that you’ve become.
I don’t know what the Abominators told you, but they lost. They can’t
hurt anyone you care about, and they can’t hurt you. I’ve been told that
the Abominators on Earth were the last ones left. There’s nothing to
fight for. Relax. It’s over.”

The creature’s face broke into a smile. The colors around its bracer
grew in size, surrounding his entire arm in a blurred rainbow without
warning.

Joe didn’t have time to move, knowing the strike would come.

And then it didn’t.

The colors faded in a bright pop. Nexus’ face contorted in anger. Joe
barely had time to feel relief before it leaped straight at him, moving
faster than Joe could dodge.

He tried, managing to step to the right, but that only meant that a fist
several times the size of his own brushed across his armored chest
instead of punching it directly.

It was the hardest hit he’d ever felt in the Rocket armor, and that
included a direct hit from an artillery shell.

He rolled across the ground, his armor buzzing and beeping error
messages. From the pattern of the beeps, significant damage to the suit,
probable structural integrity problems.

Joe gave a laugh as he rolled to his feet. He barely needed diagnostics
to tell him that.

His chest hurt. Had that thing broken a rib? Well, it wouldn’t be the
first.

Still dizzy from the speed of the roll, he looked toward where he’d last
seen the giant.

He hadn’t moved, but blinked when Joe met his gaze. In the back of his
head, Joe wondered if this was such a good idea. He had a plan, but it
assumed that Mark had more control over the thing he’d become than that.

One more hit to the chest, and the creature’s hand would probably go
through.

Joe turned off the buzzing and beeping with a palm click. Wishing he’d
known Mark at all, or had any idea what motivated him, he pushed himself
to go forward with the plan.

“Mark,” he began, thinking that if the giant attacked, he at least had
more distance.

The giant didn’t give him any time to go further. With a scream, the
creature flew forward, racing toward him. He gave the rocket pack as
much thrust as he could, betting that it could catch him anyway.

He bathed the giant in sound from the sonics, hoping the weapons’
algorithm would find something fragile that would resonate, something
that mattered.

It didn’t seem to affect him.

Nexus aimed upward with more speed than Joe expected, altering his path.
Joe had spent too much time at this to be unrealistically hopeful. At
the speed the giant was traveling, combined with his maneuverability,
he’d catch him sooner or later.

All he could do was hope that Mark had more influence than he seemed to.
That, and the possibility he could salvage the plan.

Twisting in the air, he managed to avoid the giant’s first pass.

Still above the empty lot, he aimed for the elevated highway, flying in
the direction where it was mostly built.

A glance behind him showed the Nexus turning to follow.

Except then Joe heard an explosion, and orange cheese covered the Nexus.
Gooey strands lead from the bridge to the street below, catching the
Nexus in the middle.

Freddie stood on other side of the lot, dressed in his Yellow Burrito
costume. All yellow, and textured to look like a burrito shell, it was
at least functional as armor even if Joe thought it looked silly. Still,
the red wig with fake vegetable bits did a good imitation of salsa.

The burrito gun he held was shaped like a burrito crossed with a rifle.

The giant struggled and the strands jiggled, pulling at the concrete
above and below. There wasn’t any question in Joe’s mind that the giant
would get free.

It gave him time, and that might make the difference. He slowed, coming
to a hover above the bridge. It wouldn’t be able to see him directly,
but from what he’d seen of the creature so far, he felt sure it knew
that he was there.

He started dialing the League on the line that piggybacked on NASA’s
communications. With any luck they were done meeting with the Xiniti by
now.

Houston didn’t put him through instantly, but he hadn’t expected them
to.

“It’ll take a minute,” said a man’s voice.

Joe didn’t recognize the voice, and grunted an acknowledgement.

Down below, the Nexus had pulled the arm with the bracer free, the
bracer glowing with swirling colors. A jerk and a twist of his body
pulled its chest and the other arm free.

It aimed the bracer at Freddie, but he jumped sideways, and the surface
of the ground where he’d stood turned into black rock with glossy
spikes.

Freddie fired another exploding cheese blast, but this time the Nexus
aimed the bracer, and as the multi-colored light hit the strands, the
cheese changed to dust.

The giant pulled himself free of the rest of the cheese all at once, not
even looking in Joe’s direction. He turned to follow Freddie as he ran
toward the nearest building, floating downward.

When he was about half way to the ground, he whirled in the air, aiming
the bracer toward the bridge. Joe followed where he pointed, seeing the
blur of Larry in the Rhino armor.

Joe aimed himself toward the giant, flying at maximum speed and turning
the sonics onto their highest setting. He didn’t seriously hope to hurt
it, but it might be enough of a distraction for Larry to avoid getting
hit.

Mark might admire the Rocket, but he might not make the same effort for
everyone.

The Nexus didn’t even seem to notice the noise.

A rainbow of colors swirled around the Rhino costume as it blurred
toward them, changing it from gray, lumpy armor with a horn to sleek,
bronze armor with a metallic sheen.

It still had a Rhino theme, but it was bigger, and had a long bronze
horn with a sharp spike on the end.

The bronze armor stopped, and voice came from it. It sounded almost like
Larry’s, but not quite, and it didn’t speak in English.

“Je suis le Bronze Rhino!”

Joe found himself holding his breath. After all this was over, he’d have
to get Larry back from whatever world he’d been sent to. Well, he had
the Universal Portal, so he had a chance—even if it wasn’t as good a
chance as he wanted.

Figuring that even if he couldn’t save Larry, he could at least give the
new guy what help he could, Joe flew past the Nexus’ back, still aiming
the sonics at it.

It seemed crazy to keep on doing something that wasn’t obviously
working, but if the last months of fighting had shown him anything, he’d
learned that the sonics did more damage than even the Abominators
realized.

He still wished he’d detached one of the sonic modules and swapped it
for something more direct.

What could he have done though? He’d put the heavy weapons on the space
version of the suit, and he hadn’t had time to take them off.

“Que se passe-t-il?”

The alternate Rhino suit kept on spouting French. Joe had no idea what
that meant. He’d taken German in high school, learned some Dutch from
his parents, and during the war he’d learned some French, but only swear
words.

By that point, Joe had crossed from one side of the Nexus to the other,
still bombarding it with sonics.

He decided to whip around the Nexus’ front. That would give the creature
another target. Provided he didn’t get too close, he might distract the
thing.

Curving so that he’d be too far away for the Nexus to easily catch him,
he flew out above the empty landscape, keeping himself closer to the
giant than alternate Larry and Freddie.

The sonics continued at maximum volume, experimenting with pitches,
searching for strong resonance.

Strong beeps came from each sonic generator, each of them lighting up in
the readouts above Joe’s eyes. They weren’t searching anymore. They’d
both found something.

As Joe glanced toward the Nexus, the creature seemed unconcerned. Then
the expression on the giant’s face showed pain.

His initial relief that he could hurt the damn thing didn’t last.

It aimed for him in a blur.

That, of course, was the moment where NASA finally put the call through
to the rest of the League.

John’s voice came over the line, crackling as he said, “Rocket?”

Expecting to die, Joe didn’t have time to reply, his mind more on
dodging than talking.

Beginning to twist downward, Joe heard, “Le nom de Dieu!” as streaks of
light passed him, and the Nexus screamed, passing above him.

Turning his head to track the giant’s bulk, he watched as the creature
hit one of the elevated highway’s supports.

The gray beam cracked, and shattered, knocking down the entire section
of highway in a rain of concrete. Supports on either side fell over as
the section fell inward.

“Rocket?” John said.

“Get Lee!” Joe shouted the words into the mic, hoping John did it.

Joe set the Rocket suit to hover, watching as the errors and warnings
that were still scrolling from the giant’s damage to his chest ran down
the readouts above his eyes.

Too busy staring at the piles of concrete for signs of movement, he
didn’t even bother to read them.

He didn’t see any. It was too much to hope that alternate Larry had
killed him. He didn’t want Mark to die, but at this point, he could live
with it.

His plan had its own risks, and knowing Lee, it might be best left
untried.

From behind him, alternate Larry’s voice said, “Putain, comment puis-je
désactiver le traducteur?”

He sounded frustrated.

Joe recognized the first word he’d said, and hoped alternate Larry
wouldn’t freak out because he didn’t have time to handle it.

Lee’s voice came over the phone. “Rocket, how’s it hangin’?”

Joe wasn’t sure what he thought of immortals keeping up with slang, but
answered anyway. “The Abominator creation I’m fighting has one of your
things. It pulls things out of other realities. Do you remember it?”

Joe didn’t say any more. He couldn’t believe Lee’s people were listening
to every broadcast listening for him. From what Lee had told him, he
couldn’t rule it out either. Worse, he was counting on that.

Ahead of him, the pile of concrete shifted. The Nexus wasn’t visible
yet, but Joe knew he would be soon.

“Lee,” he said, “can you get down here?”

For a moment, the crackling of the connection was his only answer. Then
Lee said, “I can, but you know why I won’t.”

A ten foot wide chunk of concrete fell off the side of the pile, making
the Nexus’ left arm visible.

“You need to consider it. I’m telling you because this thing is capable
of taking me out, and after that, I don’t see any reason for it to stop.
Either everyone on Earth will be dead or swapped out with an infinity of
worlds. Think about what they might bring here. Then ask yourself what
happens to your plans then. Make your decision, and I’ll tell you when
to appear.”

The other phone connection on Joe’s suit starting ringing. He didn’t
take it. He’d have to switch lines, and he wasn’t going to put Lee on
hold now.

Then he checked the connection. The blue light on the connection’s
readout showed that it was a League connection.

It had to be Larry. Even though the suit was blasting out French, he was
the only person on the planet with the necessary codes. Thinking about
how divergent a reality that suit represented, it didn’t make sense that
a citizen would know these codes.

A weight felt like it had been lifted off him. He would have felt even
better if the Nexus hadn’t chosen that moment to push his head and torso
out of the pile.

Joe decided to put Lee on hold with a click, and took Larry’s call.

“Rocket?” Larry’s voice came over the suit’s internal speakers. “I don’t
know what half this stuff does, and I can’t turn off the translator, but
this suit’s got amazing weapons. You want me to hit him again?”

The Nexus struggled to pull its legs out of the pile. It wasn’t going
easily. He barely seemed to move one piece of concrete when another fell
back into the hole he’d created.

Plus, something about the giant’s balance seemed off.

“Follow my lead,” Joe said, and hung up.

Because not everyone had radio phones, he could only hope Freddie would
do the same.

One of these days, he told himself, he’d design the League communicator
watches like Dick Tracy used in the comics.

For now, he had more pressing issues to deal with. He pointed his arms
at the Nexus, shouting, “Don’t move. We’re all armed, and we can hurt
you. You know this.”

The giant looked up toward where Joe hovered, and then down, past him
toward Larry, and where Joe bet that Freddie stood.

When it saw Larry, it shuddered.

Joe stared at the creature’s armor. Cracks spread from half a dozen
pockmarks and a hole in the abdomen. Larry’s new armor’s weapons had
hurt the thing.

His plans to disassemble the armor stopped cold as he thought about what
that meant. Wherever that armor came from, they were experienced at
fighting Abominator technology, and designed their weapons to compensate
for it.

He couldn’t know for sure, but judging from the wear, the armor Larry
was wearing was his alternate’s day to day armor.

It was an unnerving thought.

Not that he had time to think. He had to talk, and do it now.

“Mark, you need to take control. Simply preventing it from hurting us
isn’t enough. Swapping out the Rhino’s armor with armor that has the
potential to kill you isn’t enough either.”

The Nexus had stopped struggling with the concrete, and stared at Joe.

“I know why they chose this device for you, and I think you do too. It’s
the ideal compliment to your own foresight—which I can only think you’re
not using. Use it now. If you’re anything like the people who can
predict the future that I know, you can see all the side effects of each
of our actions, and follow them.

“I made a phone call a few minutes ago. Follow the possible
consequences, and don’t stop with the most likely.”

He clicked back to the NASA connection, and turned off the external
speakers. “Lee, are you there?”

Lee spoke without the usual edge. “Joe, our deal didn’t cover this, but
let’s call it a freebie. You want me to appear, I’ll step through.
Remember, this is your world, and you might not like what happens next.”

For this to work, Joe knew he had to seriously consider it.

When could he risk Lee’s people’s attention? It was worth it if they had
no other realistic chance to win. Despite what Larry had done, Joe
doubted one suit of armor would be enough. They’d hurt it, but not much.
He could see the cracks in the armor smoothing out, and the pockmarks
with them.

If the creature won here, what would the Xiniti do? He didn’t know them
well yet, but their orders were to keep anything dangerous to their
civilization from leaving Earth, even if it meant burning the planet to
a cinder.

From what he’d seen of them, they’d do it without hesitation.

That was worth the risk.

Ahead of him, the Nexus twisted, pulling its legs from from the pile of
concrete. The creature took to the air and aimed for him, closing.

“Lee,” he said.

Before he finished the sentence, he felt a telepathic connection
forming, and an infinity of realities appeared in his mind, all of them
a little different, but in a significant portion, he said Lee’s name,
and asked him to appear. In many of these realities he did appear, and
the Nexus died. Sometimes it went harder, sometimes easier, but in the
majority of infinities (if that made any sense) he died quickly.

Sometimes after this, and sometimes before the battle was even over,
other things began to fade into reality, disquieting, disturbing forms
much like the serpentine shape Joe saw Lee wear when he found him.

In most of those futures, humanity died soon after, and the ones where
they lasted longer than that were worse.

He didn’t finish the sentence.

The connection began to fray as the vision ended, and in this universe,
the Nexus disappeared into swirling light, different pieces of him
fading from view as he flew.

By the time he would have reached Joe, nothing was left but words that
had been telepathically delivered to his mind, “It’s over. I’m in
control.”

Joe found himself hovering above an empty, dirt lot, staring upward at
thousands, possibly hundreds of thousands of dollars of damage from when
the Nexus hit the highway after Larry shot him.

Over the NASA line, Lee said, “So what do you think, was it a lucky
break, or exactly how it was supposed to go?”



I stared at the report. It wasn’t much like what I remembered Grandpa
telling me at all. He’d reduced everything to a paragraph.



“Fought amalgam of Mark Simmons, the prescient who warned us of the
Abominators, and an Abominator AI warrior humaniform. Fought it with the
assistance of Yellow Burrito, and the Rhino. The Rhino’s powered armor
appears to have been swapped with an alternate version during the fight.
The alternate appears to have been created to fight Abominator tech in
some universe where Quebec is the dominant power in North America.
Abominator construct was ultimately defeated by pushing Mark to assume
control of the body. Lee suggests this may have been Mark’s goal.
Simmons disappeared at the end of the fight. His location is currently
unknown.”





I hadn’t fully understood the story at the time. Among other things, my
grandpa hadn’t explained why Lee appearing instantly on Earth would
cause the end of the world, but he’d hinted that Lee had enemies, and
that it might attract their attention.

I checked the time on my phone, and wondered where Courtney was.

Then I rechecked the time, and understood where Courtney was—not here
yet.

Only twenty minutes had passed since I started looking for the file,
read it, and remembered the longer version of the story Grandpa Vander
Sloot told me.

I still had forty minutes to kill.

Not having anything better to do, I walked over to one of the stools by
the wall, and logged into one of the computers. I checked my email,
surfed for a while, checking out out Double V’s forums. They had an
entire section devoted to discussing the Heroes League.

Since we’d stopped St. Louis from being destroyed, and appeared
prominently in the defense of the New York City and the surrounding
area, the forum had only become more busy.

It was funny, and occasionally frustrating, at how little they knew
about what was going on behind the scenes.

The classic example would be destroying the alien spaceship in New York.
One thread was an argument about whether or not we should have taken out
the spaceship when it first appeared. The argument being that if we’d
done that we would have stopped the smaller ships from attacking spots
all across the country.

Then it devolved into an argument about whether they were actually going
after Abominator relics or if the alien making that statement had been
lying.

I sometimes wished I could tell them the truth. It was Abominator
relics. Also, if we’d gone after the alien mothership before the battle,
we’d probably have failed.

It wasn’t as if we were some kind of organized force like some of them
were saying. It was sheer luck that the Stapledon program been training
there that weekend.

Well, maybe.

I was pretty sure the aliens’ attack on New York was an indirect result
of us preventing them from destroying St. Louis. Bearing in mind all the
attacks that happened after we found the Hrrnna, it almost had to be
another result of our search.

I shuddered at that. We’d put the whole planet in danger without even
knowing it.

All the same, Lim knew we’d been working on something to do with aliens.
We’d been publicly attacked by alien robots after all. I wouldn’t put it
past him, or maybe past someone above him to use us to reinforce
Stardock, Earth’s only spaceship building facility just in case.

I wondered if he’d admit it if I asked him directly.

I doubted it. I wondered if he’d tell me what happened with the
Abominator devices that scientific facility had. They’d had one of the
genetic modification chambers Grandpa told me about when I asked him how
the Abominators would have changed Simmons. I hadn’t quite realized it
then.

Now? I stared at the screen, and opened a new tab, searching Google for
clues there. I didn’t find any quickly, and decided to try again later.

I found news reports that at a lab near Medford had been damaged in the
attacks, but they didn’t say where it had gone.

We had access to government databases, but I didn’t want to use them
yet. They probably logged what supers searched for.

In their position, I would.

Anyway, the government probably had the device now. Cassie told me that
FBI agents and the National Guard had showed up to handle the aftermath.
She’d also mentioned that supers from MetaMax (a mercenary group)
appeared about that time too.

A message appeared on my screen. It was from Kayla, and said “Courtney
just walked in through the forest entrance.”

I took a breath, and typed back, “Thanks.”

Courtney was twenty minutes early. Part of me wondered if she’d come by
to cancel it, or if, like me, she wanted to get it over with.

It wasn’t long before she walked into the lab—kind of. She stopped in
the doorway, and stared back into the main room of the complex. I could
understand why she might find it impressive. Filled with the League’s
trophies, and the size of a basketball court, a TV screen took up most
of the far wall.

I tried to remember if Courtney had ever been in League HQ before, and
couldn’t think of any visits.

She looked closer to normal than I’d seen her in a while. Before she’d
started taking power juice, she’d been overweight, but basically she’d
looked normal. After she’d started using power juice, she’d either
burned away or redistributed the fat, and even though I couldn’t point
to exactly what she’d changed, her face had become attractive rather
than normal.

Put bluntly, she looked like a model after Photoshop had been used. Even
models don’t look like that in reality.

When she came in the door, she wore a sweatshirt with Ms. Marvel’s
symbol and yoga pants. She looked like she might have if the pre-juice
version of herself had lost some weight, but not at a post-production
level of perfection.

She still looked better than she used to, but I couldn’t be sure why.

“Hey,” she said. “I’m early, but if you’re ready, let’s get this over
with.”

I gave a quick smile, and got off the stool. “I was ready early too.”

She eyed the chair, its silver body and black straps, hesitated for a
second, walked over, and sat down.

I followed her to the chair. As she started buckling the straps around
her legs, I asked her, “You haven’t had any power juice in the last
month, right?”

She shook her head. “No. You told me not to.”

“Great. You look a little different than the last time I saw you.”

“I know.” She pushed dark blond hair back so that I could fit the helmet
to her head. “We barely saw each other this semester. After everything
that happened last fall, I realized I’d gone a little too far. I
adjusted myself to look more normal.”

“Okay,” I said. She was completely strapped in, arms, legs, head… “Are
you ready?”

She closed her eyes. “Throw the switch.”

Trying not to think about Giles Hardwick, I did.
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Excerpt from Compound Kids


        Denver’s traffic sucked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I could have driven,” Haley said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I know, but it’s a toll road.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He was grinning though.

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

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

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

I let it.

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

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

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

I nodded. “Me too.”

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

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