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Super Social


        The Stapledon program ended in the third week of August. My first
classes started in the second week of September, so I had two weeks to
relax—really more like a week and a half. I spent most of it sleeping.

Okay, that wasn’t true. It felt like I slept a lot, but that’s mostly
because I wasn’t having to get up at six or seven in the morning to be
out on the field running or fighting. So anyway, it was a wonderful week
and a half. I spent it hanging around with Daniel, Haley, Vaughn, and
Jaclyn. Cassie even managed to sneak up from D.C. for a few days.

We had a couple of movie nights with as close to everybody as we could
get and then came school.

Grand Lake University’s classes started on Wednesday, making Monday the
first official day students could move in unless they were freshmen or
RA’s. That meant that Sunday was my last official day of freedom—sort
of.

It wasn’t a day full of wild, crazy fun. Haley and Travis were with
their parents. They’d flown somewhere for the weekend. Daniel was in
Chicago even though the University of Chicago hadn’t started yet. He was
hanging around with his dad at the Midwest Defenders HQ. Izzy was
joining him there.

Midway through Sunday afternoon, I walked from my parents’ house to my
grandparents’ house (which I’d inherited) and took the hidden elevator
down to League HQ.

I still wasn’t used to the changes.

The elevator doors opened and I looked out into the main room of Heroes’
League HQ. The size of a basketball court, with the League’s accumulated
trophies displayed on one end and a twenty-foot tall screen on the
other, it used to have forty-year-old olive green carpet on the floor.

At some point during the summer, the League’s board had hired workmen to
remove the old carpet and replace it with dark red carpet. They’d left
uncarpeted paths around the sides of the room and through the middle.
There, though, they’d smoothed out and stained the concrete. It almost
looked like marble.

It looked good, and more to the point, it no longer looked like an
extremely large basement storage room. It looked professional. They’d
even moved the big pile of boxes to one of the side rooms.

I’d seen it when we’d had people over for movies, but I’d been
distracted by seeing everyone then. Now it felt like another place.

Well, almost. I walked down the middle path toward the table in the
middle of the room. Marcus sat there using one of the computers as well
as the big screen on the wall. He’d thrown a bunch of things up on the
big screen, mostly social media—Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and
SuperTV’s web page.

Marcus stood up when I was near to the table. Slightly taller than I was
with light brown skin, Marcus wore jeans and an Incredible Hulk t-shirt.
A backpack lay on the floor next to his chair. It was probably filled
with art supplies.

“Hey,” Marcus said, clapping me on the shoulder, “I am so glad you’re
here.”

I shrugged. “I saw your text. What’s going on?”

“Well, you know how you fought a dragon during the summer? People
started sending the League links to videos of the fight.”

“Huh.” I thought about that, staring upward at the big screen. “Where
are people sending links to?”

Marcus looked up at the screen too. “A bunch of places—our website’s
contact form, Twitter, the Facebook page… All of it.”

“When did we set all of that up?”

Shaking his head, Marcus said, “We didn’t. The board did. We’ve got
access to all of it, though. They asked us to clear it with them before
we say anything with the accounts.”

“No kidding.” The board seemed to be doing a lot these days. Of course,
it made sense. All summer, the most junior members of the League were
the only ones around—Marcus, Chris, Sydney, and Kayla.

Marcus nodded his head. “It’s been weird without everybody. So much
stuff falls in your lap. Stuff like that.”

He pointed up at the screen. The YouTube video showed us fighting the
dragon inside the compound, paying attention to some parts of the fight
that I’d missed. I’d been nowhere near the part of the fight where
people had been passing people out of the compound’s main park while
goblins attempt to attack.

The fog didn’t entirely solve the problem, but Jaclyn was amazing,
knocking back anything that made it through the fog. For that matter,
Sean was great too, hitting the fae with cold iron constantly.

I even looked good. The visuals painted Haley and me in a positive
light, showing us engaging in a hopeless battle so that the rest of the
team could pass unconscious bodies back and away from the attackers.

It was interesting how much work the editors had gone to in order to
keep people’s identities secret. No one had their identity revealed.

That had to be a clue as to who was releasing the video, but I had no
idea where it pointed.

The video went straight up to the part where Amy and then Lee appeared
(as Gunther, the form he’d used in World War 2), the dragon Artaxus ran
away, obviously terrified, and all the attacking forces followed him
through a gate and out of our world.

I couldn’t help but notice that the video had been drawn from different
cameras and different angles. It made me wonder if it had been taken
from security cameras (or maybe drones) at the compound where we’d
stayed last summer.

That brought me back to wondering who had released it. It made our team
look good, while the Stapledon program, the teachers, the Feds, and the
Castle Rock compound where we all stayed look bad. At the least, it
didn’t make them look competent at security.

“How long has this been out?”

Marcus held up his hands. “No way to know for sure. The video says it
was posted on August 20, so not long after you all left. It might have
been up other places sooner, or I don’t know, it might have been posted
privately then, but made public later? No idea. I only heard about it
couple days ago.

“I’m surprised you didn’t know about it earlier. You follow Double V
pretty closely.”

I stared up at the screen. “I’ve been sleeping and reading a lot these
last few days. Even without a Faerie invasion, the program is intense. I
was surprised that they kept it quiet at all. I was half-expecting to go
home after everything happened, but they gave everyone a couple days off
and continued normally.”

Marcus nodded along as I finished. “If I hadn’t been getting emails from
Haley and Jaclyn, I wouldn’t have known anything had happened.”

On the screen, the video listed the injuries of everyone involved. There
were a lot of them. The video didn’t lie, but when you post a picture of
someone, describing their injuries, it leaves an impression. In my case,
the caption was, “The Rocket’s burns would have required him to have his
arm amputated if Paladin, Preserver’s son hadn’t been there to heal
him.”

In Cassie’s case, it said, “Captain Commando was stabbed more than ten
times. The damage would have killed a normal person.”

Marcus barked out a laugh. “They forgot to mention that she
regenerates.”

I shook my head, sighing as I said, “Or that Alex healed me with no
problems, and wasn’t even particularly worried about it.”

After a moment, I said, “The media’s going to be all over this. We
should tell everybody.”

Marcus waved my comment away with his hand. “Already did. I sent
everybody on the team and the board an email with links.” He grinned.
“We’ve become a well-oiled machine here while you’ve been gone.”

I raised an eyebrow.

Marcus laughed. “Yeah, I know. It’s like the Avengers without the famous
Avengers. The team gets started by heavy hitters like Thor, Ironman, and
Captain America, and then the team gets handed off to Quicksilver, the
Scarlet Witch, and Hawkeye. That’s in the 60s comic, but movie version’s
not that different.”

“You’re better off than you’re making it sound, and we’re not nearly as
good.”

Marcus tapped a few keys, and said, “Point, but you’ve got to think
about it… Right now it should have just been Sydney and me, and Kayla,
but Kayla’s just staff. Except that’s not how it worked. We’ve been
pulling in Chris, and after everything that happened during the alien
invasion, we know Kayla can keep her head. So, worst case scenario,
we’ve got Kayla and Chris in powered armor plus Sydney and me.”

I pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. “Has that happened?”

Marcus frowned. “Twice, so far. The first time we’re pretty sure it was
a couple of Rook’s henchmen in powered armor. Gerald’s pretty sure they
were deliberately baiting us. You know—trying to figure out if you were
in town. We caught a few of them and the rest disappeared.”

“Gerald?” I asked. “As in Cannon?”

Marcus took a breath. “Okay. This is where it gets really, really weird.
Turns out that when you get Chris, you get his grandfather along for the
ride. The old guy’s finally accepted that he shouldn’t be out in the
field, but when Kayla’s in the field, he coordinates and offers advice.
Well, orders, really. The problem is, he’s scary good. He makes very
good guesses about what the criminals are going to do next—which figures
since he used to be one.”

I leaned back in my chair. “Wow.”

Nodding, Marcus said, “You’re telling me. We probably should have talked
about this when we were all together for movie night, but all of us here
thought that people would freak out.”

I thought about it. “You’d be right about that. Does the board know?”

Grinning slowly, Marcus said, “Yeah. Well, maybe not all of them, but my
grandpa was here for the invasion too, and he worked with Cannon then.
Now that Lee’s at Stapledon, they’ve both been training us together. So,
at least one person the board knows and is okay with it.”

It took me a little while to process that. Marcus didn’t stop grinning
while I did.

“See what I mean? People would have freaked.”

I closed my mouth, thought some more, and started talking again. “I’m
freaking. Okay. So ignoring that no one on the team is an official
member because they’re under 18, and the whole retired supervillain
mentor thing, what was the other time you all suited up?”

Marcus’ face tightened. “There’s a group hitting armored cars. We all
suited up to catch them to help the police two weeks ago, but it didn’t
work. They got out before we even saw them. We’re pretty sure it’s
metahumans.”

“Metahumans,” I said, “but not metahumans that you’ve seen yet.”

“Or that anybody has,” Marcus said. “Whether they’re metahuman or plain,
vanilla human, human, they’re good. I’m thinking that they’ve got to be
training all the time. Well, I’m mostly thinking that because Gerald
Cannon—Man-machine himself—said they had to be.”

I nodded. “Cannon ought to know. I’m sure he ran a few heists. I got the
impression though that he was more about showing my grandfather up than
actually stealing things.”

“But he still stole.” Marcus grinned. “You know what this is like?”

I waited, guessing he was about to tell me.

I wasn’t disappointed. Marcus didn’t pause for more than a couple
seconds. “These guys sound a lot like something that would be on Arrow.
They’re always having mysterious groups of guys show up and steal stuff
with military precision.”

“I haven’t watched it,” I said.

Marcus cocked his head. “Seriously? Have you at least watched Flash?”

I shook my head. “I’ve been busy. Between training, redesigning the
Rocket suit, and last spring’s alien invasion, I’ve barely had time to
think.”

Staring, Marcus said, “We live in an age where you can watch Gorilla
Grodd on TV. Seriously. You can watch an evil, telepathic gorilla on a
network TV show.”

I thought about that. “You know, I bet you could meet a real telepathic
gorilla in real life.”

Marcus frowned. “That’s not the point. The point is that we’re finally
seeing real versions of great comic book characters on TV. That and—“

My phone rang. I’d worked out a way to get a good signal in League
headquarters last year. I checked who was calling, and immediately took
the call.

Haley’s voice came over the phone. “Nick. Did you see that email
Marcus sent?”

Thinking that she sounded more alarmed than I’d have expected, I said,
“Sure. Why?”

“It links to videos of everything that happened at the compound.” The
words came out of her mouth all at once.

She paused for breath. I said, “Right.”

“Look on the YouTube video he linked to. Do you see the videos along the
side? Scroll down to the one with a picture of a super who’s not in the
program. If he’s speaking to a crowd, that’s the right one.”

“The one with… Kid Biohack?” I stared at the screen. The guy in the
picture wore a bluish-purple costume spiderwebbed with thin silvery
veins that sparkled. His mask covered his face except for his mouth and
the top of his head, leaving his blond hair to spill over the top.

“Him,” Haley said. “He’s going to cause a lot of trouble.”

“Really? Why? Is he in the program? Wait, is he part of the Coffeeshop
Illuminati? Because that would connect him to Adam, and that would be
trouble.”

Adam had been the guy who brought in the dragon after all.

Haley sighed. “No. You don’t know who he is, do you?”

“Should I know who he is?”

“Well,” Haley began, “I thought you might because you recognize a lot of
superheroes, but he’s more famous for his Youtube channel.”

Marcus had been looking from me to the screen as I talked with Haley.
Then he fixed me with a look and said, “Are you talking about Kid
Biohack? That guy… Too many girls I know think he’s amazing. I don’t
know why. He’s not that funny and his costume looks like a Transformer
threw up on it.”

That didn’t stop Marcus from clicking on Kid Biohack’s name, getting to
his page. He had more than seven million subscribers.

“Oh,” I said. “That’s a lot of fans.”

Haley said, “Listen to the video with the crowd.”

I told Marcus, and he clicked on the video. We were treated (if that was
the right word) to a minute of blurry security camera footage showing
Kid Biohack taking down three men who were trying to rob a bank.

Despite the picture being black and white, it was obvious that Kid
Biohack could fight better than the bank’s would be robbers. He dodged
under guns, kicked out knees, and kept up a running commentary.

The tapes didn’t have an audio track, but it was obvious that his mouth
was moving. I decided to assume that he was trying to be disrespectfully
funny.

When the last robber fell, the picture changed to a reporter
interviewing Kid Biohack in front of a crowd of cheering people. More of
them appeared to be teens and twenty-somethings than I thought was
normal, and a couple people were wearing Kid Biohack—t-shirts.

Near the end of the video, as the reporter began to pull the microphone
away, Kid Biohack said, “I have an announcement! Please give me just one
second. Citizens of Los Angeles, my time among you has come to an end.
I’ve loved every minute of being here, but it’s time to take the next
step. I’ve decided to go to Grand Lake, Michigan and join the Heroes’
League. The next time you’ll hear from me, I’ll be in the same city as
the Rocket, the Mystic, Night Girl, Captain Commando, and the rest.

“Thank you again, everyone. I love you all!”

Then he raised his hands in the air and the crowd cheered.

“Huh,” I said. “I wonder if there’s some way we can let him down
easily?” Then another thought occurred to me. “Is this going to become a
thing?”

Marcus laughed. “Night Girl?”

Over the phone, Haley said, “I hope we’re not planning to let him in.
Seriously, how hard can it be to get my name right?”

“Right,” I said. “Not getting your name right isn’t a good sign. I mean,
to be fair, when you’re talking in front of a bunch of people, it’d be
easy to get something wrong.”

Haley made a tsking noise. “You’d have to be extremely distracted to
get our names wrong. When we’re in costume, it seems like we can’t even
breathe without it being covered by the press.”

Marcus looked up at me from the computer screen. “If you’re going to
talk about Biohack instead of  boyfriend/girlfriend stuff, would you
mind bringing me in?”

“No problem. Haley, did you hear that?”

“I did, and Marcus is right, this is a team business call. We should
have a team meeting about Biohack.”

“Yeah,” I said, pulling Marcus into the call. “Should I start trying to
pull everybody in?”

Haley’s voice filled the room while a stylized outline of a cat’s head
next to the words “Night Cat” appeared in the lower right corner of the
wall screen. “No,” she said. “We’re just talking right now. Let’s send
everyone an email with some times and pick the one that fits the most
people.”

“Makes sense,” I said.

Marcus pulled the desktop’s microphone closer. “All hail the glorious
leader.”

“Bite me,” Haley replied, but not with any particular malice.

Marcus laughed.

I looked over at Marcus, asking, “What’s that all about?”

Haley and Marcus were cousins just like Marcus and Jaclyn were cousins,
making him descended from two of the original League members–Night Wolf
and C (C stood for the speed of light).

Maybe it was a family in joke?

Haley said, “I was field leader most of the time after you all left for
college.”

“Just teasing her,” Marcus said, a hint of a smile still on his lips.

“Really?” I said. “I knew you led the team against aliens last spring,
but I didn’t know it was all the time.”

Haley sighed. “It wasn’t all the time, just a lot.”

“It made sense,” Marcus said. “Sydney and Camille are her friends. For
me, she’s family.  Chris and Kayla don’t have a problem with her. She
was a good choice. Plus, my uncle has had her train the wait staff at
more than one restaurant.”

Haley snorted. “Right, because training the wait staff is exactly like
leading them into combat.”

“Three words: unexpected tour buses. Did your heart rate spike? Because
that’s not too different from combat.”

Haley laughed a genuinely amused laugh, and it was good to hear it.

Whatever she was about to say was lost to noise as alarms rang. A quick
look at the big wall screen told me that it wasn’t the alarms that rang
if the  base was being invaded.

This was the alarm that meant that some highly desirable target had been
attacked. At someone’s discretion, probably 911’s, the summary went
straight into local heroes’ notification systems.

My grandfather had been involved in creating the protocols. I remembered
hearing about it.

Marcus clicked on the link that had appeared in the notification window
that was placed above the team list.

The notification said, “Armored car  attacked near the outskirts of
Grand Lake.” Then it gave coordinates.

“Can you see it on your phone?” I asked.

A beep came came from Haley’s end of the call. “Yes. The two of you
should try to get there. I’ll see if I can catch up.”

Marcus was already getting out of his chair. “We’re probably going to
see another empty truck.”

“Most likely,” I said, and then I ran for the lab and the Rocket suit.

Marcus stepped into the lab as the Rocket suit transformed from a block
of golden ceramic into a suit of powered armor, completely surrounding
me.

Running through the pre-flight check, it showed no errors. It had long
since completely repaired itself from my last real fight.

With my vision now assisted by multiple forms of technology including my
HUD, I walked out of the lab able to lift tons and take blows that would
turn my unarmored body to an unattractive reddish paste.

“You’re not going to mind if I hang on are you? You’re my fastest way
there.” Marcus had changed into a green costume that shifted from dark
green on one side to light on the other.

“I figured you would.”

“Good,” he said, and his body changed from light brown skin to a dull
grayish substance.

We left by the forest entrance, shooting upward past the trees. Marcus
had shifted his hands and arms so that they surrounded my upper chest
and hollowed out his body, making easy to tow it behind me.

I could feel the drag, and I wasn’t sure it was the best way to bring
him along, but it wasn’t bad. I hit three hundred miles per hour quickly
enough, covering the twenty mile distance in what seemed like the blink
of an eye.

It wasn’t hard to identify the armored car. They’d done their best to
make it inconspicuous. It looked like a white, late model Ford van. It
wouldn’t have stood out in any way except that it had been rolled
sideways off of the highway and lay there, wheels still spinning.

In the bright  afternoon sun, the grass was light green, but the grass
wasn’t the interesting part. The interesting part was the brown circles
around the van where the grass had been torn out of the ground.

That argued strongly for a speedster of some kind. I switched on thermal
imaging, supplemented by sonar, in case they were still there, but
vibrating in such a way that they were hard to see.

No one was outside, but I could see human shapes inside the van.

Then I realized why I could see inside the van—the back door was open.
All the doors were open. They’d been wrenched open by someone strong
enough that reinforced metal, and whatever metahuman precautions the
van’s designers had included, were useless.

That level of strength, coupled with my guess that a speedster had been
involved, gave me a very uneasy feeling. If we were dealing with someone
at Jaclyn’s level of speed and strength, we were going to have to be
very careful. Actually, we were going to have to do more than that. We
were going to have to have Jaclyn or Izzy along almost any time we went
into action.

Most of us couldn’t survive even one punch from Jaclyn when she wasn’t
holding back. Fortunately Marcus and I were the exception to that.

As we neared the van, Marcus said, “I’m letting go. Landing behind the
rear end.”

“Got it,” I said, and dove toward the van as he let go.

His shape changed from winged, hollow missile to what I can best
describe as a paper airplane. I made a quick circle of the van, not
seeing anyone hiding in the grass around it, and joined Marcus as he
widened his wings, slowing down and dropping to the ground.

I slowed the Rocket suit and landed next to him. I’d loosed a couple
spybots as I’d flown around the van. Their feeds showed me that no one
was exiting from the front as we walked toward the back.

In the corner of my HUD, more people’s accounts went active—Haley’s, for
example. Another one, this one labeled “Control” also went active. That
was probably Kayla.

Marcus had changed into one of his “go to” forms, a winged, angelic
shape that in combination with his gray skin probably terrified fans of
Dr. Who, and no one else.

Kayla’s voice came over the comm, “Rocket, Shift. Night Cat’s incoming
shortly. Accelerando wants to know if you need backup. Gravity Star and
Railgun are suiting up already.”

I stared into the van. There were two people exactly. Both wore black
shirts and grey pants. One of them, the one leaning sideways halfway out
of the driver’s seat, was wearing a bulletproof vest. The other one, a
hulking brush cut monster of a man, was only wearing the uniform.

He lay across the back of the otherwise empty van. His head rose and his
eyes tracked our movements as we walked closer, but his legs, arms, and
the rest of his body never moved.

“I think we’ll take any help we can get,” I said, “but so far there’s no
one to fight. Are you getting the spybots’ feeds?”

Kayla said, “Yes. Watch out for the civilians. It looks people are
stopping to take pictures.”

I checked the edges of my helmet. The screen had a 360 degree view, and
Kayla was right. They were stopping to take pictures. Cars were slowing
down, and a few had already pulled off to the side of the road, pointing
their phones at us.

Marcus laughed, turned around, and waved. “At least they aren’t
following us.”

I thought about it. “I guess that counts for something, but a fight
could kill half of those guys before they managed to restart their
cars.”I checked my helmet. They were still inside. No one had yet
ventured out of their car to walk across the grass.

As we neared the van, the man in the back said, “It’s no use. They’re
gone, and you can’t do a thing about it.”

“Are you okay?” Even as big as the guy was, he didn’t have a seatbelt on
and the van had rolled over at least one time before coming to rest.

He laughed. “As soon as whatever they did to my head wears off, I’ll be
fine.”

Marcus cocked his head, and looked more closely at the man. “A telepath?
Did you see him? Wait, why don’t you tell us what you did see? Was there
one person? Two?”

The man frowned. “I don’t know. All I know is that I was driving down
the highway, and then suddenly I couldn’t control my arms and legs. The
next thing that happened was the van flipping over.”

“I’m surprised you aren’t more hurt,” I said. I couldn’t see any bruises
on him, and the sonics showed no obvious broken bones.

For a brief moment, he smiled. “You’ll figure it out before the end of
this conversation, I’m sure.”

Marcus raised a gray eyebrow. “Figure out what?”

The man didn’t say anything. I stared at him, wondering what we were
supposed to figure out. Not long after that, I noticed that a necklace
was hanging out of his shirt. An eagle symbol hung from it. The eagle
had been used by many countries and cultures over time—the US, Germany,
and the Roman Empire to name a few.

It was commonly carried into battle by Roman legions, and that was fine,
but at least one legion had morphed into the armed wing of the Cabal,
the conspiracy that had tried to kill us all a little more than a year
ago.

There were other metahumans out there in the Cabal’s league in terms of
strength and toughness, but the Cabal’s toughest soldiers had all of
that plus regeneration—the quick kind.

My heart started beating, and I quickly scanned the area around us, all
360 degrees of it. More cars were stopping, and even more slowing down,
but not in the kind of way that made me nervous. No one was running to
join us or crossing the distance in a single jump.

That was the other thing about the Cabal—they’d agreed to leave us alone
for a year last spring. It was now the end of the summer. By their own
promise, they were free to kill us now.

Setting my suit to send my voice to the comm, but not my suit’s speaker,
I said, “He’s part of the Cabal, but he’s not trying to kill me—yet.”

Ahead of me, the man raised his hands above his head. “I’m not here to
fight. I’m on a contract. That’s all.”

“Okay,” I said. “How about giving me your name and address in case we
need to talk later?”

He frowned for a second, but then said, “Philo Schwarz,” and gave his
address. He lived downtown in Grand Lake.

I replayed the recording I’d made of him to make sure I got a clear
record of it. It sounded good.

In the silence that left, Marcus asked, “You said that you were going
down the highway when suddenly you couldn’t move, and the next thing you
knew, you were lying here. Do you remember anything else?”

Philo raised his head from the side of the van, aiming it at Marcus.
“Nothing.”

Marcus sighed, “Well, what about your cargo? Was the van empty or did
they take it?”

Philo made a noise in his throat that was almost a growl. “We were
carrying money for a bank. It’s all gone, and whoever did it was moving
too quickly for me to see it.”

“That fits with my idea that it was a speedster,” I began.

“I can smell at least three different people.” Haley’s voice came over
the comm.

“Three?” I checked the screens inside my helmet. She wasn’t anywhere I
could see. “And where are you?”

“I landed on the other side of the highway.” I gave a second look at the
spybots feeds, and there she was in the grassy median between the north
and southbound traffic. In addition to her gray and black costume, she
wore one of the small jetpacks the original League members had used to
respond to calls inside the city.

I wondered how long she’d been using it. It shouldn’t matter (they were
designed for durability), but I hadn’t done any recent maintenance on
any of them since an initial once-over last year.

“I’m working off smell, but the speedster is a guy, probably in his
twenties. He drinks a lot of energy drinks, mostly fruity flavored. And
he sweats a lot.”

She sniffed. “The other two are both women. I think one is in her
twenties. She… smells a little like the speedster, but more of money,
metal, and coffee. I’m not sure, but think they’re together. The other
one is in her forties. She wears too much perfume, and I think I smell
power juice.”

I tried to put all those details together in my head. They didn’t create
anything resembling a clear picture. “Do you know where they went?”

She sniffed again. “No. It’s like they disappeared. I think they left so
quickly that the smell was too spread out for me to get a good trail. Or
maybe they flew.”

“Maybe it would be clearer on this side?”

“Maybe,” Haley said, “but I think they left from this side.”

She flew across to our side of the highway anyway, landing next to the
van and sniffing around it without touching the van. After a little
while, she said, “It’s definitely the same people. The older woman
wasn’t on this side, but the speedster and the other woman? They were. I
can smell them on the doors that were ripped open.”

“You can smell her on the doors? That’s good. She’d have to be moving
quickly enough that he,” I pointed toward Philo, “didn’t see her.”

“Really?” Haley glanced at him. Then she said, “Oh. Because he’d be in
Accelerando’s league.” She frowned. “That would be a disaster, but right
now, it’s just looking like it might be true.”

I was trying to think about how to respond to that, but then Kayla’s
voice came over the comm. “They’ve dispatched the police. You’ll be
seeing them in ten minutes, maybe less.”

I looked at Haley. “I guess we’d better tell the police what you know.”

She turned, looking down the highway. I didn’t see anything, but maybe
she could already hear the sirens. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Noting the dull gray rocket pack on her back, I asked, “Has anybody been
doing maintenance on the rocket pack?”

“What?” Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, right. Chris has been looking after
them.”

“Oh,” I said. “Huh.”

It was nice to know that Chris had been maintaining the equipment when I
wasn’t around to do it, but I felt a little funny anyway. I would have
done it if anyone had mentioned that people needed it. For all I knew,
no one was using the mini-rocket packs.

I knew it was completely stupid to care, but it was one more thing that
I hadn’t known about—like redecorating the main room in the base. I
couldn’t deny it looked better, but it had been a shock the first time I
saw it.

It made me wonder what else had changed.

As if to emphasize that point, the first policeman to get out of the car
stared at me. “Rocket,” he said, eyes wide, “and Night Cat. You haven’t
been around for ages. Shift… What’s going on here?”

He did talk to all of us in the end and wasn’t fazed to discover that
Philo worked for the Cabal. It probably helped that Philo still couldn’t
move, but Philo didn’t freak out either. We saw him get taken away.

Near the end of everything, Kayla called everyone’s comms. “Railgun and
Gravity Star have taken off their costumes and are waiting at HQ.”

“Thanks,” Haley said. “We’ll be there shortly.”

That was interesting. Cassie had always wanted us to talk out what we’d
done after a fight, but we’d never been consistent about it.

A minute or two later Haley and I were flying back to HQ with Marcus in
tow. We were back at HQ practically instantly. It didn’t take long to
get out of our costumes and within a few minutes, we were at the table
in HQ’s main room, brand new red carpet and all.

The big screen on the wall was set to silently showing several different
channels, most of them local. None of them were breaking into normal
programming to discuss what had happened. That was good. If and when
this speedster became the kind of story that everyone in town cared
about, it would be a pain. So for now, the local channels showed typical
Sunday afternoon programming—sports, movies, news, and a cooking show.

Marcus, Sydney, and Camille were already sitting there as Haley and I
pulled out chairs. Marcus was back to normal—t-shirt and jeans and no
more gray skin.

He opened a big energy drink can. As it hissed open, he said, “I guess
we’d better get this meeting moving. So… What did we do right?”

It didn’t take long to run through both what we did right and wrong
because frankly all we’d done is land and discover that we were too
late.

Camille stared open mouthed as Haley finished. “One of the men in the
truck was Cabal?” She put down the mug of tea she’d been drinking,
moving her hands as she spoke. “Do you think they’re here for us? They
only agreed to leave us alone for a year.”

She turned toward her half-sister, brushing black hair out of her face.

Sydney put down her glass of water. She didn’t look obviously like
Camille. Where Camille had light brown skin and black hair, Sydney had
pale skin and blond hair. If you thought to look for it, though, they
had similar slim builds and high cheekbones.

Sydney frowned, sitting with her hands folded against her body. “Last
time they came all at once for us. This was just one man, right?”

She looked at Haley, and Haley nodded. “He didn’t seem to be looking for
anybody. Anyway, the police took him away when we left.”

Sydney cocked her head. “I thought you said he was the victim?”

Nodding, Haley said, “Exactly, but I think the police might take Cabal
members in for questioning whenever they find one.”

Marcus grinned. “Not a bad idea except that he can probably demolish the
police station.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’d count on it, but he didn’t seem like he would.”

Haley leaned forward, putting her elbows on the table. “I’m more worried
about the robbers. How do we catch them? If at least one of them is a
speedster, and maybe more because we’ve never seen any of them, well,
we’ll never see them before they disappear. None of us made this time
before they left, and that’s how it’s been every time, right Marcus?”

Marcus took a swig of his drink. “Yeah. That’s about right.”

I thought about it. “It’s a kind of big brotherish idea, but we might
put spybots all over, and then set them to fire based on thermal
recognition—only put so many goobots out there that there’s no way to
dodge all of them when they’re activated.”

Marcus put his hand up to his chin, thought for a second, and then said,
“It doesn’t sound that big brotherish. You’re only planning to watch for
speedsters, right? It’s not like you’re going to watch everyone in town
and monitor whatever they’re doing.”

I nodded. “That’s the plan. The idea is that the spybots would detect
someone moving faster than normal humans can and watch them, and only
them.”

Marcus sat up a little straighter. “I just thought of something. What
about friendly speedsters like Jaclyn, for example? It’s not like she’s
here all the time anymore, but if we need help, she’ll come. Plus, what
about her older brothers or Grandpa?”

I thought about it,  “Jaclyn should be okay because she’s got a League
communicator. Her brothers should be okay because they’re on teams that
use standard protocols–like we do. As for C… You gave him a new
communicator, right? Your grandfather should be fine, but since he’s
blind, he shouldn’t be running fast enough to trigger anything.”

Marcus, Haley, Sydney, and Camille all looked at each other. Camille
gave an uncomfortable sounding half-giggle.

I gave everyone a quick once over. “Okay. What else don’t I know?”

Haley took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “C isn’t as blind as he lets
on. Kayla told me that your grandfather made him glasses that work
around his macular degeneration somehow.”

My mind went back to a set of plans I’d seen in Grandpa’s files. “Those
worked? I saw a design that Grandpa created that might work, but there
weren’t any notes that said that it did.”

Haley gave a lopsided half-smile. “I don’t think Kayla was supposed to
tell us, but she did. Plus, even before she said anything, I saw the
glasses on him. They glowed on the inside, and I could hear them hum so
I knew they were more than just sunglasses.”

I shook my head. “That puts a whole new spin on things. C was
considerably more powerful than he ever made public, and he’s part of
the League’s board. If they were an official team, they’d be one of the
more powerful ones out there.”

Given that the board knew future predictions that Daniel’s grandfather
made, I wondered if there was a purpose behind that.

After a moment of thought, I added, “But anyway, so long as people are
using communicators with standard protocols, they’re safe. If someone’s
not part of a team or drinks power juice for the first time and takes a
run fast enough to trigger it, well, then they could get caught.”

I paused. “But, I could make it so that it fired only on command. That
might be the wisest thing. For all we know, the person’s running through
the city constantly, and we don’t know it because they don’t always rob
anything.”

Marcus grinned. “I like that idea. It could be that they live in Grand
Lake or they work here, and if they show up at the same place again and
again, we’ve got them.”

Haley turned toward me, saying, “I think it can work. Would everybody be
able to okay taking a shot or just you?”

“However you want me to arrange it. It’s not a big deal,  but it might
be better if we split the authority.” Holding Haley’s hand in mine, I
was reminded that her reflexes were good enough that she could probably
make the decision in real time.

Haley, meanwhile had apparently decided we weren’t getting enough input
from Camille and Sydney.   She turned to them. “What do you think?”

Sydney looked up at us. She’d been looking down at her hand, or maybe
her lap. “Honestly, I’m a little more worried about the Cabal. The last
time we saw them around here, my dad died.”

Technically Ray hadn’t been part of the Cabal when he killed Camille and
Sydney’s father, but he was working with them later. It wasn’t
impossible that he always had been. Plus, the Cabal had been hunting
their families for years, so I could see her point.

Sydney looked over at Camille. “I’m going to call my mom and let
everyone know that he’s around. That way we’re watching.”

Camille was more serious than she generally seemed to be, and didn’t
chatter away in response, saying only, “I was planning to tell my mom
too.”

They looked at each other, their faces mirroring each other’s anxiety–or
that’s how I interpreted their expressions.

“You probably shouldn’t blow him off,” I said, “but he seemed to be
focussed on his contract. He wasn’t asking about you at all.”

Sydney nodded. “That’s good. You know, if you found a way to have your
bots detect the Cabal, I wouldn’t care about how much privacy we lose.
I’ve had to look over my shoulder for them for almost my entire life
except for the year after you beat them.”

“I didn’t beat them. You were there. Everyone here was there. And when
it comes down to it, Lee planned and directed the final battle with the
Cabal.”

“I know,” Sydney said. “I fought, but I wasn’t involved–not the way you
were. You let yourself get taken captive to help rescue our families,
and Lee planned. Sean and I and the rest of Justice Fist followed.”

Camille shook her head. “Justice Fist. It was a nice try, but it was
such a mess. You had Lucas, heir to millions or billions and already a
doctor saddled with us, a bunch of high school kids who were full
of hormones. And then there was Sean who didn’t like playing second
fiddle to Lucas and also didn’t like how Julie and Shannon both were
seriously crushing on the guy–not that Lucas pursued either of
them.”

Sydney gave her a sidelong glance. “And you were flirting with all the
guys.”

“But I didn’t mean it,” Camille said. “That’s important. And not with
all the guys. Jody’s just not right in the head. I never trusted him.”

Sydney laughed. “I always thought of him as my brother’s best friend and
a serial killer in training.”

“Serial killer in training?” I asked.

Sydney blushed. It was very visible on her pale skin. “I know it’s
stupid. It’s just something I used to think. He’s creepy.”

“And simply, pointlessly mean,” Haley added. “He is. Back when I was
dating Sean, I never wanted to be around Jody.”

Marcus looked from one side of the table to another. “Good thing Jody’s
the fastest man alive. I mean that seriously. I don’t think Jaclyn’s as
fast.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think it’s him, do you?”

Marcus stopped, half closing one eye. After a moment, he said. “No.
Because the first time it happened was before you all got back from
Stapledon.”

“Good,” I said, and quietly hoped that however the timeline worked, it
didn’t allow enough time for Jody to run home, commit a crime, and run
back without anyone noticing. That said, it didn’t really make any sense
for it to be Jody. The way they described the jobs, and from what I’d
seen, the jobs showed a certain precision and skill. What I’d seen of
Jody was hotheadedness and poor decision making.

On the bright side, that meant he could help us. On the not so bright
side, he might get killed in the blink of an eye by whatever speedster
was behind this.

“I guess I’d better ready the spybots then.”



I spent the rest of Sunday gathering up spybots and manufacturing more.
Thanks to repeated surveillance projects, I  had leftover bots available
that I only had to refurbish. Plus, I’d gotten better at creating bots
than I used to be. At one point, I had to create them by hand. Ever
since working out the basic technology for the self-repairing version of
the Rocket suit, it hadn’t been hard to create mini-factories for the
spybots. They didn’t have the necessary material to make them
self-repairing, but in my lab, I had all the material I could want.

Better, I had a new delivery mechanism. Instead of having to place them
individually, I could use the floating pods I’d created to resupply the
Rocket suit during a fight. Powered by fuel cells and floating thanks to
alien gravity manipulation technology, the floating pods carried enough
repair material for two Rocket suits as well as weapons of their own.

I hoped to create pods that could essentially be absorbed entirely into
the Rocket suit at some point, possibly even combining to form a heavy
duty version of the suit.

I wasn’t there yet though. What I did was fill the floating pods with
spybots and remotely disperse them across the city, concentrating on
major routes into the city and major roads.

I couldn’t know for sure that they’d take them, but I did know that C,
Marcus and Jaclyn’s grandfather, had been a civil engineer for Grand
Lake for decades. The traffic signal timing that he’d worked out to make
it easy to cross the city had to have been changed by now, but major
roads in the city had been subtlely designed with speedsters in mind.

They had to notice that on some level–hopefully only enough that they’d
prefer to use those streets.

Anyway, I spent the rest of Sunday night working on spybots and
distributing them, followed by most of Monday testing them as well as
testing patterns I’d come up with that allowed me to move the bots as
little as possible while still keeping the speedster in sight.

By Tuesday though, the bots were entirely in place and recording.
Therefore I could finally start moving into the dorm for the year.

Haley and I rolled up together in the white van that I’d modified to
transform into a giant cat mecha last year. It had seemed like a good
idea at the time.

The van blended in, only one of what felt like hundreds of cars, vans,
and small trucks driven by students and parents, most parked on the
street, a few parked on the lawn in front of the tall, brick dorm.
People crossed the lawn carrying suitcases, bed linens, and small
refrigerators. As Haley and I passed a knot of students who’d stopped
working to chat, I recognized Jeremy, my roommate.

Wearing a t-shirt that made an obscure physics joke, he broke away from
the group to say, “Hey Nick, did you hear that Kid Biohack is attending
Grand Lake U this year?”
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        Watching as the people Jeremy had been talking to turned to look at me,
I said, “I saw the YouTube video where he said he planned to join the
Heroes’ League. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Jeremy grinned. “I guess we’ll see what happens. He struck me as small
time compared to the League.”

The girl next to Jeremy elbowed him. “Small time? He’s from Los Angeles.
Everybody looks small time there unless they’re part of SoCal Defenders.
I’m sure he’s been in more fights than the new kids in the Heroes’
League.”

Still carrying a box full of my books, Haley raised an eyebrow. “Are you
sure about that? They’ve been around for a couple years now.”

It was a strange scene. The girl stood a little taller than Jeremy with
broad shoulders and black hair that went halfway down her back. She wore
jeans and a flannel shirt.

That put her almost a foot taller than Haley. She looked Haley in the
eyes, saying, “I follow his YouTube channel. He’s fought Syndicate L,
gangs, and supervillains. There’s no way you’d find as many of them
here, and there’s no way they could be as tough.”

Haley’s eyes narrowed, but all she said was, “Could be.”

I felt sure that she didn’t want to let this go. I knew I didn’t, but it
wasn’t as if we had any chance of convincing her without revealing
ourselves or risking it.

To Jeremy I said, “I guess I’ll see you in the room.”

To the rest I said, “I’ll see you later.”

Haley and I walked up the stairs, finally making it to my room. I pulled
out the key and opened the door.

The room looked exactly as we’d left it last spring–bare tile floors,
wooden bunk beds with old mattresses that I didn’t give any serious
inspection to. This was probably for the best.

Whatever else was true, Jeremy plainly hadn’t made it up yet. I set
about  putting my clothes into the dresser I’d used last year. Haley put
the box of books on top of my desk.

Then she frowned. “Kid Biohack’s got to be great because… Los Angeles!”

Her eyes had turned catlike–slitted and yellow. She sighed. “When
everyone was here we fought the Cabal, Syndicate L, and Ray’s crew. Then
last year we fought Rook, saved St. Louis and possibly the world. And
that’s just with the whole League. When you were on Stapledon weekends,
we fought aliens, gangs and a few supervillains by ourselves.”

“I know,” I said. “She’s a civilian. She doesn’t know all of that. Not
all of it made the news, and a lot of people don’t pay attention to the
stuff that does.”

Haley frowned again. “I know, but it’s irritating.” She walked to the
door. “We should get the rest of your stuff.”

“Um…” I said. “Your eyes. They’re changed.”

She rolled her eyes. By the time they came down, they’d changed back,
color turning as I watched.

All I could say was, “Wow.”

She gave a brief grin. “I’d like to think I’ve learned something about
controlling my change by now.” She paused. “But still bugs me that I
shifted without thinking. I don’t think I do that with anyone else.”

“I hope not.” I followed her out the door and back to the van for more
of my stuff.

The next time we came back up Jeremy was in the room.  He was putting
 his own clothes in drawers. I, meanwhile, had walked in with my
bedsheets, comforter, and pillow. Dumping them on the bed, I asked, “So
when you said Kid Biohack was coming to Grand Lake University, did you
mean that he was actually attending classes or did you just mean he was
coming to the city?”

Behind me, Haley shut the door.

Jeremy stood up and stepped away from the dresser. “Jillian told me one
of his videos said he’d be taking classes.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Taking classes as who? Kid Biohack or whatever his
real name is?”

Jeremy scratched his head. “You know, I’m not sure, but taking classes
in a costume doesn’t seem very smart.”

“Telling people that you’re going to take classes if you’re going to
take classes as yourself doesn’t seem very smart either.” I ran through
possibilities in my head. “Of course, it might be misdirection. If
people are looking for him here, they might not be looking too closely
at some other guy moving in from California.”

“Or maybe he doesn’t care about a secret identity? Maybe he’s got a fake
identity set up?” Haley shrugged. “I don’t know how much that would help
him.  If I smelled him, it would be all over, but I guess he might be
able to change his scent with a name like that.”

Leaning against the bed, Jeremy folded his arms over his chest. “I’d go
with doesn’t care about a secret identity. You know how much some of
these guys put online? Everything. You could learn something from him.
If he fought a dragon, he wouldn’t wait for a month and release it, he’d
rename the day he fought it ‘Dragon Day’ and remind people of it every
year on the anniversary.”

I laughed. “You’re probably right about that. We don’t even do our
social media. I assume it’s being done either by our board’s staff or
maybe by someone on the ‘for profit’ side of the operation. So far as I
know, no part of the League released the dragon video, though.”

I thought about that. I’d never asked who did our social media. For all
I knew, someone on the board thought it would do some good.

Coming back to myself, I continued, “You might be right about not caring
who knows his secret identity. If he grew up in a compound, he might not
have one.”

Jeremy nodded. “I heard once that the massively strange metahumans stay
in the compounds. The guy who told me about that one was arguing that
they were the true cause of all the so-called alien sightings in the
1970’s. But you’ve told me that the aliens were real, so…”

Haley and I looked at each other.

Jeremy noticed our look and frowned. “I guess that’s another theory down
the drain.”

“We didn’t see anything like that,” Haley said, pulling herself up to
sit on the top bunk.

“On the other hand,” I said, “we were invaded by goblins, ogres, trolls,
assorted faeries, and a dragon. Plus, we discovered that the Castle Rock
Compound has a level of completely unoccupied prison cells under the
compound.”

Jeremy stared at Haley and me, his eyes widening. “No shit.”

Haley nodded. “Totally true. We had to break out.”

For a moment, he didn’t breathe, but then he said, “So what you’re
telling me is that the news reports skipped the interesting stuff. Are
you going to spill it or what?”

Haley leaned a little forward, putting her hands on the bed. “I’m not
going to be able to stay for the whole story. There’s still freshman
orientation stuff I need to go to.”

For the rest of the afternoon, Haley and I told him about the summer.
Haley left after we got all of my stuff upstairs. I spent the rest of
the time telling Jeremy about the summer.

When I was done, we were both sitting at our desks, and he was shaking
his head. “That’s kind of convoluted. I had no idea Dark Cloak got his
powers from faeries, but since he did, it makes sense that he’d bring in
a dragon to do his dirty work. It’s weird that he’s working with the
Coffeeshop Illuminati though, and even weirder that they were behind
overthrowing Turkmenistan’s government. How’s your hand?”

I shrugged. “It works normally. Paladin’s healed worse.”

Jeremy’s eyes fell on the books on his bookshelf. In addition to
textbooks, it held books of conspiracy theories, more than one of which
mentioned Lee, my fighting teacher. Others argued that there were no
aliens and that the Abominator fight in the 1970s had been fabricated by
our government.

The covers were full of exclamation points.

“You know what’s crazy? With all the conspiracy theories I’ve read, I’ve
never run across the Coffeeshop Illuminati. Even stranger, I think I’ve
run into them.”

I sat up in my chair. “Seriously? How?”

Jeremy twisted his hand, pointing his thumb toward his laptop. “Online
super and conspiracy forums. Lots of people write about things that are
happening nearby and sometimes you get people  who aren’t forum regulars
asking questions. That’s no big deal because there are always lurkers,
but this guy started asking me lots of questions about Grand Lake and if
I’d ever seen the Rocket or knew anyone who I thought might be the
Rocket and what times did the Rocket most often appear? You know, that
kind of thing. I couldn’t say anything much because of the Block, but
this was going on in the middle of summer when everything was going down
for you guys.”

I felt a chill go through me. “You don’t think they knew that you knew
me, do you?”

Jeremy shook his head. “No chance. Everybody on that forum knows I go to
school in Grand Lake. It’s my claim to fame, and I’ve answered a lot of
questions about it, but thanks to the Block, I can’t say anything
dangerous.”

“Yeah,” I said.  “But watch out, okay? If it feels like someone
is asking too many questions, let me know. ”

“If that does happen, how will you handle it?” He asked.

It was a good question because I wasn’t completely sure what the answer
was even as I replied. “Well, first of all, I think we’d make sure that
you didn’t get kidnapped or killed. Uh… After that, I think we’d check
out how people contacted you so that maybe we could find them before
they did anything.”

Jeremy nodded. “I can see that, but you know what that last bit reminds
me of? It’s totally different, but you know what you can do if you want
to find Kid Biohack?”

I shook my head.

Jeremy grinned. “This is great…  Get this. He posts his fights live but
with a lag. Just follow his YouTube channel.”

Wednesday found me attending classes and quietly wishing I had a lab on
campus like I had when I’d been in the Castle Rock Compound for the
summer. I’d spent Tuesday evening back in the lab in the Heroes’
League’s headquarters watching my bot factories build robots, and
loading them into my “assist pods.”

Then I let the pods float into the air, dispersing bots to their
assigned lamp posts and telephone poles.

All of it went without a hitch despite the fact that it was 99%
automated.

The notion of bots making surveillance devices and distributing them
with barely any human involvement probably would have worried anyone
into privacy issues and maybe it should have bothered me.

It did, a little bit.

I’d taken a required social science class last spring though (Psychology
101), and in response to a question about how a study was done, the
professor mentioned that filming what was going on in a public space was
completely legal.

I imagined that people might be bothered by the broad scale of what I
was recording, but I was in the clear legally. Anyway, I’d only set the
spybots to record people whose speed appeared to match someone who was
robbing people.

You could argue that “We didn’t invade your privacy nearly as much as we
could have,” is not nearly as inspiring as not doing so at all, but I
was okay with it.

Also, by way of  getting down to business on tracking Kid Biohack, I
followed Jeremy’s advice and subscribed to Kid Biohack’s feed.

An update would set off alarms that had a good chance of waking me up if
I were asleep.

On Wednesday night then, I found myself in my room. I’d eaten dinner in
the cafeteria with Haley and Camille. Haley had been going through
Freshman orientation over the weekend and first couple days of the week.
She and Camille were going to be attending a party with a group of other
girls from their dorm  that night.

When I asked if she wanted me to come along, Camille frowned, and Haley
said, “I’d like you to come along, but none of the
other girls have boyfriends at Grand Lake. So it would feel a little
weird. I’m mostly going because I don’t want them to get in trouble.
I’ve never been able to get drunk, so, at least, one of us will be able
to keep her head.”

Jeremy didn’t have classes on Wednesday night, so he disappeared with
some other guys. He stopped at the door. “You sure you don’t want to
come? A couple friends of mine are living in a house off campus. I think
the plan is boardgames, but it may just be hanging out and talking.  You
should do more than just… Well, you know.”

“I’ll be fine. I’m actually kind of ready to be alone for a night.”

Jeremy cocked his head and walked out the door. “Okay. I’ll see you
later.”

By 10:47pm, I was most of the way through The Martian. I’d been
intending to read it during the summer, but circumstances had never been
right. By “circumstances had never been right” I mean that I’d put too
much work in on the pods plus extra-curricular activities like nearly
getting killed by a dragon.

As the main character of the story stripped his ship of everything
non-essential in preparation for his final launch, a knock came from my
door.

I opened it to find Vaughn standing in the hall. “Mind if I come in?”

Vaughn grinned up at me. Maybe an inch or two shorter, Vaughn used to
look a little heavier than I had, but this summer’s intense training
program had done him some obvious good. He wore a black t-shirt and
jeans. His chest muscles were fairly obvious under the shirt. His arms
were well defined too.

I didn’t plan to mention it, but he did look a little more like his
grandfather had in old Heroes’ League pictures.

“Sure,” I said. “You did more working out than I realized during the
summer.”

Vaughn shook his head. “I don’t think so, but I may have gotten more of
an effect.”

He shut the door. “Anyway, you should look at yourself in the mirror
sometime. So, what are you doing?”

I shrugged and held up the book. “Reading. Haley’s out with some people
from her dorm.”

Vaughn nodded. “I saw the movie. Is that much different?”

“I dunno. I missed that in the theater, and I don’t think it’s on
Netflix.”

“Ok,” Vaughn looked toward the door, and then back to me. “I’ve been
talking to Amy over the phone, and she and Samita have been doing some
research on The Thing That Eats. She’d like to have a meeting on the
next Stapledon weekend.”

“Fine with me. Pass it on to the group. We’ve got to do something with
that even if we just pass it on to the adults.”

Vaughn shook his head. “I’m pretty sure Amy won’t want to pass it on.
Ancestral enemy, you know?”

“Right,” I began, and then my phone started ringing along with my laptop
and tablet.

“The hell?” Vaughn looked around the room, probably trying to figure out
the source of the noise.

“Kid Biohack,” I said.

I picked up my tablet and clicked on the YouTube app, finding my
subscriptions, and clicking on Kid Biohack’s feed.

Vaughn laughed. “You’re subscribing to that guy?”

I ignored him. The video was entitled “Live: Kid Biohack Corners
Suspect!” More than three thousand people were currently
watching.

I clicked on the video to find that it showed a man running in the dark,
crossing the street to run through the backyard of one house and then
another. The houses looked like the ones around the middle of town–two
stories with a small porch in the front, small lawns, and probably close
to one hundred years old.

Judging from what I could see, they weren’t likely going much faster
than twenty-five miles per hour. That was impossible for a normal human
but slow enough that I hadn’t set the spybots to record.

I’d been going on the theory that people robbing armored cars would
never bother to go that slowly. Maybe I’d have to rethink that.

Kid Biohack’s camera wasn’t standard. Assuming this wasn’t being staged
and was going on more or less right now, he’d bought a camera that could
get a night time picture that looked like it could have been taken at
twilight.

Better, it was clear.

That meant that I could see the person he was chasing clearly. Even
though the guy was wearing a mask, I didn’t think he was a supervillain.
For one, this guy wore street clothes–a t-shirt and shorts. The shorts
were silky and went nearly to his knees. Blue, orange, and white, they
had the gothic Detroit Tigers’ D on the right side.

While anything could be true, it seemed unlikely that a supervillain
would wear clothes that advertised a baseball team.

With every jump over a road or sprint across, I became more worried that
one of them would hit a car or crash through the window of a house.

Worse, I began to recognize the houses. While there were hundreds that
were similar in older neighborhoods across the city, Grand Lake
University sat in the middle of houses that looked like that, and I’d
already recognized one. It wasn’t particularly distinctive, but I
remembered it from accompanying Courtney on the night when she’d met
with someone who’d claimed to be able to give her permanent powers.

I didn’t see him. I was fairly sure he was in jail, but the house was
one of many that people rented out to university students.

Vaughn shook his head. “This is intense. Did you see that? That house
isn’t more than four blocks south of here.”

So far as I could tell, he’d recognized a different house, but they were
close to each other.

“It’s only going to be so long before one of them causes a car crash or
runs into somebody.” I stared at the feed. Jeremy had said it ran with a
lag. The chase could be over by now, but given what I’d seen of Kid
Biohack, he’d probably still be filming after the chase ended.

“I’m going after them in the stealth suit.”

Vaughn nodded. “You want backup?”

I pulled my jacket out of the closet and grabbed my backpack. “Sure.”

Glancing toward the door, Vaughn said, “Cool. I’ve been hoping to try
out the new suit. Oh, and follow me. I’ve got a great place to change.”

He led me through the hall and up the elevator to the seventh floor of
the dorm. Then he showed me a door on the seventh floor. It led up a
stairway, and finally to the roof.

Past the edge of the roof was the glow of houses, streetlights, cars on
the highway overpass that led through downtown, and the marinas and
harbor on Grand Lake.

“How did you get a key for this?”

Vaughn shrugged. “Same as always. My family endows multiple chairs, and
if you talk to the right people and imply that you have more influence
with the family foundation than you actually do, you can get access to a
lot of places.”

I considered pointing out all the problems with that, but I didn’t. I
activated the new stealth suit, feeling it pull together, melding
material from my backpack with my jacket to create a stealth suit that
no one could find on me before I set it to transform.

Vaughn’s suit used the same technology. I’d created new suits for the
entire team.

Turning on my helmet’s heads-up display, and setting it to play the
YouTube video, I watched to see if I could recognize where they were
now.

Then I noticed large Greek letters on the houses, and realized where
they must be. Haley had pointed out Travis’ fraternity house and a
couple more fraternity and sorority houses near it.

I turned to Vaughn. “Are you ready?”

Now all in black, Vaughn’s costume made me think of the Matrix, or
possibly Edward Scissorhands. “You go, I’ll follow. I don’t want the
wind to mess you up.”

I gave him a thumbs up, and turned on the rockets, aiming myself toward
the south edge of campus. The official fraternity houses were university
owned. The unofficial ones were most likely to be where parties took
place. Haley had pointed out the unofficial houses.

Behind me I could hear and sometimes feel as the wind twisted and
turned, but Vaughn knew his business. The wind never affected me.

Below me, cars and people clustered around more than one house. I
wondered what effect landing in the middle of the backyard would have.
Would they run away or offer me a beer? I wasn’t planning to try it, but
it would be interesting to know.

Vaughn’s light glowed in my HUD and his voice came over the comm. “See
anything?”

“No,” I began, but then the guy Kid Biohack was chasing jumped over one
car in the line of parked cars, landing in the street. “Wait, yes… Down
there.”

I dove.

Whatever else could be said of Kid Biohack, his reflexes were freakish.
I came out of my dive roughly twenty feet behind him, close enough to
see the guy he was chasing with my helmet’s composite night vision.

The stride of Kid Biohack’s target was amazing. He was taking twenty
feet at a step, and not because of exceptionally long legs. It was all
strength. That was how Jaclyn ran. He simply wasn’t as fast. More
interesting, Kid Biohack was keeping up the same way.

Everything changed the moment Kid Biohack registered the sound of the
rocket pack. He glanced backward and only instants later leapt forward,
landing on the other guy, smacking something into the guy’s face, and
letting go. Then he twisted and leapt at me.

I’d pressed the setting for a quick landing, so I was an easy target.
That setting aimed me upward while lowering the rockets’ force, putting
me upright while slowing me enough that I could stay upright if I hit
the ground running.

He hit me in the stomach with his shoulder, and tried to grab me, but
the force of my momentum knocked him backward and threw me face first
toward the ground. In a move that showed years of training was actually
worth something, I converted my unintentional dive into a roll that
brought me up to my feet and facing Kid Biohack.

Cool as that may have been, Kid Biohack had used the same space in time
to roll backwards to his feet in time to step sideways, twist, and flank
me.

Before I could move to either avoid him or use my arms to block, he’d
blurred, punching me in my side, the punch throwing me into a car. It
was a seriously old and rusty Lincoln Town car. The window shattered
while the metal of the door dented.

I felt it and wished I had the pods ready for their real purpose.

I wasn’t hurt, but the stealth suit was sending out alerts as it
repaired itself. Unfortunately, it had considerably less material to
work with than the regular Rocket suit did.

I needed to end this fight quickly or I’d lose it.

Fortunately, Vaughn appeared to have come to the same realization. He
rained lightning down on the road where Kid Biohack stood. I say the
road because that’s mostly what he hit. Shattered bits of asphalt flew
everywhere, some of them hitting my armor, but not doing any damage.

A sizable chunk crashed through the window of a late model Mustang.
Another hit Kid Biohack in the back even as he made an amazing leap over
that Mustang to avoid the lightning.

The stone ripped his costume, but he didn’t seem to notice it. He landed
on the other side of the car, turning around, picking up the car, and
throwing it at Vaughn.

I felt my jaw drop. He was working with much more strength than I’d
realized.

Worse, with one leap, he’d closed the distance between the two of us
again, leaping over a car to face me in the street.

I opened up on him with the sonics, keeping the focus of the weapons on
him, and hoping that by the time their area of effect widened they’d be
too weak to damage anything else.

That hurt him, and he went down to his knees. Behind me, something
thumped the ground amid the sound of wind. I assumed that Vaughn had put
down the car. The 360-degree view from my helmet’s HUD confirmed that.

Turning on the suit’s PA, I shouted for him to, “Stand down! We don’t
want to fight you. We’re the Heroes’ League!”

From either side of me, people cheered. They looked through windows,
peered around the corners of houses and from behind bushes and trees. It
shouldn’t have been a surprise either. I’d seen the parties from above
before I’d flew down to street level.

Kid Biohack didn’t say anything, just set his jaw and ran at me, either
not caring what I’d said or deaf from the sonics. I could understand not
recognizing me. The stealth suit was currently all black. It surprised
me that he hadn’t recognized Vaughn though. Famous, or infamous because
of his grandfather, Vaughn was anything but anonymous.

The lightning bolts had to be a big clue.

It wasn’t one Kid Biohack chose to recognize, though and closed the
distance between us before Vaughn could get off a shot. His punches sent
me sliding backwards down the street as I tried to get my head together
enough to come up with a next step.

My distractions weren’t cured by Travis, Haley’s and Camille’s accounts
going green in my HUD, meaning that they’d popped on their own brand new
ceramic suits.

I got my wits about me enough to try to throw him, and did manage to get
my arm on his and began to redirect his momentum toward the ground, but
he was too fast. I didn’t get a good grip.

As I let go, he moved past me, stumbling, but not falling. He turned
before I could aim the sonics, pulling back his fist to deliver a punch.

Except…

He didn’t get a chance to deliver that punch. A huge arm appeared out of
the darkness, grabbing Kid Biohack’s arm. It wasn’t just any arm either.
It was muscular and ended in a grayish hand with long, white claws.

Another arm appeared along with it, this one grabbing Kid Biohack’s
throat, and lifting him in the air. Covered in a grey costume that had a
wolf’s head on its chest, Travis, the second Night Wolf, and Haley’s
older brother, stood next to me.

I hadn’t given much thought to how much more intimidating Haley’s powers
were when the owner was nearly seven feet tall and built like a football
player.

I, for one, was intimidated at that moment, and so was Kid Biohack.
His feet were nearly a foot off the ground by then, and something liquid
was dripping off one of them.

He had my sympathies. In a similar situation, I might have pissed myself
too.

Travis eyed Kid Biohack. “We need to talk.”

Swallowing, Kid Biohack said, “Uh-huh.”

Travis let him down to the road, and let go of his throat, but not his
arm. Kid Biohack stared up at Travis with an expression that made it
obvious that he probably didn’t actually want to talk as much as he
wanted to be somewhere else.

“Rocket,” Travis asked, “can you get us a vehicle?”

“Give me a second.” I checked my HUD.  Getting the van to come would be
a little bit of a hassle. I’d worked out a way to get the van to drive
itself to me recently, but it wasn’t my first choice. For one thing, it
would have to transform and I wasn’t sure I completely trusted the
algorithm that told it when to do that.

For another, remote control via stealth suit wasn’t my first choice. I
needed to make some tweaks to the gauntlets. This version of the stealth
suit was essentially a new design, and it had bugs.

Fortunately, I noticed something I hadn’t expected–a green dot next to
the word Control. That meant Kayla was working, and even better she was
probably in headquarters. I clicked on her name and opened a voice
connection.

When she answered, I said, “Can you send the jet over here? If you
can’t, I can give it permission to take off, but it’s better if you do
it because its programming requires it to give me a lot of hassle before
letting it off its leash.”

“It’s gone,” she said.

Before I could ask why she explained. “Captain Commando, Red Hex, Troll,
and Bloodmaiden needed it. The Shift flew it out and he took Myriad with
him.”

“Myriad?”

Kayla paused, probably trying to decide how to tell me without saying
the person’s name. “They needed someone who could look like someone
else.”

“No kidding…” I checked the HUD again and realized that there was an
ongoing conversation between Myriad, Captain Commando, Bloodmaiden, Red
Hex, and Troll.

Except for Cassie, none of them were technically members and the display
gave them slightly darker backgrounds to indicate that. We needed to
invite them all in someday. This wasn’t the time, though.

“Okay,” I said. “Could you guide the van over here?”

“If I push it. I’m a little busy with Cap’s group. Can’t it take itself
over remotely?”

Resisting the urge to argue with her, I said, “Yes, but don’t trust it
to switch forms at the right time. I’d do it myself except my gloves
give multiple clicks with the remote systems. I’m still trying to figure
out why.”

“Got it. What look do you want?”

“It’s labeled ‘Official HL’.”

“Are you sure you don’t want the one with the chainmail bikini woman
mural?”

I frowned. No one seemed to get that a look like that would be useful as
a distraction in certain situations. “Official look. No bikini.”

Kayla laughed. “Are you saying there’s a mural with a naked woman?
Should I tell Haley?”

In a dead tone, I said, “Please get the van.”

“Naked van on the way.”

Travis’ voice broke into the conversation. “Rocket? What’s going on?”

“Van’s on the way,” I said. “Control’s handling another incident too.”

He frowned. “What’s going on?”

“I’m pretty sure it relates to last summer. Check the connection list
and you’ll know as much as I do.”

He checked the communicator on his wrist, frowning more as he saw the
other group’s names listed. “No one told me about that.”

“Me neither,” I said.

Vaughn looked from one to the other of us. “I kind of knew. I’m dating
Bloodmaiden.”

The van rolled down the street. All white with a triangular front and
the Heroes’ League’s “HL” logo on the side, it looked more like a
futuristic stretch limo (or stretch SUV) than a van.

Kid Biohack actually smiled for a second, but when the door opened, he
said, “Don’t forget my guy!”

I looked at the person he’d been chasing. The guy was lying face down on
the ground. Travis turned toward Haley, “Night Cat, grab him.”

Next to Haley, her orange and white costume contrasting with Haley’s
black and gray, Camille said, “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got him.”

The man floated upward, his hair floating upward like his arms and legs,
and moving toward the van’s open side door. Whatever Kid Biohack had
used to knock him unconscious was still working. The man had begun to
snore.

I got in the front and took the driver’s seat. Haley took the
passenger’s side next to me, her arms and teeth shrinking back to normal
size. “Where are we going?”

The door shut and I started the van moving, passing a smashed car that I
was pretty sure I’d been thrown into. “I was thinking that we’d go to
the office.”

The board had rebuilt it over the summer. I’d contributed design
elements, but I hadn’t been in it yet.

“Good idea.” Then she turned toward the back seat, wrinkling her nose.

I checked the mirror.

“Thanks,” Kid Biohack said as Vaughn passed him a roll of paper towels.
He balled a few together, and after a moment, he ran them down his leg.

Travis had sat down behind me, facing Kid Biohack. He leaned forward,
and Kid Biohack’s eyes widened.

Voice low, Travis gestured toward the body and said, “Tell me why you
were chasing this guy.”

Next to me, Haley kept her voice low, asking, “Is he still recording?”

I checked the dashboard. Now entirely a digital display, it included
more than your average van. I checked the corner where it listed all the
users of its local LAN. Kid Biohack wasn’t on the list even though he
was listed in grey with a question mark next to his name.

“No,” I said. “To discourage bugs, I set up the van so that signals
can’t get out unless they’re connected to the local LAN. His system is
set up with standard cape protocols. It’s asking for permission, but I’m
not giving it access.”

In the main area of the van, Kid Biohack looked at Travis and smiled. “I
tracked him down. He’s connected to your string of armored car
robberies.”

Letting the van go on autopilot, I watched the main compartment through
one of the cameras. I could have turned around, but I felt better
paying, at least, partial attention to the road.

Haley frowned, and said, “I think he’s lying. Maybe not about
everything, but at least partially lying.”

Kid Biohack’s upper lip quivered. “I’m not lying!”

Travis met Haley’s eyes and nodded. “Thanks, Night Cat. I wasn’t sure at
first, but he’s definitely lying now.”

“Hey,” Kid Biohack began, but as he did Vaughn and Camille both started
laughing.

“Don’t even try,” Vaughn said. “It’s not worth it. Night Wolf and Night
Cat always know.”

Camille stopped laughing first. “Don’t worry. It’s not your fault. It’ s
just their thing.”

Kid Biohack’s mouth tightened. Then he looked at me. “Did you cut off my
internet access?”

Shaking my head, I said, “No. I just never okayed it.”

“When did it stop?” He was staring at me by the time I turned to face
him.

“When the door shut. It’s protection against surveillance.”

He let out a breath.

Travis cleared his throat and leaned toward Kid Biohack. “Which part
were you lying about? The part where you said you tracked him down, or
the part where you said he had something to do with our problem?”

Kid Biohack didn’t say anything.

Travis smiled, showing his fangs. Between his teeth, the largely grey
costume, and the upright ears on the top of his mask, he made me think
of either a wolf or a kind of monster Batman. Of course, Travis didn’t
have a cape.

Nodding, Travis said, “I think he’s lying about tracking the guy down.
Night Cat?”

Haley said, “That’s it,” and turned toward the front where she could
watch it on the screen.

After looking down checking his wrist, he met Travis’ eyes. “Since we’re
not recording, I’ll say it. I didn’t track him down so much as bribe a
bunch of people who work for Syndicate L. ”

Travis’ eyes narrowed. “Syndicate L’s behind this?”

Kid Biohack shook his head. “No. They don’t have anything to do with it.
They do transportation, procure equipment, anything your local
supervillain might need. This kid works with Syndicate L. He’s not high
up or anything. He’s a courier. They use him when they can’t trust
anything electronic, and they can’t here.”

I shook my head. That was complete overkill. It wasn’t as if I were
monitoring all email or phone conversations in Grand Lake. Technomage
might be able to do that, but he was in Los Angeles.

Then I thought of something else. The alien AI in the League
jet/spaceship might well be able to do exactly that. I’d never ordered
him to, but Grandpa might have. I made a mental note to ask about that.

“Fine,” Travis said, “it’s not Syndicate L. Who is it?”

Kid Biohack shrugged. “I don’t know. Syndicate L doesn’t know either.
They send this guy to deliver messages or whatever. If anybody knows
anything, it’ll be him.”

Travis looked down at the body on the floor. “Damn,” he muttered.

Taking the opening, Kid Biohack said, “Once I took him down, I planned
to ask him some questions. Some of my friends cooked up a drug that
weakens people’s will. He’ll talk.”

Haley turned around. “Somehow I didn’t imagine you as someone who shoots
people up and then interrogates them.”

Kid Biohack sighed. “Not clean enough for you? Some of us can’t hear
when people lie.”

Haley frowned. “I didn’t say that.”

He eyed her. “You’re not better than me.”

Camille barely let him finish before saying, “She didn’t say that.”

Haley said, “Don’t worry about it,” and turned around to face the front,
saying something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like,
“asshole.” I knew she didn’t mean Camille.

Travis glanced toward Haley, and then back toward Kid Biohack. “It
sounds like we’ll have to talk to this guy.”

He put the slightest emphasis on the word “talk.”

I don’t know if Kid Biohack was about to say something, but before he
could, we rolled up in front of the Grand Lake Heroes’ League’s new
offices.

The old offices resembled an early twentieth-century fire department,
probably because the building had been converted from one. The new
offices filled the same space and more closely resembled a modern
office. They were all metal and mirrored glass with a lit up sign saying
“Grand Lake Heroes’ League” in large letters.

One thing it did have in common with the old firehouse, though, was the
door that opened in the front.

We drove straight inside.

When the door opened, we followed a ramp down into the lower level and
into the garage.

It didn’t look much different than it used to (even if it was bigger),
or much different than any underground parking area in the
world–concrete walls, floor, and ceiling. The one major difference from
most parking garages was fairly easy to notice.

Kid Biohack stopped to stare at one of the corners. “Is that a fireman’s
pole?”

Set slightly into the wall and enclosed three-quarters of the way
around, the pole ran from the floor up to the top of the building. The
last section was open and cushioned around the pole.

“Yeah,” I stepped out of the van.  “Each version of the building has had
one.”

Kid Biohack said, “Each version?”

“It keeps on getting blown up.” I shrugged, though it might have been
hard to tell through my armor.

Camille floated the guy on the floor out of the van. He was still
unconscious. Travis had put handcuffs on him during the ride. They were
new handcuffs made from my design. They adjusted to fit anybody–even
people with limited shapeshifting abilities. Marcus could defeat them
easily. Haley and Travis couldn’t.

As the man floated past Kid Biohack and toward the stairs, Camille
looked around the garage. “I was here the last time the Rocket blew it
up. It barely looks like the same place.”

Kid Biohack stared at me. “You blew it up?”

Not bothering to shrug again, but wanting to, I said, “We were being
attacked by people we couldn’t beat. I blew up the building with them
inside. It was designed to do that.”

His eyes widened. “Wait. Is this building designed to do that?”

No one said anything, and we walked up the stairs.

We walked out onto the first floor. Though Kid Biohack couldn’t know it,
the decor matched our real, underground headquarters–crimson carpet,
bare grey concrete on the walls and around the edges of the rooms. Black
chairs and couches stood next to the walls. Darkened transparent
aluminum had been used for the windows. We could see out, but people
couldn’t see in.

“We could do this in the lobby,” Vaughn said. “Well, unless you want me
to give everyone the tour.”

Travis snorted. “Yeah, that’s what we need right now. Let’s all sit
down. Kid Biohack, do you have a way to wake this guy up or do we all
have to wait till it wears off?”

Kid Biohack held his hand up to the side of his head and tapped a couple
spots above and in front his ear. That struck me as an odd spot to put
controls, but I supposed that if it wasn’t anything you’d need during
combat, it might work.

Moving his hand away from his helmet, Kid Biohack said, “He’s about to
wake up. I just checked when I knocked him out.”

I chose a couch and began to sit down. Haley sat down next to me, but
held up her hand to get Camille’s attention. “Could you keep him
floating and then move back so that the people who are good at hand to
hand are closer?”

Camille grinned and took a chair further down the room. Travis’ glanced
over at Camille, hesitated, but then sat down on the couch across from
Haley and me. Kid Biohack sat down on the same couch as Travis, but
about as far from him as he could, and probably only because Vaughn had
already taken the other nearby chair.

A moan and then a series of coughs came from the floating guy, and then
he leaned forward, stretching out with his hands to reach the ground.

This went as well as one might expect in zero gravity. He flipped over
however many times it took for Camille to get tired of it.

On the third or fourth time around, he flipped upright and stayed that
way.

I wished he had an actual costume or no costume. It would have made the
whole thing feel less weird. A blue t-shirt and Detroit Tigers running
shorts couldn’t be considered a costume but the mask put it halfway
there. Also, it was  weird, or maybe strangely practical. It did cover
most of his face, and to be fair, it did hide his face.

I couldn’t say anything for sure about him beyond that he was around
college age, and he had hairy legs.

The man took a look around the room, and then looked up at the walls
where one side showed pictures and articles about the history of the
original Heroes’ League and the other showed pictures of us.

“Oh, shit,” he said, holding his hands up to the sides of his head.
“Shit.”

Travis said, “That’s right. We caught you. We know you’re involved with
Syndicate L and with the group who are robbing armored cars around here.
We’re going to ask you some questions, and we’ll know if you lie. Let’s
get started. Do you get in touch with the robbers or do they get in
touch with you?”

The man shook his head. “I can’ t tell you that. Syndicate L said they’d
go after my parents or worse if I told anyone what I was doing.”

Haley listened with her eyes closed, and only opened them as he stopped
talking. “I think they contact him, and that he’s telling the truth
about his parents.”

“But,” Haley continued, looking up at the man, “my guess would be that
they may have threatened his family, but he doesn’t think they’d really
go after them. They mostly threatened him.”

His eyes zeroed in on her. “That’s not true.” At the same time, Haley
and Travis both said, “He’s lying.”

Then they both laughed. It didn’t seem that funny. I wondered how much
of it was a family thing.

The man grimaced, and looked toward the front door. I didn’t think he
could possibly have a realistic escape plan, but I tensed
anyway.

Vaughn must have noticed something either on the man’s part or mine.
“Hey man, what should we call you? If you don’t have a name that you
like, I’m going with Tigershorts seeing as how they’re at eye level.”

“Call me whatever. It doesn’t matter.”  The man muttered.

“He’s lying,” Haley said to us. Looking up at him, she said, “If you
don’t like it, you could tell us a codename you do like, or even your
real name.”

Tigershorts didn’t say anything.

“Come on, guy” Travis began, flexing his right forearm. “It’s not as if
we have to ask. The Mystic may not be here, but we can get him with one
phone call, and if he’s busy, we can get Mindstryke. Got that? All you
get out of keeping silent is a telepath rooting around in your head.
Now, if you do talk, well, we’ll know if you lie, but as long as you
answer the questions truthfully, we won’t get much more.

“In your position, I’d talk. It’s better than giving someone a free look
at all your memories. In fact, I might ask him to give you some kind of
compulsion. Like maybe you email us every time something interesting
comes up.”

That got his attention. His eyes widened and he stared at Travis. “You
can’t do that. That’s against the law. They passed laws against all that
shit after the Dominators got that senator.”

Travis nodded. “You got me there, but here’s something to think about.
You never hear of heroes being prosecuted for it do you? It might be
that they don’t, but it might be that no one cares when we do it. But…
let’s bring this back to you. You’ve got a choice. You can find out
first hand whether or not heroes get prosecuted for telepathic coercion,
or you can answer our damn questions truthfully.”

Tigershorts lowered his head and took a breath. “Ask your questions.”

“Great,” Haley gave a quick smile. “We already know they contact you.
How do they do it?”

Tigershorts scowled. “They put an envelope under one of the plants on my
balcony. I’ve never seen it.”

“Balcony?” Camille asked. “How high are you?”

“Fourth-floor apartment.” Tigershorts didn’t even look at her as he
replied.

“That wouldn’t be hard for Accelerando,” Travis said. “Gotta be their
speedster.”

“Unless the speedster gets his speed from manipulating time or distance,
” I pointed out. “It’s still possible, but the height might be more of
an issue then.”

Travis shrugged. “Could be. So what were you doing out in your mask?”

Tigershorts’ face tightened. “I was out for a run until that asshole,”
he pointed at Kid Biohack, “showed up. I wasn’t doing anything illegal.”

Travis glanced over at Haley. She gave a quick nod.

He shook his head, apparently not able to believe it. “Then what were
you doing in the mask?”

“I keep it in my fanny pack in case stuff like this comes up!” He
finished louder than he’d started, probably because Vaughn started
laughing when he’d said the words “fanny pack.”

I hadn’t noticed it earlier, but he did have a fanny pack. I’d never
been completely sure what was wrong with them. If you thought about it,
they were simply a temporary pocket, but somehow they’d become something
people thought was funny.

Maybe it was because of the word “fanny?”

Ignoring Vaughn, Travis stood up, looking directly at Tigershorts’ face,
“What’s your next assignment?”

Tigershorts sighed. “I don’t have one. I’ll probably never get one again
thanks to you. You caught me. Even if they don’t think I gave you
anything, they’ll never trust me again because instead of catching me
quietly, you made it a big, fucking deal!”

He stared at Kid Biohack during the last sentence.

Maybe if it had been one of us, I might have argued with him, but there
was no denying it, Tigershorts was right. Kid Biohack had broadcast the
chase, and out of the hundred plus people watching the final capture,
one of them must have uploaded it to the internet by now.

If we’d known a little more and had time to think it through, the smart
play would have been to let him run somewhere unpopulated, and then take
him down.

Haley broke the silence. “Do you have any clues to where they are?”

Tigershorts shook his head. “I never make my deliveries to the same
place. I’ve never gotten to talk to them. Sometimes I bring them to a
park, and other times a parking lot or an abandoned building. They stay
away from people.”

Travis tapped on his comm. “Tell me exactly where you delivered each
package that you can remember.”

As Tigershorts began listing them, sometimes stopping to talk through
where he’d been (“It was on 47th street. I’m not sure which building,
but it had a statue and a fountain…”), I got an alert on my  comm from
Kayla. I answered.

“The police called. They wanted to remind us that holding someone
against their will is kidnapping and that if we have any reason to
hold him, there’s a metahuman cell open. They also told me to let you
know that they can’t hold him very long without evidence.”

“Uh…  That’s okay,” I said. “Tell them it’s a mistake. Kid Biohack
caught the wrong guy.”

Haley turned toward me. “Nice.”

It wasn’t a sure thing, but it was worth a shot.

Kayla got back to me almost immediately. “If you don’t have any reason
for him to be in custody, they want you to release him, but they also
want to talk to you tomorrow–all of you.”

“Did they say why?”

In the background of Kayla’s connection came the sound of tapping. “Not
exactly, but they sounded unhappy about a few different things–the
damage at the fight, that Kid Biohack never notified them he was going
to be active here, and well, I overheard a lot about the Syndicate L guy
Biohack was chasing. His name is Seth Bradley, and I looked him up. He’s
got quite a record. He’s been suspected of murder a few times over, but
there’s never been enough evidence to connect him to the crime.”

Floating above the ground, he didn’t seem especially intimidating, but
murder? If he mostly fought normal people, he could rack up a high body
count completely accidentally. The fact that he hadn’t gotten caught
argued that it wasn’t accidental, though.

Alternately, it might argue that Syndicate L was phenomenal at cleaning
up that sort of mess.

Either way, it wasn’t a good thing.

To Kayla, I said, “I guess you’ll have to find a time when we can all
meet. I’m open after three tomorrow. I don’t know about everybody else.”

“Got it,” Kayla said. “I’ll check calendars.”

I realized then that Tigershorts (Seth) had stopped talking. Given that
he didn’t know much of anything about the armored car robbers, there
wasn’t much of a point in asking him anything else.

“Hey,” I said, “Control called, and told me that the police want
Tigershorts to go free if we don’t have any reason to keep him. I told
him that that was okay and that so far as we could tell, the guy doesn’t
have any connection to Syndicate L.”

“But that’s not true,” Kid Biohack said. “And it makes me look bad!” He
stood up from his chair. “I got the guy. I bribed Syndicate L to learn
his name. I put myself at risk in half a dozen different ways, and
you’re taking the credit!”

“No,” I shook my head. “That’s not what’s happening here. We’re taking
the blame and you’re taking it with us. The police wanted to let us know
that they consider capturing him kidnapping. We can’t keep him, and we
need Syndicate L to trust him. They probably won’t anyway, but this way
they might and that’s better than no chance at all.”

Travis grinned. “Nice one. I wouldn’t have expected you to come up with
that.”

Fixing his attention on Seth, he got up from his chair, meeting Seth’s
eyes. “Hey Tigershorts, you heard the Rocket. We’re letting you go, but
you need to keep us informed. We’ll know where you go. Can’t say I know
what the Rocket will do, but if he wanted to, he could bug your house
and follow you everywhere. So keep your mouth shut about anything we
said, and remember that we’ll find you again. When we do, you’ll tell us
every new thing you learn.”

Seth’s eyes narrowed under the mask. “You sure about that? You don’t
think the cops won’t pull you in for wiretapping?”

Travis didn’t blink. “In the City of New Orleans vs. The Burning
Cajun, the Supreme Court determined that as long as the police didn’t
motivate the collection of the evidence, they can legally use the
evidence vigilantes collect.”

Seth blinked. “Aren’t you supposed to be the team’s dumb jock?”

Travis laughed. “Gravity Star, would you mind floating this guy
outside?”

Camille glanced over at Haley, who gave her a short nod.

Seth floated toward the front door—which opened automatically—and landed
on the sidewalk. He stumbled, recovered, and ran away into the night.

Between the darkened glass and the darkness outside, I couldn’t be sure,
but I thought I saw flashes as he left. Were there really photographers
out there? It wasn’t unlikely, but it was different.

Kid Biohack watched Seth go, frowning as he disappeared, but turned his
head back to all of us, smiling as he did. “That’s not a bad idea. If we
can’t keep him, we can use him as our mole in Syndicate L. Yeah, that’s
good. It’s really good. All we’ve got left to decide is how to make this
partnership work. I put this great lead in your hands, and between him
and all our hard work, we’ll break open the mysterious thieves who are
terrorizing this city.”

Travis shook his head. “That is such BS. If you want a partnership, what
you need to do is tell us that you’re in town, and then we cooperate.
Even if you don’t want our help, you politely let us know you’re here
anyway. That’s how it works everywhere. It prevents fights like we had
in the street. It keeps people safe because they don’t have to dodge us.

“You made a mistake. We’re fixing it.”

Kid Biohack’s right hand twitched, but despite what I expected, he
didn’t blow up at Travis. He smiled and said, “I know that wasn’t the
ideal introduction, but it’s not entirely my fault. My powers make me a
little impulsive sometimes. I’m sure some of you have the same problem.”

He smiled at Haley. She didn’t smile back.

“I don’t know how it is for you,” he continued, “but my muscles and
tissues respond to chemicals my body secretes, allowing me to make
myself faster, stronger, tougher and more agile. No one’s found a limit
as to how far I can push them. It’s all a matter of controlling my body
to create the right combination of chemicals. People even write into my
website to suggest ideas.”

I felt my eyebrow rise, and wondered if he saw any hint of that through
my mask.”You’re pretty open about how that works.”

“You should see his website.” Vaughn shook his head. “They can’t give
too many details on his muscles because they don’t take well to poking
and prodding, but they’ve got some scientific report detailing how
they’re different from normal muscles. It’s pretty crazy, but Rocket,
you might understand it better that I do.”

Travis crossed his arms over his chest. “Aren’t you at all afraid of
what your enemies could do with that?”

Kid Biohack raised his hands in a shrug. “Well yeah, but you can’t think
like that. Have you ever heard of open source software?”

Travis glanced over at me as he said, “No.” At almost the same time, I
said, “Yes.”

Nodding in my direction Kid Biohack said, “Of course you’d know, but for
the rest of you, here’s what it is: some computer programmers publish
the hidden code they use to create computer programs openly where anyone
can see it. Then anyone who knows what they’re doing can submit ideas
and improvements. And sure, people will try to hack the program, but
other people will have ideas about how to prevent it. Right now, we’ve
got an amazing group of people submitting ideas. I’ve gotten further in
the last few months than I have in years.”

He said it all with the enthusiasm of a convert. My first thought?
“Hidden code?” It wasn’t hidden. It was just compiled into a format
easier for computers to read than humans. My urge to correct him vied
with my suspicion that it wasn’t worth the trouble, and lost.

Travis shook his head. “I’m not going to tell you how to run your life,
but I need to tell you a couple things. First, you told people you were
coming here to join the Heroes’ League. We’re planning to expand, but
we’re not taking anyone who shows up. We’re not even taking every super
we know. We’re taking people that we need. You’re stronger, faster, and
tougher than a normal person, but so is half the team right now. You can
adjust which one’s your strongest, but hell, I took you out tonight.
You’re going to have to offer us something we don’t have.”

Haley frowned, and looked like she was about to say something, and
honestly, so did I. Travis didn’t run the League. He’d only been as
involved as I was this last year.

Kid Biohack gave a smile, and started speaking at almost the same moment
Travis stopped. “I think I do offer you something you don’t have. I can
adjust my strengths to match what the situation demands, but even
better, no one knows what my limits are. You’ll be lucky to pull me in
now when I’m at the beginning of my development.”

The corner of Travis’ mouth lifted, but he didn’t break into a smile. I
felt like he might be close. Travis said, “I’ll keep that in mind, but
what we need right now is more along the lines of a gesture of good
faith.”

Kid Biohack nodded. “Anything.”

“You’re not streaming this, are you?”

“He can’t.” I don’t think I sounded frustrated, but I had mentioned this
to everyone. “You can’t broadcast out of one of our vehicles or
buildings unless you’re in the League or on the guest list. He’s not
either.”

“No kidding?” Travis glanced toward me, and then back to Kid Biohack.
“So, no streaming, but did you record any of that?”

Probably guessing what Travis wanted, he hesitated, but then said, “A
little.”

“Delete it,” Travis said. “Immediately.”

He opened his mouth, closed it, but finally said, “Seth gave up all the
delivery locations. I need that.”

Looming over him by more than a foot in height, Travis said, “We’ll get
you all of that, but delete anything you’ve got on us since getting into
the van.”

Kid Biohack raised an eyebrow. “Van? Oh, you mean the limo? Fine, I’ll
do it.”

Kid Biohack put his hand to the side of his mask, tapping his fingers a
few times before finally saying, “It’s done.”

“Great,” Travis said, “We’ll send you the location data. I can see you
on my comm. For now, though, you should go. We’ve got a few things to
talk about over here.”

Kid Biohack nodded, and walked toward the front door, stopping there. “A
pleasure working with you. I’ll see you soon.” Then he stepped outside.

Haley fixed her brother with a stare that I’d only seen during
arguments. “We aren’t really considering him for membership, are we?”





Everybody’s Got One


        Travis gave a snort. “No, but if we’re going to expand, we’re going to
need a system for it. My frat has one. No reason our team shouldn’t.”

He frowned. “If nothing else, it might help to have something to point
to when we say no to that guy. I’ve got a feeling he’s going to get
pissy.”

Outside, Kid Biohack paused to talk to the small group of people
gathered on the sidewalk, most of whom were carrying cameras. When had
they arrived? How had they even known we were here?

Even as I asked the question, I knew the answer. We’d participated in a
public fight. The police had been called. If the press wanted to talk to
us where would they go? Here or the real headquarters (which they
shouldn’t have any way to know about)?

As the photographers’ flashes went off, Kid Biohack stepped into the
road and ran away, taking only seconds to match the speed of
traffic.

With Kid Biohack gone, the group of photographers and (I suddenly
realized) a TV cameraman and reporter turned toward the front door of
the building. One of them knocked. Between the darkness outside, the
tinted glass, and the streetlights, I could see her as a silhouette, but
couldn’t hear the knock.

Vaughn gestured toward the door with his hand. “We’re ignoring that,
right?”

Travis shook his head. “Yeah. I don’t see a point in doing interviews.
Anybody disagree?”

Camille frowned. “Don’t you think we’re going to look bad after smashing
those cars, capturing the wrong guy, and then not talking to the press?”

Shrugging, Travis said, “Yeah, but I don’t see any way that talking to
the press will make it better.”

Camille turned and watched the door as the reporter stopped knocking and
waited. “They might be flattered to get the attention?”

Travis cocked his head, obviously thinking about it. “You might be
right, but I’m not up for it. You?”

Camille sighed. “No.”

Haley stopped fiddling with the edge of her mask to say, “Mindstryke
recommended not saying anything if you could avoid it. The board can
always clarify later, but we can’t take back what we say.”

I met her eyes. “When did he say that?”

She bit her lip. “Last fall after everyone went to college, I called him
for advice a lot.”

“Oh,” I said. “He’s probably right.”

Travis nodded. “Can’t beat the voice of experience. I’ll email my
suggestions for how we handle new members, but basically, if someone
sponsors you, you’re in unless other people have a problem with you.”

Vaughn glanced toward the door, and then back toward the group. “Anyone
want to sponsor the Kid?”

No one said anything.

Travis smirked. “See? It’s working already.”

I laughed. Everyone laughed at least a little.

Travis checked the time on his comm. “I don’t know about you all, but I
should go. Are we all going together?”

“I don’t see any reason why not,” I said. “We’re all in the new suits,
so I think we’ve got something that can pass as civilian clothes.”

Travis nodded. “Yeah. That’s the best thing you’ve come up with so far.
It’s so much easier to find a place to change. Anyway, let’s get moving.
I’d like to get back to campus. Oh, and I hope everyone remembers we’ve
got a Stapledon weekend coming up.”

Everyone already did.

We changed into our clothes, and took the van back to campus,
transforming the van to its civilian cover identity in an alley on the
way.

The next day wasn’t a good day.

I woke up when my alarm got my attention, an ugly electronic beep
infinitely repeating itself. I reached out and found my tablet, which
was doubling as my alarm clock now. Turning off the beeping, I realized
that Jeremy was awake in the upper bunk.

“Wow. Wow. Wow,” he was muttering. I desperately hoped that meant that
he was reading something disturbing because the alternative possibility
would be incredibly awkward. Fortunately for me, the upper bunk wasn’t
shaking.

“You guys really screwed up last night,” he said to my temporary relief.

“How?”

“Wait, are you saying you don’t know?”

I got out of bed, finding that he was sitting upright in his pajamas,
reading his phone. He looked over at me. “It says here that you guys
fought Kid Biohack and some powered civilian, causing more than fifty
thousand dollars in damage, and then, in the end, catching the guy was a
mistake.”

“Oh,” I looked toward the phone, not really able to see much of the
screen. I couldn’t deny that the smashed car window did look pretty bad.
“I don’t remember that window specifically.”

At Jeremy’s look, I said, “Look, I know that we broke stuff, but we were
moving really quickly down the road, and a lot of these cars were
college student cars. I’d be surprised if most of them were worth more
than one thousand dollars and I don’t think we hurt more than two or
three. Probably.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Probably?”

“Yes, probably. Combat goes crazy fast. Sometimes you think you remember
it all, but then you talk to people or see a video and you realize that
you missed a lot. I don’t remember damaging a lot of cars, but maybe Kid
Biohack and the powered guy trashed them. Or, maybe my sonics damaged
more than I could see? I know I trashed a car once without meaning
too—that and the guy’s phone. The sonics were set to a frequency that a
lot of electronics resonated with.”

At that moment, my own phone began to ring. I checked the screen before
picking it up. It was Daniel’s dad.

I had a bad feeling about this.

Wind blew in the background, not loudly enough that I had any difficulty
understanding his words, but loud enough that I knew it was there.

“It’s been a while since we last talked.” Daniel’s dad’s tenor voice
came over the phone. “Ordinarily I wouldn’t have called you this early,
but my wife assured me that you were up.”

Daniel’s mother wasn’t as strong a telepath as his father. Most of her
abilities only worked on people who were asleep, but under the right
conditions, there was no known limit to her range. If she said someone
was awake, you could assume she was right.

“I’m up. I’ve been up for a little while. I was discussing last night
with my roommate. I’m guessing that’s why you called.”

“You’d be right,” he said. “I’m on the way into work and thought I’d
debrief you. I’m assuming the roommate is the one my son blocked last
fall, right?”

I glanced at Jeremy. He’d looked up from his phone to stare at me,
mouthing the words, “Who is it?” Ignoring him, I said, “Right.”

“Good, then I’ve got some questions.” Following that, David Cohen, Esq.
alias Mindstryke of the Midwest Defenders and member of the Heroes’
Leagues’ board, proceeded to walk me through every piece of the action
and the interrogation that followed in mind-numbing detail. While on the
one hand, that’s exactly what you’d expect of a superhero and former
prosecutor, it wasn’t in the least bit fun, and I felt grateful when he
said, “I’m about to land at the Defenders headquarters, and I don’t have
any more questions. Consider yourself free.”

Sitting up in my desk’s chair, I said, “Great,” probably with more
enthusiasm than he was expecting.

“I know,” he said. “That was a miserable experience, but I needed to
know what we’re up against. For the record, I’m glad you didn’t talk to
the press. I wish Kid Biohack had been smart enough to keep his fight
with Syndicate L’s lackey out of the public’s awareness. The police will
put up with a lot when they’re not forced to publicly acknowledge that
it happened. Now you’ll be under increased scrutiny whatever you do.”

“I got that impression. All I’ve done so far today is talk about it, and
I haven’t even had breakfast yet.”

He laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you’ve got a long day, and this is a
terrible way to start it, but I should tell you one more thing. Kid
Biohack’s from the San Diego compound, and he’s a Stapledon graduate. If
the team treats him too badly, you’ll alienate important people, and you
don’t want to alienate anyone you don’t have to.”

I meanwhile stared out the window toward campus. “He’s a Stapledon
graduate? He doesn’t seem that…” I trailed off, trying to find the right
word.

“Competent?” Mr. Cohen suggested. “Even as recently as three years ago,
the Stapledon program wasn’t what it is now. Even though it taught real
skills, it was mostly a way to keep rich kids with powers out of trouble
until their parents could train them for real. Some of us have been
working to change the program. Power juice in combination with the alien
invasion gave us what we needed.”

“When did he graduate?” Below my window, students were walking to the
dining halls or class.

The sound of wind ended with the sound of a door shutting in the
background. “The year before you started. You won’t have to work too
hard to find out who he is knowing that. Be careful. I’ll talk to you
later.”

Before he hung up, Guardian’s voice said, “How many do we still have to
talk to?”

Mr. Cohen said, “I caught up with Night Cat and the Rocket—”

And that’s when the connection cut off. On the whole, that wasn’t good
news. At least two Heroes’ League board members were debriefing everyone
involved with what happened last night. Meanwhile, Kid Biohack was
better connected than we’d realized, and possibly tied in with possible
futures where we, the current League, would mostly get killed.

I was almost convinced that Mr. Cohen intended me to hear that to
underscore his point.

Jeremy’s voice knocked me out of my thoughts. “So who was it?”

“Daniel’s dad.”

He shook his head.”So the Midwest Defenders are watching out for you? A
lot of people expect that. They’ve got at least two former Heroes’
League members—Guardian and Mindstryke. They might have more on the
reserve roster.”

“It’s more complicated than that. I probably shouldn’t go into it.”

Jeremy raised his hands. “No problem. The more I know, the less I can
speculate on in forums anyway.”

My phone rang again. I checked the ID. It was Kayla. I answered.

“There’s a phone conference with Lt. Van Kley at 4:30 in the afternoon.”

I sighed. I’d known that was coming already last night, but now it was
just one more thing and probably a rehash of what I’d already been told.

Or worse, maybe it wouldn’t be.

The day went, and if I’m honest with myself, the classes weren’t bad. It
was the first day of each class that I took, and while I did learn that
I’d have some big projects, they weren’t due for months. It wasn’t even
worth worrying about. Besides, some of them sounded fun.

So the classes themselves weren’t bad, but what came between the classes
could have been better.

It probably was just me, but it felt like everyone was talking about the
fight. In my 9am, Modern European History class, a group of students
were discussing it before the prof came in. I was sitting near the
front, and couldn’t see any of them.

A girl with a high pitched voice was saying, “That big one, Night Wolf,
I don’t know where he came from. He wasn’t there and then he had Kid
Biohack by the throat. I didn’t see him at all. Oh, and who was the
first guy, the one in black?”

A guy said, “I think that was the Rocket.”

The girl said, “No. I know what he looks like. The Rocket has gold
armor, and he’s bigger than that. That’s someone else.”

Another voice, again female, but with a more normal pitch. “It’s got to
be the Rocket. He wears an all black suit sometimes, but he’s usually
got a guitar with him then.”

“A guitar?” The guy said. “What does he do, hit people with it?”

The girl with the high-pitched voice said, “This guy didn’t have a
guitar, and he wasn’t very good.”

“Hey,” the guy said. “Prof’s coming in.”

After that, they stopped talking, but that wasn’t all of it by any
means. On the way to one of my chemistry classes, I overheard a group of
guys (obvious fraternity guys, two of them wore shirts with Greek
letters) talking about it. “You think Night Wolf’s supposed to look like
Batman?”

“He does not look like Batman.”

“The ears are exactly like Batman. Plus he’s a big guy and his costume’s
gray and black.”

“I thought you were talking about the New Jersey Batman. I was thinking,
‘Dude’s got no baseball bat and he’s not in an overcoat,’ but yeah, same
ears as the comic book guy.”

It was kind of funny, and I considered getting closer, but then one of
them said, “They trashed all the windows in the Kappa’s house. Bunch of
fucking amateurs.”

I’d been fairly sure that we hadn’t broken anything more than denting
and scraping a couple cars. I didn’t remember breaking windows unless it
was a stray sonic blast. That bothered me a little, but I let that go.
What was I going to do if I caught up with them?

I had no idea.

The day went on like that, class after class, walk after walk.
Opinionated, clueless people discussed the events of the night before
with people who knew only barely more than they did.

I listened in at risk of my own good mood.

At 4:30pm, I was in my room at my desk, and alone. Jeremy wasn’t in, and
pulled out my phone and joined the call. The phone showed that Travis,
Haley, Vaughn, Camille and I were all on the call with Lt. Van Kley. In
short, it was everyone who’d been there but Kid Biohack. I wondered
whether that was intentional or not.

Of course, none of us showed up under our own names. It was all Night
Wolf, Night Cat, Storm King, Gravity Star, and the Rocket.

Lt. Van Kley opened with, “I could start this call by complaining about
the damage to the street, the cars, and the houses around what some
people at GLU call Fraternity Row, but I’m not. For the record, we all
know that the damage wasn’t as much as there could have been. All I’m
going to say is that you try to keep it to a minimum.

“Now,” she said. “There are only two items on the agenda as far as I’m
concerned. Let’s talk about Kid Biohack first. What do you know about
him?”

“This is Night Wolf,” Travis said. “We don’t know much. He operated out
of California. He’s mostly appeared in Los Angeles, but I recently
learned that he has ties to the San Diego compound. I don’t know exactly
what kind of ties. Rocket, do you have anything?”

I’d spent the hour and a half between the end of my last class (a
chemistry lab class) and the call on my computer looking at information
about the San Diego compound and people who’d been associated with it.
Unfortunately, I’d done most of the research on my bed, and fell asleep
for half an hour. That meant I hadn’t been able to search any of the
government databases that the Heroes’ League had access to.

“I don’t have much,” I said, “but I can tell you that there were a
series of heroes called the Ultimate Man and a couple called the
Ultimate Woman. Their powers were similar to what Kid Biohack’s been
able to do, but no one talked about hacking muscles with chemistry or
anything like that. I only just heard about the San Diego connection
today, so I haven’t been able to dig very far.”

Lt. Van Kley didn’t say anything for a second, and I thought I heard
paper moving, and maybe the sound of a pen. “That’s more than we had. Do
any of the rest of you know more?”

No one did.

“On to the second matter,” Van Kley said. “Do you have anything on the
people robbing armored cars in town?”

I thought about the cameras I’d set up, and visiting the crime scene.
“Not really. We’re working on it.”

No one else had anything to add.

Over the next two days, I settled into a more normal routine. The
spybots didn’t pick up anything worth mentioning. Kid Biohack didn’t try
to contact us. I had time to hang around with Haley, which on Thursday
night turned into all the people who happened to visit my room—Camille,
Vaughn, and Courtney. We didn’t talk about anything even related to
Stapledon or superheroes because a number of Jeremy’s friends also came
through including Jillian, the Kid Biohack fan we’d met while moving in.

Sean even dropped by to talk to Vaughn. It was the first time I’d seen
him since leaving Colorado. It wasn’t precisely awkward. We’d talked a
few times after everything that happened—fighting faeries, the dragon,
and so on, but no heart to heart talks or anything. We’d acknowledged
each other and left it at that. Thursday was no exception. Sean and I
nodded at each other. Sean and Vaughn stepped out to talk, and then
Vaughn came back alone.

It wasn’t exactly a homework-friendly situation. I didn’t get anything
done until after everyone left. On the bright side, it was still the
first week of school, so there wasn’t much homework to speak of.


On Friday afternoon, though, normal life ended—at least for the weekend.
All the local heroes that were in Stapledon met up at Heroes’ League
HQ—the real one, the bunker built hundreds of feet below my
grandparent’s house and a nearby lakeside park.

It really was everyone. Not only did we have Travis, Camille, Haley,
Vaughn, and I, but also Sean, and his friends Jody (a short speedster
who’d always hated me), and Dayton (a big, likable guy with the ability
to learn moves by watching them). That wasn’t all. We also had two more
former teammates of Sean. Julie, a thin, blonde girl, who could command
people with her voice, and Shannon, her cousin, who could create
darkness, and was a barista at a coffeehouse Haley and I went to on
dates a few times.

As per directions from the school, we were all in costume. I couldn’t
help but notice that none of Sean’s former teammates wore their old
Justice Fist costumes. Sean, Dayton, and Jody wore new costumes with a
quasi-military look. All black with helmets that covered the upper half
of their faces, they included a jacket, pants, and boots. Flexible
plates of ceramic armor had been sewed  into the fabric over his chest.

I recognized the materials. They were among the better ones my
grandfather made available to supers a few years before his death. I
couldn’t help but notice that whoever made them had paid attention to
looks. Unlike real military uniforms, the costumes were form fitting,
emphasizing Sean’s height, Dayton’s muscles, and Jody’s slimness.

None of the costumes had insignia.

“Like them?” Sean asked. “We’re part of a new team. They’re prototypes,
but they’re all black to get people looking.”

“They do look good,” I said, noting that Jody’s boots were designed more
like running shoes than boots.

Julie, whose costume was a stock gray Stapledon costume, said, “It’s
great,” in a tone of voice that could also be used to say, “Go die in a
fire.”

Next to me, Haley muttered, “Julie and Sean were dating when they were
in Justice Fist.”

“Huh,” I said. I’d completely missed that.

Haley smiled so quickly I’d have missed that too if I’d blinked.
Meanwhile, Sean had obviously caught Julie’s tone too, and replied with
a quiet,”Thanks.”

That was interesting by itself because from my personal experience Sean
wasn’t shy about telling people exactly what he thought of them. Maybe
he was more tongue-tied with girls he’d dated? I didn’t know.

A blast of white noise saved us all from finding out more. A bright hole
appeared in front of us, and we walked through, leaving behind us the
League’s hangar with its concrete floors, tools, and vehicles including
the League’s jet and Wolfmobile.

We walked into a warm Colorado day, appearing in the Castle Rock,
Colorado super compound. We stood in the shadow of the stone wall that
surrounded the compound as well as the shadow of the rocky foothill that
the compound had built into a multi-level hidden complex.

I couldn’t see any sign of the fight with the dragon and its forces.
That didn’t surprise me. Earthmover, the super who’d carved the whole
place out of the rock was fantastically gifted.

I didn’t have any time to think about this because I’d recognized a
small, balding man in a brown suit. It was Chancy Harris, a man I’d last
seen when we were trying to track down where the Hrrnna, a group of
horselike aliens, had hidden. He’d helped them cover their tracks—which
would have been fine if they were friendly, but they’d actually been
trying to destroy the human race.

In his defense, he didn’t know, but I’d always wondered if he’d gotten
in trouble for that.

Haley gave him a little wave.

He didn’t wave back, glaring at all of us instead. “All of you, move,
move, move! I’ve got to bring in nearly 700 people today, and I don’t
want the next group tripping over you.”

Sean shook his head, “Can’t the dude just move where the portal opens?”

Chancy glared at him, probably considering dropping Sean in the nearest
volcano. I’d had similar thoughts myself in the past, but I didn’t have
the means to do it. Chancy did.

Vaughn noticed Chancy’s expression, glanced at Sean and started
laughing, shaking his head. “Let’s get walking.” Giving Chancy a nod, he
said, “Thanks for the ride.”

Chancy gave him a barely perceptible nod in reply.

After that, we all walked toward the big rock in the middle of the
compound. Once we were inside, we found our rooms, the same ones we’d
had during the summer, met up with Daniel, my sister Rachel, Jaclyn, and
others. After everyone changed out of costume, we descended on the
buffet which doubled as a school assembly where we were welcomed and
learned what we’d be doing over the course of the semester.

It wasn’t much different from last year.

By the time that most of the student body left to socialize, Amy led a
group of us down to the magic labs. We’d met in my personal lab for
secret meetings during the summer, but the group had grown.

In the common area in front of the magic labs, someone had put out
folding chairs, and we sat down. It was a big group. We had those of us
who brought back the Heroes’ League—Cassie, Daniel, Travis, Rachel,
Haley, Vaughn, Jaclyn, and I. We had Rod, Samita, and Tara who we’d
gotten to know through school. Plus, we’d brought in Camille, Courtney,
and Izzy. Amy, of course, was leading the meeting.

Amy stood in front of the group. She wore blue jeans along with a white
blouse with ruffles that struck me as somewhat Victorian in style. The
red gem on her necklace glinted in the light.

Raising her right hand to get our attention, and stop the talking, she
began with, “Last summer, for reasons you all know, and I’m not going
into, we discovered that one of my kingdom’s enemies, The Thing That
Eats, was masquerading as human and had become part of Turkmenistan’s
government.

“We’re going to find a way to destroy it.”

Amy looked out over the group of us, brushing away a few strands of red
hair that had fallen across her right eye. She took a breath. “I feel
like I should tell you what you’re in for because taking part in this
isn’t a decision you should take lightly. It destroyed entire kingdoms
before one of the earlier Bloodmaidens figured out how to kill it. It
wasn’t easy either. For her, it came at a huge personal cost.”

Amy stopped, frowning. Then she took a breath and went on. “I’ll tell
you how we first found out about it. The country I’m from is a little
like your United Kingdom, but not exactly. The islands are shaped
differently, and some of the tribes that founded it are different, some
the same, and I think many are going under different names. Well, it
doesn’t matter. Just be aware that if something sounds familiar, it
isn’t really.”

She put her hands in her pockets, looking us over again. “My people are
from South Rheged. We split off from North Rheged because one brother
inherited the northern kingdom and the other one the south. You might
have expected that there would be a rivalry, but there wasn’t. The
brothers got along and regularly exchanged messages. Then, one day the
messages stopped coming.”

She stopped again, waited for a moment, and then continued. “The king of
South Rheged became worried and sent out his sister, the Bloodmaiden of
the time, and her consort, his war leader, to find out why. A small
company of men rode with them because there was no reason to take an
army after all. They’d know if the country had been invaded, wouldn’t
they?

“Still, as they rode further north they began to realize that they
weren’t seeing any people. Except for the villages nearest the border,
the whole country was empty. Cows and sheep stood in the fields
unwatched or were shut in their pens without food. Fires had burned out,
and the food that had been cooking over them still hung on the spit,
uneaten except by birds or dogs.”

Pausing, Amy nodded once as if in response to someone—which made sense.
She was the current Bloodmaiden and all the Bloodmaidens before her
lived in her head. She was probably hearing the story from the
Bloodmaiden who had experienced it, possibly with commentary from the
rest.

I couldn’t imagine it. It would be like living with your relatives, all
of them constantly commenting on everything you did.

Also, for the record, her accent changed as she talked. Normally, she
had a slight southern accent. She’d used blood magic to learn English
and picked up the accent along with the language. As she told this
story, though, her accent changed, reminding me of Irish or Scottish,
and maybe a little bit of German.

Was that from her original language or the language of the earlier
Bloodmaidens?

“After two days of riding, they arrived at the fortress where the king
of North Rheged lived. The gate hung open and neither men nor women
walked the streets, and no child played. Still, the Bloodmaiden, her
consort, and their men passed through the gate, all of them wondering
what sorcery or creature could have done this.

“Yet, as they neared the king’s manor house, they were surprised to see
the king himself whole and unharmed, though wearing ripped and torn
clothes, much as though he’d been in a fight, or perhaps several.

“The Bloodmaiden along with her consort shouted with joy to see her
brother, but he waved them back, telling them to come no closer.
Stopping only because he seemed so serious about it, the Bloodmaiden
asked him why.

“Even as she asked, the expression on the man’s face turned to fear and
his body warped, his head growing as large as his body. Further, it was
no longer the face of the man they knew, but rather some other manner of
being whose visage appeared to have been cut out of stone.

“It moved with a speed greater than any horse, and crossed the distance
before the Bloodmaiden’s men could get away. It devoured them, sometimes
two at a time. The Bloodmaiden and her consort fought it for more than
two hours. At first, they retreated, trying to protect their men from
the beast. Then realizing it would hunt them until it had devoured them
all, they stopped running, cornering it in the castle’s great hall.

“In the end, the Bloodmaiden slew it only after it had taken her consort
in its mouth, but before it swallowed him. When it died, he managed to
push his way out, escaping before the head shrunk back to become her
brother, the king’s, face.

“After burying him, they went back to South Rheged to tell the story,
and though everyone was sad to hear of North Rheged’s fate, they were
glad to have survived. Then, one day, the disappearances began. At
first, it was a dog, and then a child, followed by two children.

“Guessing what might be happening, though not wanting to be right, the
Bloodmaiden watched her consort from a distance, seeing him transform
and eat one of his soldiers. She knew what she must do, and with great
regret, slew him. For a time after that, others would change as well,
but knowing what to watch for, she slew them almost as soon as they’d
first changed until finally no more changed, and the kingdom was saved.”

Amy exhaled. “I’m sorry about telling you all of that. I’d meant to give
you a summary, but it’s one of the earliest Bloodmaiden stories, and I
told you all of it. I had to memorize more than one version when I was a
child.”

She’d reverted to her normal accent.

From the middle of the group, Vaughn said, “They had kids memorize that?
That’s screwed up.”

Amy frowned. “It was a way to talk about our family’s values—personal
sacrifice on behalf of the people, and bravery in the face of a foe you
could barely understand… That kind of thing.”

“Yeah well, as your boyfriend, I hope it goes a little differently this
time.”

A few people laughed, but Amy stopped moving, expression blank, finally
managing to say, “That’s the plan.”

Samita stood up and walked up to the front. Dressed in a green blouse
and khaki pants, it was one of the few times I’d seen her out of
costume. With black hair and brown skin, she looked like she might be
from southeast Asia, and her parents were. She’d been born in the US.

She stood in front of the group as Amy moved to the side and stood next
to the wall. Samita’s eyes darted from one of us to another. In
combination with the straightness of her stance, she gave the impression
of a highly motivated student hoping for an “A.”

“You’ll remember that Amy recognized one of the men in Turkmenistan’s
post-overthrow press conference as The Thing That Eats. We had to
confirm that and decide what kind of action to take. We’ve managed to do
both. Rod found an online group that tracks mysterious occurrences, and
they have a list of villages that disappeared for no apparent reason.
Not all of them quite fit Amy’s profile of what an attack by The Thing
That Eats looks like, but starting in the 14th century, which
coincidentally was the last sighting of it in Amy’s world, there have
been people who claimed to have sighted it here.”

It sounded like the kind of conspiracy website that Jeremy would be
into.

Samita continued talking. “We didn’t know for sure that it was the same
creature, though. It could have been a duplicate. Amy told us that there
are different versions of familiar people between her world and ours—”

Leaning back in her chair and giving a laugh, Cassie interrupted. “And
so did I. I’d bet that most of the people in this room know about an
alternate world duplicate of themselves or someone they know.”

Nudging Vaughn with her elbow, she muttered, “I’m still kind of pissed
that I never met my evil double.”

Vaughn shook his head. “You didn’t miss anything. She was a jerk.”

My sister, Rachel grinned and caught Samita’s eye. They’d visited
Infinity City, the city that exists in all realities, and met an
alternate version of Rachel.

Samita didn’t respond to Rachel, but did tell Cassie,”I know.” Then
addressing the rest of us she said, “Through the group, Rod and I found
out that there was an account of one of those villages written by
someone who survived. Unfortunately, it was held by Duncan Wiseman who
is some sort of collector of occult items.”

Travis took advantage of her pause, asking, “So what did you do? Ask him
if you could borrow it?”

Shaking her head, Samita said, “I wish it could have been that simple.
We couldn’t ask him as ourselves because he’d have no reason to let us
look at it. Amy and I also couldn’t ask him for it in our costumed
identities because we’re students of Reliquary, and Wiseman is
associated with the mainstream magic community. I don’t know if all of
you know it, but they hold themselves apart from metahumans, and don’t
get involved in our problems.”

“And there’s one other reason,” Amy added, pulling herself away from the
wall she’d been leaning on. “Reliquary and Wiseman hate each other.
Wiseman collects magical artifacts because he wants them. Reliquary
collects them to take them apart and see how they work. You can see
where they might not get along.”

Cassie turned in her chair to grin at the rest of us. “That’s why we
broke into his personal museum. Amy and Samita handled the magical
defenses. Marcus and the AI disabled the security system. Courtney
impersonated Wiseman and handled the staff. Rod and I provided muscle.”

From the back, Rod said, “Not that it mattered. We didn’t fight
anybody.”

Jaclyn sat up in her chair. “Wait a second. You brought Marcus in on
this? He’s not even eighteen.”

Cassie shrugged. “Most of us weren’t over eighteen when we started all
this.”

Meeting Cassie’s eyes, Jaclyn said, “But we weren’t facing wizards. The
worst most of those guys could do was punch us. These guys can turn
people into frogs or something. We can’t fight against that.”

“I can,” Amy said. “So can Samita. We went in warded. There shouldn’t be
any trace of us, magical or otherwise. I know he’s your cousin, but we
did everything we could to keep everyone safe.”

Jaclyn exhaled. “I’m sure you did, but you know how this goes.”

Before Amy responded, Cassie jumped in. “You’re right. Something could
happen, but we’re doing okay so far. Marcus is the person least likely
to be recognized. He was in the jet most of the time. Besides, it
worked. We got the goods on the monster.”

From Jaclyn’s frown, I guessed that she wasn’t satisfied, but she didn’t
say so.

“We did,” Amy said, stepping away from the wall to stand in front next
to Samita. “The attack survivor knew magic. I don’t know how trained he
was, but he figured out something none of the Bloodmaidens did. The
creature is attracted to ambitious people. It might be able to take over
others, but it can’t stay in them.”

From behind me, Daniel spoke up. “That’s not good news. We’re all more
ambitious than most.”

Daniel didn’t say it like it was a problem, though. It was as if he were
making conversation, or more likely, given that he was a telepath,
making it easier for them to explain how they would handle it.

Amy gave a quick smile, possibly guessing that he was giving her an
opening. “That’s the best part. Now that we know how it works, we can
ward against it, and imprison him permanently. I think that we should go
to Turkmenistan soon.”

I raised my hand. “That makes sense, but I’ve got a couple questions.”

Amy raised an eyebrow—which I suspected meant, “You’re raising your
hand? No one else did.” I put it down as Samita said, “Yes, Nick?”

“You mentioned that you were looking for confirmation that it was the
same creature and not an alternate. Did you get that from the
book?”

Samita nodded. “The writer survived a conversation with it. It said that
it came from another world, and mentioned the Bloodmaidens.”

I nodded to show I’d heard, but then asked, “Did it say how it got
here?”

“A gate from Faerie,” Amy said, shrugging. “It looks like the same
Faerie connects to everywhere.”

By itself that was interesting, and probably said a lot more about the
structure of reality than was obvious. I considered several different
questions to follow up on that but realized they probably didn’t have
the answers either. I went with a more relevant question instead.
Meeting Amy’s eyes, I said, “You said the creature takes over a new
host. How did you recognize it in the picture?”

She pursed her lips, but didn’t talk immediately, obviously thinking
through her answer. “This gets depressing. You know how I told you the
first Bloodmaiden fought and killed the Thing That Eats. Well, that’s
true, but it kept on reappearing. It never stayed dead. Some
Bloodmaidens have guessed that it comes from Faerie. Others have thought
that if there’s even a little bit of it left, it can regenerate given
time, and that’s where I lean. Anyway, it’s reappeared over the ages.
The first time was back when we were part of a small settlement. The
last time was when our family finally controlled the Northern Islands,
but in between we ran into it again and again.

“I recognized it because it takes over a person, wearing their body, but
after a few years, the body slowly changes into the man you saw in the
pictures. It doesn’t matter what your age, race or gender is. By the
time that they’ve fully transformed, there’s nothing of the original
personality left.”

I thought about the pictures I’d seen. The creature appeared in all ways
to be human, but it didn’t look quite right. The age spots, wrinkles,
fleshy face, and wide, soulless eyes spoke to most people’s worst fears
of age and gluttony. The clothing it wore made it a little worse, if
possible. Anything could be concealed under its black suit—tentacles,
for example.

I imagined it in running shorts and a t-shirt. It was much less
intimidating.

All the same, the thought of slowly morphing into that thing… I
shuddered. Was the original person devoured by then or were they pushed
into some little corner of their own awareness, forced to watch as it
consumed everything that mattered to them?

It wasn’t an answer I wanted to know from experience for sure.

Tara’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Could you list how The Thing That
Eats died and how and where it reappeared? I’d also like to know the
address of the website you mentioned. I might be able to see patterns
you haven’t.”

Tara was using her “Spock voice.” She didn’t really sound like Spock,
but normally she sounded perky, friendly, and maybe a little ditsy. If
that’s all you noticed about her, you could stop at her blond hair and
assume she fit the stereotype. If you weren’t willing to stop there, you
might go on to notice that she was as tall as I was, or maybe a little
taller, and had clearly defined muscles.

Amy nodded. “We’ll be happy to get you that. If you find something new,
we might be able to kill it for real.”

From the back row, Travis’ deep voice broke in. “Hey, do you have a date
planned? We should set one so that we have a goal to aim for.”

On the other side of the room, next to Daniel, Izzy raised her hand, and
Amy gave her a nod. Adjusting her glasses with the other hand, Izzy
said, “I… Well, I don’t want to cause problems, but the last time I flew
to Turkmenistan, it nearly caused an international incident. Are we
going it alone on this one again?”

Samita shook her head. “We told Reliquary. He agreed that Amy should
face it if anyone should. We’ll go to help, and if we’re sure of our
wards, maybe more. He said that he knew who to call to avoid a repeat of
last summer’s incident.”

We set a date for the second weekend in October. After that, we talked
briefly about the Coffeeshop Illuminati, and the Nine, but the teams
assigned to investigating them didn’t have anything that needed action.

After the meeting ended, everyone stood around talking. Amy had several
refrigerators in her lab, and while they mostly held blood, she’d enough
space for pop and a couple of bottles of wine. I only had a little of
the wine, the first that I’d ever had. I wasn’t awed, but it was okay.

Still, there was something fun about being there. With everyone talking
and laughing the room felt warm and friendly even if the walls were made
from stone, the ceiling was twenty feet high, and we weren’t allowed to
leave the warded half of the room—at least if we didn’t want to risk
being heard.

While everything was still going strong, I noticed that Tara was
standing near the edge of the group. She was talking with my sister,
Rachel, and Jaclyn. I stepped away from the group I’d been next to.
Haley, Vaughn, Amy, and Cassie were discussing something, but I’d missed
the beginning of the conversation, mostly because I’d been talking to
Daniel.

I caught Tara before she stepped outside the wards, tapping her on the
shoulder. She turned, saying, “Hey Nick.”

I said, “Hey,” noting that she sounded normal, and she was sipping some
of the wine. “Do you think we’ll get in trouble?”

She held up her plastic cup. “For this? I’ve seen worse. When I started
here, the fourth year students used to sneak hard liquor in all the
time. No one got in trouble.”

She smiled and took another sip.

“Really? I had no idea. Uh… Totally different subject. Kid Biohack came
to Grand Lake and he wants to join the Heroes’ League. Did you know him
when he was at Stapledon, and what did you think of him?”

She sighed. “I think I told you that I never felt like I fit in here
except with the younger classes and the professors? He was in the class
before mine. He wasn’t worse than the rest of them, but he wasn’t any
better. I hope you’re not planning to bring him into the League.”

I shook my head. “Never.”

Tara grinned, and when she did, I was reminded that whoever had designed
the supersoldiers she was descended from, had obviously been designing
for looks too. Not for the first time, I wondered why. Still, she was in
a good mood, and considering the memories I must have brought up, that
wasn’t a bad thing.

“I hope you don’t think I’m telling you he’s a bad person.” She paused
but didn’t give me time to respond. “He’s not. It’s just…” She stopped.
“You know that I grew up in Infinity City. I grew up on the run from the
True, the supersoldier group my parents left. They worked as muscle all
over the city, training me the entire time because they knew the True
would want me too.

“When we came here and I enrolled in the Stapledon program, the guys
didn’t first of all think of me as a soldier. They thought of me as the
new, hot girl. Some of them had a betting pool on who could ‘score’ with
me first. I didn’t think anything of all the attention at first, but
when I thought about it, I put everything together. After that, I got
angry.”

I’d never seen Tara angry, but thinking about how she could use her mind
to create complex strategies and tactics and then adjust them on the
fly…

Nodding, she said, “You get it. I found out exactly how much the healer
could handle at once, the next time we had a group combat training
exercise, I hurt them hard enough that they couldn’t fight anymore, but
nothing that was a real danger. I made sure it would hurt. Kid Biohack
was in the group.”

She frowned. “It would have worked better in Infinity City. There’s no
central authority there. If you want justice, you make it. It wasn’t a
good idea here. I nearly got expelled.”

I shook my head. “What about them?”

Her lips twisted, and she said, “They nearly got expelled too, but after
that suddenly no one was getting expelled.”

I tried to wrap my head around that when she leaned forward, and in a
softer voice said, “I think I know why. Bullet was the one working
hardest for my expulsion. He knew some of the guys’ dads. But other
supers knew they needed someone who knew Infinity City, and my dad knew
it better than anyone.”

I nodded. “And he wasn’t going to be much help if you were expelled.”

“And I know more than almost anyone else here about how to live in
Infinity City. They needed me too.” Tara finished her drink. “I think it
might be part of the reason Bullet isn’t running the program anymore, or
at least part of me does.” She tapped her head. “I don’t have evidence,
just a lot of little details pointing in that direction.”

Frowning, she added, “But I do think it’s for the best. I learned later
that it wasn’t the first time he’d covered something like that up.”

I thought about Bullet. He’d welcomed my class during our first year,
but faded away after that. He taught specific sections of  combat
training, but nothing else. Daniel’s dad had said something about
changing the program. Quietly sidelining Bullet could have been part of
that. He’d also said that Kid Biohack had powerful friends.

“You’re doing your internships and mandatory post-Stapledon service for
the next two years, right?”

She nodded. “I’ve got to line up someone this year. I have places in
mind.” She flashed me a grin.

I wondered how directly to say it. “If you have any trouble finding
someone to do your internship with, tell us. We might know somebody
who’s looking for an intern. We, also, and this is the crazy option,
might be able to arrange something ourselves. We’ve got a team. The team
has an income, and stuff happens in Grand Lake. One of our board members
might be willing to act as your supervisor.”

She glanced toward the ground, checking where the line was. It ran from
one glowing red gem to another. She was still on the right side. “That’s
sweet of you to offer. I don’t think enough people in the community want
to get me back for that that I’ll have trouble, but I’ll keep it mind.
My dad had friends and a couple of them sound like they might take me
on.”

“Good,” I said.

“Thanks,” she said, stepping across the line, and tossing her plastic
cup into the nearest trash can. It landed perfectly in the center,
dropping into the can.

Daniel and Izzy walked up to me as she walked away. Izzy’s jaw was set,
and her jaw muscles stood out. “I’ve never heard anything about that.
Every time I begin to feel good about the program, I discover another
thing like this. I wonder what else Bullet covered up and who got hurt?”

Daniel met Izzy’s eyes. “We’ll do something about it. I’ll talk to my
dad, and see what he knows.”

After that, the night was just talking. When we were done, we cleaned
up, and all left together, still talking. It felt a lot like a movie
night, but with a few more people. Whenever we did expand, we needed to
pull in Samita, Rod and Amy officially— Tara too.

When I got to the room that Daniel and I shared, I fell asleep almost
the instant I hit my bed, forgetting all about Kid Biohack and The Thing
That Eats for a few hours.

The next morning on the way to the cafeteria, though, I happened to walk
past Alex.

A little taller than I was, Alex was tanned with hair bleached blond by
the sun. Wearing a t-shirt that advertised a surfboard company, he
looked every bit of my surfer stereotype. He didn’t quite live it,
though. Stereotypical surfers were supposed to be calm.

“Nick,” he put his hand on my shoulder. “I heard that Kid Biohack was in
your town. We’ve got to talk.”

“We should step into a different hall, or better yet, a classroom.” He
pointed down the hallway to our left. “How about that one?”

It didn’t look bad.

Earthmover had molded the whole installation out of rock, and he (or
someone who worked for him) had kept an eye on aesthetics. The track
lighting illuminated reddish-orange rock. Paintings and photos on the
walls showed pictures of the West—the Rocky Mountains, the city of
Denver at night, desert thunderstorms, and mesas. There were several
doors in the hall, and windows let us look into each of them from the
hall.

“This way,” he said and walked through the closest door.

Alex had chosen a classroom next to the outer wall of the foothill.
Windows looked out on brownish green grass, rocky foothills and dark
mountains in the distance.

When I stepped inside, Alex shut the door behind us. “So, did you get to
talk to him after you fought?”

Right. Kid Biohack’s video stopped when we stepped into the van. “Yeah.
He’s interesting.”

Alex grinned. “’Interesting,’ as in he’s a whiny narcissist?”

“That might be a little harsh.” I couldn’t say I liked Kid Biohack, but
narcissist was further than I wanted to go.

Shaking his head, Alex said, “I don’t think so.”

He glanced toward the windows and their view but didn’t look out for
long. “I never liked that guy. His family, at least part of it, lives in
the San Diego compound. His name is Parker Carmona. He’s from an
unpowered branch of his family, and grew up in the compound after his
powers showed up.”

“How do you know him?”

Shrugging, Alex checked the door. “The way you’d expect. My dad’s been
bringing me around whenever he has a bunch of people to heal. Plus, we
visited compounds socially sometimes. Everyone stays on good terms with
the healer, right? Anyway, his family’s a bigger deal than you’re aware
of. You’ve probably heard of Ultimate Man and Ultimate Woman. They keep
those names going. Do you know what his powers are?”

It was my turn to shrug. “Kind of? The way I understand it, he can
choose whether he’s strong, invulnerable, agile, or fast? Or
alternately, he can go for all of the above, but not be amazing at any
of them. Something like that? I haven’t had time to go deeply into it.”

Nodding, he said, “That’s pretty good as far as it goes. It’s a little
more complicated than that. What he’s got is adaptable muscles, bones,
nerves, and skin that can be controlled by chemicals that he produces.
The chemicals aren’t special in themselves, but they trigger reactions
in his body, right? Over time, people in his family get better at it.
It’s a skill and they get better at what they do the most. So over time,
their base strength becomes higher than it was when they started and
ramps up faster. Some of them specialize in an area or even a couple
areas, and others stay flexible.

“But that’s not what you should be worried about. You should be worried
because his family’s all over, and it’s not obvious that they’re related
to him by their powers.

“My advice is to keep him at a distance, but don’t piss him off.”

I sat down on one of the desks. “Does this advice come from experience?”

Alex grinned. “Do I seem like the kind of guy that might piss him off?”

Remembering how Alex’ idea of fun had been playing pranks on organized
crime the last time I’d visited him, I said, “Maybe.”

He started laughing. “Right. You know me. Anyway, yeah. I may have
screwed up once or twice. Look, I’ve never liked the guy, and when he
decided that L.A. was the place to be, I wanted to punch him. Let’s say
that maybe one night last summer we let our inner bastards out. Well, I
may have left the guy a withered mess who was too weak to do anything.
Then I healed him right up again. And no one cared. Well maybe they did
care, but they didn’t do anything about it because I’d fixed the guy
right away, and because someday soon they might need me or my dad.”

I nodded along as he talked. “I get it. You can get away with a fight
like that, but I can’t. It’s okay, though. We didn’t hurt him much at
all.”

Alex shook his head violently. “You’re missing it. He’s got family all
over, and you don’t know where they are. Plus, you pissed off some
seniors connected to the Coffeeshop Illuminati, and they have relatives
all over too. If you get enough people strongly enough against you,
you’ll find that you don’t get backup as quickly as you want. Maybe you
won’t get pulled out or get medical attention? It’s hard to say, but
I’ve heard of life-threatening responses like that. It almost never goes
all the way to letting people die, but I’ve heard it’s been close.”

I stood up, pushing myself off the desk. “That’s crazy. Almost letting
someone die because you disagree with them? That’s not worth it.”

Alex nodded. “You’re right, but it gets the point across. Anyway, let’s
get breakfast.”

I followed him out, still thinking about all of it. We didn’t depend on
other groups much, but if we’d need help, we’d definitely need it.





Precision


        We were back in Grand Lake late Sunday night. I planned to drive about
half the Grand Lake University group back to campus. Jody’s parents
lived only a few blocks away, so Dayton, Jody and Sean walked over there
and to pick up Jody’s car. Julie and Shannon took their own way too.

That left Haley, Travis, Camille, Courtney, and Vaughn riding back to
campus in the van with me. It filled all the seats once you included
everyone’s luggage. I probably could have adjusted the van to
compensate, but I couldn’t show up to the university’s car garage
driving any other version of my van than my own.

Arriving in the Cat Mecha would have been funny, though.

Haley rode next to me in the front. She had her shoes and socks off and
her feet up on the dashboard. “It was weird seeing Chancy Harris again.
Last time we saw him he’d been helping the Hrrnna hide. He helped us
find them too, but still, they did try to destroy the planet.”

“No shit,” Vaughn said from behind us. “Did you see the look he gave
Sean when we came in, though? I don’t think he likes him.”

I shook my head. “Wasn’t Sean telling everyone that Chancy was doing it
wrong?”

As I talked, I merged into one of the roads that ran alongside the
highway that ran through the middle of the city. There weren’t many cars
on the road on Sunday night. It looked like there might be more coming
from the north, but those were probably people coming home from a
weekend at the family cottage.

Vaughn, Camille, Travis, and Haley all laughed. Courtney talked through
them. “He did that? Why did he do that?”

Vaughn said, “It’s classic Sean. Talk out of your ass first. Then find
out you pissed off half a dozen people.”

In my rearview mirror, I could see Courtney glance at Vaughn. “I missed
out on ‘classic Sean.’ I had barely any classes with him in high school,
and as an overweight geek, I didn’t rate his notice.”

Haley frowned. “I did. You didn’t miss anything.”

Travis’ deep voice blew through everyone else’s. “What I don’t get is
how Chancy isn’t in jail.”

“Give me second.” I turned the steering wheel left, merged onto the
highway entrance ramp, and then on to the highway. “Daniel and I were
talking about it last night. After everything that happened, Daniel’s
dad, mom, and Guardian hunted Chancy down. His mom needs to have met
someone before she can track them in their dreams, but she had. Working
with Stapledon is kind of his penance. Even before that, he turned away
criminal clients when he knew that that’s what they were, and he worked
with the Heroes’ League at least as far back as the 60s, so they view
him as safe. Of course, everyone’s still required to be in costume when
they meet him, so obviously they don’t completely trust him.”

In the rearview mirror, Travis shook his head. “Worked with the Heroes’
League in the 60s? That explains why he can open up a portal directly
inside HQ. Maybe we should use one of those teleportation blockers, and
only turn it off when we need a way to Stapledon.”

“Not a bad idea,” I said.

I would have continued the conversation, but at that moment, my phone
started beeping. Clicking on the dashboard, I opened up the van’s hidden
dashboard mode and checked for Heroes’ League notifications. The
dashboard rearranged itself, moving all the standard information over
and turning on a screen of Heroes’ League notifications.

At the top of the list was a report from the spybots showing that the
instructions I’d given to record high-speed movement in the city had
been activated twice, one of them just now.

I obviously couldn’t go into it then, but Haley took her feet off the
dash and clicked for pictures. First, it showed a map of the route. If I
wanted to find the speedster, I needed to assign more spybots to the
job. The trail started on the southeast side, ran up toward the north
side, and disappeared.

The bots couldn’t show where the trail began or where it ultimately
ended.

As Haley clicked through the pictures the bots had taken, one thing did
become perfectly clear, however. There wasn’t one blur of a speedster.
There were two. One was a dark blur, a silhouette that looked male. The
other was obviously female and surrounded by a golden glow.

“There’s two of them,” Vaughn said as I drove the van into the school
parking garage. It was nearly full. I had to drive up three levels
before I saw any empty parking spaces.

“That explains a lot,” Haley. “They did a lot of damage before anyone
could stop them in their last robbery.”

No one got out when I stopped, crowding around the front of the van,
flipping through the images. The nature of the people being photographed
meant there wasn’t any detail to speak of. That didn’t stop Haley from
trying, though. With as many pictures as the spybots had taken, it was
likely that one of them would be more than a blur.

We could hope that anyhow.

Despite the new details, we’d collected, there wasn’t much to do in the
van, and we all left for our respective rooms—within limits anyway.
Vaughn, Courtney, Haley, and I all lived in the biggest dorm on campus,
and so we walked together. Haley and I broke off from the rest to talk
about next weekend—which wasn’t a Stapledon weekend—planning to spend
some time together.

Vaughn and Courtney talked a bit as they walked off, but I doubted that
they talked for long. Their rooms were on opposite sides of the dorm.

When I finally walked through my own door, I found Jeremy working
through physics homework at his desk, laptop open, his screen lighting
his face.

I finished the homework I had left and then used my laptop to review the
speedster sightings the bots had detected so far. It was just the two
I’d found out about on the way back, but in both cases, they started on
the southeast side of the city. More interesting, they came in view of
my spybots within half a mile of each other.

That might reveal where they were staying, or, if we were lucky, where
their next job might be. They’d been photographed on 108th Street. That
was near the edge of town, putting it close to newer factories,
farmland, suburbs, the southside expressway, and hotels.

I began plotting out where I might put the new bots for maximum
coverage, checking my inventory at HQ to make sure I had enough.

As I finished, Jeremy closed his laptop. “Done. That’s all of it. Dr.
Hodges had us read two chapters and do problems based on them. It wasn’t
hard stuff, but he gave us a fuckton of work.”

“What class?” I barely looked up from my laptop.

“Acoustics.” He muttered. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s a fun class, but
I’ve been at this for hours now.”

I did look up then. “I thought about taking that class.”

Jeremy backed his chair away from his desk and stood up. “Yeah? Why
didn’t you?”

“Well, the time conflicted with one of my chemistry classes, but also I
wasn’t sure if there would be enough new stuff to justify it. It’s a 200
level course, but it’s still basically an introduction.”

“Point,” Jeremy said. “You could probably teach the class.”

“A lot of it. I don’t know everything about acoustics, but what I do
know could easily be twenty years ahead of what’s currently being
taught. When my grandpa started teaching me, he was big on not standing
out. We used a lot of shortcuts that I’ve never seen anyone else use.
The last thing I want to do is hand in a bunch of physics problems that
accidentally include a major breakthrough.”

Jeremy stepped in front of his dresser (which like mine was simple,
wooden and rectangular), and turned back to me. “Think about it, though.
You could get some serious attention.”

“I’ve already got enough of that in costume. The purpose of college for
me is to do well enough that I’ve got an exit into a normal life if I
need one, and I probably will. Physically I’m completely human normal.
I’ll get too old for it. The ideal is to get good enough grades that I
can do what I want, but to be a normal kind of genius.”

Nodding, Jeremy said, “Wonder how many other people are doing that?”

“No idea,” I said, “but most of the world’s smartest people.”

Pulling his pajamas out of a drawer, he said, “And it surprises people
that I’m into conspiracy theories?” Then he pointed toward my computer.
“What are you working on?”

I explained.

By the time I was done, he’d pulled on his pajamas and gotten in bed.
“That’s cool, but you need to take a break sometimes. You’ve been at the
program all weekend after being there all summer, and after you’re done
with homework, you’re back at tracking those guys? You should relax.
You’re not doing Stapledon next week, right?”

“I’m doing something with Haley, but yeah.” I saved my work and closed
my laptop.

“That’s good, but you should hang out with us. My friends and I almost
always do something on the weekend. Haley can come too.” He grinned at
me, still sitting up in his bed.

“Are you sure? Look, weird stuff doesn’t always happen when we try to do
normal things, but there’s a distinct possibility that Haley and I could
find ourselves running off.”

He waved it away with his hand. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll cover for
you. What’s the worst that could happen?”

I thought about it. “Well, at my senior prom, one of my classmates
turned into a monster and tried to eat everybody.”

“I heard about that,” Jeremy said. “People didn’t know what power juice
was then.”

“Also, last summer a group of us went to a Fourth of July celebration,
and got attacked by faeries.”

“Stapledon,” Jeremy began to say.

“It turned out that a famous assassin had been attending Haley’s family
Christmas party secretly for years before we turned cape, but the year I
attended, he killed two FBI agents.”

“Huh. But you stopped him, right?”

I open my mouth, unsure of where to go with that, finally saying, “It
was the Executioner. He killed a classmate’s father at my graduation and
joined up with the Cabal before he died.”

Jeremy blinked. “I remember reading about some of that. I’m sure it
wasn’t just because of the Christmas party.”

I shrugged. “Probably not. We’ve had regular movie nights with the team
without major problems. Except there was one time where Evil Beatnik
escaped, possessed my high school history teacher, called up the
grandchildren of the old League’s greatest foes plus Evil Beatnik’s
sidekick… Do you remember the guy who summons infinite monkeys? Anyway,
they tried to destroy the city.”

Jeremy stared at me. “Now I want to invite you just to see what
happens.”

Before I could figure out a reply, my phone bleeped. I checked the
notifications. It was from Cassie. Her text said, “R U awake? Talk about
Vaughn & Amy?”

Oh boy.

Keeping my tone level, I said, “I think I’ve got to get this.”

I texted back, “I’m awake.”

It had barely been sent when my phone began to buzz. I took the call.

“Hey, Nick!” Cassie answered with her normal level of energy—high. She
didn’t sound like she was faking it.

“Hey,” I said, suddenly more aware that the wooden chair I sat in lacked
cushions. “So what’s going on?”

“What I said in the text… You know Vaughn and Amy are going out, right?”

“Yeah. They started near the end of the summer.”

Jeremy lay down in his bed. He’d picked up his phone and started tapping
on the screen instead of sleeping. I considered going out in the hall to
talk, but then it occurred to me that we might get into team stuff… I
stayed in the chair.

“How do you think they’re doing?” Cassie asked in a calmer tone than she
normally used.

“I don’t know. Vaughn’s here. Amy’s… She’s from Florida, but she’s at
Duke with Samita, right? That’s what I thought I heard—”

“That’s right,” Cassie said.

“Anyway, it was only supposed to be a summer thing. That’s what Amy
said. She didn’t sound like she was up for a long distance
relationship.”

“It looks like they’ve got one.” Cassie lapsed into silence.

When it began to feel overly long, I said, “I suppose being attacked by
that dragon and his army was more of a bonding experience than they
expected.”

“Right,” Cassie sighed. “Too bad I was on the other side.”

“Not for long, and it wasn’t your fault.” I thought back to facing her
as well as Daniel and Izzy in the passageway in the Castle Rock
compound. It wasn’t something I wanted to repeat.

“You know the crazy thing?” Cassie didn’t wait for me to reply. “The gun
knew something was wrong and kept on telling me so. When an alien AI
that wants to burn all living things tells you something is wrong, you
should listen. I should have listened.”

“I don’t know. How often is the gun right about anything that doesn’t
involve killing?”

Cassie laughed. “No kidding, but it was right this time. Or so it tells
me again and again.”

“Ouch. That’s got to get old.”

“No shit,” Cassie said. “I can tell it to stop, but it can still hint at
it, and if I tell it to stop that, we get into an endless game of rules
lawyering. So now I just let it talk.”

Conscious of the phone in my hand, and that Jeremy had to be listening
to my half of the conversation, I wondered if that was it. Cassie
sounded better than she had. She hadn’t ever sounded bad, but maybe like
she was hiding something? I’d always wondered if she and Vaughn had ever
been more than friends.

Anyway, complaining about the gun sounded completely honest and normal.

After a moment, Cassie added, “I hope you don’t think I’m going to cause
problems because they’re dating. I’m not. I like Amy, and I’ve been
friends with Vaughn for ages. It’s just that it all feels weird even
though it shouldn’t.

“Before the League got together Vaughn and I were hanging out a lot, and
we did more than hang out a few times. We were beginning to talk about
whether we were more than that, but then his parents sent him to rehab
and I started the Goldstein process to jump start my powers. By the end
of it, we weren’t seeing each other much at all.”

“Wow,” I switched my phone from one ear to the other. “I didn’t know
that was going on in the background.”

“There wasn’t any reason to talk about it, but Haley might remember. She
was dating Sean, and he was friends with Vaughn. She might not want to
talk about it much.”

Knowing how Haley’s relationship with Sean had ended, I could see that.
“I’ve never had a reason to ask her about it.”

Cassie gave a short laugh. “There isn’t one. Sorry about going
confessional on you. I feel stupid about all of this. I want them to be
happy, but wish Vaughn and I had gotten to try something instead of what
happened.”

“I get that. It sounds like a mess.”

“Never mind it, though. I’ll work it out, and I’ll let you get to bed.
You need the sleep.”

“Ok, but if you want to talk about it, you can still call me.”

“Sure,” she said, and we hung up a little later.

As I put down my phone and walked toward my bed, Jeremy said, “That
sounded interesting.”

“Nothing big,” I said. “Relationship stuff that I’m hoping doesn’t
affect the team.”

“No kidding?” Jeremy leaned out and put his own phone on the top of his
desk’s bookshelf.

“I probably shouldn’t go into it.”

I was about to lie down in bed when my phone beeped. The bots had
detected more speedster movement. It was beginning to feel like
something would be happening soon.

When I opened up the pictures on my laptop, it was the speedster I’d
seen first—the one that wasn’t glowing—the guy. He’d run back to his
origin point, but there was no sign of the woman.

I stayed up for another ten minutes, waiting to see if she’d show up
too, but she didn’t. When I woke up the next morning, there hadn’t been
any further alerts. Maybe the north end of the route was where she
lived.

Maybe she’d taken a cab back? I had no idea.

I remotely assigned my bot assembler to make more spybots. Ordinarily, I
would have been able to send out the spybots after all my classes ended,
but thanks to the Stapledon program, I had one more class. All the
Stapledon students in the area showed up in costume to League HQ to be
teleported to the Chicago Defenders’ training facility.

When training was over, I went to the lab to pick up the bots, clearing
them off the counter so I could load them into one of the floating pods
for delivery.

Haley walked in as I loaded the pod, standing across the pod from me.
“You’re sending out the spybots tonight?”

“I don’t feel like I’ve got much of a choice. It looks like something’s
happening there. I just hope I haven’t missed it already.” I slid the
magazine full of spybots into the pod, listened as the pod unloaded the
magazine, and pulled the magazine out of the pod’s dull, black,
cigar-shaped body.

She took a breath. “I hope they’re not planning to do it this weekend.”

I looked up from the pod to look at her. “That’s the way it works in
stories, but it’d be a ridiculous coincidence in real life.”

Haley peered down at the pod. “We’ve had those coincidences.”

I nodded. “Can’t deny that. Oh, that reminds me. Jeremy wanted us to go
out and do something with him and his friends.”

Haley tilted her head. “That might be fun, but you know the coincidence
thing? If we do, we’re going to be interrupted at the absolute worst
possible time we could be when we do whatever it is.”

I shrugged. “Jeremy says he’ll make our excuses.”

Haley laughed. “I think the last time we went out with one of your
friends who didn’t have powers, it was Courtney and Keith.”

“There was that waitress who didn’t like you,” I said, “and then Logan
turned into a monster with a taste for humanity, but technically we
weren’t interrupted by anyone that wasn’t already part of the date. We
never ran off then.”

Haley gave a half-smile. “I think you’re pushing it a little. We weren’t
planning for Logan to do that.”

“Not really,” I said. “But we had planned for someone to show up using
power juice.”

Haley rolled her eyes. “You are pushing it, but if you want to, let’s do
something with Jeremy. What’s he planning to do?”

I thought about it, and finally, spit out, “No clue. He didn’t say. He
was offering based on the idea that all I seemed to be doing was
Stapledon and bots.”

She glanced around the workroom. Most tables held bots in various stages
of assembly. “He’s got a point. Did he give a time?”

I shook my head. “We didn’t get to that. If you want, I’ll text him.”

By the time we were done, I’d used the pod to release spybots, texted
Jeremy, and made sure that everyone in the current League knew what I
was doing and how to take control of the bots if they had to.

Chris sent me a message back. “Glad you’re back. That means I’m not the
only one fixing shit. We should get together.”

Marcus texted me back to find out if I was truly okay with anyone
controlling the bots.

By the time I’d hashed things out with them, Jeremy had texted me back.
We were going to see a movie at the downtown theater on Friday with some
of his friends. We could bring anyone we wanted too.

I didn’t plan to take him up on it. Most of the people I hung out with
were in the League, and bringing normal people would only make ditching
the group harder.

Friday came without much fanfare. The speedsters hadn’t appeared during
the week, so we weren’t on any kind of alert. Kid Biohack hadn’t been in
touch with the League at all during the week. Haley and I had gone to
the cafeteria after teleporting out for practice (and it was funny how
normal that was beginning to feel).

Jeremy had left me a text message saying that he was gathering people up
and that we should wait.

Haley and I were sitting on my bunk, leaning against the wall and
holding hands. I didn’t know what she was thinking, but I was becoming
very conscious of her body.

She looked at me and grinned. “Sorry,” she said, and before I had time
to ask her why someone knocked on the door.

The lock was designed not to let you leave without a key, so I had to
get up and open the door. Courtney stood there. “Jeremy invited me,” she
said, stepping inside. She wore a hoodie with the Avengers’ “A” covering
the front. After all the minor modifications she’d made to herself last
year with shapeshifting, she’d settled on keeping them, but added back
the weight she’d had before gaining powers.

It worked for her. She looked more like herself.

Before the door shut, a hand grabbed it. It was Jillian, the friend of
Jeremy’s who liked Kid Biohack. “Where’s Jeremy,” she asked as she
pushed it open.

As Courtney said, “Not here,” Haley touched my shoulder, mouthing the
words, “Power juice.”

In the background, I heard Courtney continue. “His text said that he was
corralling everyone else.”

Jillian stood a little taller than Haley, and she’d braided her
hair—which went halfway down her back. Just like the last time I’d seen
her, she wore a flannel shirt over a t-shirt.

Courtney backed in as Jillian stepped inside—Jeremy and I didn’t have a
particularly large room. We each had a closet on either side of the
door, forcing everyone to move into the main area of the room, and stand
next to our bunks and the desks. Jeremy’s was covered with a mixture of
physics textbooks, science fiction paperbacks, old anime DVD’s, and
books about conspiracy theories. Except for my laptop and the textbooks
I couldn’t get as ebooks, mine was nearly empty.

Courtney pulled out Jeremy’s chair as Haley sat on my desk. Jillian and
I stood in the middle of the room next to the bunk beds.

All of this meant that I couldn’t ask Haley anything about the power
juice. The big questions being whether Jillian had some on her or
whether she’d already drunk it or what?

Jillian jerked her head around as the door pulled itself shut with a
slam and gave a little laugh as she turned back to Courtney. “Sorry. I
forget how the dorm doors shut themselves. I’m in a house this year.”

Courtney leaned back in the chair. “Lucky you. I’m still in the dorms.
Still rooming with Michelle, and still stuck with more country music
than I can stand.”

Jillian laughed. “I can’t believe you’re still rooming with her.”

Meanwhile, on my desk, Haley had pulled out her phone and started
texting.

Courtney shrugged. “Aside from the music, she’s a good roommate. We
work. She’s got people over a lot, but not when I can’t handle it, and I
do a lot of my studying out of the room.”

Jillian eyed the door. “When is Jeremy supposed to be back? This is like
dealing with my boyfriend but in reverse. When my boyfriend’s late it’s
because of work.”

Haley stopped texting. “Your boyfriend’s not a student?”

Jillian shook her head. “He graduated a couple years ago, but not from
here.”

Sitting up a little straighter, and not looking at her phone at all,
Haley asked, “Where is he from?”

“All over,” Jillian said, “but most recently California. He’s done a lot
of traveling.”

Trying to keep the same expression on my face and deliberately avoiding
meeting anyone’s eyes, I thought about what she’d said. It sounded like
she might be Kid Biohack’s girlfriend. The bit about traveling didn’t
quite fit, but the California part did.

I needed to think of questions that would give me answers without giving
her any hints about me.

Courtney checked her phone. “Jeremy’s on his way.” When she looked up,
she added, “How did you meet?”

Giving an uncomfortable laugh, Jillian said, “Online. You know how that
goes. We both use the CapeFan forums, and we were arguing with this
massive troll. Afterward, we talked privately and the rest is history.”

Behind her, the door’s lock clicked and Jeremy opened the door. Gabriel
and Caleb stood behind him in the hall. Gabriel was a skinny, black guy
who was majoring in computer science. Caleb had light skin, stood a few
inches shorter than Jeremy and his hair nearly covered his eyes. I had
no idea how he could see. He wore an “Avett Brothers” t-shirt.

“Hey everybody,” Jeremy said, leaning into the room. “I was thinking we
could go to the cheap theater. It’s all movies from the middle of
summer, but I’m sure we can find something.”

Haley waved her hand at him. “Is it okay if I invite Camille? We can
meet her at Nick’s van.”

That was smart. If Jillian turned out to be a problem, Camille could
slow her down in a dozen not-so-obvious ways.

Jeremy blinked, and tilted his head back for a moment. “Uh… Sure.”

We went to the movies. The movie we ultimately chose? AFS-X, an action
movie. AFS was the military designation for the modern version of the
Rocket suit that Grandpa had left with them after World War 2 ended. AFS
stood for Armored Flight Suit. The movie was about someone stealing an
experimental version of the suit that could “change the face of warfare”
due to its increased range. Range had always been the AFS’ greatest
limitation.

Whatever. I hadn’t argued either for or against.

Midway through, my phone started vibrating in a pattern that indicated
that the spybots had detected one of the speedsters. Sitting in the dark
next to me, Haley pulled out her phone too. Courtney and Camille must
have felt it too, but we couldn’t all go check this. Kayla hadn’t sent
us an alert, so it wasn’t an emergency.

I left the theater, following the lights on the floor of the aisle, and
finding myself alone in the hallway under the blinking light that said
“3.”

I read through the string of messages. The robbers (who needed a name)
had attacked an armored truck that had left a bank branch. Marcus had
given my goobots permission to fire on any speedster they’d detected.
Meanwhile, Marcus, Travis, Chris, and Sydney had responded. They weren’t
fast enough to stop the attack, but they interrupted it while it was
going on.

They’d actually fought people, meaning the robbers weren’t a faceless
mystery anymore.

I considered ditching the group and flying to the scene, deciding not to
only because Haley would be pissed if I left her.

When it was clear that the fighting was over, I resigned myself to going
back in and picking apart the technical details of the movie version of
the Rocket suit. I stepped toward the door only to find Haley stepping
out and shutting it behind her.

“What happened?” She asked, keeping her voice low.

Further down the carpeted hallway, staff members had gathered next to
the door of a movie that was letting out. The staff members held brooms
and clustered around a garbage can on wheels, thanking people as they
threw away their empty drinks and popcorn bowls.

“The Heroes’ League prevented an armored truck heist, but couldn’t catch
anybody.” I glanced in the direction of the people leaving the theater.
Probably no one there could hear us, but on the off-chance that someone
could, it was better to talk as if we weren’t ourselves members.

Haley must have noticed my look because she said, “Then time to stop
checking the news and go back into the movie.”

She took my hand and we walked back in.

As it turned out, the movie wasn’t too bad at representing the
technology and even did a good job showing what was fun about having a
Rocket suit—flight.

I checked the movie’s credits, and it turned out that they thanked the
U.S. Army and Marines, specifically noting their assistance with the AFS
units.

When the lights came on, I noticed that Jillian had pulled out her phone
and was tapping away on the screen.

I pulled out my own phone, typed out, “Power juice?” and sent it to
Haley.

“Jillian uses, but isn’t right now.”

Jillian herself turned off her phone, put it in her pocket, and said,
“My boyfriend’s coming to pick me up. I’ve got to go.”

Camille, who had been talking to Caleb and Gabriel, turned to her. “Do
you have to? We can all take the van back.”

Jillian shook her head. “No. It’s complicated. Something bad happened at
work, and he’s worried that it will blow back on me.”

Haley and I looked at each other. I didn’t know what she was thinking,
but I was thinking that this didn’t sound like Kid Biohack. He hadn’t
been in the fight, and while it might be that he’d stumbled into
something else equally big, it seemed more likely that he hadn’t.

What seemed more likely based on her excuse and what had just happened
is that she might be connected to the criminals we’d been chasing. Haley
had said she’d smelled a younger woman who took power juice when we’d
investigated the scene where they’d robbed an armored truck. But
wouldn’t she have recognized Jillian’s smell today?

“That sounds like dangerous work,” Camille said.

Jillian’s face froze for a second. “Not really, but he gets worried.
I’ll be fine.”

The corner of Jeremy’s mouth twitched. “Are you sure?”

Jillian shook her head. “You don’t have to worry about me either.”

The van held its regular complement of bots including spybots. I used my
phone to fire off enough spybots to give me a good view of the parking
lot and the doors. Whether Jillian’s boyfriend turned out to be Kid
Biohack, one of the robbers, or a controlling, abusive type, I planned
to catch him on camera.

A spybot notification appeared on my phone. It wasn’t from the ones I’d
placed around the parking lot. This one was from the bots I’d placed at
major intersections. An object was moving at greater than two hundred
miles per hour down the road, and it was coming in our direction.

Marcus gave the goobots permission to fire, and they did. The runner
never even slowed—though he did jerk in one direction or another.

After a few tries, the goobots stopped firing. A quick check of the log
showed that Marcus had sent a stop command. He was right. There wasn’t
any point in wasting ammunition. In the meantime, though, the runner
hadn’t slowed down or turned away. He was still running toward the
theater.

Whoever the guy was, he was confident. If this was Jillian’s boyfriend,
the goobots gave a big clue that someone had seen him. A lot of people
(especially criminals) would have aborted by then.

Marcus sent me a text in the general Heroes’ League group chat. “Ready?”

I texted back, “No. In civvies.”

“Crap,” he texted back.

The first runner left the main roads, disappearing off the spybots I’d
stationed on the street, but not yet within the range of my newly
released spybots.

Then the second runner appeared, and unlike the first there was no
ambiguity. He used devices with standard hero protocols, and so he
showed up on my equipment as Kid Biohack. His speed wasn’t quite as fast
the speedster, but it was fast enough.

By the time we’d exited the theater, he’d nearly reached it. As a group,
we walked out of the building’s glassy front doors, and into the night.
Despite the black sky, the parking lot was almost as light as day.

The first runner didn’t appear on the spybots feeds. Whatever he looked
like, he hadn’t alerted the local bots by running at superhuman speed.

Fortunately, Jillian had no problem identifying him. She waved at a dark
haired man who walked up the steps in a green t-shirt, glancing behind
him all the way. I wouldn’t have picked him out of the crowd as a
supervillain. His short hair almost looked military. While casual, his
clothes had no holes or signs of serious wear.

He grabbed Jillian’s right arm and pulled her toward him. “Jillian,
we’ve got to get out of here.”

I don’t know what her reply would have been. She didn’t get it out.

Kid Biohack appeared, reaching the stairs in a blur, his silver costume
shimmering in the parking lot’s lights. “Don’t touch her you—”

He blinked, staring at Jillian’s boyfriend. “You’re involved in all
this?”

Jillian’s boyfriend straightened up, letting go of Jillian’s arm, and
standing in between her and Kid Biohack. Meeting Kid’s eyes, he said, “I
told you I wasn’t going to do the hero thing after graduation. The
system’s corrupt, and I know you know it. We talked about it back—” and
there he blinked, “—in days we can’t talk about.”

Jeremy glanced over at me, and I guessed he’d recognized the same thing
I had—the slack-jawed look of a guy whose psychic block had kicked into
action.

Haley grabbed Jillian’s arm and whispered into her ear while pulling her
backward, and nudging Camille and the guys next to her.

That was the smart play. Getting a ringside seat at what might be a
superpowered fight was not.

Meanwhile, the conversation hadn’t stopped. Kid Biohack said, “I know
it, but you’re not just dropping out of the system. You’re actively
working against it, and the people you’re hurting aren’t the people we
had a problem with. It’s normal people you’re hurting. You’re part of
the group that’s robbing the armored cars.”

Jillian didn’t go immediately, reaching out and touching her boyfriend,
“Alden?”

He just said, “Go.”

After a moment, she did, or at least she tried to. All the people coming
out of the theater had created a crowd behind us and on both sides.
Going forward didn’t seem like a good idea. Our only option aside from
revealing ourselves was to push sideways, and so we did.

We just couldn’t do it quickly, and so we got to hear more of the
conversation than we wanted.

“You’re my best friend in the world, man, but if you’re in this, I have
to bring you in.”

Alden shook his head, “I know, but hear me out first. You know there’s
something wrong. It might be the Nine. It might be that heroes we’ve
believed in are too powerful, have too much influence. It’s hard to
tell, but when you’re outside the system, you’ve got the freedom to
look, and I’m looking.”

Kid Biohack replied, his arms shaking as he said, “You’re not doing
detective work, all you’re doing is hurting people!”

Alden held up his hands between the two of them, palms out. “No. There’s
no hurting involved. We don’t hurt civilians and we never kill. We’re
careful. Precise. We only rob businesses. They’re all insured. The
crime’s practically victimless.”

Kid Biohack brought his hands to both sides of his head, and might have
pulled his hair if he weren’t wearing a mask.

Bringing his hands back down, he said, “Look, robbing armored cars isn’t
the only thing you could have done. People are always looking for
speedsters. Even if you didn’t want to do hero work, you could have
worked privately or for the government—”

Alden shook his head. “You know better. The Nine are in government, and
even if it’s not them, my dad would never leave me alone. You know what
he’s like. He’d hound me and I’d be in a Defenders unit within the
month.”

In a much quieter voice than he’d used before, Kid Biohack asked, “Is
this all about your dad? I know he’s not the best—”

Alden didn’t let him finish. “I don’t know. So what is it? Are you going
to let me go, or are we going to fight?”

“Shit,” Kid Biohack said, sighing. “I think we’re gonna fight.”

After that, I didn’t so much as see them fight as feel the wind as they
rushed each other, and see the blur. From the spybots’ logs, I learned
that they fought in the parking lot for a little while, but I never saw
them.

Bare moments later, they weren’t in the parking lot anymore, instead,
they were fighting all over the city, only showing up briefly in the
spybots cameras before disappearing again. Alden wasn’t caught that
night, but I had no way to know that as we led Jillian to the van,
climbed in and drove back to campus.

I made a quick check of my phone before I got into the van. Travis,
Chris, Marcus, and Sydney were trying to use the spybots’ images to
select a good spot in the city to set up an ambush. Chris Cannon’s
grandfather came on the comm to offer them suggestions, one of which
was, “Just give up. You don’t have anyone fast enough.”

He was, as I mentioned, completely correct about that, but they still
gave it a try.

I put the phone back in my pocket, figuring that I’d help if anyone
asked. Just then, however, we were in a much better position to capture
Alden than anyone. Granted we couldn’t capture him directly, but we
could get information that might help.

We couldn’t leave the parking lot at first. Jillian sat down in the
second row of the van, but Jeremy stood behind her, leaning forward
toward her, and everyone else crowded around the two of them.

“Are you okay?” He asked.

“I’m fine,” she said. As non-answers went, it was one of the best, but
it didn’t save her from the followup question.

“Did you know he was a criminal?” The words came out of Jeremy in a
rush.

She hesitated, but finally said, “N-No.”

I didn’t need to notice Haley’s frown to guess that Jillian was lying.

We pushed our way back to the van, leaving and undoubtedly violating
laws about staying at the scene of a crime in the process. I wasn’t sure
how many heard the first part of the conversation, but there were a lot
of people at the end.

Of course, that was when Kid Biohack was there. Back when it was Alden
and Jillian talking, it wouldn’t have appeared to be anything more than
normal conversation since he’d been out of costume.

Still, someone might have listened to all of it. In that case, the
police would be very interested in anything Jillian would have to
say.

I made a mental note to share any information we got from her. I’d have
called them and asked them for advice as to what we should ask, but then
they would have illegally collaborated with a vigilante in gathering
evidence—which had more legal implications than I was probably aware of.

I pulled out of the theater’s parking lot, hearing sirens in the
distance. I wanted desperately to find out how the fight was going and
also to know where the police were heading. Someone might have taken
down the van’s license plate and called it in.

I’d never considered the possibility that I might have a normal person
(or in this case, people) inside the van when I wanted to swap the van’s
color and license plate. I’d have to make the van shift its dashboard
into “superhero” mode to get access to changing color and everything.

By the time I did that, I might as well turn the van into a cat mecha.
The “shifted” version of the dashboard would give away everything that
mattered.

Rather than get on the highway, I took side roads back, not the
smallest, least used roads, but roads that I’d describe as used, but not
loved. We rode past old strip malls with bright signs advertising
“Payday Loans,” convenience stores, vacuum repair, and taquerias.

As we drove further north, the neighborhoods began to gentrify. The
liquor stores began to advertise craft beer. Old brick factories were no
longer empty but instead housed small grocery stores, coffee shops, and
specialty stores.

I recognized a lingerie shop that I’d once forced a guy named Tomahawk
to hit.

That seemed like a long time ago now.

Within a mile, the gentrified neighborhoods went away. No more factories
that had been converted into cute shops or apartment buildings. These
factories were still used as factories or warehouses. Even in the dark,
lit only by streetlights, they still looked dirty, bland, and nearly
abandoned.

In short, my rusty, white van fit in perfectly with the odd mixture of
cars, trucks, and the occasional motorcycle on the street. My van could
easily be a delivery van, a carpenter, a plumber, or any of a dozen
small businesses.

I turned on the radio to a local rock station. Electric guitars cut
through the silence and sounded better.

Talking over the radio, Jeremy asked, “What is this? The ‘Worst of Grand
Lake’ tour?”

“No,” I checked the rearview mirror, seeing him behind me along with
Jillian (who was staring out the window) and Courtney (who was looking
at Jillian and biting her lip). “I heard sirens and thought it might be
better to take side roads home in case someone sent the cops after
Jillian.”

At that, Jillian started crying, and not a little sniff or a small sob,
but a wail followed by deep, wracking sobs, the kind you might make if
you were worried about your boyfriend, who was a supervillain, and
fighting his best friend, a superhero, when suddenly some idiot made you
realize that you might go to jail.

Haley raised her eyebrow. I didn’t respond.

Jillian stopped crying long enough to say, “I was lying. I went along
with them once.”

Haley turned around, but she didn’t speak before Jeremy. He said,
“Them?”

“Alden’s team.” She held up her head to meet Jeremy’s eyes. Her face was
wet with tears. “I have powers, and strong ones,” she added in what was
nearly her normal voice.

“If I take power juice, I can copy people’s powers, but not
everybody’s—only people who are energy manipulators somehow. Like Alden,
he’s inhumanly fast, but it’s not because he’s strong or fast naturally.
He does something that makes him move faster than the timestream
somehow.”

She paused, adding, “It doesn’t make a lot of sense, but I can do it
too. Whenever I copy someone’s power, I glow. I’m sure that means
something, but I haven’t figured out how to use the glow.”

She was the second speedster—the glowing one. That made sense now. Well,
partly. It still didn’t explain why Haley didn’t recognize Jillian’s
scent from the crime scene we’d visited. It might be that her copying
process changed her on a deep enough level that she smelled like someone
else.

“I went along with them when they robbed an armored car. I didn’t do
anything. You don’t think they’d put me in jail for that, would you?”

Thanks to Stapledon classes, I was pretty sure they would. If she had a
good lawyer and a sympathetic prosecutor, she might be able to avoid
being charged if she turned everyone in.

“There are four of them—Alden, an ex-military guy who’s their leader, a
woman with energy powers, and this woman in eagle themed powered armor.”

I swallowed. I’d met a woman who used eagle themed powered armor. She’d
been a professional mercenary who worked for Rook directly, and
indirectly the Nine. She’d been in Rook’s headquarters when we broke in
to rescue Cassie. I’d assumed that she’d survived the headquarters
blowing up, but hadn’t expected to see her again.

I hadn’t beaten her as much as escaped from her, so this wasn’t good
news.

With any luck, she’d been hired to work for these people instead of
still working for Rook. I’d blown up his hand the last time we’d fought.
He’d probably be looking for revenge.

Slowing down for a stoplight, I said, “Do you know where they’re
staying?”

Jillian met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “I know where Alden’s
staying, but not… You’re not telling me I should turn them in, are you?”

I waited as the stoplight turned from yellow to red. There were no cars
on the cross street. Theoretically, but not legally, I could go. I
didn’t.

I said, “Well, I’m pretty sure you’d qualify as an accomplice if you
were at a crime, and if you heard about any crimes after they were
committed, you’re probably an accessory after the fact. Come to think
about it, we might be accessories after the fact if we’re helping you
avoid the police.”

In the far back seat with Camille and Caleb, Gabriel pushed his glasses
up his nose. Scarecrow straight in his seat, he said, “You should turn
them in. No good comes from getting involved with people like that.
You’re going to ruin your life.”

Next to him, Camille whispered something to him. He stopped talking.

Jillian’s eyes widened, and for a second I thought she might break into
tears again. Before she did, Courtney squeezed her hand. “Do you
remember the video of the guy who took power juice and broke his arm?
Right at the beginning when it first came out? I was in the video too. I
was his girlfriend and I tried power juice too, some of the first
batches his uncle made.”

Jillian twisted to look at her. “I know. Your roommate told me. You look
different than the video.”

Courtney nodded even as she began to talk. “I know. Even with only power
juice, my power lets me make permanent changes, but I don’t take power
juice anymore. It’s illegal, and when I tried to find one of those
machines that would make powers permanent, I nearly ended up making a
deal with the Nine.”

Jillian blinked. “How do you know it was the Nine?”

“Rook was in Grand Lake last year,” Courtney said. “One of the guys who
tried to sell me access to a machine worked for him. You never know who
you’re getting involved with when you get into this, and everything
keeps on escalating.”

Jillian didn’t say anything.

The light turned green, and I pulled forward, one of a small line of
vehicles. As the van got up to the speed limit, we were traveling with
long, white privacy fences on both sides of the street, Alden appeared
next to us.

I wouldn’t have recognized him in his costume—which was striped white
and black starting from the center of his chest. It left no skin
uncovered. I only recognized him because, well, how many people in the
city could keep up with the van on foot? Also, he was about the right
height.

Plus, the way Jillian snapped to attention and said, “Alden!” as he went
past helped a little.

He must have wanted to talk to Jillian or something because he reached
out and tried to open the door. He tried all the doors, more than once
in a blur, but I’d locked them. It would take a lot more than superspeed
to get past them.

It got worse. Something hit the top of my van with a thump. I didn’t
know for sure who it was, but my bet was Kid Biohack.

I wasn’t wrong.

Alden stopped trying the doors and ran down the street, not having
anywhere to go but straight forward for a very long block. With a push
that I could feel, Kid Biohack jumped off the van and landed only a few
steps behind Alden.

I couldn’t see details because Kid Biohack was a silvery blur while
Alden was a black and white blur, but Kid Biohack must have grabbed
Alden somewhere. Otherwise, Alden would have been gone.

After a few moments, it became easier to see because even if Alden was
still moving, Kid Biohack wasn’t. Kid Biohack had his upper left arm,
and even as Alden punched and kicked, Kid Biohack wasn’t moving.

That was all for the best because we weren’t moving either.

What you’re supposed to do during a superhero fight is drive away. The
government pays for public service announcements that tell people this.
They tell them in order to avoid situations like the one we were in.

Someone, or maybe several someones in each lane of a two lane road had
stopped to watch or take pictures of the fight. Heck, someone had
probably started live streaming it.

Haley had her hand on the door. Keeping her voice low, she said, “One of
us should get out there—”

She might not have been wrong, but it didn’t matter.

A booming noise came from the sky above the factory to our left. There,
a white privacy fence blocked my view of the yard, but the lights from
the yard lit up winged powered armor with an eagle’s hooked beak. One
outstretched arm pointed toward the fight below. Below the arm hung a
wide barrel of a gun.

I missed the moment when the gun fired, but whatever ammunition it used,
it knocked Kid Biohack through the nearest fence, ripping the metal
fence and bending the slats inside the wire, leaving him somewhere in
the yard.

Then before anyone could move, a woman sheathed in swirling yellow
energy swooped down, grabbed Alden and flew away.

Because the van’s dashboard was still in civilian mode, I couldn’t even
send out bots to try to follow her. I pulled out my own phone, holding
it to my side, and angling it with its back toward the back, so that
people behind me couldn’t see the screen.

The “presence” screen showed that Kid Biohack’s communicator was on and
placed him in the factory’s yard.

There had to be another way to find out whether he was alive or not,
short of running out there.

Then I had an idea. I flipped my phone back to civilian mode and went to
Kid Biohack’s camera feed.

It was dead.

I checked the last seconds of online video. He’d cut off the feed as
he’d gotten into the theater parking lot. Given that he streamed
everything with a lag, that meant he’d probably cut it off the moment he
recognized Alden. That would have been before the conversation, and even
before Jillian became visible.

Hmmn.

Deciding not to use a fight with his best friend as part of his on-going
self-promotion made Kid Biohack seem almost like a decent human being.
Being able to view his stream would have gone a long way toward knowing
if he was conscious or not, though.

Haley put her hand on the door handle. “I’m going out there. He might
need first aid.”

She’d already pulled the first aid kit out from under the seat. As she
began to open the door though, Jeremy said, “Are you sure?”

From the far back seat, Gabriel said, “Seriously, people get killed
stepping into these fights.”

Near him, Caleb said, “Don’t be crazy.”

“Oh come on,” Camille said, sounding like she was only barely
suppressing a laugh, “this one’s over.”

That had been my thought, but as Haley’s door opened wider, jets roared
outside as the eagle powersuit did a quick circle above all the stopped
cars and the factory yard.

Haley pulled her door shut.

At about the same time a metal cylinder flew out of the yard over the
privacy fence. Between the darkness and the speed I couldn’t see it very
well, but it looked like an oil barrel.

It hit the eagle powersuit, knocking it sideways, but not breaking
anything. It flipped over, but the wings adjusted, the jets fired and
the flight smoothed out. In the end, it stayed under the pilot’s
control.

I couldn’t recreate the algorithm off the top of my head, but I had
ideas. Whatever the system behind it was, it compensated for how hard it
had been hit, taking into account the limitations of a human pilot as
well as the suit’s strengths.

However messed up he was as a human being, Rook was an excellent
engineer.

The eagle suit dipped downward aiming for the line of cars, and for one
excruciating second, it aimed directly at us. Soon enough though, the
suit had roared over us and into the darkness.

After it disappeared, the noise fading into the sound of sirens, and the
rumble of engines, Haley leaned into me. “The suit slowed down as it
flew over us.”

I didn’t ask her how she knew. Her senses were better enough than mine
that I had no reason to doubt her. Besides, I was wondering how much the
person in the eagle powersuit had seen. I’d tested the van with radar,
sonar and anything else that might allow someone to see what it really
was.

While I couldn’t make it look exactly like any of the vans it appeared
to be on the surface, I could make it impossible to see anything below
the surface, and that’s what I’d done. The only way you’d find that
strange is if you were thinking.

I had a bad feeling that the person in the eagle suit (whoever they
were) was thinking.

Kid Biohack walked out of the fence hole he’d blasted through. His
costume hadn’t been ripped, but it wasn’t in good shape. The part that I
could see was scratched and covered with dirt. The part that I couldn’t
see might have been worse. Black goo covered most of his chest, and that
struck me as interesting because I’d escaped the woman in the eagle suit
by covering her suit in goobots.

She (or whoever was in the suit) had shot Kid Biohack with a single,
wide round. The eagle suit’s goo apparently wasn’t as strong as mine.
Small bits stuck to  his arms and legs (where he must have ripped it
off), leaving only a black, gooey mass that covered his chest.

Interrupting my speculation about whether it was the same eagle suit and
operator I’d seen before, Jillian said, “I’m going to turn myself in.”

Haley and I both turned around to stare.

Jeremy watched her, clenching his hands. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Jillian said, undoing her seatbelt. “I don’t want to, but I don’t
want you all to go to jail.”

A police car rolled down the side of the road, half on the asphalt, half
on the grass.

“If you’re sure,” I said. “My best friend’s dad is a lawyer. Even if he
won’t take the case, he might know someone who will. I’d call him before
you talk to the police. I’d definitely call him before you get assigned
a public defender.”

I texted her the number. Moments later, she stepped out of the van, and
walked toward the nearest police car with Jeremy.





Intrusion


        I waited to see what would happen, but after a few minutes, Jeremy
texted me, writing, “J’s talking to cops. I’m riding along. You can go
home.”

I typed back, “OK,” told everyone what was going on, and drove back to
the dorms.

After we got back to the university, we all walked together back to the
dorm. After we got there, Caleb and Gabriel walked off toward their own
rooms. Courtney hung around with Haley, Camille and me in my room for
about an hour after that, talking through everything we’d wished we
could have said to each other back in the van.

Plus, I ended up explaining to Courtney and Camille about the mercenary
who’d worn Eagle themed power armor in Rook’s headquarters. Neither of
them had been along that time.

Courtney got up from behind Jeremy’s desk. “I thought that only happened
in the movies.”

“What?” I asked.

She smirked. “The nemesis thing. You know what I mean. Stuck for
villain? Make it the hero’s opposite number, but evil. Now if they want
to do it right, it should be Rook because he’s got all your stuff. If
it’s the mercenary in the Eagle suit, they’re going off script because
it’s almost always the same gender as the hero—”

I opened my mouth, but she held up her hand. “No interruptions. For you,
a female nemesis won’t work unless you seduce her, and turn her good.”

Camille laughed. “And don’t worry about Haley. She won’t mind.”

Haley shook her head, and pretended to punch Camille—who didn’t stop
laughing.

“But for real,” Courtney said, “I hope you’ve got your bots watching for
trouble because you don’t know she didn’t follow us back here.”

I let out a breath, nodding. “You’re right about that. I couldn’t do
anything but try to act normal, and if the Eagle suit’s operator guesses
who I might be, I’m not the only one in danger.”

Stepping closer to the door, Courtney said, “I know. Don’t forget to ask
for help if something happens. Almost all of us are in this dorm.”

I sat up, trying to sit straight up on my mattress even though Haley sat
next to me. “If I get the chance, I will. Besides, it might not be me
they’d be after. Send a red and we’ll be there.”

“I’m planning on it,” Courtney said, “And not just because I can’t do
much more than try to look like someone she’s not looking for.”

She gave a quick grin. “And now I’m out of here. It’s not a Stapledon
weekend, so I can sleep in, and I plan to start as soon as possible.”

Giving a wave, she stepped through the door as we said good bye. When
the door shut, Camille stood up. “She’s got the right idea. It’s
midnight, and I’ll bet you’d like the room to yourselves, so—”

Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped. For a moment, I suspected she’d
been the subject of a psychic attack, but then she said, “Lucas?”

By itself that didn’t mean much except that Haley had already turned
toward the window. I followed the direction of her stare.

A man floated in the darkness, partially illuminated by the light inside
my room, mostly hidden by the wall next to my window. His arm stretched
upward as if he’d been caught just before knocking on the window. He
probably had been.

“Would you mind opening the screen?” He checked from side to side.

I stepped up to the window. “Maybe,” I said. “They make it difficult on
purpose. They’re worried about people falling out. Not even the glass
windows open all the way. Could you maybe meet us on the roof?”

“I’d love to.” He withdrew his arm and floated away.

Camille blinked, and then peered at me. “How do you get to the roof?”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “That’s what I was going to ask.”

“There’s an access panel on the top floor near the stairwell on the
men’s side. Vaughn got me a key a couple weeks ago.”

Haley got off the bed and slipped on her shoes, “Where did he get it?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. He has a talent for getting things.”

Haley frowned. “I bet.”

I didn’t have anything to add to that, and a few minutes later we all
stood on the roof. It wasn’t exactly well lit on the roof, but Lucas
looked like he had every time I’d seen him—button down shirt and slacks,
short hair, and light skin. He was in his late twenties.

He was Vaughn’s perfect cousin. If Vaughn was the cousin who was
perpetually in trouble, crashing cars, getting involved with drugs, and
ending up in rehab, Lucas had gone the opposite route—top grades,
medical school, and awards all the way through.

Holding out his hand and shaking each of ours, he said, “It’s been a
while. A long time since Justice Fist, right Camille?”

She shook her head. “Not long enough.”

He laughed. “It was a horrible mess, wasn’t it?”

I met his eyes. “It seemed like the only time we ever saw you was when
you felt Sean was about to do something stupid.”

“Then we saw each other often.” He grinned at me, but then shook his
head. “It’s nothing like that now. I’ve been watching the news, and
you’re having a hard time with that gang that’s been robbing armored
cars. It’s only a matter of time before my dad ropes me into the family
business.

“Would you mind if I helped?”

A breeze blew across the roof, and I thought about what he’d said. “I’m
not making the decisions, but I can bring it up. One thing we’d probably
want is that you’d train with us at least a couple times a week. That
way we can coordinate.”

Haley added, “We’ll probably have to bring it to a vote, but we know
you. I don’t think anyone would be against it.”

She pursed her lips. “Don’t take this wrong, but why now? I know we’re
dealing with that gang, but we’ve fought other people over the past
year.”

Lucas shrugged. “I’ve been doing my residency, and I don’t know if you
know how that works, but it’s crazy. I worked sixty hours a week most
weeks, sometimes more. Now my residency’s over and I’m working at the
hospital downtown. For the first time in years, I’ve got predictable
hours again. Well, mostly predictable.”

Camille nodded as he finished. “Sixty hour weeks? That sounds awful. How
were you even in Justice Fist?”

“Not easily,” he said. “I probably would have been easier on Sean if I
hadn’t been so tired.”

He met my eyes. “Is he getting better? It seems like I’ve seen the two
of you on TV fighting beside each other lately. Before I knew who you
were, all I knew was that he really hated some kid named Nick.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I think he’s getting better. I pulled some strings and
Preserver healed his sister. She was hurt fighting aliens last spring.”

“The same way you got Paladin over here when the Cabal’s soldier shot
me,” he said. “They’re good friends to have.”

“I knew them long before I got involved in this stuff. Preserver knew my
grandfather, and I played with Alex when he visited. They’re family
friends.” There wasn’t more to say than that. Even if Alex and I weren’t
much like each other, we had each other’s back. Somehow hours of play
had set the stage for trust. Had my grandfather intended that?

“Family,” Lucas said, shaking his head. “I get that. My dad’s been
grooming me to run the family businesses practically since I was born. I
thought becoming a doctor might bother him, but it doesn’t at all. We’re
big into medical equipment and pharmaceuticals these days. He thinks
being a doctor will give me extra credibility.”

He grinned. “Credibility was the last thing I had in mind.”

Haley had been looking off the side of the roof. She turned her head
towards us, eying Lucas with an intensity that made me wonder if she was
going to change form. “Do you want to run the family business?”

He cocked his head. “More yes than no, but I’m not completely sold on
it. My dad’s never away from the job. Sure, it’s made the whole family
rich, but we can’t get away from it. He’s handled work crises on family
vacations. Even going on vacation in Europe you wouldn’t believe how
close his office feels.” He gave a lopsided grin. “Of course, we’ve got
offices in Europe…”

Haley glanced at me. She probably wanted to tell me something, but I had
no idea what.

Lucas looked at her and then at me, and came to a decision. “If you need
my help, don’t hesitate to call me. You’ve got my number.”

“We will,” I said.

He floated upward, stopping about six feet off the ground. “And say,
‘hi’ to Vaughn. You’ll see him before I will. Oh, and tell him
congratulations for being accepted into the pre-med program.”

Then he flew away, disappearing into the darkness.

Camille watched him go, but then she said, “Vaughn’s pre-med? I didn’t
know that. He doesn’t seem the type.”

I glanced over at her. “What type is that?”

She frowned. “I don’t know. He’s smart, but he doesn’t seem that
ambitious. And everybody knows what he was like in high school.”

“He stopped doing drugs,” I said. “Maybe he’s more ambitious than we
know about. I don’t know.”

Camille grinned. “I don’t know either, but it’s late, and I still want
to go to bed.”

She walked over to the access panel and opened it. Then she gave us a
wave and floated downward.

That left Haley and me together on the roof. It was almost romantic. The
view at least was great. Depending on the direction we looked, we could
see the lights of the university’s dorm, parking garage, lecture halls,
and paths on campus. Further in the distance, we could see the lights of
cars and trucks on the elevated highway.

Alongside the highway, downtown’s skyscrapers glowed as did the smaller
buildings near the water—restaurants, marinas and harbor buildings.

Past that, of course, we could see the darkness of Grand Lake, the
lights of the few boats out on it as well as the lights that illuminated
the channel between Grand Lake and the immensely larger Lake Michigan,
ending in the now ornamental lighthouse.

The gravel on the flat roof in combination with blocky, metal HVAC
equipment and huge fans made it feel less romantic.

“I can’t believe we’ve gotten used to this,” Haley said, staring in the
direction of Grand Lake. The gravel crunched beneath her shoes.

“Got used to what?” I walked with her, hoping that she wouldn’t go too
close to the edge.

“Night time meetings on the roof and being in the middle of cape fights.
Gabriel, Caleb, Jeremy, and Jillian were all scared. I was too, but not
much.”

“We’ve been in worse,” I said.

“I know, but it separates us. It’s not normal.” She stopped walking a
good ten feet from the end. She could have balanced on the edge. She’d
stopped for me.

In my pocket, my phone buzzed. I pulled it out to find that I had a
message from Amy. It didn’t show the message on the face. That meant it
came from the super end of my life.

Haley pulled out her phone too.

We signed into our phones to find the same message. “We go into
Turkmenistan two weeks from today.”

Amy had sent it to everybody. As we read the first message, the second
came in, “Details next weekend.” With next weekend being a Stapledon
weekend, it was the closest we could come to getting everyone together.

Anyone who wasn’t at Stapledon could watch video from the meeting in HQ.
We’d almost certainly need the support.

Messages appeared from everyone involved, asking questions, discussing
the situation.

“We could ignore it all until tomorrow,” I said.

Haley sighed. “I’m sure we’d regret it.”

We went back to my room and followed the discussion on our phones until
2am when Jeremy came back to the dorm. He climbed up on his bed without
taking his clothes off and exhaled a long breath. “Jillian’s out.”

“No kidding?” Haley and I looked at each other, and then back at Jeremy.
He flopped his head sideways.

“Yeah. She called David Cohen, the number you gave us. He told her not
to give the police anything until he met us there, and to let the police
know that he was her lawyer.”

He pulled himself on the bed. “Did you know he was a former prosecutor?”

“Yeah,” I said, hoping this wasn’t a problem.

“Well, thanks.” He leaned forward. “I mean that. Everybody, and I’m
including the police, knew him, and they seemed to like him. When he
walked into the room, the cops relaxed. They’d seemed a little nervous
about everything, and a little annoyed when she said she wasn’t going to
talk until her lawyer was there. I wasn’t there for all the details
because they sent me out of the room, but they’re not charging her for
anything. She can’t leave town, but it could have been so much worse.

“It’s a big relief.”

For a second, he did look relieved. He slumped a little on the bed, but
then he lifted his head up and looked me in the eye. “So who was that?
Does the League have him on retainer or something?”

“Something like that. If we had him on retainer, there would inevitably
be a money trail back to us, and well, that probably wouldn’t be good,
but we have connections.”

“Well,” Jeremy said, glancing over at Haley, “he’s one of the good ones.
Oh, and I don’t want mess things up for the two of you, but you weren’t
planning on staying overnight, were you?”

Haley glanced over at me, raising an eyebrow. “No, and I’m sure you want
to sleep.” She stood up, asking, “Tomorrow?”

“I’ve got no plans,” I said.

“You do now,” she said. “Don’t forget,” and walked out the door.

Jeremy shook his head. “It’s weird knowing who she really is. Does that
ever get you?”

I shrugged. “I grew up meeting other heroes and their kids, often when
they were out of costume. My grandfather wouldn’t always tell me who
they were, but it wasn’t hard to figure out when I saw what he was
making for them. In some ways, it’s weirder when I see someone on the
news and don’t have any idea who they are.”

Jumping off the bed and beginning to take off his shirt, he
added,“You’ve had a weird life. You know that, right?”

The next two weeks were boring, and by boring I mean pleasant, and
normal. Wherever Jillian’s boyfriend’s gang was hiding out, they left no
sign that we could follow, and the police weren’t volunteering anything
that Jillian had told them. More to the point, Jillian wasn’t either.
That left attending class, doing homework, and training with Lee several
times a week. Even time spent with Haley was safe from interruptions.

Lucas even showed up for practice a couple times.

Even the Stapledon weekend wasn’t worth worrying about. We had the
meeting with attendance to end all meetings at least as Heroes’ League
meetings went. Beyond the League members who were enrolled in Stapledon,
we had Alex’ friends from California, Samita and Rod from D.C., Amy,
Tara, and Izzy. Everyone in the League who wasn’t in Stapledon yet
watched in HQ.

We agreed on a plan, created a list of what we’d have to practice and
made sure everyone had their marching orders.

During the week afterward, we practiced, we sent videos to each other
and evaluated how we were doing. On Friday night, Marcus and I picked up
the members of our task force from their universities, and before ten we
were all there.

With all the people, it almost felt like our summer movie nights, but
not quite. Hospitality and last minute preparations filled the evening.
Cassie, Daniel, and Jaclyn set visitors up with cots in the main room.
Meanwhile, I fitted everyone who didn’t already have one with one of the
new Heroes’ League suits. At the same time, Amy gave everyone one of the
red, gemlike objects that she used to ward off supernatural threats.

Apparently, it wasn’t as simple as handing them out. She needed to
customize them somehow. So while I sat at the counter on one side of my
lab, fitting League suits to people, Amy stood in a corner of the main
room. Her voice carried into my lab, asking questions, and being drowned
out by what felt like an army.

She walked through the door as Bloodmaiden—black armor with red, gemlike
accents, and a visible glowing gem on her chest. She’d never said so,
but I’d always suspected she had more power to work with that way.

Camille stood in front of me. Her suit was black like the others,
covering every bit of skin, impossible to identify except by the number
nine written on her chest.

Checking the screen on my computer, she said, “I’m not stuck looking
like this, am I?”

“No,” I began but didn’t get the chance to complete my thought.

Amy marched up to us. “There’s something magically wrong with everyone
I’ve worked on today. What have you been doing?”

“Nothing with magic. I don’t even know magic.”

Amy held up her hands in front of her, “I know! Do you have anyone who
uses magic in the group? Or in the city that you’re friendly with?”

“No. The closest we’ve got to that is Lee, but if he’s magical, no one
can detect it—”

“No, no… Wait,” Amy began, clenching her fists, and letting her gloved
hands fall to her sides. “That’s it. It’s Lee, somehow.”

I raised an eyebrow and tried to meet her eyes. Her helmet made that
harder, hiding the upper half of her face. “Are you sure? I’ve been told
that wizards can’t detect any magic on him at all. Now, psychics can
detect something strange about him, but when they make mental contact,
they tend to go insane.”

Holding up her left hand, Amy said, “Hear me out. Your wizards aren’t
using blood magic, and I’m not sensing him. Many of the most powerful
supernatural entities change the world around them just by being there.
Over the years, the Bloodmaidens have come to believe that he’s very
powerful. So, it’s not a surprise that he’d affect all of you.”

“And you,” I said. “You’ve been training with him for a year now. That’s
a long time.”

She nodded, “That’s right, but…” Her voice trailed off, but then her
eyes widened, and she started talking a little louder and with a hint of
a British accent. “I know why… Blood magic is more than magic that uses
blood. On a symbolic level, blood is life. Thus blood magic is life
magic, touching both on necromancy and soul magic. At its core, it’s
concerned with life’s essence.”

The accent faded, and Amy finished with, “That’s what was wrong. I have
to tune the blood gems I made to each of you and your essences are a
little bit off from what I thought.”

“Oh,” I said, wondering how much I should tell her, thinking back to the
conversation I’d had with Lee on my eighteenth birthday where he’d told
me what he was.

Off to my left, Camille said, “That didn’t sound like you at all.”

I could have jumped out of my skin. I’d completely forgotten she was
there.

Amy’s jaw tightened. “One of the past Bloodmaidens very nearly changed
how people practiced blood magic all on her own. She developed new
theories and techniques that almost everyone uses now while other
theories are still too controversial. I used her words to explain it.”

Frowning, Amy added, “I’m a little surprised at how far she went. Please
don’t repeat what she said about necromancy and soul magic. As for Lee,
all they’d ever tell me was that he was powerful and immortal. I’d
guessed that he was extremely powerful since he knew everything about me
that the version of him in my world knows, but no one told me that he
changed the people around him simply by being nearby.”

“I guess that would knock him up another level of power.”

Amy grinned, “At least.”

Camille looked from Amy to me. “Should I even be here? I think I’m going
to go.”

“The past Bloodmaidens seem to think you’re trustworthy, but you don’t
have to stay.”

As Camille walked out of the lab, I said, “Is Lee’s essence a problem?
Does it mean that the wards won’t work?”

Pulling out a blood gem and dropping it in my hand, she said, “Let’s
see.”

Then Amy stared at the gem for a full minute. “I think you’re okay. The
wards are holding.”

I looked over the gem. The multi-faceted reddish stone didn’t look any
more strange than any other gemstone. “I guess that’s good news. If the
wards weren’t holding, we’d have to scrub the mission until you could
find better help.”

Amy shook her head. “I don’t know where I’d find people I’d trust
enough. At that point, I’d go it alone.”

I looked her over. Between the armor, and the height and muscle she
gained with her transformation, I could imagine her doing that. Still…
“That sounds like a death sentence.”

Amy shrugged. “Bloodmaidens have fought the Thing That Eats alone and
won. I’d find a way. That thing can’t be allowed to keep on living.”

I met her eyes. “I can’t imagine facing it down alone. I admire the
intention, but it sounds like a disaster in the making.”

Nodding Amy said, “I know. The drive to destroy that thing? That’s more
the Bloodmaidens than me. I agree. It’s got to be destroyed. It does
nothing but kill when it’s alive, but I’m not looking forward to it.”

She didn’t cry and she controlled her voice, but I thought I heard fear.
I felt like there must be something that I should say, but the only
thing that came out was, “I’m not looking forward to it either.”

We nodded in agreement, and she left. I told people how to use their
suits, and she customized gems to our mixed essences.

The next morning we were all together in the main room in costume. Amy
stood in front of the group. “The plan will be simple. We know where his
house is, and we know that he’ll be there. We’ll drop from the jet, and
divide into two groups. The outside group will keep any assistance from
making it inside. The rest of us will confront The Thing That Eats and
either kill or imprison him.

“Every one of us will have a protective ward and a spare. If your wards
are damaged, you’ll need to retreat to the ship. We can’t risk leaving
it a vessel for its power, and you don’t want to become one.”

Amy eyed the group of us. “We can’t simply kill it. If we do, it will
try to possess someone else, and there’s a chance, however small, that
the host hasn’t been completely consumed.

“Knowing that, the wards you’ve been given don’t only protect you. If we
can surround the creature with wards, we can trap it.”

Marcus raised his hand and waved it. “What do we do with it after that?
Our grandparents stored a spirit of chaos here for a while but it broke
out. Nick and I were both possessed—”

At Amy’s look, he added, “We got out of it, but that’s not the point.
I’m just saying that we shouldn’t keep him here.”

Amy waved the comment away with her right hand. “Reliquary has this all
worked out. He’s going to be here to take it when we get back. He also
called in some favors. So now we have a Russian wizard’s team to back us
up.”

I was about to say something like, “Good—” when she continued. “That’s
the good news. The bad news is that those of you who were involved in
getting Izzy into and out of Turkmenistan will recognize them as the
team that Izzy fought on the way out.”

Travis didn’t raise his hand, just his voice. “Are you kidding me?
Couldn’t you or Samita have convinced him to get someone else? Those
guys are going to recognize her, and if not her, the jet. It’s going to
cause an international incident.”

Samita stepped out of the crowd, her red hood down, upper half of her
face still hidden by her mask. “No, we told Reliquary everything
including that, and he said the Russians will ignore it unless we make
them pay attention. Izzy’s not wearing the same costume, and we’re not
going to fly low over Russian territory this time. So everything should
be fine.”

I looked over at Izzy, and she was wearing the same costume as everyone
who was going in—a black costume with red highlights that looked roughly
the same as Amy’s armor. All of us had red numbers on our chests so that
we, at least, could identify each other.

I couldn’t have said whose idea it was—possibly Tara’s, but the logic
worked. The creature knew and feared the Bloodmaiden, but didn’t know
Amy. In the heat of battle, it wouldn’t have time to figure which one of
us she was.

It also had the convenient side effect of making it hard to figure out
who we were.

Like most of us, Izzy hadn’t formed her suit’s helmet. She caught Amy’s
eye. “If it would help, I’ll stay here.”

“It won’t.” Amy surveyed the group of us, her red hair brushing her
shoulders, and standing out against her armor. “We need all of you.
Let’s go over the plan one more time…”

We left in the late afternoon, knowing that we’d arrive around four in
the morning. Leaving Samita behind to set up wards in case one of us
came back possessed, Alex in case we were mortally injured, and more
than half the League to assist them, ten of us left in the jet.

Haley flew since she’d logged more time flying than anyone but me. I was
on the team that would be going into the house to face the creature.

With Haley acting as pilot, I took the weapons console, turning on the
shields the moment we exited the water. Sheathing the jet in black,
energy absorbing shields made us more noticeable visually, but invisible
to radar. Haley kept us low until we were out of sight of any boats and
then took us up, waiting to break the sound barrier until we were 30,000
feet up, and then heading straight for orbit.

We made it into space in half the time it took to cross Grand Lake
during rush hour, moving from daylight on the ground to seeing the blue
and white of Earth beneath us and infinite darkness and stars above.

Soon enough, we descended into the dark side of the planet, night
swallowing up everything, and many of the stars disappearing.

Monitoring the jet’s sensors, I learned one thing that made me
happy—there were no signs of missile launches, which meant that our
flight hadn’t triggered a nuclear war.

It wasn’t likely that it would, but you never knew.

We descended more slowly than we could have, using anti-gravity to slow
us down and stabilize us. Directional jets kept us on target. Even
though the shields obscured the main engine’s exhaust to a degree, using
it would have made it considerably easier to detect us.

The lights of Ashgabat, Turkmenistan’s capital glowed below us. With
desert on one side of the city and mountains on the other, the city
stood out. Light itself wasn’t the only reason. It had streetlights like
any other city I’d seen, but they used more colors to light big
buildings than they did back in Grand Lake. I saw purple, green and blue
while we were still fairly high up.

As we sank lower, I could see more detail—at least on the largest
buildings. The boxy rectangular column-like buildings were apartments.
Other buildings with huge domes and wide plazas could have passed for
palaces, but I suspected they were government buildings.

We ignored them, choosing instead to aim toward a compound off of a
major highway. It was one of many similar compounds. I didn’t know for
sure, but to me they looked like mansions. Whatever the rest of them
were, this one made me think of a medieval keep—high walls loomed over
the trees on the grounds.

“I guess this is our stop,” I said.

Haley bit her lip.

“Good luck, everybody,” Vaughn said from one of the seats behind us, and
fog began to form on the ground.

I wondered how much fog Ashgabat saw normally. It didn’t seem likely
that a city in a desert would have much fog. We were practically
announcing, “Hey everybody, there’s something strange in your
neighborhood.”

On the other hand, we’d chosen the team based on strength, not stealth.
Izzy, Rod, Jaclyn, Amy, Cassie and I were taking on the The Thing That
Eats directly. Daniel, Vaughn, Camille, and Haley would be outside,
discouraging interference.

“One more thing,” Amy said, standing up and walking toward the hatch.
“We know he’s tough. That’s why you’re here, but that’s not all. Somehow
he knows what to say to manipulate people. There’s not enough time to
use it in combat, but just to be safe, don’t listen to him.

“And remember what we practiced.”

She took a breath, “Let’s go.” Then she opened the hatch. “Troll?” Rod
stood next to her as himself, not as a troll, wearing a mask and a black
trenchcoat, his blond beard blowing a little in the breeze.

Then she grabbed him, and they stepped out of the hatch, floating down
to the roof. Izzy and Jaclyn went next, both in black and red costumes.
That left Cassie and I. I looked over at Haley, and we both said, “Good
luck.” Then in a move that felt strangely like dancing, Cassie stepped
on one of the Rocket suit’s boots, and put her arm around my shoulder. I
put my arm around her waist, and we stepped out of the jet.

I turned on the rocket pack and felt our descent slow. In my mind,
Daniel thought, Stay safe.

I thought back, I’ll try. Notice anything?

I sense a great danger below you. His amusement carried over our
connection.

Yeah. Thanks a lot. Me too.

Seconds later, we landed on the roof. Cassie let go and I fired off a
series of spybots that spread out and peered into windows. The bots
sprayed the inside of the building with sound, infrared, and other
methods of seeing in the dark.

The bots mapped the outside rooms in less than a minute. Then a killbot
cut a hole through the wall and all the bots followed it in, mapping as
they went. Once inside they spread out again, adding one room after
another in seconds.

Despite being halfway across the world, it didn’t feel like it. It felt
like the house of an old, but important man that could have been located
anywhere. At the same time, as the rooms flashed into view inside my
helmet, I couldn’t help but feel that something was a little off.

The house held more than twenty bedrooms, and only one of them showed
any signs that a person lived there. That one only stood out because it
was bigger than any of the others, and not because it held any sense of
the owner’s personality. It did have a painting of a battle where a line
of Roman legionnaires fought cavalry, but aside from that, it could have
been a hotel room.

No guards sat in the guard room. No servants slept in the servants’
quarters.

The first signs of habitation appeared in the basement. One large room,
it contained everything that couldn’t be shown in public—any public.

A line of four cells ran down one wall. Metal bars ran from ceiling to
floor, and metal chains hung from the wall. Thin mattresses sat in the
corner of each cell.

I didn’t know if they were visible to the naked eye, but dark spots
stained the concrete floor in the computer generated composite of the
cells.

I didn’t have time to be repulsed by the thought of what must have been
done there. Even as I’d begun to think about why The Thing might need
cells, I’d noticed another section of wall. It held pictures of people
without any particular pattern—old, young, male and female, ugly and
attractive.

The newer pictures all appeared to be from Turkmenistan.

As I absorbed that, Izzy said, “I found him.” From the intensity in her
voice, I guessed that she’d noticed the cells too, and maybe more.

I’d found him too. Next to the section of wall with the pictures of his
victims stood several bookshelves, a desk, and oddly, a couple statues
that might have been lifted from a Greek temple somewhere.

A man sat at the desk, his skin faded and covered with liver spots. He
wore a suit, but the jacket hung on the chair behind him, and the shirt
was unbuttoned to show the white t-shirt underneath.

I didn’t know what the books were about, but from the big circle on the
floor I guessed sorcery. The eagle ring on the man’s hand brought up
other memories.

The eagle looked like the eagle that Roman legions had used, but that
the Cabal had kept alive, meaning that the wreck of a man we saw might
well once have been a Cabal soldier.

That was unnerving. The worst of them had been both nearly invulnerable,
and practically immortal. If he was one of them, not even natural
immortality could prevent The Thing That Eats from absorbing someone’s
body into its own shape.

It was disgusting.

“What have you got, Rocket? Confirmation?” Amy and the others watched
me, waiting for my answer.

“That and more,” I said. “What happens when The Thing absorbs someone
with powers?”

I couldn’t read Amy’s face as easily when the helmet covered half of it.
Still, she stiffened. “What kind of powers?”

I thought about it. “I’m… not sure. I think he took over a Cabal
soldier. The Cabal’s normal soldiers had a wide variety, and mostly
their powers weren’t fully developed, but their reserves were
terrifying. Think strong, nearly invulnerable, and they regenerate.
Actually, you duplicated one of their descendant’s powers, so you know
them better than I do.”

Amy stared. “Crap. I can’t say how it works in this world, but in
mine he kept any abilities that were purely physical. He didn’t always
keep magic. Some kinds of magic weren’t accessible to him, especially
anything opposed to whatever he is.”

Her eyes swept over the group. “This changes our plan. If he’s one of
the Cabal’s reserves we’re going to have to go in as hard as we can. If
he can regenerate like I could then… Accelerando, you’ve fought them.
Can we keep one down long enough to surround him with wards?”

Jaclyn nodded, only distinguishable from everyone else because she was
taller than everyone but Izzy and me. “With Blue and Troll we can hold
him down and I can get the wards around him.”

Cassie didn’t let them go any further, saying, “Don’t worry about it.
We’ve got this. The last time we fought the Cabal, the Rocket discovered
they were far from invulnerable to high powered lasers, and guess who’s
got lasers? Me and the Rocket.”

She moved her gun in front of her from where it hung at her side. Made
of a shimmery blue-green metal, it was currently the size of a
submachine gun. Its shape adjusted to her needs, so tomorrow it might be
the size of a rifle or pistol.

Amy gave a quick nod in response. “Well, if that’s what we have to do,
we’ll do it. You two can hurt him, and then while he’s healing we’ll
surround him with wards. Remember everyone, if we don’t know what he is,
Cabal or normal human, we have to find out because if we kill the host,
who knows where The Thing That Eats will reappear?”

She’d said that before, but I couldn’t deny the point bore repeating.

Presumably satisfied that we’d gotten the point, she said, “Alright,
let’s go. Troll?”

Rod smiled. “Follow the bouncing mythological humanoid…”

In his place stood a strangely warped version of himself—two stories
tall with gnarled muscles, and a wide jaw full of big teeth.

Izzy chucked a black ball that hit him and expanded into a skintight
black and red accented suit with a superficial similarity to Amy’s
Bloodmaiden look—just like the rest of us.

The Thing That Eats would never confuse him with Amy, but it might be
fun to watch him process the difference.

Troll took a few steps as the roof made cracking noises, and then
stepped off the edge, landing on the grass next to the building with a
solid thump.

We all followed. Cassie used one of my redesigned grapple guns to
descend using a line of sticky goo. Izzy, Amy, and I flew down while
Jaclyn jumped off the roof, landing next to Rod.

Rod stepped up to the wall, leaned in, and gave it a push. Though it had
been designed to look like stone, it was concrete and shattered. A solid
push bent the rebar inside, and brushing away the metal bars with his
arms, he stepped inside the house. Then he kicked through the concrete
floor inside with one foot, leaning down and ripping more floor away
with his arms, and then jumping through the hole he’d created.

He’d done all of that in less than ten seconds.

With the noise, we couldn’t do anything but alert the Thing to our
arrival, so I’d been watching with the spybots to see how he responded.
He’d stood up at his desk when Rod broke through the wall, but when Rod
broke through the floor and jumped into the basement, The Thing ran
toward the breach.

For me, that was a serious clue that the man had been one of the
reserves. For anyone else, the sensible response to having a troll break
through your concrete wall is to leave.

This creature changed from the withered man we’d seen at his desk to the
same withered man, but then with a head nearly the size of his body. The
head had a mouth large enough to surround any one of us except for Rod
in one bite (plus a little slurping to suck in a stray arm or leg).

It appeared to have been constructed out of fleshlike brick squares,
creating a matrix of lines across the head.

Nothing about that made sense to me, but I didn’t have to understand it,
just keep people aware of it.

“The Thing’s seen Troll and is charging him.”

With that, we followed him in.

Jaclyn and Izzy went first, followed by Amy (flying), Cassie, who jumped
in after her, and finally me.

The Thing leapt as Rod closed with him, aiming for Rod’s abdomen,
knocking Rod backward for all his bulk, and throwing him to the floor.

For me at least, this instantly confirmed the “Cabal Reserves” theory
about The Thing’s host.

The concrete around Rod shattered, throwing bits of floor into the air.
To my gratification, Rod’s costume stayed together—mostly. The small
rips around where the creature’s fist hit him mended themselves.

Surprisingly agile for a being so lopsided, The Thing rolled across
Rod’s chest and landing on it’s feet next to his shoulder.

Opening its freakishly wide mouth, it bent towards his head. Though it
easily could have fit Rod’s head inside, it never got the chance to bite
down.

Between the low light of the basement and my position behind everyone
else, I didn’t see what happened as it happened, but my HUD tracked
Jaclyn’s change of position as she moved from the hole Rod had broken
through almost instantly to where The Thing That Eats stood over Rod,
punching The Thing in the head.

She must have concluded that the host had been part of Cabal’s reserves
too because she didn’t hold back. Her fist hit him with a thudding noise
that I could feel through my armor.

The blow threw him across the basement. He hit the far wall with his
head, turning the concrete into dangerously large flying chunks and a
cloud of gray dust.

Even though I knew better, part of me hoped he was dead. We weren’t that
lucky.

Consistent with how we’d practiced, Izzy was already nearly on him. If
she and Jaclyn could hold him, we might get a chance to surround him
with wards. Unfortunately, we hadn’t practiced with a Cabal soldier in
mind.

Before Izzy could reach him, he jumped upward, crashing through the wall
and the floor above us.

He was outside.

Daniel’s mind touched mine. He’s out.

I know.

I sent the spybots to fly after him. Daniel pointed out the right spot
in the fog.

Jaclyn followed Izzy out. Amy flew after them. Cassie appeared to be
slowing as she neared Rod, but didn’t end up stopping. He rolled over as
she closed, and sprinted toward the hole, smashing through it in an
explosion of concrete.

Cassie glanced back at me before she jumped out. “What are you waiting
for?”

Not having an answer, I turned on the rocket pack, and flew out after
her, shooting upward, above the fog. I hung in the air, using the
spybots to point me in the right direction, and then the HUD to get me
detail.

Over the comm, Izzy said, “I see him. He’s going toward the next house.
If he gets any closer I’m going in.”

Vaughn’s fog covered the entire lawn except for maybe ten feet around
the house. My HUD’s composite image showed The Thing stumbling through
the fog, moving toward the next house.

I tapped my palm, allowing me to talk on our group channel. “No one get
close. I’m going to take a shot.”

Then I activated the laser, pointing my arm toward the creature and
firing. A beam of white laser light showed up against the fog, burning
through the creature’s cheek.

The Thing shrieked, but it wasn’t a simple shriek. This one cut through
the night. It didn’t hurt my ears, but it felt like it passed through
the Rocket suit’s filters much like a cold winter wind passed through a
coat.

This brought to mind images of snow, of shivering alone in the cold, and
the feeling of an unsatisfied hunger.

Then came strange warmth and the feeling stopped. At the same time I
realized that the Rocket suit glowed red. I could see it in my HUD
thanks to the spybots, and I wasn’t the only one. We all glowed.

This wasn’t a good thing.

The Thing sank toward the ground and then it jumped, flying through the
air toward me. If I’d had time to reason it out, I probably would have
opened up the rockets full blast and shot away, knowing that the worst
thing I could do would be to let it grab me.

No matter how quickly the suit tried to repair itself, it could probably
rip it off, or damage the suit to the point that repairs were
impossible.

That’s not what I did.

I opened up with bots I’d packed full of explosives that I’d taken to
calling boombots. I sent more than twenty at it, and The Thing
disappeared in fire.

I knew it wouldn’t be enough to kill it, but by sheer luck it was enough
to alter the creature’s course through the air. It spun leftward, end
over end, and it would have passed me altogether—except it never got the
chance.

Izzy caught up with it from behind, spiking its head like a volleyball,
driving it toward the ground.

Amy’s voice came over the comm. “Storm King dissolve the fog around—”

The Thing hit the ground with a thud and a wail of rage that was good
news in the sense that we hadn’t killed it, forcing it to choose a new
and unpredictable body, but bad in the sense that this meant it could
keep up the magical attacks.

Except… Izzy didn’t let it. She screamed. Her scream wasn’t magical, but
it could shatter stone. It drowned out the Thing’s wail or shocked it so
deeply that it stopped, pushing away the fog around it.

It pushed itself off the ground, then began to crouch, ready to jump
again.

This time though, I targeted its right leg, white light burning a hole
into it. At almost the same time another beam came out of the fog, this
one red, hitting its left leg.

Cassie’s gun.

Now we just had to get the wards around it before its legs healed. I
grabbed my secondary ward from a pouch on the suit, wondering what the
new noise I’d begun to hear in the background meant.

Then I recognized it. It was sirens.

At the same time, lights came on in nearby houses. Hovering above the
fog, I noticed something that I hadn’t before. The bigger houses that
stood next to the four-lane road were all different from each other. On
the narrower streets behind them stood identical, white two-story houses
that didn’t quite look Western though I was at a loss as to why.

Thanks to the light, I could see that they were white boxes with green
shingled roofs. Even if I couldn’t imagine them in Michigan, there
wasn’t anything especially unusual about them.

Pushing aside speculations about the manufacturing process that led to
them and what it might say about Turkmenistan’s culture and economy, I
concentrated on the glowing, red ward I’d pulled out of my
pouch.

Wishing Amy hadn’t nixed my idea for “wardbots,” I lowered myself into
the rapidly expanding circle of fog around The Thing That Eats. Its legs
were already visibly healing.

As it began to push itself up, Cassie shot it again, a red beam lancing
out of the fog to burn through one thigh and then another.

The Thing screamed, trying to dodge the beam, but only succeeding in
falling.

Cassie didn’t stop with simply shooting through the legs, she cut them
nearly off. At the speed that they were healing, I couldn’t blame her. I
might even thank her except that the charred, blackened cuts were
disturbing to look at and even more disturbing when specks of pink began
to appear on the Thing’s burnt flesh.

Ignoring it, I landed near the Thing and dropped my spare ward in front
of me. At about the same time Rod stepped out of the fog, a two-story
nightmare in black and red. He dropped his spare ward off to the side of
mine.

The Thing That Eats flinched.

At about that moment Izzy, Jaclyn, Amy and Cassie appeared, walking out
of the fog, or in the case of Izzy and Amy, landing near us and dropping
their wards in a rough circle around The Thing.

It seemed to recognize what was happening, and tried to get away,
pulling itself up with its arms and across the grass toward the edge of
the circle.

Amy said words in a language I didn’t recognize except that it sounded
almost like English, but not quite, and a red wall appeared around the
circle. She glanced over at the rest of us. “It’s going to take a few
more minutes for me to pull its essence out of the man. It’s going to
have time to talk. Remember what I told you. Don’t listen to it.”

Its eyes swept over the group of us, and it nodded slowly. “I’m sure
she’s correct. The Bloodmaiden can always be trusted in these matters
even one as young as this one. How did she come to be here, I wonder?
Did something go wrong back home? Is your kingdom in danger, or perhaps
destroyed? If that’s true, remember, I’ve been here for hundreds of
years now. It’s not my fault. It’s yours.”

Amy didn’t say anything even if the muscles around her mouth tightened.
She kept on muttering in the language I’d heard earlier, sometimes
making hand motions.

The Thing smiled. On a head that was wider than most people’s bodies, it
felt disquieting to watch that smile slowly expand, hinting at normal
human teeth, but many, many more of them.

Vaughn’s voice came over the comm. “What’s up with Bloodmaiden? She
switched off her comm.”

I spoke over the line. “Remember the briefing? The wards worked, and
she’s doing the final spell that separates the Thing from its host.”

“No shit?” Tension left his voice. “That’s great. I was worried. She’s
got a little time, but not much. I’ve surrounded the jet with a cloud
and covered the ground around you with the thickest fog I can manage for
miles. Cops are coming, but they’re traveling at, like, two miles per
hour, but it’s a straight road, you know? I can’t slow them down
completely. Gravity Star and the Mystic will do their best, but someone
saw you guys. They’ve got tanks and a few guys in what the jet tagged as
leftover Soviet powered armor. Those guys might be able to see through
fog.”

I glanced over at Amy. She was still gesturing and muttering. I didn’t
see any sign that she’d be done soon.

“Got it,” I said. “We’ll do what we have to.”

Izzy, meanwhile, was slowly turning around. When she stopped, she said,
“He’s right. They’re coming, and it’s going to be close. The men in
powered armor aren’t coming any faster than the tanks, though, and I
don’t think theirs is in as good shape as yours.” She gave me a nod. “I
think we’ve got a good shot at getting out of here without a fight.”

The Thing turned toward her. “Are you willing to take that chance. For
all that they’re trained fighters, in this instance they’re innocents.
Any of you could kill them easily and accidentally. Are you willing to
murder to catch me?”

Izzy eyed the creature. “It wouldn’t be murder.” Her fist clenched.

If Izzy broke the circle, it would get out. I wasn’t sure what tack to
take, but I had to say something…

Jaclyn put her hand on Izzy’s shoulder. “You’re going to have to do
better than that. We’re not going to listen to you.”

Izzy looked over her shoulder at Jaclyn and nodded.

I let out a breath, grateful that Jaclyn hadn’t been sucked in. She was
wrong about one thing though—we were all listening.

I found myself wishing that Amy had told us about the creature’s talent
for manipulating people earlier. We would have had time to come up with
a countermeasure. Of course, she may not have known it herself. I had
the impression that most of what she knew about The Thing That Eats came
from past Bloodmaidens. They had to have their own reasons for choosing
when to tell Amy what they knew.

Whatever the case, I had to think of something now.

What could I do? Well, what did I know? It wasn’t magic because Amy’s
wards hadn’t stopped it. It wasn’t using whatever sonic frequencies
Julie used to affect the human brain because I’d set up our suits to
filter those out.

The creature went unerringly for strong emotional reactions whether
through intelligence or intuition—which led me to what? Not action.

I got out of my head long enough to hear the tail end of whatever it had
been saying to Jaclyn.

“—do you think they’ll treat you any better than their grandparents
treated him?”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow. “You’re forty years too late on that one, and
they already do.”

The Thing That Eats pushed itself up with its arms, making the ruin of
its legs visible. Flesh, muscle, and bone were knitting themselves
together.

It turned its gaze on Amy. “Send Sibyl my best. These wards. This spell.
It’s based on her work, isn’t it?”

Amy kept on chanting, ignoring it or too into what she was doing to
notice.

Off to my right and reflecting the wards’ red glow, Cassie stood next to
the circle, aiming her gun at the creature. “Someone needs to shut that
thing up.”

Jaclyn stared at Cassie. “Don’t shoot it. You’ll break the cir—”

Cassie shouted over her. “I know! I listened during the briefing. I’m
going to shoot it if the circle breaks.”

The Thing’s too large eyes swiveled, taking in all of us, but stopping
at Cassie, Amy, and me. “Interesting.” Nodding toward Cassie, it said,
“She loves a man in the plane. The Bloodmaiden likes the same man, but
loves this man.” It nodded at me. “He loves the woman flying the plane,
but could love others.”

Cassie stiffened. Amy paused in her chanting and the red glow flickered,
but steadied when she said the next word.

The Thing That Eats opened its mouth to say more. Deciding I didn’t want
to find out what else it had to say, I went with the least complicated
idea I had. I found the “bad music” folder in the Rocket suit’s sound
list, clicked on The Ballad of Bilbo Baggins, and turned the volume up.

Sixties pop music combined with the sound of Leonard Nimoy’s voice
thundered in the night. Not wanting to risk it being considering an
attack on The Thing That Eats by whatever rules governed magical
circles, I didn’t aim the noise directly at the creature, but aimed it
every direction.

Amy’s eyes flashed in my direction, and while I didn’t know precisely
what the curl of her lips meant, I guessed that it meant, “What the
hell?”

Whatever she was thinking, she kept on chanting, and when The Thing
began talking again I couldn’t hear it and most likely none of us could.
Well, unless Izzy could hear it, but it didn’t seem to be targeting her.
It was looking at me and then at Amy.

When neither of us responded, it began to howl. At least that’s why I
thought it howled. In the next moment, I realized it was more than that.

Before my eyes, the creature separated into two. One was simply the body
of the man we’d seen before the creature’s change—pale with wrinkled
skin and liver spots on his face. The other body was a gray creature
with The Thing’s bulbous head and a shadowy, gray body with transparent
sets of teeth.

As I watched, the reddish glow of the wards flared as the wards came
together in the air, surrounding the shadowy image of the Thing, and
then shrinking into a reddish cube.

The cube dropped to the grass, landing next to the body of the host.

We all stared at that for a moment, but then Jaclyn mimed turning a
knob. It took a second, but then I realized that turning off the music
would probably be an improvement for everyone within half a mile of me.

“Nice selection,” Jaclyn said.

“It’s a leftover from fighting Evil Beatnik. It was that or William
Shatner singing ‘Rocket Man’.”

Vaughn’s voice came over the comm, “Either way we’re still risking a
retaliatory nuclear strike. Both of those songs are epically bad.
Anyway, you guys need to get up here. The Mystic’s been sending the cops
and the military in the wrong direction, but they’re going to notice
pretty soon…”

I looked up at the jet or at least at the cloud above us that hid it.
“We’ll be up in a second. Bloodmaiden’s got to grab the container, but
then we’re done.”

“Cool.” Then Vaughn sighed. “It’s going to be a long ride home. I’ve got
questions for Amy and Cassie, and uh… you.”

My mind went back to what The Thing had said. With everything that had
been happening I hadn’t had time to think about it, but it had basically
said that Amy was in love with me and blown what Cassie had told me
earlier.

I could see where he’d have questions. I knew I did.
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        Jaclyn’s voice came over the comm. “Not that that’s not important, but
there’s one more thing we need to decide. What are we going to do with
this guy?”

She stood over the body of The Thing That Eats’ host. “I’ve checked his
pulse, and if he’s got one, it’s too faint for me to tell.”

Izzy turned toward the body, adding, “I’m not sure either, but if I had
to guess, I’d say he’s alive, but barely.”

I looked at him. The HUD showed his probable body temperature at his
core at 98.6—human normal, but cooler in his legs and arms. Despite all
the damage we’d done to his legs, they were covered in skin and muscle
again—even if they were half as thick.

“Almost brain dead,” Daniel said, “but there’s something there.”

Jaclyn nodded. “Then I say we should leave him. If he’s alive and he’s
like the rest of them, he might heal before we get back to Grand Lake.
If he freaks out, we’ll be fighting him inside the jet. Blue, Cap, and I
might survive, but I don’t know about the rest of you.

Letting her gun hang from its strap, Cassie said, “Makes sense. Let’s
go.”

As a troll, Rod couldn’t do much more than grunt and roar, but he did
his best. “Not like. Host innocent.”

Izzy tilted her helmet toward the body, and then toward the rest of us.
“I don’t like it either.”

Amy picked up the glowing, red cube, dropping it into a pouch on her
belt. “We’ve never separated anyone from The Thing after the host has
taken the The Thing’s form. For all I know, it’s brain dead because it
doesn’t  have any of its own mind left.”

Gesturing out toward the fog, Cassie said, “The police and everything
will be here any time. We’ve got backup. Let’s leave this to them.”

Jaclyn nodded. “I don’t like agreeing with you, but you’re right. Night
Cat is supposed to call them.”

Haley’s voice came over the comm. “I’m texting them… And they’ll handle
it. They aren’t telling me how. And hurry up here, some of the police
are peeling away from the main group.”

The jet sank toward us, stopping a few feet from the ground. The hatch
flopped open and we all climbed inside. Haley sent the jet straight
upward, giving me one last look at The Thing’s host. The man lay
motionless in the only spot that was empty of fog as far as I could see.

It disappeared quickly. Haley aimed the jet toward space as soon as we
could do it without breaking people’s windows.

For the next few minutes, we didn’t say much of anything, listening to
the roar of the jet’s main engine as we ascended.

About the time we could see the curve of the Earth, Vaughn said, “What
was it talking about?”

We’d all taken off our helmets by then, and everybody had turned their
costumes from the black and red we’d worn for this mission to their
normal costume colors.

I, meanwhile, had been checking the Defenders’ feed. The feed for space
showed the current status for near Earth space as “safe”—no alien
spaceships seen or detected.

Behind me, Cassie said, “Maybe this isn’t the right time for that?”

Amy, also seated in the row behind me, “No, we don’t have a choice. The
Thing made this public. We’ve got to talk about it in public.”

Izzy, now sitting the farthest row back with Daniel, said, “It’s okay.
You don’t have to talk publicly about it. If it’s private, none of us
need to know.”

“You do.” Amy stood up. “I should have told all of you a long time ago.”

Haley frowned. “This sounds like it will take a while. I’m putting us in
orbit.”

I glanced back at Amy. She’d changed back into herself during the
flight. I hadn’t noticed any of the normal red light and music. She must
have gotten better at damping it down.

“You’re probably right,” I told Haley.

Amy was nearly a foot shorter as a normal person and wore jeans and a
t-shirt. Her red hair stopped at her shoulders instead of going down her
back.

She had the same attitude, though. She took in everyone with a look, and
said, “I told all of you that I’m a princess in my world and that I had
to leave because my twin and I had both received the Bloodmaiden powers.
I told you it was because people feared that I’d try to usurp power and
rule the empire. That’s true. All of that was true, but there’s more.”

Lowering her voice, she continued, “I didn’t tell you that my mother,
father, and sister don’t believe that at all. They sent me away partly
to keep me safe, but partly because there was another threat to the
realm and wanted me in a position to save or avenge them if it comes to
that.

“Many of you have duplicates in my world, but with magical powers
instead. They sent me to Nick’s grandfather because he had a device that
could send people to other universes. You’ve got one exactly like it.”

I thought back what to Daniel and I jokingly called the Starplate, a
black disk the old Heroes’ League left in our headquarters. I’d never
learned how to use it.

Amy kept on talking. “The Nick in my home universe and I… connected. We
only had a day together, so I don’t know if what we had was love, but we
liked each other. We didn’t make any promises about staying together
forever. It’s been two years, and there’s a Haley there too, so they
might have found each other again…”

“Found each other?” Haley asked.

Amy turned back to look at her. “In my universe, you’re a werewolf, and
your pack left when they found you were getting involved with a human.”

At Haley’s frown, Amy said, “I know it’s weird. In my universe, Cassie
and Vaughn are together, but Vaughn’s a weather wizard in training and
Cassie’s barely human. There’s another Daniel too… I don’t know who he’s
dating.”

Vaughn cocked his head and looked at her. “Did you say weather wizard?
That’s really weird. I dueled a weather wizard once. But anyway, you
said your family sent you here because they were hoping you’d save them.
Does that mean you’re going back?”

Amy met Vaughn’s eyes. “My father said to wait ten years and if I hadn’t
heard anything from him to gather together what allies I can find, and
take back the kingdom if I can.”

Her voice didn’t waver, didn’t sound apologetic or uncertain. Her accent
even edged toward British though it wasn’t quite. In that moment, I
could completely believe that she descended from generations of royalty
and supernatural guardians, and would get back what was
theirs.

History wasn’t as much my thing as Daniel’s, but long talks with him had
made it clear that historical kings and queens weren’t like the royalty
in fairy tales. They had more in common with the royalty in Game of
Thrones—ruthless and effective.

“I don’t know when I’m going back, but I’m not going to wait ten years
to do it. There’s got to be some way to find out what’s going on back
home. When I know, I’m going to ask all of you to help. I’ll understand
if you can’t, but if I’m fighting something powerful enough to stand
against my family, I’ll need all the help I get.”

“Man,” Vaughn shook his head, “that could get crazy… After it’s over,
are you going to stay there?”

Amy stopped and said nothing for a moment. “I don’t know. They might
need me especially if somehow…” She paused again. “If somehow everyone’s
dead and I’m the only one left alive. Then I’ll have to rebuild. If
they’re alive, the same conditions that made it easy to send me away
might still be true. Then I’ll stay here.”

Nodding, Vaughn said, “We said we weren’t going to take this too
seriously, but I’m glad you’re not planning to disappear. I’m not sure I
want to relocate to your universe—especially if there’s already another
me.”

Amy laughed. “Wouldn’t that be confusing? And that wouldn’t be the worst
of it. Even back home, your double’s family is only barely royal and
viewed as uncultured colonists. The Bloodlords would be horrified to
find that you were courting me, but since the Bloodmaiden has always had
a reputation for scandalous behavior, maybe they wouldn’t care.”

Vaughn leaned back in his chair. “That almost sounds fun.” He grinned,
but then stopped, turning toward Cassie, keeping his voice low and
beginning by saying, “I—”

Holding up her hand, Cassie didn’t let him go any further. “No. Stop. I
don’t want to cause problems, so I didn’t bring that up. It’s not as big
a deal as The Thing That Eats made it sound.”

Vaughn blinked. “Okay.”

He didn’t add anything to that, and neither did anyone else.

In my head, Daniel added, That went about as well as could be
expected.

It made for an odd moment, all of us sitting in the League jet,  hearing
the hum of the life support systems, and the background roar of the main
engine. Meanwhile, outside, the jet hung above North America which was
green, brown and gray, but surrounded by blue, and obscured by white
clouds.

Yet with almost everyone we cared about and maybe ever would care about
below us, we found ourselves unsure of what to say in the face of the
relationships right here.

Or maybe I was the only one who was unsure? Still, we didn’t say a lot
after Rod interrupted the silence with the question, “So, what do you
think of those Nationals?” and Haley answered, “They suck.” A few of us
laughed, Cassie, in particular, but maybe you had to be there.

There’s not a lot to say about what came next. We landed in Grand Lake
where it was still day time. Alex healed the injuries we had, which were
amazingly minor considering what we’d done. Agent Lim debriefed us over
the internet, listening, I’m sure, for anything we’d done that could
damage the security of the United States or cause problems for the
Stapledon program.

Plus, Samita seemed almost disappointed that none of us had come back
possessed, making her elaborate protective circles unnecessary.

Reliquary appeared during all of that to pick up The Thing That Eats’
glowing prison and left us celebrating our survival.

We had pizza. And breadsticks. With dipping sauce.

It wasn’t exactly the food of kings, but we were hungry.

After a couple hours hanging out, though, we had to bring everyone
home—well, almost everyone. Alex and his friends had flown a Defenders’
podjet. Izzy and Daniel flew back to the University of Chicago together.

That left Haley and me to fly everyone else.

On a whim, we left Cassie and Rod (both in Washington D.C.) for last.
That meant that we were floating above Duke University to drop off Amy
and Samita at ten at night, practically invisible because of the
shields, and about two hundred feet from the ground.

Samita looked out the windows, face pointing toward the ground below.
“You’re absolutely certain you can carry me all the way down?”

Amy smirked. “After I transform? Yes. Can I have a second?”

Samita nodded, frowning as Amy walked up to Cassie. “I did what I could
to pull the focus away from… Well, you know.”

Cassie leaned back in her chair and looked up at her. “Does that mean
you’re not recruiting us to invade your home universe?”

Amy’s mouth twitched. “No, that’s real. Will you?”

Glancing downward toward her gun, Cassie said, “Count on it. Mr.
Sparkles’ been complaining about how he barely got to shoot the dragon
since August.”

Amy laughed but then stopped. “Are we okay? I mean it seriously.”

Taking her hand and squeezing it, Cassie said, “We’re fine.”

“Good.” Letting go of Cassie’s hand, she tapped Rod’s foot. Nodding
toward Samita, she said, “Should I push her out?”

Rod laughed. “Definitely.”

Samita raised an eyebrow. “Don’t.”

Amy didn’t, and after the normal flash of red, she took Samita and flew
down to Duke’s campus.

Cassie and Rod didn’t even go to the same university. We dropped them
off in a park in Washington D.C. that they said was near enough to a
Metro stop that they could get where they needed to go.

As the hatch opened, Cassie asked, “What do you think will happen to
that Cabal guy?”

“No idea,” I said.

“Me neither,” she said and stepped out. Rod followed her.

When they were gone, I turned on the gravitics and let the jet float
upward. Out the windows, the Washington Monument, Lincoln Memorial and
the Capitol building dominated the skyline, all of them glowing.

Haley and I looked at each other. “I think this is the first time we’ve
been alone in days,” Haley said.

I shrugged. “If we landed at a team’s HQ in New York, we could change
into street clothes and I don’t know, maybe go see a band? Or have
dessert?”

She pursed her lips, obviously thinking about it. “We can’t be too late.
I wanted to go to Mass with my parents tomorrow, and I’ve got an essay
due Monday.”

Checking the jet’s radar, I brought the main engine online. “I’ve got
stuff too.”

Somewhere over Pennsylvania, Kayla called. Haley and I shared a look. We
weren’t going to be going to NYC.

“Bad news. Reliquary was driving The Thing’s prison to some kind of
magical storage facility when he was attacked. The attacker shattered
the device. The creature’s escaped.”

I thought about Reliquary. He was head of Stapledon’s magic department,
mostly because he was the only wizard willing to associate with
Stapledon, and not coincidentally something of a rebel in the wizarding
community.

From what I’d heard, he was also fantastically knowledgeable about
magic. He’d have been careful with The Thing That Eats’ container. He
wouldn’t have let it shatter. Whoever or whatever had taken it had to
have been looking for it—though if it were somehow a random heist, the
thief got far more than expected.

While I thought about it, Haley asked, “How is Reliquary
doing?”

Kayla said, “I… don’t know. I didn’t get to have much of a conversation
with him. He said his attacker grabbed the wards, broke them apart, and
turned into The Thing That Eats. He fought it, but it bit him and ran
away.”

I leaned toward the microphone on the dashboard. “It sounds like he’s
okay then.”

“No,” Kayla said. “After The Thing That Eats bit him, he started hearing
its voice in his head. He’s holed up where he’d planned to store it and
he told me that he’s not coming out until he’s permanently cut the
connection.”

I asked, “Do you know where he is?”

“No.” Kayla stopped, and then added, “He said he was taking it somewhere
secret, and he turned off his comm’s geolocation. He called about an
hour later.”

Haley shook her head. “And that’s all you heard from him?”

“That’s everything.” Kayla’s voice turned quiet. “I’m worried for him.
He seemed nice when he was here, but when he was on the phone just now
he was stopping and starting and talking to himself… He didn’t sound
well at all.”

I turned the jet toward Grand Lake. I’d have announced our change in
flight path, but we were far above any height commercial aircraft flew
and traveling faster.

Giving me a sidelong glance, Haley talked into her own mic. “Let us know
if anything new comes up, and tell Agent Lim. We’ll be in Grand Lake
before you know it.”

“I hope so,” Kayla said. “This is beginning to look like one of those
nights where I’m going to be woken up at two in the morning. If you’re
here, maybe I’ll get to go back to bed.”

Haley laughed. “I hope we’re all that lucky.”

The jet could move at more than twenty times the speed of sound in an
atmosphere. I kicked up the speed several notches and the engines roared
through the night. We made it back to Grand Lake in less than ten
minutes. It took longer to submerge the jet in Lake Michigan and float
through the underwater entrance to our headquarters.

After that, Haley and I stuck around HQ till midnight, but nothing did
ever happen. Kayla emailed everyone else about the time she called us.
So, we spent most of the time responding to emails and texts from the
team. That, and worrying. Without information, we couldn’t do much else.

Interestingly, Samita and Amy weren’t calling or even responding to us.
That wasn’t good at all.

We did get an email from Agent Lim though. It said that they’d contacted
people capable of an “appropriate response” (whoever they were) and that
our team was to stay out of it unless asked for help.

I drove Haley back to Grand Lake’s campus, parting when we reached my
floor of the dorm.

Our hug made me wish we weren’t going to separate dorm rooms, but
between the fight and an hour of acting as a glorified taxi driver, I
found that I’d passed through any surge of adrenalin that I might have
experienced long ago, and I was tired.

The goodnight kiss after the hug made me wonder about the tiredness, but
Haley smiled at me. “Some other night,” she said. “Kayla might be right
about the two AM wake-up call.”

“I hope not,” I said, but moments later, we were heading to our
respective rooms.

When I stepped into my room, Jeremy woke up enough to ask, “Did it go
okay?”

Not wanting to go into it, I answered, “Mostly,” and he fell back
asleep.

I found myself lying in bed, eyes shut wondering where Reliquary had
been taking the creature, and worrying  about where it was now. It
didn’t seem likely that it was in Grand Lake, but I had a bad feeling
that I ought to be calling Amy soon.

Maybe we could get every team member one of her wards against the
creature? Samita had effectively turned HQ into a trap for it. I needed
to ask her about more details. Depending on how it worked, we might be
best off living there while it was loose.

Of course, that assumed it would know how to find us, and would care.
That might not be true.

However tired I’d been feeling when I got into bed, my mind refused to
let go of the problem.

Haley had told Kayla to tell Agent Lim. Isaac would know who in the
superhero community to tell. He’d know better than I would at least. I
didn’t know the magical side of things very well at all.

I hoped his “appropriate response” would work.

I did get to sleep eventually but didn’t get much. My League phone
started ringing, pulling me out of a sound sleep. I checked the time. It
was 2:33 am.

Who was calling? Haley.

I picked up the phone. “Nick?”

Some part of me picked up on the alarm in her voice, but I couldn’t
manage a more coherent reply than, “Yeah?”

Words tumbled out of her mouth so quickly I could barely catch them.
“Kayla called me just a minute ago, and do you know who’s standing
outside the downtown headquarters wanting to talk?”

Thinking of the person I least wanted to see, I said, “Kid Biohack?”

“No. Worse. Remember the guy who stabbed Vaughn?”

That wasn’t something I could easily forget. During our fight with the
mayor, Vaughn seemed to spend half the night missing. It turned out that
he’d been stabbed by Vengeance, a vigilante whose knife judged the guilt
of anyone he stabbed. If they were judged worthy, they lived. Otherwise,
they didn’t.

Fully awake in that moment, I said, “Vengeance?”

Haley said, “Vengeance. And the Hangmen are with him.”

Fifteen minutes later, we were parking in the Grand Lake Heroes’
League’s visible headquarters, having taken the underground tunnel from
the regular HQ in my van. “We” in this case meant Haley, Camille, Vaughn
and me. We’d chosen the group based on the fact that we all lived in the
biggest dorm on campus, making it easy to meet up.

“Why is this guy even here?” Vaughn asked as he stepped out of the van’s
side door. He wore one of the new costumes I’d designed, but he’d set it
to be replacement for his original costume. It looked like black
leather, but didn’t have the straps that had made me compare his first
costume to bondage gear.

“I don’t know,” I said, crossing in front of the van. “I’m betting that
it’s got something to do with The Thing That Eats because the timing is
too coincidental.”

“That’s what I was thinking.” Haley stepped out of the right side of the
van.

Nodding, I stood next to Haley, waiting as Camille followed Vaughn out.
I added, “It still doesn’t make any sense that he’d know. Agent Lim was
going to tell people who could handle the problem, and he doesn’t seem
qualified.”

Haley looked up at me. “He is magical, though. That knife he’s got heals
the wound if it decides you deserve to live, right Vaughn?”

Vaughn stopped next to us, his face blank. “Yeah. That’s about right.
The jerk. You want to talk overreaction to my grandfather? That guy was
the worst.”

Camille stared at him. “Are you saying he stabbed you?”

Vaughn laughed. “Oh yeah, you weren’t there for that. Well, on the night
we took the Mayor down, Vengeance managed to get me alone and test me
with the knife. He was afraid I was a new version of my grandfather or
something.”

Giving a small shake of his head, Vaughn added, “So, don’t trust him,
okay?”

“Knowing that?” Camille’s lip curled as if she smelled something bad.
“Never.”

We walked up the concrete steps into the main room of the visible
headquarters. Just as it had the last time I’d seen it, the interior
design struck me as “high-end hipster”—crimson carpet, black chairs and
tables, and gray concrete walls. One way mirrors made of transparent
aluminum acted as the external walls and windows.

Vengeance and the Hangmen stood outside. They looked much as I
remembered them. Vengeance was a middle-aged white guy with a beard that
went to the middle of his chest, a white t-shirt that was tight enough
to show off his muscles, a rifle on his back, knife and pistol on his
belt, and a leathery bit of flesh that might have been an ear on a
string around his neck.

The Hangmen wore blue jeans, ragged button down shirts, and a hangman’s
noose around each of their necks. There were four of them, all of them
gray-skinned. Bearing in mind that they were zombies, that wasn’t so
strange.

If I remembered correctly, there was one more than the last time we’d
met. Weird. Where did a person recruit extra zombies?

Maybe there was rental service.

I walked up to the front door. Made of mirrors and a metal frame, it
left no hint that we were behind it, but we had Vengeance and the
Hangmen’s attention the moment I opened it.

“No zombies,” I said. “They stay outside.”

Vengeance grunted. “You prejudiced against Undead-Americans?”

Opening the door wider, I repeated, “No zombies. We’re not negotiating
on this one.”

He stepped inside. The zombies stayed outside, staring into the night.

Vengeance gave the room a quick once over. “Looks like a coffee shop.”
He grinned. “I don’t suppose you’ve got coffee?”

I led him to the table that Haley and Camille sat at. Vaughn stood next
to the wall about five feet back. “We’ve got a Keurig. Do you really
want coffee?”

“Nah. I was making a joke.”

“You’re a comedian,” Vaughn said. “You want to tell us why you’re here?
And by the way, if you do plan to stab anybody, remember that I’m better
at fighting than I used to be.”

Vengeance raised his hands in the air, palms up. “I’m sorry about that.
In my position, you can’t be too careful. I had it on good authority to
watch out for Red Lightning’s descendants. Turns out that you’re no
danger for now. Guess it’ll be someone else.”

Eying Vaughn, Vengeance added, “Had to be done.”

Vaughn stared at him. “Are you kidding? You could have killed me.”

Vengeance met his gaze. “I have responsibilities. I’m not here for
myself. I’m here as the Champion of North American wizardry. The lords
and ladies of the Council have sent me to inform you that you’ve loosed
a creature of great supernatural evil on this continent. Hence, they
have taken the unusual step of creating a magical quarantine of this
city and the smaller towns around it.

“Nothing magical will be able to go in or out. This includes
supernatural creatures and sorcerers, including and especially those
that use blood magic. Further, the Council requests that you stay out of
the way of its representatives, including me, but not only me.”

Haley took advantage of his pause to interject, “Wait. We didn’t loose
anything. We captured a creature in Turkmenistan. It only got away after
Reliquary took it somewhere, and it doesn’t sound like he let it loose
either. It sounds like he was attacked.”

Vengeance turned to look at her. “We know he was attacked. Our people
were with him. Funny how the prodigal son comes back for help when he
can’t handle it alone—”

Haley interrupted. “It doesn’t sound like your people handled
it.”

Underneath Vengeance’s beard, his lip curled. “No. They died. We found
Reliquary alive. He’d… Yeah, I don’t know how he did it, but he was only
hurt. He’d never seen the guy who did it before, and the guy was wearing
a mask and hood. All he could say was that the guy was big, strong and
fast as hell.”

He scowled. “It doesn’t narrow down the list of suspects much.”

Vaughn laughed. “Sounds like about half the guys we’ve fought.”

Vengeance nodded. “Damn straight.” He pulled out a chair and sat down.
“Still, even there, there’s a hint of a clue. The guy who hit them was
strong enough to rip the car apart and kill the guys with one blow each.
There’s a lot of strong guys, but less who could do that. The guys that
were killed? They weren’t regular guys. I looked over the place where it
happened. It was a stretch that curved around the bottom of a hill in
the middle of a forest.”

Nodding, he continued, “It’s a good spot for an ambush, provided you’re
close to invulnerable, fast and strong. Flip the car over, kill nearly
everybody, and smash the device. You’re done. Know anybody like that?”

If I wanted to be completely honest, I’d have mentioned that there were
four people capable of doing that at our post-extraction party. Jaclyn,
Izzy, Travis, and Rodolfo could have easily done it—physically at least.
Reliquary was there to pickup the device about the same time we showed
up with it which meant they were still in HQ with us when Reliquary was
attacked.

I could probably prove that if I needed to. HQ’s security system logged
people’s entries and exits. Not that there was a good reason to look.
There wasn’t any logical reason to think any of them could have been
influenced by the creature.

As I ran through possibilities in my head, Haley said, “The Cabal.
Everyone in their core group could pull that off.”

Vengeance nodded. “Yeah. Those guys. The people I work for have been
watching them for years. Did you see any connection?”

I’d already told Isaac Lim. I might as well pass it on to Vengeance and
the wizards that backed him. “It looked like The Thing That Eats’ last
host was a Cabal soldier, but I doubt the host was involved. The Mystic
found that it didn’t have much of a brain left.”

Behind me, Vaughn exhaled. “Whoa. You know what would be crazy? If the
Cabal arranged to provide The Thing bodies. Maybe they’d hand him the
bad soldiers?”

I shook my head. “They seemed more loyal to each other than that, and it
still wouldn’t explain why they’d know to look here.”

I ran through possibilities in my head. The only ways they’d know to
ambush Reliquary would be if they’d been watching us or if they had
someone on the inside.

Dismissing the second thought as way too paranoid, I resolved to check
the security system’s logs and clear everyone on our end.

Two in the morning was far too early in the morning to be dealing with
this.

Haley glanced my way, doubtless picking up on my anxiety through smell,
increased heart rate, or, for all I knew, a visible temperature change.

Vengeance nodded. “Can’t rule that out.” He turned toward me. “There’s
more to the Cabal than you’re aware of, and no, I can’t tell you about
it. Any sign of them around here lately?”

Camille caught Haley’s eye. Haley gave her a small nod. “One of them
worked for a bank, guarding armored trucks. I saw the police take him
away. That’s all.”

“Hmmn.” Vengeance gave us all a once over. “So, where is he? Do the
police still have him?”

Camille, Haley and I all looked at each other. From behind us Vaughn
spoke up, “I’m sure none of us have the faintest clue. The guy was
victim of some local robbers. He was guarding armored trucks, and he
probably got fired.”

I jerked my head around to look at Vaughn directly. “I bet you’re right.
No point in hiring a mercenary if he can’t fight off the people he was
hired to fight. Maybe we should check on him.”

Vaughn shrugged. “I guess.”

Vengeance looked from Vaughn over to me. “We’ll be looking into that
too. If he’s the host, he can’t go anywhere now, so it’s just a matter
of time before he appears.

“If you want my recommendation, you’ll stay out of it. Wizards have been
following him for thousands of years and he leaves dead cities in his
wake. You’d be best off preparing to evacuate the people you care about
if things go south.”

Haley straightened up in her chair. “Why aren’t we evacuating everyone
now, so that the host is the only one left?”

Vengeance shook his head. “It’d break the spell we used for the
quarantine. It’ll handle normal stuff, but an evacuation? No.”

“That’s one more thing I don’t get,” I said. “Why do you assume he’s
here? He attacked Reliquary an hour away from here, right? Wouldn’t he
just disappear?”

Standing up from his chair, Vengeance grinned. “Can’t say for sure, I’m
not a wizard. I just solve their problems, you know? But I do know this:
they’ve got a mess of oracles and if they say it’s here, I believe them.
Chances are, it wants to kill you all and destroy your city in the
process. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

I thought about my parents, all of our parents, and all of the other
people in Grand Lake who had no idea what they were facing. Then I
thought about Amy’s story and not the most recent one about how she came
to be here. I thought about the Bloodmaiden’s discovery of The Thing
That Eats and how it had eaten everyone in the kingdom of Rheged.

“You’re going to need to make an exception in your quarantine. The Thing
that Eats is an enemy of Bloodmaiden. She knows how to fight it and how
to catch it. She made the wards that caught it the first time.”

Taking a step toward the door, Vengeance said, “For someone who
practices blood magic?” His lip curled and there was no mistaking the
disgust in his voice. “Never. I’ve met blood mages and some of them
seemed like decent people at first. But I’ve never met one that wasn’t
eventually corrupted by the magic that they thought served
them.”

“She’s different. She’s from another universe where lots of people
practice blood magic and don’t get corrupted.”

Vengeance stared. “Have you been there?”

“No,” I began, but he interrupted me, his voice raising.

“Then you don’t know. She could be feeding you a line. You’re all too
trusting. You have no idea what kind of power she’s hiding. Besides,
magic might be different wherever she comes from. Whatever it’s like
there, here it’s what vampires teach their followers. The wizards I know
think that the first vampires were blood mages who went too deeply into
the magic and came out changed.”

He walked to the door, stopping. “And don’t try to find out if she can
sneak through the quarantine. It has followers, blood mages and worse.
Our people are protecting the borders, and if they see someone trying to
get through, their orders are to stop them. Some of them might try to
talk. Others, well… Let’s say that if a wizard tries to sneak through, I
hope it’s no one you like.”

Vaughn gave a small wave. “Your people are going to kill anyone who
tries to sneak in? Who gave you the right to do that? Aren’t you in the
least bit afraid that the Defenders or the government are going to get
pissed off about that?”

Vengeance rested his hand on the door. “You don’t get what this is.
You’ve precipitated an event that risks regional human extinction.
After you told your handler about it, it went up the chain until the FBI
passed it on to us. We already knew, of course, but now it’s official.
The North American Council of Wizardry is handling this because we are
the only ones capable of handling it.”

“Yeah?” Vaughn stepped away from the wall he’d been leaning on. “What if
you can’t? I mean damn, The Thing That Eats has been here for more than
a thousand years. In the last fifty, it ate a bunch of people and
practically took over a country.

“In the last thousand, there’s probably a bunch of even more horrible
stuff we’ve never heard of, right? And none of you did anything about
it. From where I’m sitting, you’re the incompetent ones. We only knew
about this thing for months. In that time, we captured him, delivered
him practically to the doorstep of your secret hideaway, and as soon as
it’s in your hands, then it gets away.”

Taking step by step as he talked, he crossed half of the room.
Vengeance, meanwhile, had his hand on the door handle. The hand grew
whiter and tighter as Vaughn went on.

“We’ll manage,” Vengeance growled. “Stay out of our way. We’re going to
keep this city safe whatever it takes.”

He threw the door open. Giving a last look back as he closed it behind
him, he said, “Oh, and nice Halloween costumes.”

It took me a moment to puzzle that one out. As the door shut and locked,
though, I realized what he was referring to. I wore the stealth suit so
I was wearing black and silver. Vaughn’s costume at least looked like
black leather. Haley’s Night Cat costume was gray and dark gray.
Camille, meanwhile, wore an orange costume with an orange starburst
outlined in white.

“Halloween?” Vaughn said. “What do you think… Oh.”

Camille looked down. “Was that supposed to be an insult? Or do you think
he might have been trying to be funny?”

“Both maybe,” Haley said, but then she frowned. “When he told us to stay
out of his way and that he was going to keep the city safe whatever it
took? That was a threat. His heart rate was up and he smelled angry.”

I wasn’t sure what angry smelled like, but Vengeance walked away from HQ
like a man on a mission.

What was left of the night didn’t go well. I sent an email to everybody
with a link that would allow them to view the entire conversation with
Vengeance. We recorded everything going on in the downtown office but
didn’t keep it unless we needed to.

This, I kept.

We took the van back to HQ and slept on cots for the night. At first, I
tried to think about how I could use the roachbots to detect The Thing
That Eats, but the roachbots couldn’t detect magic.

In the end, I gave up, hoping that The Thing That Eats had possessed
someone from the Cabal and would activate if they noticed someone
running faster than a normal human–which is what I’d set the bots to
watch for anyway.

I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep between three and four in the
morning.

I woke up to the sound of Haley’s voice whispering in the darkness. I
couldn’t see her. “Nick, Amy emailed back.”

The words made sense but failed to register.

“Nick, wake up.” She shook me, and I was finally awake enough that I
said, “Ermf.”

That was almost a word.

“What time is it?” I looked around, seeing only lights from the
computers at a nearby table at first. Then I sat up. Haley handed me her
phone. Even though HQ was completely dark, it was 8:34am on the surface.

Phrases jumped out me as I skimmed Amy’s email, “Don’t think I won’t be
there. Damn their arrogance, this what I’ve been working against for all
my time here. Your vampires and their human servants barely understand
blood magic and how competent practitioners use it. They’ve exclusively
mined the most disturbing potentials and all this world’s wizards
believe that that’s the whole of our magic. Well, I—”

It went on for several screens. Handing the glowing phone back to Haley,
I said, “Huh. It looks like she’s coming to help whether they want her
to or not.”

Visible only because of the light of her phone, Haley tapped it once and
the light disappeared. As my eyes adjusted to the renewed darkness, she
said, “It sounds like they don’t.” She stopped for a moment, continuing
with, “You know, when she gets angry, she stays angry.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I noticed that. I’m trying to remember if I told you
about when she was rejected from whatever magic school it was. It was
hours away, and she drove there, enraged for the entire drive, and
walked straight into the president’s office.”

She took my hand. “Either I was there or you told me. It doesn’t matter.
She’s coming, and it doesn’t sound like anything will stand in her way.
I hope that’s just her personality, and not, well, you know.”

My eyes were a little better off. I could see that the darkness where
Haley sat on my cot was a little darker than the darkness around her.

“Blood magic corrupting her? Yeah. I have no idea, but I haven’t seen
any signs of that.”

In a low voice, Haley said, “Neither have I. I’m worried for her, but
I’m glad she’s coming. Without her and Samita, we don’t have anyone who
knows magic that we can trust. All we’ve got are the wards she made, and
that’s not enough to protect our families. I almost feel like we should
get our parents out of here, but now I’m not sure we should even do
that.”

I was about to ask why, but then I got it. “The vampires and blood mages
Vengeance said they were trying to keep out? This gets more complicated
all the time. You’re right, though. I think if we brought them out, we’d
have to stay with them if we wanted to be sure that they’d be safe.”

Conscious of how her hand had tightened, I decided to interject a little
hope. “We’re not totally out of options. Samita set up stuff down here
to help contain The Thing That Eats if it got loose. We should ask about
it, but if it keeps the creature out too, we’ve got a safe house. I
don’t know how we’ll do it but we could bring our parents down here.

“Plus,” I added, “the way I understood it, Amy’s wards were
interchangeable. We might be able to use them to contain it. Amy might
be able to do the spell that binds it from the outside or teach the
binding spell to us.”

Haley’s hand loosened a little, but it still wasn’t quite comfortable.

“I want to believe we could do it, but activating Amy’s or Samita’s
magic sounds hard.”

“I’m not completely confident we could either, but it’s worth asking
them. We’ve got an ace in the hole, though. Lee’s here.”

She let out a breath and her hand loosened, “That’s true.”

I knew what she had to be thinking of. Last summer, Lee had frightened
off a dragon that was so ancient and powerful that young wizards were
taught its name. He’d done it just by reminding it of other times it had
met him and threatening to change into a dragon himself.

After picking up my jeans from where they lay next to the cot and
pulling out my phone, I called Lee. He answered almost instantly which
was rare. Normally he was too busy to bother with phones and ignored the
interruption.

“Funny you should call,” he said, “I was just about to call you.”

“No kidding,” I said, feeling a stab of worry in my gut.

“That creature you were training to capture last week? Well, it’s loose
here, and I’m not going to be able to help you.”

Haley’s took a deep breath. “Why?” I asked.

Lee didn’t sound any more worried than normal, but he answered, “You
know how I told you my people had planted magic and technology all over
the universe with the sole purpose of making it emptier of life? Well,
The Thing That Eats is an example, and it’s got the ability to phone
home. So, if I help and it notices, they come here to get me and the
world ends. Fire everywhere, rivers of blood, dogs and cats living
together… The whole enchilada.”

“You’re putting me off enchiladas now,” I said.

“I’m sure,” Lee said. “Now that doesn’t mean I can’t help at all. All
I’m saying is that The Thing can’t see me in action. I’ll be happy to
give you advice. I wasn’t directly involved in creating our deadly toys,
but I know that typically our creatures go to ground and try to grow in
secret. If they can, they’ll hide until they can attack with
overwhelming force. The sooner you find it, the better for everyone.”

“I already started on that, but without magic, I can’t automate my
system for detecting it.”

Lee laughed. “I’m confident you’ll figure something out. In my
experience, there’s more than one way to solve most problems. Anyway, if
you want my advice, I’m only a phone call away.”

“Thanks,” I said, and we hung up.

“So it’s just us,” Haley said.

“It looks that way.” I tapped on my phone, turning on the lights. I
still hadn’t quite adjusted to HQ’s new, professional look, but at least
I knew to expect it. The crimson carpet in combination with HQ’s
uncluttered display of awards and trophies still felt weird.

Vaughn squinted in his cot, covering his eyes, while Camille sat up in
hers. She grinned at Haley. “I think I like all girl slumber parties
better. They’re much less awkward in the morning.” Then she added,
“We’re not going to leave catching Mr. Thingy to Vengeance, are we?”

Haley snorted, “No. I don’t trust him. He’s already shown that he’s
willing to stab people just in case they’re evil. I think we have to be
in this even if it’s just to make sure he only goes after… Mr. Thingy.”

Still lying on his cot, Vaughn said, “Mr. Thingy’s not bad, but I like
‘The Thing That Sucks’ better.”

Looking over at me and then back to everyone else, Haley said, “We
should brainstorm. I’ll call everyone in Grand Lake. If you and Chris
could think about ways to detect him and then maybe catch him from a
distance without touching him, the rest of us can talk about the overall
plan.”

“I’d like to work on the overall plan too,” I said.

“I know,” Haley said, nodding. “But I was thinking that you and Chris
are the only ones who can talk tech. So you can do that and then we’ll
all get together. You won’t be left out.”

We didn’t manage to do it instantaneously. It was Sunday morning which
meant that some people would normally be going to church—Haley and I,
for example. Mind you, we were skipping in this particular case.
Fighting “ancient, supernatural evil,” seemed like an excellent excuse.

On the other hand, I thought as I stood in the lab, fighting an evil
supernatural creature seems like the kind of situation where going to
church might help.

Thinking about that a little, I opened up the inventory we’d made of
recent inventions and the materials we had. The ideal would be that I’d
come up with something that would help out of materials that were
already in the building, and preferably materials we had a lot of.

Fortunately, I already had ideas along those lines.

Different versions of the same technology lay behind my “goobot” (which
exploded a gooey substance directly in front of a target) and my grapple
gun or “goo gun.” The goo gun fired off a gooey substance that could be
used as a line.

We’d already used a version of it when fighting the Cabal a bit over a
year ago by then. It didn’t catch them so much as immobilize them long
enough that it was obvious that we could kill them easily. They
surrendered.

As I thought about how the goo worked, Chris came into the room. Brown
haired, and light skinned, Chris stood a little taller than I did. He’d
had some kind of small growth spurt in high school, and passed me in
height by an inch or so.

“It’s been a while,” he said, laying down his backpack on the counter
next to the wall.

“That’s true,” I said. “I’m not sure when exactly I last saw you. I’m
pretty sure you’ve been at a few movie nights over the last year, but I
don’t think we’ve gotten to talk about much.”

“Yeah,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand. “It’s been
a strange year. I ended up moving in with my grandfather, so he’s been
helping with League stuff and even training me—which isn’t something I’d
looked for at all, but it’s alright.”

I wanted to ask him why he’d moved in with his grandparents, especially
considering that his grandfather had been my grandfather’s nemesis for
years and had spent a year in prison after attacking me. Something in
Chris’ tone made me think that he didn’t want to talk about it that
much, though.

Listening to my gut, I said, “Anyway, I imagine Haley or Kayla told you
about The Thing That Eats. We’ve got to figure out a way to arm
ourselves to catch it, preferably from far enough away that we don’t
risk being bitten and infected by its magic somehow. I’m planning to use
the goo guns.”

Another thought popped into my head. “Oh, and if we can manage it, we
need to come up with some way to track it even though it looks exactly
like a normal human when it’s not transformed and the only way a person
can know the difference is with magic.”

Chris shook his head. “So what you’re saying is that we just have to do
the impossible? Got it.”

I leaned back against the counter. “I’ve been thinking and I might have
a way. What do you think about this? The goobots, goo guns are all based
on the same technology. Basically the goo changes form on my direction.
I’m thinking that if someone can hit Thingy with a goobot, I might be
able make the goo and a GPS chip soak deeply enough into his clothing
that he can’t see it’s there.”

Nodding, Chris said, “You won’t be able to tag him without finding him
at least once, but I don’t see how we’d do anything else.”

I sighed. “Yeah, me neither.”

Chris’ eyes drifted toward a few laundry baskets in the corner where I
kept materials for my suit and other projects. They were filled with
small gray squares, mostly made of ceramic, with nanotech design
elements that were invisible to the human eye.

He turned back to me. “Can you reconfigure the new costumes to include
goo guns with a software update?”

“Yes,” I said, turning around to bring a computer out of stand by mode
and show Chris the plans for the costume. The program visualized the
suit with gray indicating the simpler ceramic parts, red lines that
showed where power traveled, blue for data, variations on colors to show
different varieties, and altogether different colors and labels to show
unusual materials or elements.

At that point, it became a lot like it always had been when we worked.
He asked questions (”Why did you do that?”) to the point that it
sometimes became irritating, but then he’d point out some way to
simplify the design or make it more efficient.

However it had happened, we’d managed to inherit our grandfathers’ basic
strengths. My grandfather tended to create breakthrough designs that
were idiosyncratic and hard to recreate or maintain for anyone but
himself. Chris’ grandfather had been better at making the small
improvements that made machines work better as well as designing modular
powered armor that almost anyone could modify.

They’d learned a lot from destroying each other’s armor and reverse
engineering it. Grandpa credited Man-machine (Chris’ grandfather) for
improving the Rocket suit beyond anything he could have managed on his
own. Chris’ grandfather said much the same thing back in the old days,
but with more of a sneer.

Chris and I had a simpler method. It was saying, “Hey, can you look at
this?” Then Chris or I would walk over to the other person’s monitor,
ask questions, suggest changes and go on from there. By the end of an
hour, Chris had made some suggestions that kept the goo gun’s energy use
a little lower and spread out the weight.

He’d also asked me, “What’s the limit on shapes that the goo can make?”

I’d said, “None that I know of,” but that had started me thinking about
all the possibilities and what we might do with them.

All things considered, though, it was fun, reminding me of what it had
been like to do Science Olympiad with him.

“Hey,” Chris said, “there’s something that happened last year while you
were busy at college that I should mention.”

I turned to find that he was frowning a little. He shook his head. “I
told Haley, Sydney, Camille, and Marcus when it was all going on.”

Chris stood next to the counter. “Last spring, my grandfather started
teaching me about his system for designing powered armor and mechs. That
was kind of fun, but last spring was also when I came out as gay to my
parents and that didn’t go well at all. My dad was already upset because
I was spending so much time with my grandfather… They never got along.”

He shook his head. “I moved in with my grandparents because it had
gotten so uncomfortable. Things are better now. I’m thinking maybe I’ll
move back home soon.”

I found that I’d completely stopped thinking about the goo’s chemistry.
“Wow. I had no idea that you were gay, or well, any of that. I mean,
literally no idea.”

Chris nodded. “I know. There wasn’t a great time to tell you. I was
dealing with everything about the same time you were taking apart that
alien robot which was right after you guys had literally saved St. Louis
from being blown up by alien technology… I wasn’t going to interrupt you
in the middle of all that.”

Thinking back to the time, I wondered what I would have said. It was
probably for the best that he hadn’t told me. I’d been distracted that
whole time. I couldn’t be sure that I wouldn’t have said, “Huh.”

That wouldn’t have gone over well.

We would have talked more about it, but then I received a text message
from Haley. “We’ve got some ideas. You want to come over?”

“Looks like Haley would like us in the main room,” I said, putting my
phone back into my pocket.

“Yeah,” Chris said, checking his own phone.

There wasn’t much of a need to reply since she’d be able to see when we
left the lab. She might well be able to hear our conversation about
leaving or our footsteps as we walked out the door.

One of these days, I needed to test the limits of her abilities, and
maybe everybody’s. One of these days knowing it might save our lives, or
maybe just not kill them through ignorance. Either way, the Stapledon
program had tested all of us–back on our first official weekend in the
program.

I wondered where that information was kept and who had access to
it.

That thought left my head as we left the lab. At one of the tables in
the middle of the room, Haley had gathered as much of the current
Heroes’ League as she could.

Travis sat upright in his chair, the Greek letters of his fraternity
covering half of his green sweatshirt.

Blonde hair reaching her shoulders, Sydney sat a couple seats over from
Travis–next to Camille. She laughed as Camille talked a mile a minute.
Despite Camille’s darker complexion and black hair, I could have told
from the similarity of their faces that they were sisters even if I
hadn’t known it.

Marcus sat between Camille and Haley, leaning toward Camille and Sydney,
and laughing along with them. He’d put down his pen and drawing pad.

I snuck a peek at the pad as Chris and I sat off to Haley’s left. Marcus
had sketched a recognizable version of Sydney laughing.

Vaughn sat next to Travis, grinning a little as Camille talked, staring
down at his phone, and sometimes tapping on the screen.

I couldn’t help but see the obvious. As a group, we were heavy on
stealth and close combat, lighter on distance attacks, and except for
Camille and Vaughn, we didn’t have much in the way of area effect
attacks. Chris and I made up for that a little, but not much.

Travis gave Chris and me a nod, asking, “Do you have any ideas? We’ve
been talking, and the best tactics we’ve come up with so far are to have
Marcus, Haley and I scout around for it, and use Camille to pin it down
for Vengeance and his people. We can’t let the thing get close to any of
us given what happened to Reliquary.”

Chris glanced over at me. He obviously hadn’t heard what happened to
Reliquary.

“Reliquary got bit by Thingy and started hearing voices. It looks like
getting bit creates some kind of connection between it and you—unless
you’ve got one of these.” I held up my glowing red gem. “Unfortunately,
of all of us, only Haley, Vaughn, Camille and I have one, and we can’t
get more because the North American Council of Wizards put up wards or a
shield that prevents magic from going in or out of Grand Lake.”

Chris shook his head. “Crap.”

“But look,” Travis’ deep voice cut through all the other noise, and he
was the only person talking, “I’ve been telling people that we can move
the wards around. Put them in the hands of those of us who can handle
hand to hand combat with the creature. The rest of you can take it down
from a distance.”

“Do you have a plan?” I watched Travis as he shook his head. “Haley told
me what Lee said. If it hides until it’s ready to take over, I don’t
know what will change its mind. What motivates it? Do you know?”

I shook my head. “Food is my only guess. I wish Amy were here. She’d
probably know more.”

Vaughn looked up from his phone. “She’s working on it. Mind if I put her
on the big screen?”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “No, but I thought you said she was driving?”

“Yeah,” he said. “But I’ve been texting Samita.”

For a moment, Samita appeared, her face filling half of the twenty foot
tall screen. Samita appeared as herself—brown face, black haired, and
looking like the daughter of Pakistani immigrants. When she appeared
with Rod out of costume, she used illusions of a few different people to
hide her real identity, reasoning that they didn’t know each other.

The background blurred as the camera’s direction changed. Then Amy
appeared. She was driving, her hands on a steering wheel, her eyes aimed
ahead at the road. She gave a little wave with one hand and grinned as
she appeared. “Hey, everybody. We’re driving through West Virginia right
now.”

I had no idea where they were, but at that exact moment, they were
crossing a river. Green painted steel beams were part of the background
blur from Amy’s window. Past that was a brown river and a blue sky.

The camera didn’t show many more details, but from what I could see, I
guessed that she might be driving some kind of sports car, that there
weren’t any other cars on the road near her, and that she was driving
very quickly.

“We’ll be in Grand Lake in another seven or eight hours,” she said. “Rod
and Cassie are in Rod’s car. We’re going to try to meet near the
Michigan border.”

HQ’s microphone system picked up my voice as I asked, “Why are you
driving?”

Samita pointed the phone back at herself. “We called Reliquary’s FBI
handler and he told us not to come. Maybe someone would have flown us
up, but we didn’t want to get anybody in trouble.”

Amy added, “And we didn’t want them to know we were going. They kept on
telling us that the North American Council was going to handle it.” As
the camera pointed at her again, Amy frowned. “They have no idea what
they’re dealing with. The past Bloodmaidens are nervous. The Thing That
Eats is going to do something bad. They’ve seen it before when it was
trapped in a city and they won’t tell me what.”
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        “Huh. Does that happen a lot? I’d think that they’d want you to
succeed.”

Amy smirked. “You’d think that, but a lot of them think I should be
staying out of this fight and keeping myself safe so that I can return
home. Their logic is that you’ve got people who can handle it, and the
kingdom needs me. Why risk the Bloodmaiden for this world?”

I thought about it. “They do kind of have a point.”

Amy’s eyes darted toward the phone. “Don’t encourage them. I think, and
some of them agree with me, that if I defeat it here, it’s never coming
home.”

Vaughn tilted his head. “Wait, if some of them agree with you, can’t
they tell you what’s going on?”

Amy shook her head as the steel beams of the bridge she’d been on
disappeared. Now only green fields, hills, and trucks the other side of
the freeway appeared behind her.

Accelerating to pass another car, Amy added, “The person who was alive
at the time owns the memory. If she won’t let anyone else use it, they
can’t.”

“That opens up a lot of questions about how you store memory,” I began.

Samita turned the phone back on herself. “Few of which are important
right now.”

“She’s right,” Haley kept her voice low.

Travis nodded. “Yeah. Here’s a better question: should we pick you up in
the jet?”

Samita’s brows furrowed. “Do you know exactly where the Council’s wards
were placed?”

Travis shook this head.

“Then,” Samita said, “it’s not worth the risk. I’d rather not fly
through an invisible wall against magic at several hundred miles per
hour.”

“Alright,” Travis said, “then I’ve got a question for you. What
motivates this thing? Is there any way we can trick it out of hiding?”

“This one’s yours.” Samita aimed the phone at Amy.

Amy grinned. “It likes eating people, but I doubt that’s all of it. Its
presence has been known to bring down kingdoms even when they’re too
large to eat everyone.”

Sydney tilted her head toward Camille, “I can’t believe the wizards’
council is trapping us in here with that thing and they aren’t even
trying to get people out.”

“I don’t want to defend them,” Amy said, “but that’s a big job. Can you
imagine trying to evacuate the city without terrifying the people inside
into not leaving all at once? If enough people leave at once, they might
even destroy the wards, and then what do you do? You’ve just let The
Thing That Eats free. Only now, it’s been reunited with any vampires
that it’s friendly with, as well as your world’s blood mages. In that
moment, it stops being ancient, supernatural evil and becomes ancient,
supernatural evil with an army.”

Amy shook her head. “Talk about a mess.”

In a quieter voice, Sydney said, “My mom’s here.”

And, of course, her dad had already died at the hands of the Executioner
a little over a year ago. I could see where she’d be worried. I was too,
and both my parents were still alive.

The screen switched back to Samita. “Sydney, we only met a couple days
ago, so you’ve no reason to trust me, but I’m a wizard and I know a
little bit about how this works. The Council definitely didn’t send
Vengeance with only a few zombies for support. There have to be wizards
in Grand Lake now, and they’ll be waiting for the Thing That Eats to
show itself. They’ll be searching for it, and they’ll be watching for
civilians even to the point that they’ll die rather than let your mother
be killed.

“It’s understandable that you’ll worry, but you’re in better shape than
you think.”

Sydney nodded, but then added, “Thank you.”

Camille squeezed her hand.

Meanwhile, I hoped that Samita was right. I wanted to believe that the
North American Council of Wizards employed a bunch of badass,
self-sacrificing combat wizards—squads of Harry Dresden wannabes, maybe?
Unfortunately, my only exposure to Vengeance had been back when the
mayor had tried to quietly get his mental hooks into political office
holders all over the region.

Vengeance had tried to stab the mayor after we’d captured him and
knocked him unconscious, and I’d managed to scare Vengeance off.

On the whole, that didn’t awe me.

We ended the call soon after that. Chris and I stayed in HQ and
experimented with new ways to use the goo. Later in the day, I even
worked on homework for a couple hours.

I woke in the morning to find emails and texts from Rod, Cassie, Amy and
Samita. They’d met up and rented a hotel room outside Grand Lake. Rod,
Amy, and Samita couldn’t get past the wards into the city. Cassie could,
but not if she kept her bloodgem ward on her.

They were going to find a weak point in the wards and sneak through.

It didn’t change the fact that nothing else happened on Monday or even
Tuesday. There were no reports of bigheaded things eating people, no
reports of Vengeance, and no reports of wizards.

I couldn’t quite enjoy it. I knew better.

On Wednesday morning at 10:46am, everything fell apart, but not in the
expected way. We got a yellow. My bots had registered a speedster
(probably Alden) moving at two hundred miles per hour. He’d been sighted
near not one, but two banks.

An armored car was leaving a BNC bank branch practically as I got the
picture.

It didn’t take a genius to guess what would be happening next. It
appeared that the gang that was robbing armored cars had chosen that
moment to come out of hiding.

Ignoring the looks I got as I left class four minutes early and ran for
my dorm, it struck me that we hadn’t briefed Kid Biohack that The Thing
That Eats was in town.

I dropped my books off in my dorm room—as in I literally dumped the
books (and notebooks) from my backpack on the floor, shut the door, and
ran up the steps to the top floor of the dorm. I made a quick check for
people in the little alcove under the hatch to the roof.

Assisted by the stealth suit that was hidden under my clothes, I crawled
up the ladder more quickly than I would have normally, and flipped the
hatch open to find Vaughn, Camille, and Haley already there and in
costume.

I pulled myself up, shut the hatch. “I didn’t expect to be
last.”

Standing, I yanked the controls for the stealth suit from inside my
sleeves, tapping the spot that triggered the hoodie, pants, shirt and
backpack to meld together.

The material surrounded me and hardened, blinding and deafening me for a
moment before the eye holes turned transparent and the sound came on.

Vaughn was already speaking. “—skipped my 10 o’clock class. So, I was
here.”

“You rebel,” Camille grinned, and turned to me. “Haley and I were
studying.”

“The new costumes make changing easier,” Haley said, “but I wish they
passed for more materials.”

I nodded. “I haven’t had time. It’s more complicated than you’d think—”

“I know. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. We should go.” She nodded to
Camille.

Camille looked at me and then Vaughn. “I’m already carrying Night Cat.
Anybody else want one?”

I thought about it. “I’d be better off flying myself. If I do have to
turn on the rockets, you’ll be safer the further away you are.”

“Ditto,” Vaughn said. “I’ll probably blow you into a building even if
I’m trying to be careful.”

“Then we’re going first,” Camille said, and she and Haley rose into the
air, aiming South toward 138th Street. She gave a wave as they left,
nearly disappearing into the air as their costumes took on the the color
of the sky.

I gave the rockets fuel and rose into the sky, flying after them. Out of
the corner of my eye, I could see Vaughn rising from the roof behind me,
his costume turning blue-white just like mine had.

We weren’t invisible, but we were as close as I could manage for now. I
hadn’t figured out how to make light bend around us, but making our
costumes match what was on the opposite side was close. It worked better
for the front and back than the sides, but I couldn’t complain.

Well, I could complain. The next algorithm would be better, and sooner
or later I’d take a crack at bending light.

We crossed the city, passing above a grid of roads containing strip
malls, green lawns, brick factories from the 1800s and 1900s, mirrored,
glass towers from the last fifty years, and more recent factories made
of concrete, some of them covered with wood grain siding.

Modern factories and almost indistinguishable, mirrored, modern office
buildings ran down the length of 138th Street—which ended in Grand
Lake’s airport.

I quietly hoped we didn’t fly in front of any low flying planes.

Vaughn and I had passed Camille and Haley as we’d neared the street. I’d
been following the armored car that had left a BNC bank branch as it
passed the spybots, but it was only once we got close that I noticed a
detail I’d missed.

There was more than one armored car going down 138th Street.

In the late morning, 138th carried less cars than trucks, but these two
armored trucks pulled out into traffic from the same gas station. It
seemed like an odd coincidence, especially that one was a Brinks truck
(gray with blue letters), and the other Dunbar (red with white letters).

The armored car industry wasn’t something I followed, but it looked like
they were competitors.

The armored cars weren’t alone either. There were four
Cadillac Escalades pulling out of the gas station with them, one ahead
of and one behind each armored car.

Over my communicator, I said, “Hey, is everybody seeing this?” I sent a
few seconds of video.

“That’s weird,” Haley said, stretching the last word.

Kayla’s voice came over the comm. “That’s not all of them. I’ve been
checking the other spybots and there two more armored cars and even more
Escalades on their way.”

Additional blue dots appeared in my HUD, and then I did see them—two
more squat armored trucks along with their Escalade escorts pulling off
a side road on to 138th street behind the group we’d been following.

It made sense. If you had a city that was experiencing armored car
robberies, but you still needed to get the money in and out, it would
make sense to create a giant convoy. The gang wouldn’t be able to take
out all of the armored trucks, and if the people in the Escalades were
effective, they might be able to hold off the gang.

If it were me, I’d call Protection Force. They rented out supers and
people who trained to fight supers.

Almost at the same time, I wondered if flying nearly invisibly behind a
giant convoy of armored cars and mercenaries was the best thing we could
be doing.

As I had that thought, Haley asked Kayla, “Control, did you tell the
banks about seeing Alden?”

“They said they were taking ‘appropriate measures.’ I… didn’t push them
for more.” Kayla’s voice trailed off.

“That sounds bad,” Camille said.

“Yeah,” Vaughn added.

At the same time, my suit pinged. I checked my radar, finding that two
people in powered armor were behind us, and flying in our direction.

“Going visible,” I said, and took the stealth suit out of camouflage
mode. Now the stealth suit appeared in “classic” mode—all black with
silver helmet and a silver “R” on the chest.

Waving with my right hand, I tried to get their attention while checking
the comm to see if they were listed as using the common Heroes Alliance
protocols. They appeared on the list as “PF AFS Unit 1” and “PF AFS Unit
2,” but they weren’t the only Protection Force people on the list. I
didn’t have time to count, but there were at least ten, maybe twenty
more.

Even though they should already be seeing us on their comms, I
broadcasted my identity on channels commonly used for collaboration
between hero groups.

My HUD identified them as unused, but this was understandable.
Protection Force would have its own protocols.

In the nearly 360 degree vision that my HUD allowed me, I saw that
Vaughn, Camille, and Haley were all out of camouflage mode and
broadcasting their identities too.

The people in powered armor continued to close, but no one was
responding to us.

I twisted around and aimed upward which turned me to face them while
putting me above them with the sun at my back.

This finally gave me time to give their armor a good look. Like a lot of
powered armor meant for flight, they were descended from the WW2 era
Rocket suit. The bigger defense contractors had all done their own
versions, and these looked like models from the early 90s.

Dull gray like battleships, they had guns hanging under each arm. One
had to be a rifle, possibly automatic. The other had a short barrel that
stuck out of a rectangular box that hung off the arm. The Protection
Force logo (the letters “PF” on a shield) covered the middle of their
chests.

At the same time, I felt the Rocket suit wobble as Vaughn turned to
float next to me.

I hoped we didn’t have to fight them. Based on what I guessed about the
suits, I thought I might be able to take them, but Vaughn wasn’t going
to be able to take hits from a rifle.

Haley, meanwhile, had announced, “We’re going low.”

It was the smarter tactical choice for her and probably Camille too.

The two people in powered armor did almost the same maneuver I had,
flying upward and hovering. They stopped about twenty feet away from us.
One of them turned on the suit’s PA, “Rocket, tell your friends to get
away from our operation.”

Vaughn spoke before I did. “Seriously? We’re here to help out. We
tracked one of the gang members here. They’re going to attack—”

Appropriately, at about the same time that he said “attack,” reddish
blasts of energy hit both of them, knocking them out of the sky.

I tipped sideways and gave the rockets more fuel, diving and twisting
around again. The reddish beams hadn’t left any mystery as to which
direction they’d come from. The source had been behind me, but lower. I
followed the direction of the beams to see a black woman in a gold
accented, red costume. A reddish glow surrounded her.

Worse, she wasn’t alone. Flying next to her was the Eagle armor, wings
outstretched and weapons hanging underneath her arms. Rook, the Eagle
suit’s designer, had loved the WW2 version of the Rocket suit too.

Eagle suit, meanwhile, wasn’t just flying. She fired the huge gun under
her right arm into the engine of one of the Escalades, creating a hole
in the hood, and stopping the car. Then she did the same to one of the
armored trucks.

I didn’t want to think about the force that had to be behind that gun.
The problem was, I had no choice. I was in the wrong suit for what we
were doing.

I needed a different one. I tapped my palm and summoned the delivery
pod.

Now we just had to survive until I could be useful.

The woman in red took a few shots at Vaughn and me, but she didn’t seem
to be trying to hit. We were diving to catch up to Camille and Haley and
they were avoiding fire from below.

All the Escalades and armored trucks were stopped now, and men in armor
stood around them firing weapons into the sky. I’d missed when that had
happened or how.

Suspecting it had something to do with Alden, I got on the comm. “My
armor’s about to be upgraded. Till then we need a plan, something that
slows the fight down and lets civilians escape.”

Haley and Camille stood on the top of a one story, concrete factory
painted in red, blue, green and yellow. Vaughn and I landed near them.

“I think we can go for the win,” Vaughn said, and lightning stretched
out and hit the Eagle suit.

My helmet dimmed the light as the lightning leapt from Vaughn’s black
gloved hand, outlining the Eagle suit in sparks. The woman in red must
have been struck too because she convulsed, even if she didn’t fall out
of the air.

The Eagle suit did fall. It landed on the edge of one of the Escalades’
hoods, crumpling the metal underneath, but simultaneously jumping
lightly to the ground. Then she flipped the Escalade onto its side.

Whoever was inside obviously hadn’t been hurt, but the wings had. One
hung loosely, almost touching the ground. The other had retracted into a
straight line that hung behind the suit’s back. A little smoke rose from
the metal casing between the wings.

The Eagle suit might well have been a Faraday cage, but important parts
of it existed outside the cage. It was an interesting design flaw.

I would have explored that line of thought further except that actions
have consequences. Specifically, I mean that when you zap a woman in
power armor out of the air, and shock her teammate in passing, the
teammate might decide that you’re an excellent target.

For all the woman in red’s convulsions, she blasted back at us. I didn’t
even realize it until Haley shouted something while yanking me sideways.

The blast had to be more than simply light. Camille’s gravity shield
caused it to curve upward, passing above her head.

Vaughn wasn’t so lucky. The distance between the roof we were standing
on and the road meant that the reddish substance spread out, some of it
hitting the wall below us, some passing Vaughn to splatter against the
roof halfway across the building, slowly fading out.

Some of it hit Vaughn’s face near his mouth where his mask was open,
running across his cheek, but somehow not burning through it.

“Ow,” Vaughn muttered, brushing it away with his gloved hand. His cheek
looked a little red, but not burned. Meanwhile metal on the edge of the
roof where the burning red substance had hit had actually melted a
little.

My initial thought was that Vaughn hadn’t been hit by quite so much, but
my second, clearer thought put it together. He’d leveled up.

During the summer, Dr. Nation had put everyone on a system of eating,
drinking and exercise that was supposed to help activate secondary
powers that might not have been fully expressed.

It hadn’t done anything for me.

I didn’t have much time to think about that either. Vaughn’s lightning
strike had attracted the wrong kind of attention. The men in one of the
Escalades had chosen to target us, apparently not recognizing that we
were on their side.

They opened their windows, pointing their weapons at us. Some guns ended
in flat, wide, rectangles, others in thinner rectangles that appeared to
glint. As they aimed at us, my HUD indicated it was paralysis rays—both
kinds, sound and light. We’d been taken out by both in the past two
years, and I’d built resistance to both of them in the new version of
the stealth suit and our costumes.

“Did they just try to paralyze us?” Vaughn shook his head and looked
across the green lawn over to the cars.

“Looks like it,” I began only to be interrupted by Camille.

“Not just us.” She pointed out over the lawn. The woman in the red
costume lay on the grass, most likely conscious, but unable to move.

Alden ran out of the mass of cars, a blur, slowing down to pick her up,
but only then. The Protection Force soldiers pulled up their weapons as
he became visible, but not quickly enough. He disappeared.

Back on the road, it was obvious that I wasn’t the only person who’d
figured out how to stop paralysis. The Eagle suit woman was fighting one
of the people in powered armor.

The second powered armor person fought someone new.

It appeared to be human, but it was hard to tell. Silvery cubes, tinted
like sunglasses and arranged into a humanoid shape, obscured the man
inside. It was as if he knew how to make force fields, but didn’t know
how to curve them. Whoever he was, he hit the person in modified Rocket
armor with long, rectangular shapes that extended far past where his
arms must have stopped.

He fought well, too.

Even as I watched, he battered his opponent the way he might if he were
wielding two clubs, but as the man in powered armor backed away, he
extended one forcefield behind his opponent, tripping him.

Then, as the man fell, he stepped in and started slamming the suit with
both arms.

Haley frowned. “We need to do something. We can’t wait any longer.”

“My armor’s coming—” I began, but Vaughn interrupted me.

“Got him,” Vaughn said.

A gust of wind blew the force field guy into the air. That didn’t last
long. He extended the force fields around his legs into stilts,
extending his arms to grab on to an armored truck.

It was enough time, though. His opponent made it to his feet and started
firing the rifle under his arm.

Frowning, Haley walked to the edge of the roof, putting one foot on the
concrete and metal edge. “Gravity Star and I are going to get the
civilians out of there. Storm King, do what you can from here until the
Rocket’s ready. Rocket—”

And then it happened—the pod arrived. Floating above us with alien
gravity technology, the hatch at the bottom of the cylinder, that had
slowed to a stop above me, opened. Small gold and black cubes fell on
me, arranging themselves into the fully armored version of the Rocket
suit.

A few cubes bounced off to the side, but attached when I grabbed them.

“Right,” I said. “Storm King and I will take on the Eagle and force
field guy.”

Haley looked the newly formed full Rocket suit up and down, but only
glanced over at Camille, “Drop me off on the edge of the crowd. I’ll
look for people who are too close.”

Vaughn turned to me, “You want to take Eagle suit? I think I can take
force field guy.”

Out on the street, the Eagle suit had smashed one of the two Rocket suit
clones into an Escalade. “Why not? She’s probably looking for a
rematch.”

“We’re going,” Haley stepped off the roof with Camille and they floated
across the lawn. Camille dropped Haley at the edge of the knot of
stopped cars.

It was a mess. Many of the cars were empty. Some of them had been
abandoned on the lawn or partially over the curb. Even as I watched
drivers left their cars to run across the grass, stopping to watch the
fight from a safe distance.

I couldn’t blame them, but I didn’t have any more spare time.

Giving the rockets thrust, I shot off the roof, seeing the grass blur,
as I aimed for the Eagle suit. When the targeting program had locked on,
I fired off a goobot.

The bot activated its own rockets, accelerating toward the Eagle suit
and blooming into a flower or maybe a web. Either way it didn’t quite
work.

The goo didn’t stick. Its threads covered the entire suit, but instead
of attaching to the nearest chunk of the road, car, or enemy, the goo
slid off and hung, partially on and partially off the Eagle suit.

That was a new thing. How annoying. How interesting.

I couldn’t know without testing, but I suspected the finish on her armor
played a major role in making it nearly frictionless, and thus goo
resistant.

She’d been in the midst of fighting one of the two Rocket clone suits.
The goobot hit the side of her suit, the goo splashing across the back
and the front. As the Rocket clone armor pulled it’s punch to avoid
hitting the mess of goo, the Eagle suit fired of a giant ball of goo at
the Rocket clone.

I curved around for another pass, flying over the traffic jam, followed
by the lawn of the nearest factory, and then I was pointed toward the
Eagle suit.

This time I aimed the sonics, narrowcasting sound that was pitched to
destroy electronics. That’s what I should have started with. The only
thing that sucked about that particular attack is that didn’t
necessarily destroy anything quickly. If there was too brief of an
exposure, all I did was “stress” whatever I was aiming at.

Sure, it would break soon after that, but not instantly, and there was a
lot to be said for instantly.

Just like the other passes, I eventually had to let go and turn—and
that’s when things got complicated. Eagle suit had handled the
Protection Force Rocket suit she’d been fighting. Now she only had to
deal with me.

As I began to turn away, the Eagle suit jumped. Never mind that suit’s
wings were damaged, it still had jets to assist.

If I’d been on the ground, I’d have called what happened next a tackle,
but technically it probably wasn’t one. The Eagle suit hit my suit in
the stomach and the operator had enough presence of mind to wrap the
suit’s claws around to my back and hang on.

“You upgraded your suit,” she said. “Nice. Does it break?”

She started squeezing with the right claw. Notifications appeared in my
HUD. The claws weren’t like Cassie’s sword, but they were piercing the
armor—just not all the way, and the suit was repairing the damage as it
went.

“Oh my god,” she said, “it fixes itself before I’m even done breaking
it. Rook would pay good money for a piece of that. Nice job, kid. You’re
going to impress the psycho someday. For now though, it’s time to stand
down. I’m going to get through your fancy self-repairing armor sooner
than you think.”

The crazy thing about training with Lee is that you eventually cover
even the strangest scenarios—flying while someone hangs on isn’t that
strange by comparison to some.

I’d actually practiced a move to deal with it. It amounted to beginning
to spin and then to make an unexpected turn. Timing the spin and the
turn was hard because you were trying to get maximum momentum without
blacking out.

Between Lee and Grandpa teaching me how to use the Rocket though, I’d
practiced that move.

I made the spin, and the Eagle suit flew away, plowing into the lawn in
front of a company across the street from where we’d originally entered
the fight.

When I stopped spinning, I saw that the Eagle suit was standing up. This
was good. I hadn’t killed her.

I was beginning to ask myself how far I was willing to go to take her
down, when a voice came over the comm, identified as Kid Biohack. “Hey,
I’m here. Where do you need me?”

“Getting people out of the way,” Haley said. “That’s what we’re doing.”

The woman in the Eagle suit was standing up, but not doing anything yet.
I pointed my arms in her direction, saying, “Don’t move!” The Rocket
suit’s PA system made sure she heard me.

I was about to tell Kid Biohack that as long as he was getting civilians
out of harm’s way, he might also watch for Alden. He was the only one of
us with a realistic chance of catching the guy.

Out of the corner of my eye, Vaughn floated in the air and in front of
him, but not closely, floated force field guy. The man toppled head over
heels without ever touching the ground.

With Alden out of sight, and the energy flinging woman gone with him, it
was possible that this was over.

I never got to say anything. Eagle suit had decided not to listen to me.
She raised her left arm, aiming the wide barrel beneath it at Vaughn,
and firing a series of black globes at him.

They hit Vaughn, but rather than enveloping him in black goo, the globes
expanded, sticking to him and to each other. Vaughn struggled to keep
himself upright. Two four foot wide balls had changed his profile, and
he wobbled in the air, the balls threatening to flip him over.

That wasn’t all of it. Alden reappeared in a blur, running across the
grass. Just behind him, the woman I’d called the “woman in red” flew,
blasts of energy flying from her hands, all of them aimed with more
precision than I liked.

She started by blasting at me, but the Rocket suit held even if the
blasts nearly caused me to tip over. As I struggled to avoid firing off
in whatever random direction her blasts pointed me in, the Eagle suit
joined in.

The Eagle suit, however had automatic weapons—high caliber and tipped
with who knows what alloy.

They didn’t break through my armor, but that was only because my armor
was made of the best ceramics I could imagine in combination with what
I’d managed to learn from similar alien tech.

The force of the assault did knock me back though, and I decided that
I’d be better off on attack than defense.

Aiming myself downward toward the Eagle suit, I fired off a string of
explosive bots. They hit the Eagle suit, covering spots in black soot.

I landed on the tail of the bots. I had a few killbots on me, and even
without them, I had the laser I’d added to the Rocket suit after
destroying my guitar. Capable of slowly cutting through the hull of a
battleship, I had no plan to use the thing unless she attempted to kill
somebody.

You could argue that the bullets she’d just fired were an attempt to
kill me, but it wasn’t that simple. She hadn’t fired them at anyone
else, and my armor had taken the shots without much complaint.

More to the point, she’d stopped firing them as I flew downward, almost
as if she wasn’t willing to risk firing them where they might hurt
somebody.

Running across the lawn, I heard thunder and energy blasts from behind
me. I also heard Kid Biohack’s voice along with Haley’s. Not having time
to think about it, I concentrated on the problem ahead of me.

The woman in the Eagle suit didn’t stand there and wait for me to hit
her either. As I got close, she jumped to the side, forcing me to slow
and change direction. Now she was standing in front of a metal walled
building and I didn’t have the main fight behind me.

Instead we were parallel to the line of buildings with seemingly
infinite corporate lawn in front of us and behind us. Something in my
brain recognized that as a warning sign at about the time that a panel
popped out of the side of her arm and started firing missiles.

I fired off a cloud of bots as three missiles shot from her arm. Not all
of the missiles hit me. My bots did their jobs, taking out two of the
missiles before they even reached me.

The third missile hit hard, setting off a series of damage notifications
centered around my upper chest.

I felt the hit—not directly, but the hit was solid. It knocked me off my
feet and onto my back while simultaneously exploding and causing flame
to fill my vision.

Because of the suit’s composite view, the smoke didn’t stop me from
realizing that the Eagle suit was running straight for me.

I rolled to my side and up to a standing position. She stopped, pointing
her arms and the guns that hung under them in my direction. “Nice job
with the suit. Those missiles have taken out tanks.”

My HUD showed my armor’s status as 89%—as in 11% of the armor’s cells
had been damaged and no longer responded to commands. Even though the
anti-tank mini-missile hadn’t hurt me, that counted for something.

If she had more of those, I might be forced to use the laser or the
killbot.

It did strike me though that she was clearly in a mood to talk. If I
could keep her talking, it would be better than killing
her.

That left the question of what to say. What would get her going?

I never got to answer that question. The force field guy stepped out
from behind an Escalade. “Dammit Eagle, I told you no killing! What the
hell is up with tankbuster?”

I checked my HUD, but couldn’t see Vaughn in the air. The HUD showed his
vitals as normal, so maybe he was just stuck to something? Anyway, I
might have to take care of both of them.

“Eagle” didn’t move, continuing to point her guns at me.

“I’ve got my orders,” Eagle said. “I’ll help you with this penny ante
shit so long as you remember that it’s not important. Now, as soon as
you remember that, we can get somewhere. As soon as the Rocket’s dead, I
get the bounty, and it becomes easier for everyone to do business in
this town.”

“No. I told you my conditions for the job going in. No killing.” Force
field guy said, extending a sword-like shape from his hand.

“Sorry, but no, Captain Cubist,” she said.

I almost laughed at that because it would be funny if the guy had named
himself after an art movement. I didn’t actually laugh because I took
advantage of the moment to blast Eagle’s helmet with more
anti-electronics sonic noise. That wasn’t all though. I also fired off a
series of explosive rounds at Eagle’s feet and legs.

They didn’t go through her armor, but they weren’t supposed to. They
blew her feet to the left without doing much to move her upper body. She
landed on her side, trying to push herself up, but the suit itself
fought her, limbs jerking uncontrollably out before the arms stopped
working at all.

“Captain Cubist—” I began, but didn’t get to say much more before he’d
extended a blade of force that knocked me over. It wasn’t hard enough to
knock the suit’s armor status down, but it was still solid.

I rolled with it and back to my feet, aiming the sonics at the force
fields surrounding his body and wondering if they had a resonant
frequency. I felt sure that they should, but I’d never had the chance to
experiment with a force field, so it was anybody’s guess.

I had my answer in almost the next second. The cube around the man’s
upper chest shattered and disappeared. Beneath it was a flash of white
shirt but then the force field reformed.

With a sudden insight into how I planned to use that I began to run
toward Captain Cubist, but I wasn’t fast enough.

A big man with a shaven head ran past me. He wore the light blue shirt
and dark blue pants that security guards sometimes wore, but his
physique was that of a body builder. His muscles were obvious even
through his shirt.

Stranger, I recognized him. His name was Philo Schwartz. He was a Cabal
soldier, but we’d seen him guarding an armored car the first time I’d
caught up with one of this gang’s robberies.

He tackled Captain Cubist and squeezed. After a several seconds, all the
force fields shattered and Philo dropped the body of a man to the
ground. Captain Cubist’s body couldn’t have been as powerful as Philo’s
in reality, but he gave Philo a run for his money in appearance.

Black haired and square jawed, he wore green army fatigues for pants and
a white t-shirt.

Philo spat on the ground. “I nearly got fired after the last time.”

He stared down at the man’s body, and for a second, I worried that he
might attack him. He didn’t.

At about the same time, I realized that I didn’t hear any more fighting.
I checked my HUD, taking in my helmet’s nearly 360 degree view.

The Escalades and armored cars were now the only vehicles nearby. Haley
and Camille had gotten all the others out of harm’s way. There were no
civilians closer than fifty feet away, and most were further.

Even better, Haley, Camille, and Kid Biohack stood above the unconscious
bodies of a black woman in a red and gold costume—the woman who’d been
firing energy blasts, and Alden.

Vaughn, black gooey spheres still attached to his body, lay on top of of
one of the Escalades, awake and frowning, but presumably stuck to the
roof.

I had no idea how that happened.

That wasn’t the strangest piece of it though. A man stepped around the
burnt remains of one of the Escalades to pull Philo into a hug. I didn’t
need the eagle symbol on a necklace to make me suspect he, like Philo,
was from the Cabal. The man’s muscular arms and chest and Philo’s wide
eyes gave me enough of a hint.

I didn’t recognize the language they spoke in, but they started laughing
and talking almost from the second they first saw each other.

I’d never seen the new guy before. Aside from fitting my profile for the
Cabal, he had dark, curly hair, light skin, and at least at that moment,
a wide smile. He wore an oversized sweater and jeans.

Philo turned back to us. “This is Andronicus. I haven’t seen him in more
than two, maybe three hundred years.”

Andronicus nodded to the group of us. “I have been busy this last little
while.”

His accent reminded me a little of Daniel’s mom. She’d grown up in
Greece, but her family had moved to Israel. I wasn’t sure whether the
difference was because she had a hint of an Israeli accent or because
Greek had changed in the meantime. Both might have been true.

Giving a short nod in return, I said, “You’re Cabal too?”

He looked over at Philo, who said, “Everybody knows now.”

Andronicus grunted a yes, his eyes roaming over the group of us, briefly
settling on Vaughn.

Vaughn had pulled out a small spray can from his utility belt and
started spraying the balls that attached him. I’d made it so that it
would dissolve goo from the goobots. Even though this wasn’t the same,
it was similar enough.

Vaughn pulled himself away from the top of the Escalade, leaving the big
black balls, and jumped down to the ground. “That was embarrassing.”

For a second, I considered asking about it. Vaughn could be pretty
funny, but this wasn’t the right moment.

Andronicus grinned. “This is a big city, eh?”

He surveyed the whole place, looking up and down the street we stood in
the middle of, but then drifting toward downtown and past it toward the
lake—not that the lake was visible from here.

I wasn’t completely sure, but it seemed like his eyes lingered on
Vaughn, Haley, Camille and me.

“Kind of,” I said. “It’s bigger than most, but it’s not as big as the
really big ones. Grand Lake is in the second tier of big cities. The
first tier has the cities you’ve probably heard of—New York, Chicago,
Los Angeles and so on.”

“It’s not too small,” Andronicus focused his attention on me. “You live
here?”

“More or less,” I said. “I’ve lived a few different places in Grand
Lake.”

Andronicus nodded. “You,” he nodded toward the rest of the group. “You
all live here, yes?”

It seemed like an odd line of questioning, but he probably didn’t know
about the ward around the city. We were all stuck here so long as we
carried anything magical like the wards Amy made us.

Knowing that The Thing That Eats was somewhere in the city, we had to
carry them. I had mine in a compartment in the Rocket suit. With any
luck, I wasn’t the only one. We probably should have required it.

A message from Haley blinked in my HUD. She’d texted me, and the words
appeared next to her name. “Smells like dead man becoming alive.”

I typed back, “Huh?” on my palm.

Even as I did it, the obvious possibility came to mind. She hadn’t been
on the ground, so she wouldn’t be able to identify him by smell, but The
Thing’s host had probably been a Cabal soldier. We’d left it close to
dead, and with barely any brain function after we’d removed its essence.

Plus, The Thing’s magic (or something) had molded it into The Thing’s
standard body.

To somehow get The Thing’s essence back, it would have to heal itself
and fly back to the U.S. before Reliquary took it to the Council’s
disposal facility for magical toxic waste. It would have had hours at
best.

We could do it with the jet, but we didn’t have to regenerate first.

Of course, given what Haley had said, maybe being entirely alive was
optional. Maybe it could heal the bare minimum and rely on time to
handle the rest.

“Where have you been?” I asked. “Philo said you disappeared for a couple
hundred years. What were you doing?”

Andronicus cocked his head for a moment, but then said “I traveled all
over the world.”

And that didn’t exactly clarify anything. It fit solidly with both host
and soldier. It’s just that it fit better with host.

“Fighting as a soldier?” I asked.

Philo glanced over at me, clearly recognizing that I was going somewhere
with this—and why wouldn’t you after hundreds, maybe thousands of years
of life?

“After a fashion,” Adronicus said, and transformed into The Thing That
Eats with its globe shaped head and wide, wide mouth.

Before anyone could move, he nipped Philo’s shoulder, and lunged for me.
I held up my arms, one forward in a block, and pulling the other back,
ready to punch.

It bit my blocking arm, completely surrounding it from the elbow up, but
that didn’t last. Warmth suffused my body, and a red glow tinged my view
of the scene. The view from one of my spybots showed that the entire
Rocket suit glowed red.

At the same moment, The Thing That Eats spit my hand out of its mouth,
yelping in pain. Not wasting the moment, I punched it with all the
strength the Rocket suit had, aiming a little upward.

It flew backwards over the cars, landing on the lawn of a two story
building that appeared to be mostly mirrored glass and steel beams.

I gave the rockets thrust and flew after it, landing on the lawn as the
creature leapt into the air. I had time to notice that my punch had left
a bloody mark on the bottom of its face where my fist hit.

That was strange.

I’d never done that kind of damage against the Cabal’s elite soldiers.
It was the only reason I’d felt comfortable going all out.

I didn’t have time to dwell on it though. Like Jaclyn and the Cabal’s
elite, immortal reserve group, Adronicus was strong enough to jump at
least a city block, and The Thing That Eats didn’t hesitate to use his
strength.

The first leap took him past the row of factories we’d started in and
over to the next street’s line of factories, warehouses, and mirrored
office buildings. It landed on the green lawn of Grand Lake Beer
Distributors, a mirrored building with no more character or interesting
design than any of the rest of the buildings on the block—except for one
thing. The beige, concrete sign in front of the building showed the
logos of all the brands distributed. It included “Larry Beer!,” the
brand Larry had created when he wasn’t in costume as the Rhino as well
as many other craft beers.

The Thing’s second leap took him away from Grand Lake Beer Distributors
into an empty field where the weeds grew as high as my waist.

With the new suit, I could fly near Mach 1, so it wasn’t hard to keep up
with him. He wasted his speed going up and down while I could go
straight.

The problem was that while something about the ward in my suit let me
hurt him, the Cabal’s reserves were easily strong enough to crush the
old version of my armor. The new armor was stronger, but I didn’t want
to test its strength as the crash test dummy.

I could escape that by firing off a killbot, but I’d kill off The Thing
That Eats along with its host.

Tapping my palm, I opened up my group comm connection. “Everyone, I’m
trailing him. Should I fire a killbot? Because I’ll probably kill the
host too.”

Camille’s reaction was instant. “What? No!”

The Thing took another leap. It took it over the field, across a stream
and toward a line of houses.

Haley’s voice came over the comm. “I see your location. You… Might have
to, if he starts eating people.”

Vaughn’s link went active. “I think you might have to even if he’s just
going to bite someone. Philo’s looking pretty bad.”

The Thing’s next leap took it over several blocks, putting it far past
Grand Lake’s borders technically. Practically, South Grand Lake was
indistinguishable from the actual city except for a higher average
income.

It landed in front of a gray, two story house located on a block of
houses that were almost, but not quite the same. They might be a
different color, have the garage on the opposite side, but basically
they were variations on the same floor plan.

A woman in yoga pants and red sweater was opening the back door to her
car and placing a baby in a car seat inside.

The Thing landed in the street, and turned its head toward her.

Not waiting to find out what its next step would be, I loosed the
killbot along with a couple high explosive rounds in case it could sense
the bullets.

The killbot reached it first. And failed. An error message appeared
saying, “Did not penetrate,” as the bot exploded on the creature’s skin.
That explosion was followed by two more, none of them doing any more
damage than knocking the creature over and burning its clothes.

The woman shut the car door, started the car, and drove across her own
lawn and over the sidewalk to avoid getting any closer to The Thing.

It had no desire to avoid her though, pulling itself up, and beginning
to leap.

That’s when I hit it. I aimed myself at it like a missile, hands
outstretched and balled into fists.

It did not, despite my fears, open up its mouth to swallow me. Instead,
I hit it in the middle of the face, driving the back of its head into
the ground. In a normal human, that might have killed them, but would
have almost certainly knocked them out even if it did risk permanent
brain damage.

Would that I were so lucky.

It hit the ground, giving a wheezing grunt, and I bounced off it as the
street under it cracked.

The bounce threw me into the air. Unlike Haley, who had the reflexes
necessary to land on her feet, I had the reflexes necessary to slam into
the road, and didn’t want to.

I tapped my palm, giving the “hover” command, a command that told the
suit to calculate the best way to kill momentum and bring the suit
upright. The world blurred around me as the rockets fired in a pattern I
couldn’t have come up with on the fly.

Instead of bouncing off the Thing, flipping in the air, and flying off
in some random direction dictated by the way my arms and legs flailed in
the air, the rockets shut off for a moment. Then as I began to flip over
they fired, stopped, and fired again. By the time they were done, I
found myself fifty feet in the air, and about thirty feet past the
Thing.

I’d ended up facing away from it though, so I swiveled around, adding a
little height and readying the lasers, only to find that it had darted
between the houses or something.

I released a few more spybots, flipping through their individual views
to see if I could find the Thing, called Kayla to see if she could check
their cameras too, and told everyone else what had happened.

Then I gave myself a little more height. Maybe that way I’d be able to
see it dart from behind one house to another.

I didn’t see it, but then I gave it more thought. The Cabal’s reserves
were as strong as Jaclyn or stronger in some cases. That meant that even
if they didn’t have Jaclyn’s reflexes, they had speed, something I knew,
but hadn’t fully thought through the implications.

Even without jumping, it’d be able to cover a block in seconds. If it
changed back to its host’s body, I might not instantly recognize it.

I needed to cast a wider net. I needed to get more bots out into the
field.

Fortunately, I had more. I had two floating pods. One of them carried
materials for a Rocket suit. The other contained replacement armor bits
and bots of all kinds.

It loosed the spybots, and even more came online. I had no way to watch
all of them even with Kayla’s help, but maybe we could at least find him
by checking the recordings.

I stayed in the air, hovering, searching through the bots’ video and the
suit’s HUD, and wondering where everyone else was.

I was about to ask over the comm when I noticed a hawk. It may even have
been an eagle. Whatever it was, its brown feathers had a golden tinge
and its wingspread was wider than the Rocket suit was tall.

It didn’t take much to conclude that it wasn’t a normal hawk. I’d seen
hawks while flying in the Rocket suit and they mostly didn’t care that I
was there. The ones that did care avoided me. I’d always assumed that it
was because the rocket pack sounded like a jet or was simply noisy.

This bird flew around me twice. For a second, I worried that it might be
about to land on me, but on the second time around, the bird rearranged
itself in the air, wings reshaping themselves into arms, the hawk’s
stubby legs and talons becoming longer.

Moments later, a woman floated in front of me. Her formfitting dress was
dark brown, but decorated with gold, and thicker than a “dress.” It made
me think of armor. I didn’t recognize the material, but it gleamed like
metal in the noonday sun.

A sword hung by her side without a scabbard. I couldn’t identify the
blade’s metal, but it looked more like silver than steel.

The woman herself wasn’t human. As tall as the Rocket suit, she was
thinner than humans could be and still be healthy, but her golden eyes
were alert, watching me. Thinness and the color of her eyes weren’t the
only clues that she wasn’t human. Her pointed ears got that point
across. The streaks of gold in her brown hair were a hint too.

“You lost him,” she said.

“I’m working on that,” I said.

“Of that, I’ve no doubt,” she said. “Please stop. Your own government
has passed this problem over to the North American Council of Wizardry,
and as a member of that council, I’m telling you that we will handle
it.”

As amazing as it was to know that there was a North American Council of
Wizardry, its members appeared to live purely for the purpose of telling
me to stay out of their business.

“You haven’t,” I noted.

Her eyes narrowed and her cheeks colored. “I’m well aware of it. I’m
also aware that you are touched by some queer form of blood magic. Let
it be known to you that there are those of us charged with hunting those
who use blood magic to extinction.”

Keeping in mind Tolkien’s line about wizards being subtle and quick to
anger, I decided that this might not be the time to complain.

Trying to sound more earnest than hardnosed, I told her, “I’m sure
you’re aware of the source of the blood magic, but you need to be aware
that the Heroes’ League will intervene if people are in danger.”

“If you value your lives and the lives of those you care about, you’ll
intervene from a distance if at all. If that creature bites you, you’ll
be linked to it, or worse, become part of it.”

She watched me, waiting, I guessed, for my response.

“We won’t, at least most of us. We’ve been warded against it. I know you
don’t like the source, but it works, and if you think about it, I’d bet
that the blood magic you’re familiar with can’t do that.”

Shaking her head, she backed away. “Remember that I warned you. If we
have to, we’ll kill anyone infected by the creature.”

“I won’t… Um… What do I call you?”

Still watching me, she said, “Amothel the Hunter.”

Then she changed back into a hawk and flew away.

I watched the hawk go.

While I was still watching, Camille, Vaughn and Haley appeared. Haley’s
voice came over the comm even as they arrived. “What was that?”

I thought about it. “A… shapeshifting elf wizard, I think.”

Vaughn’s voice came through both the speakers and the air as I saw them.
“Sounds like a character from an Urban Fantasy novel.”

“Kind of,” I said. “So, you can see how things went for me. I lost The
Thing and got threatened by an elf—”

“Threatened?” Haley’s eyes narrowed.

I shrugged, making me  wobble a little in the air. “A couple different
times. She noticed my ward and implied that she’s part of a group that
hunts down and destroys blood magic users. Then she followed it up by
mentioning that she’s going to straight up kill anyone ‘infected’ by The
Thing.”

“Infected?” Vaughn floated closer to us and I felt the wind that kept
him up. “That’s got to be what the bite is all about. Philo was looking
pretty bad when we left. A couple boxes showed up though, so I think
he’s been sedated along with the rest of them.”

“Sedated?” I stared at Vaughn. “He was fighting on our side.”

“He asked for it. Said he was hearing voices in his head. You know, like
Reliquary.” Vaughn looked back toward the warehouses, and I followed his
gaze. As far away as it was, it wasn’t hard to see the flashing lights
of the police cars, the armored trucks, and the bulky “boxes” that were
essentially roving prison cells for supers.

Vaughn turned his head back to the rest of us.

“She was a wizard?” Camille checked the section of sky where I’d last
seen Amothel’s hawk form. “Maybe if we explained, she could imprison him
with wards until Bloodmaiden or Reliquary gets here.”

I looked at her. “That’s… a good idea. Unfortunately, from what she said
just now, it sounds like she’d most likely kill him.”

Haley frowned. “Gravity Star, could you let me down to the ground? I’d
like to see if I can catch his scent.”

Camille lowered Haley to the ground. In only a few seconds, Haley found
the spot where I’d slammed into The Thing. Then she walked from there to
behind a house.

“I think it stayed near the back of the houses…” She jumped a tall
wooden fence, walking past an empty swimming pool, and then jumped the
fence on the other side of the yard, following the smell for four more
houses until she stopped.

She stopped behind a two story, white house with a wooden deck in back.
She jumped up to the deck, stopping in front of the sliding glass door.
Her grey and black costume stood out in the noonday sun—especially
against the background of a white house.

“I can’t find it.” She sniffed the air. “I think he jumped… Maybe that
way?” She pointed toward the backyard for a moment, but then far past
it. It was vaguely in the same direction as it had come from, but not
quite.

“I think it went back into the city, but it must have jumped. I can’t
smell anything near the ground, and I’m sure the winds blew away
anything higher.”

Vaughn glanced down toward the deck. “Yeah, I wasn’t thinking about
preserving smells. I’m just keeping myself in the air.”

As Andronicus, The Thing would have been able to make jumps from one
house to another in a matter of seconds, and if I wasn’t looking in the
right direction, I’d have missed it.

Not that anyone could see it through my mask, but I frowned. “That
sucks. So now what? Do we escort the boxes back, or does everyone want
to get back to school?”

Vaughn checked the comm on his wrist. “Oh man, I’ve got a class in half
an hour. If we do go back now, I’ll have time for lunch, but only
barely.”

Camille looked down toward Haley, and over toward the mass of police
cars that were still handling the results of the fight. “I don’t want to
go if people still need help, but, I’ve got class too—”

Kayla’s voice broke in on comms—all of ours at once. “Bad news. Philo
and Alden were in the same box, and Philo broke out. He was last seen
carrying Alden away with him.”

“Philo?” I asked, already having a feeling that I knew what was coming
next. “But he wanted to go.”

“He turned into The Thing That Eats.”





Splits


        The first thing that came into my head was, “Can you see where he is, or
where he’s gone?”

“No,” Kayla’s voice paused and a mouse clicked in the background. “There
aren’t very many spybots around here. I mean, except for the ones you
just released.”

She was right. I’d mainly focused on major intersections, and there
weren’t many of those around here. Worse, there were longer than normal
blocks this far out, making corners even easier to avoid.

“I might be able to track them,” Haley’s voice trailed off. She knew, as
we all did, that a long jump could throw off her sense of smell. We’d
need all of us to pull that off. Plus, The Thing appeared to be good at
sneaking around.

“We could try looking for a little while,” I suggested, and we did, but
we didn’t find anything.

In the end, we went back to the university and attended our classes,
almost as much out of a need to do something even if it wasn’t something
that got us any closer to finding the The Thing—either of them—and for
all I knew Alden too by then.

Finally, I contacted Hal and asked him if he might be willing to watch
the spybots’ feeds for signs of The Thing That Eats. If nothing else, it
might give the League jet’s AI something more to do than troll Internet
forums in the name of science.

It was lucky for me that I didn’t find classes particularly hard because
my mind wasn’t in any way on them and I found myself constantly checking
my phone for progress from Hal (none), checking the headlines on the
websites of local TV stations for news (nothing), and calculating how
long it would take for The Thing to eat everyone in the city and
surrounding suburbs (depressing).

You had to consider a lot of variables. For example, average distance
between victims, speed that The Thing moves, time required to eat
victims, maximum number of copies of the thing, maximum number of
victims that can be eaten before satiation, time required before more
victims were required, and so on…

My worst case scenario allowed The Thing That Eats to devour Grand Lake
and its surrounding suburbs within hours. That assumed unlimited eating,
unlimited reproduction, no satiation, and near instantaneous eating.

Haley found me in the Student Union refining the “Time Required for The
Thing to Eat Everyone” equation. I was sitting on a stool at one of the
higher tables with my laptop open. I’d put the equation into an Excel
spreadsheet to make it easier to plug in numbers based on different
assumptions.

Taking in the laptop, my expression, my smell, heart rate and other
cues, she said, “What are you doing?”

“Calculating the time we have left until the extinction of humanity,” I
said. “Worst case scenarios gives the world less than a month. Those of
us in Grand Lake get less than a day under similar assumptions.”

She gave the spreadsheet a closer look. “Um… Could you explain all of
this? I’m going to need less equations and more words.”

I did.

When I was finished, she took my hand. “Then why is Grand Lake still
here? Even with your slower scenarios, it could have taken over by now
if it wanted to.”

“I don’t know. The same reason it didn’t destroy Turkmenistan’s capital,
I guess. From what we saw there, it ate people, but quietly in the
background. Even in Amy’s story, it destroyed a kingdom, but a small
one. It didn’t destroy the Roman Empire.”

Haley frowned. “Maybe it’s being cautious? It knows people can destroy
it, and not just Amy, so it doesn’t take on more than it can handle.
That’s what successful predators do.”

I thought about it and we sat there, holding hands. “That might be it.
Though knowing where it comes from, it might just be waiting for the
right time to destroy everything.”

“Maybe.” Haley glanced from one side to the other, possibly more for my
benefit than because she needed to. In any case, no one was close enough
to hear. “But your laser worked on it and even normal people could use
one of those.”

Nodding, I said, “Yeah. Normal people might not have them, but they
could use them if they did. You know what’s interesting. The Thing was
hiding, and we couldn’t find it, but when a gang full of supers and a
former Cabal soldier appeared, it shows up.”

Haley blinked. “That’s it. I think that you’ve got something there. If
we put up the right bait, I bet we could make it appear because now it’s
got two Cabal people and a speedster.”

I leaned back in my chair and thought about it. “Whoa. Yeah, that is
weird. It’s definitely picking up people with powers.”

Keeping her voice low, Haley leaned in. “It’s picking people with powers
and one of the first is a speedster. I think it’s got a plan.”

I nodded. “Of course, it did. A lot of my calculations are dependent on
speed.”

At the same time, my stomach sank. The League’s parents (including mine)
were mostly still inside the circle. We did need to find a way to get
them out—them and everyone inside.

Something of that thought must have shown in my face (or my smell or the
speed of my heartbeat…) because Haley said, “What?”

“The obvious. The team’s parents, including yours and mine are still
stuck here with that thing—which means that if it does they’ll disappear
before anyone knows it. No one outside can get in, and we can’t get them
out without risking humanity’s own extinction if we break the wards
holding them in.”

I felt the warmth of Haley’s hand as I talked, but also noticed of all
the people milling around, talking about school projects in groups at
tables, or laughing.

“You know what’s really creepy? If The Thing doesn’t get weaker with
every additional person, it could theoretically be part of everyone in
this room but us?”

Haley’s eyes darted around the room. “You’re right. That’s creepy.”

When I looked at the room with the eye that everyone there could be
controlled by the same evil, supernatural intelligence changed nothing
and simultaneously everything. Instead of people with projects or lone
students killing time, I could imagine them as army waiting for orders
or hive mind of people who I individually only needed to give us one
look.

“Nick,” Haley gave my hand a squeeze. “They’re not.”

“I know, but you know what I mean. That’s only true for now.”

Haley frowned. “That’s an awful thought.”

“But true,” I said. “Another thought… We should probably tell Amy about
The Thing spawning more of itself. She might know something.”

Haley let go of my hand and grabbed her backpack. “If the other
Bloodmaidens let her…”

My mind jumped back to something else. “You may not have been around for
this, but when I punched The Thing That Eats, I drew blood. That’s
weird. I never managed to do that to a Cabal soldier with a punch. I’m
not sure that Jaclyn even managed to do that.”

Haley looked directly at me. “I did notice. I smelled the blood. That
was right after it bit you.”

Nodding, I said, “And after the ward activated. I didn’t see that happen
for anyone else, and I’m pretty sure other people punched it back in
Turkmenistan.”

“I wasn’t close enough to the action to see.” Haley glanced over at the
food area, and she wasn’t the only one of us who could smell meat
cooking. “I’m done with classes for the day. Let’s get something to
eat.”

We ate and then walked back to our dorm, talking about things that had
nothing to do with otherworldly monsters—because we did talk about
normal things too. Haley mostly talked about the Tigers’ chances of
making it to the playoffs. I listened. She was excited, but even as
someone who didn’t follow baseball, I knew that the Tigers didn’t ever
make it very far.

When we got back to my dorm room, I pulled out my cell phone. When I
logged in, I found that there were messages waiting for me on my Heroes’
League account.

This wasn’t too strange after a public fight. I knew it would mostly be
reporters wanting a comment for their story, government officials or
property owners wanting to talk about the damage. Some of them would
want to sue.

Over the past couple years, I’d learned what to do—forward the property
damage issues to legal, ignore the reporters, and check to find out what
was left after that.

Watching as I logged in, Haley pulled out her own phone. “I took care of
my messages before we met for supper… Shit. There are more of them.”

So then we were both clicking through our lists. I didn’t find anything
unusual until the second to the last message.

I recognized the baritone voice (and indefinable accent) instantly even
though I’d only heard it for the first time that day.

“Rocket,” the message began, “this is Andronicus. I know you know me as
the host of the Great Hunger, but you must understand I’m no longer its
willing host. When I was young and stupid, it bit me, and I accepted its
offer of power. I know what it plans to do in this city and I offer it
to you in exchange for your help. Free me of this thing, and I’ll owe
you a great debt.

“Think about my offer. I’ll call you again.”

Haley and I looked at each other. She held her phone by her side. “Do
you believe him?”

“I don’t know. I barely met the guy.”

Haley frowned. “I wish I’d heard a real conversation with him. Then I
might have better sense of what he’s like. You can learn a lot about who
someone is by what they’re nervous to talk about.”

“What I’m wondering is if you could tell who’s in control? Andronicus or
The Thing That Eats? That would make this a lot easier.”

She tilted her head, obviously thinking. “If I had some time to observe
him, maybe. It’s a good idea. It seems like the kind of thing I ought to
be able to do.”

I crossed the room and sat down on my bed. Haley looked over at me.
“You’re not hoping to make out, are you?”

“No. I just wanted to sit down. Also, I was going to call Amy, and I
thought that you might want to sit next to me when I did.”

She put her phone in her pocket. “You smell a little like you want to
make out.”

I shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to. It passed through my mind, but
seriously, Jeremy could walk through the door any second, and we could
end up in combat any minute now the way things are going.”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “We’ll see how that goes.”

She sat down next to me and her arm brushed mine, making me suddenly
aware of the warmth of her body. She looked up at me. “You’re sure you
were going to phone Amy?”

“Yes.” I turned my phone sideways, put it into speaker mode, and wished
that The Thing That Eats were in a completely different universe.

Moments after I dialed, Amy picked up. Initially, I only saw her face on
the screen. She hadn’t transformed, so the major impression I got was
bobbed red hair hanging around a pale face. But then everyone crowded
in—Cassie grinning, Rod and his blond beard, and Samita looking serious
(which is to say, normal).

I couldn’t quite tell where they were, but when Amy picked up the phone,
I saw two double beds on one side the room facing a television that sat
on cabinets that ran the length of the other side.

Between that and the beige carpet, it was obvious. They were in a hotel
room.

I peered in, trying to see more than their faces. “Where are you?”

Cassie spoke first. “The Motel 6 about half an hour out from Grand Lake.
You’d know it, if you saw it.”

“The one next to the Cracker Barrel?” I asked.

Cassie nodded. “That’s it.”

Haley leaned toward the phone. “What are you doing there?”

Cassie shook her head. “We’re supposed to be sleeping, but we spent last
night fighting vampires.”

I sighed. Haley asked, “Are there a lot of them?”

Amy gave a small smile. “There used to be five in the motel. They’re
dead now.”

Samita shook her head. “But there were seven more in an old barn near
the motel that we didn’t even know about—until two of them caught Cassie
in the parking lot.”

“No kidding,” I said as Haley and I looked at each other. “What
happened?”

Cassie laughed. “They’re dead, obviously.”

Samita’s face tightened, “But not just because of you.”

“No,” Cassie said. “You know how Daniel had ideas he thought might help
against magic? They work, mostly. I got it together enough to pull out
the Gun, and he fired on his own—burned them both to ashes. You know how
the Gun has a HUD? I’ve found that if I use his senses the vampires’
hypnotism, or mind magic, or whatever it is… Well, that doesn’t work.”

Haley examined the faces on the screen. “How are the rest of you doing?”

Grinning, Amy said, “I’ve got too many minds in my head for that to
work.”

Rod shrugged. “When I’m human, I’ve got a luck ring just like Samita. It
disappears when I’m a troll, but it’s hard to enchant trolls.”

Meeting Rod’s eye, Samita said, “Too few minds for it to work.”

Rod rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I’ve been smashing the vampires, and I
don’t know if you play Dungeons and Dragons, but Samita made a real Wand
of Fireballs.”

“What?” Haley looked over at me.

I grinned. “A wand that shoots out blasts of fire that explode and burn
everything around them.”

She shook her head. “So, basically, exactly what it sounds like it
should do.”

Amy broke in. “As much as I’d love to tell you more, why did you call?”

“It’s a little bit of a story,” I began, and between the two of us,
Haley and I told them about the fight.

“Do you have any idea why I drew blood?”

Amy glanced over at Samita. “I don’t know for sure, but I’ve got an
idea. We’ve all spent enough time with Lee that I’ve had to adjust the
wards for them to work—”

Samita added, “It isn’t unusual to be affected when you spend time with
powerful, supernatural beings like angels, demons, or gods.”

Amy frowned as Samita interrupted her, but added, “Nick’s spent more
time with him than anyone. While I was adjusting, I might have tapped
into whatever the source of Lee’s power is, or maybe directly into him.”

“Huh,” I said.

Haley groaned.

Amy’s mouth hinted at a grin. “If you want to know, you should ask him
if that’s possible. He’s immortal. This can’t be the first time it’s
come up. Any other questions?”

“Sure,” I said. “Do you think we ought to trust Andronicus?”

Before Amy could reply, Haley asked, “And do you think The Thing could
be going after people with powers?”

Amy froze. Then she all but spit as she talked. “Fuck! They didn’t tell
me. It does that kind of thing all the time. In my world, we’ve had a
lot of creatures come through interdimensional portals. They’re mostly
magical creatures, but every now and then we’ll see some strange mixture
of magic and science, and sometimes… Sometimes we’ll see something
purely scientific.”

Her face twisted, and then she sighed. “I’ve told you that we’ve fought
The Thing That Eats for years, but what I didn’t tell you, because I
didn’t know, was that it collected them. We’ve got humanoids called the
Elder. Think of them as a cross between vampires and elves. The Thing
collected them—along with anything else it could get. Cyborgs? Sure.
Centaurs? Definitely. It took anything it could get.

“So yes. It would definitely go after people with powers. I don’t know
what it plans to do with them, but it gets stronger when it eats. It
gets weaker when it splits though. Other Bloodmaidens have seen it
split, eat as much as they can, abandon its hosts and devour them.”

Rod turned to her. “No shit? That thing is messed up.”

Cassie glanced between Amy, Rod, and Samita. “I know Amy’s wards are the
only thing standing between us and being hosts, but you guys are all
alone in there. There’s got to be some way I could ditch it, slip
through and help.”

Amy and Samita turned to stare at her, simultaneously saying, “No!”

Cassie frowned for a second before saying, “Look, I get it, but we’re
not helping much out here. We need to get in there, and I’m the only one
of us who can.”

Shaking her head, Amy said “It will go after you. It knows the League
took it down. It also knows that you guys don’t have any protection from
it but my wards. I don’t want to sound like the Council, but you’re the
weak link. The Council has its own wards, but if mine break, you’ve got
power and no protection.”

Cassie held up her hands. “Ok. I won’t, but we need to get inside soon.”

Haley bit her lip. “I just thought of something. Camille’s the only
former Justice Fist member who got a ward. That means Sean, Jody,
Dayton, Shannon, and Julie are all vulnerable. They’ve all got powers,
but no secret identity. It wouldn’t take much for The Thing to find out
about them, and then they’ll know all about us and HQ and everything.”

That’s when everyone got quiet.

I broke the silence with, “You’re right, and that includes Lucas too.
Plus, Marcus and Sydney weren’t part of the raid, so they don’t have
wards.”

Amy leaned in toward the phone. “You need to get them into HQ or out of
the city immediately.”

Samita glanced at Amy but faced us. “HQ would be better. I set up wards
in case we needed to quarantine all of you when you came back. I’ll send
you an email that tells you how to operate them. You should be able to
keep all of them safe long enough for us to figure out a way to get in.”

Rod raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? The way I see it, the only way
we’re going to get in is to break the Council’s barrier.”

Samita pursed her lips. “Now you’re thinking like a troll.”

Rod shook his head. “No. We haven’t found any weak spots so far. If the
Council has a way in, they’ve hidden it pretty well. I’m not sure we
have time to find it before things get bad in there.”

Sighing, Amy turned toward Rod. “I know you don’t think we’re going to
find one, but you can’t ward a city this size without leaving a few
holes even if they’re unintentional. Warding an entire city is hard.
Past Bloodmaidens have done it, but there’s always been a hole. I wonder
how the Council did it?”

Samita leaned back, “I don’t know, but they couldn’t use Rudolph the
Fat’s basic wards for fortifications because it requires more specific
knowledge of this place than they’re likely to have.”

“I don’t know,” Amy said. “Reliquary told me that the Council has teams
assigned to the larger cities. If they constructed the wards one at a
time over the course of years, they could use Fennic’s fifth principle
to stabilize…”

It only got more obscure from there. Haley caught my eye and shook her
head. I’d have interrupted, but I had a bad feeling that many people
felt the same when listening to me.

I let their words wash over me, wondering how we could get them in, and
where any holes in the wards might be. Maybe I could come up with a
better way to search. Too bad the next Stapledon weekend wasn’t coming
soon enough. Maybe I could email Dr. Nation.

Thinking about Stapledon, I felt suddenly very stupid. I knew how we
were going to get them into the city.

Speaking without thinking, I told them, “I know how to bring you in.
I’ve actually got two ways. First, the Starplate would be an option if I
didn’t care if you arrived. I have no idea how to use it. The second
idea, though, is really obvious. Chancy has been teleporting us to
Stapledon, and he teleports straight into HQ. I’m betting Lee knows how
to get a hold of him. If I ask him about it, I can also find out what he
says about the fact that I can hurt The Thing.”

Amy looked over at Samita. They’d all sat together on one of the hotel
beds. “I think that could work. Psychic teleportation should get us
around any ward I’ve ever heard of.”

Brow furrowing, Samita’s face went blank. After a little while, she
raised her hand to her chin and waited longer. A moment later, she
straightened up and lowered her hand. “It should work. There are wards
that prevent teleportation, but I think I’d recognize them.”

Amy grinned. “That’s good enough for me.”

Rod checked between the two of them. “Nice to see you agree on
something.”

Sitting beside the three of them, Cassie laughed. “That’s getting a
little old.”

She looked back at us from the other side of the screen. “He’s been
saying that every time they agree. They don’t agree much, but they agree
enough that he doesn’t have to say it. Not really.”

Rod shrugged. “They used to agree less.”

Cassie glanced over at him. “Whatever.”

Leaning back and propping herself up with one arm on the bed, Amy added,
“I think that’s all we’ve got that’s useful.”

“Watch for it,” Samita said, “I’ll get you the email about HQ’s wards
tonight.”

Haley and I said our goodbyes to them, leaving us sitting on the bed in
my dorm room.

Putting my phone down next to me, I said, “I suppose I’d better call Lee
now. Do you want to stick around?”

Haley looked up at me. “I might as well. If we’re all affected by this,
you shouldn’t be the only one who knows.”

I nodded. “And someone else should know what Lee says about Chancy, and
it probably ought to be you because you were leading the group of us who
were still in Grand Lake last year.”

She took my hand. “I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

I shook my head. “No. It does remind me of everything that I apparently
missed though. I was right here in Grand Lake, but between Stapledon and
everything else going on, I was barely aware that all of you had almost
evolved into a separate team.”

She glanced up at me. “We didn’t try to. I was hanging around with
Camille and Sydney and a supervillain would appear. The police would
call, and since Camille and Sydney had powers, it made sense to
respond.”

Nodding along as she talked, I said, “You’re right. It does. I still
feel weird about not even noticing. It’s kind of a big thing to miss.”

Giving a shrug, she said, “You were busy. Rook came. Cassie was
kidnapped. The world was attacked by aliens. I know how you missed it.
You were in the middle of everything else.”

“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head.

In the hall, a group of guys laughed about something. I missed most of
what they said except for catching the word “dong.” That made me suspect
it wasn’t an important conversation.

Haley looked toward the sound and shook her head.

I picked up my phone, found Lee’s name in my contacts, and clicked on
it. Lee picked up the phone, said, “Hey, Nick.” The video came on,
showing Lee’s face, his too wide smile and long, straight black hair.
His face appeared to be illuminated only by the bluish light of his
phone.

“Give me a second.” He reached off to the left, something clicked, and a
light filled the room, or so I assumed. In addition to him, only the
back of a red, leather chair and a white wall showed in the picture.

“I don’t need the light, and I forget to turn it on.” The picture
blurred, showing a bit of the white t-shirt he wore. It advertised his
studio—the Grand Lake Martial Arts Academy.

Then he centered it on his face again. “Haley,” he said. “You’re in on
this too. What do the two of you want?”

I didn’t wait. “I’ve got a couple questions. We’ve got to get people in
here to fight The Thing That Eats and since they use magic, I’m thinking
that Chancy’s probably the best way to do it. Do you have a way to
contact him? I don’t.”

Lee grinned. “I do, but this isn’t a Stapledon thing, so he’ll be
wanting to get paid.”

“Oh,” I said. “Would it matter that we’re Stapledon students who are
bringing in more Stapledon students to fight The Thing?”

“Nice try,” Lee smiled. “No, he’d probably point out that Stapledon
isn’t handling this problem. The North American Wizards’ Council is.
He’d probably open up a portal so you can escape with your families, but
not to let more people inside.”

Haley and I looked at each other. Getting our families out didn’t sound
like a bad idea, but Haley asked, “Do you know if he owes you or maybe
our grandparents’?”

“Now that,” Lee raised his hand, pointing his index finger at Haley,
“that’s a good idea. He owes me for not killing him a couple times and
he owes your grandparents too. I can call him and lean on him.”

“Really?” It seemed too easy. “Then my other question was, what’s up
with somehow being connected to you? Amy noticed it when she was making
our wards. It appears that it makes it easy for me to hurt The Thing.”

Lee sat up a little straighter. “Oh, that. Funny coincidence how that
happens. It’s useful. No denying that, but I should tell you something.
If you ever do meet another creature like me, it might notice.
Fortunately the chance of that is fairly low.”

I blinked, trying to think of what to ask next. That opened up too many
questions.

Haley didn’t wait. “How low?”

Lee paused, making it either the first or the only time I could remember
seeing him hesitate. “Let’s say that there are multiple factors
involved.”

He leaned back in his chair, the red leather becoming more visible next
to his shoulder length, black hair.

“Yeah? Like what?” I tried to sound interested, but not too interested.

Haley looked over at me. Lee chuckled.

Smiling, he said, “I probably should tell you. You’re on the edge of
this becoming ‘need to know’ information, and I might not be there when
you cross that line. So, I guess it’s story time. Where were we? Oh
that’s right… I told you how the race of beings I came from doesn’t like
competitors, and how when we saw new races, well, we decided to destroy
them all. Better, we decided to give them the means to destroy
themselves.”

He stopped and took a breath. “I may have neglected a few very important
details when I told you the first version of the story. Not every one of
my people agreed that we should destroy the younger races. That was
understandable. We’d been around for quite some time by then, and we’d
spread out. Plus, there weren’t many of us left, and some of us had gone
native. They’d been guiding the younger races, teaching them. So, there
was war. The ‘Destroy’ faction won, but planets, solar systems, and a
chunk of a galaxy died.”

I flipped that around in my head for a little while. “So when you’re
saying that there are multiple factors involved, one of them is that
whoever we run into might not be from the Destroy faction.”

Lee nodded. “Right. I’m saying there’s a low chance because I’m sure my
people aren’t even searching this universe for me, and if they are,
they’re not searching this planet. I’ve left better clues in other
places. Now if you were to visit another universe or get off this
planet, the chances of meeting one of my people get higher. Plus,
there’s a chance that one of us might be here on Earth. It won’t be
someone from the Destroy faction then, but I don’t know more than that.
Whoever they are, they’re hiding the same way I am. So I can’t see them,
and they can’t see me.”

He gave a wide smile. “For all I know, there might be more than one, and
in that case, you’re going to be looking at a fight. Now, I’d bet on me
but, it’s not something you’ll want to be close to.”

Haley looked up at the screen in my hand. “You’d fight them? If they’re
not from the Destroy faction, wouldn’t they be natural allies?”

Lee laughed and then he shook his head. “Allies? No. Now, once upon a
time, I might have had friends in each of our factions—even outside
Destroy, but I’m sure they must have soured on me by now. I was part of
the Destroy faction for quite some time, and earned a reputation as an
effective killer of my own kind.”

“Wow,” I said. “So you don’t have any friends.”

He shook his head. “I wouldn’t say that. I think the Xiniti might like
me a little, and then there’s you kids. It’s not quantity so much as
quality, you know?”

Then he stopped smiling. “As a friend though, there’s something I have
to tell you. I can’t sense others of my kind, but you just might, and
they might be able to sense you. If you can, pretend that you don’t
notice and keep on walking. That way you might survive.”

Haley’s eyes widened. Mine probably did too.

Lee shrugged. “If it doesn’t think you noticed, it might not realize
just how much time we’ve spent together. If it does realize it, it’s
likely to watch you until you find me, and then well… Things burn.”

“It’s like with the ward, then,” I said. “What exactly does spending
time together do?”

Next to me, I could feel Haley lean toward the phone. Lee’s eyes seemed
to stop focusing on the phone for a moment, but then he stared into it
again, “It’s like this—you know how there are multiple dimensions?
Imagine that being near me sharpens you and hardens you in dimensions
that you can’t quite sense. There are side effects—”

My dorm room’s door opened slowly, and Jeremy peered in. Finding that
Haley and I were on the bed, but not making out, and staring at the
screen of a phone, he opened the door fully, and stepped inside. Out of
some kind of caution, he never let the door go, guiding it to close
slowly and softly.

Lee continued “—like allowing you to punch The Thing and make it bleed,
but also to sense my kind and be sensed by us. Don’t count on the
ability to hurt us when you don’t have that ward. You don’t drain power
from me, but Amy appears to have attuned it in a way that it drains just
a little. It’s not much, but we’re going to need to destroy it when this
is over.

“Now tell me, who just entered your room?”

Jeremy stopped walking, beginning to open his mouth. I didn’t give him
the chance. Otherwise he might land on Lee’s list of people to kill in
order to keep me safe.

“That’s my roommate, Jeremy. He’s already got the block, and he already
knows who I am.” I hoped that would be enough to stop Lee from making
any snap decisions.

As Jeremy came in, Lee had touched on the topic of who his people were.
He’d probably killed people for knowing less, and to be fair, this was a
potentially world ending secret if Jeremy figured it out. Worse, Jeremy
had actually been part of an online discussion group about Lee. It
wasn’t likely that he’d figure out much of anything from what he’d
heard, but he had a better chance than 99% of the world’s population…

That was why I’d mentioned the block.

Looking me directly in the eye, Lee said, “Make sure it’s a good
block.”

“I’ll talk to Daniel about it.” I did my best to sound sincere and calm
instead of nervous. I wasn’t lying either. “Oh, and one more thing. The
Thing That Eats’ host called us.”

Lee nodded. “Sounds interesting. What did it have to say?”

“It said it knew what The Thing’s plan was and asked me to free it.
Also, it didn’t say so, but we know it’s one of the Cabal’s reserves.”

Lee listened. “Andronicus?”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “You know him?”

Shrugging, Lee said, “Immortals. We run across each other every now and
again. I’ve known the Cabal a bit, impersonated them, and sometimes I’ve
run across one of them when they’re away from the group. Andronicus got
sick of being a soldier a couple hundred years ago and left the Cabal.
It doesn’t surprise me that The Thing took him. It’s stronger with a
strong host.”

Tilting her head to the side, Haley said, “If you’re right, Andronicus
must have been the host we defeated in Turkmenistan. He’d been
completely converted into the form The Thing uses and Daniel said that
his mind was badly damaged. He didn’t seem to think it would be able do
anything on its own, but if Andronicus was the host, he healed, crossed
the ocean in a few hours, and stole  The Thing’s um… soul back from
Reliquary. Without the League’s jet or something like it, that would be
impossible. Plus, it would mean that he wanted The Thing back. So we
can’t trust Andronicus at all.”

I looked over at Haley. “I hadn’t thought about that, but you’re right.”

She frowned. “It’s been bugging me all afternoon. I couldn’t put my
finger on exactly why until now.”

While we’d talked, Jeremy had pulled the chair out from behind his desk
and sat down. I think he hoped we all might forget he was there. Even
though he listened, he didn’t say anything.

Lee shook his head. “You’ve got almost everything right, but you’re
missing a few details. I’m not surprised that he healed. I think The
Thing ran Andronicus’ body through the power impregnator. I’m not sure
when, but it would mean he’d regenerate faster than I remember, and the
Cabal’s soldiers’ bodies regenerated well even on power juice. He could
heal both mind and body.

“What wouldn’t heal is that after so long under The Thing’s command,
he’d want it back the way an addict craves its fix. He’d wake up healed,
but he’d still remember all the people who were loyal to the thing.
Desperate to get back to normal, he’d contact a sorcerous vampire
willing to transport him here along with help. I can think of a few who
would be capable of it.”

I thought it over. It fit. “So we can’t trust Andronicus at all. It’s a
ploy to help The Thing That Eats.”

Lee laughed. “I wouldn’t say that. The creature’s more cruel than you’re
imagining. Andronicus must have been compelled by his need to get The
Thing back, but now that he’s got him, and now that his body and mind
are fully healed for the first time in centuries, he knows that he could
have been free. He’s probably desperate to get away now, but that
doesn’t mean you can fully trust him. The creature’s got as much power
over him as it ever did.

“You’re not going to like it, but to win you’ll have to kill Andronicus
and the creature both. I’ll tell you why. It’s because even though I’ll
get Chancy to teleport Amy in, she’s not going to have time to work much
magic. Meanwhile, the creature is going to eat and infect as many people
as it can, starting with people with powers—which means your friends.

“Amy’s given you the means to kill the creature. If you do it, you’ll
likely be able to free anyone he’s infected. If you leave Andronicus
alive, he’ll still be fighting to get back under the The Thing’s yoke
and he’ll likely know how.

“Don’t make the same mistake twice. I’ll talk to Chancy.”

Lee cut the connection. I clicked off the comm program and put my phone
back in my pocket.

Jeremy took an audible breath. “Was that what I think it was?”

“Yes,” I pushed myself off the bed. So did Haley.

“And did I nearly end up on his kill list?”

Haley and I looked at each other. Then we looked at him. “Yes.”

Jeremy sat behind his desk, taking it in. “That’s actually kind of
cool.”

“Not really,” I said. “Because he checks names off his kill list on a
regular basis. He’s not going to kill you, but that’s only because he’s
got faith in Daniel’s block. Um… But he still wants me to get Daniel to
improve it.”

“Right,” Jeremy nodded along as I talked. “The bit where he kills people
isn’t fun, but look, the online group I’m part of has been tracking him
for years, and I’m right next to him. That’s amazing. It still doesn’t
seem real.”

I stared at him without saying anything. “It’s just…” I stopped, trying
to find the words. “He killed thirty people who worked for Syndicate L
last year because they knew my name, and you walked in when he was
talking about something that he’s more worried about getting out than
that.”

Jeremy had been leaning back in his chair, but leaned forward as I
talked. “I shouldn’t ask about that, should I?”

“No,” I tried to keep my voice as level and serious as possible.

Haley added, “What’s going on is bad enough. I don’t know if Nick told
you about The Thing That Eats, but it’s a supernatural creature that’s
taking over metahumans and eating people. We’re trying to stop it, but
we don’t know where it is, and right now we don’t know exactly how. We
just know who it’s after—metahumans first, and everyone else after
that.”

Jeremy leaned forward, putting his elbows on his desk. “It’s going after
metahumans? All metahumans?”

Haley tilted her head, frowning. “We don’t know why one and not another,
but it’s definitely going for metahumans more than humans. We’re going
to hide any that it might know about in the League’s headquarters.
Actually I was going to contact all of the former Justice Fist people
after we got off the phone with Lee because they’re publicly known.”

Jeremy frowned. “Why do you think it’s going after metahumans?”

Sitting a little straighter on my bed, Haley said, “Easy. Every time
we’ve seen it, it’s been using a metahuman as a host. And today when we
were fighting it, it infected two new hosts, both metahumans. Actually,
one of them was Alden.”

Jeremy froze. “Do you think it might go after Jillian?”

Shaking her head, Haley said, “Jillian has to use power juice. Everyone
we’ve seen The Thing go after has been actively using their powers. She
hasn’t been, right? And her powers are basically copying other people’s
powers.”

Pulling out his phone, Jeremy said, “Yeah, but she still used to be
Alden’s girlfriend. He knew what she could do. If it wants her, Alden
won’t have a choice. He’ll deliver her, right?”

He started texting, looking up to say. “She says not to worry about her.
She’s fine.” He stared at his phone. “I don’t like this. I’m going over
to her room.”

“That might be a bad idea,” I said. “If Alden’s in her room, it’s there
too. We’ve got protection against it. You don’t.”

“Yeah?” Jeremy stood up. “I’m going over there.”

His phone beeped again. Looking down at it, his lip curled. “She says
she’s leaving, and she’ll be back later.”

Standing up, he ran out of the room. After a look at each other, Haley
and I followed him. It wasn’t hard. He was slightly overweight and
didn’t exercise beyond walking between classes while Haley and I had
been exercising all summer.

Plus, Haley could lift a few tons and run at speeds appropriate to slow
cars. Outrunning a physics geek wasn’t much of a challenge.

We caught up to him as he started up the stairway in the middle of the
dorm, and followed him into the women’s side. As ever, I could
immediately smell the difference in the form of perfume or maybe air
freshener.

“You know,” Haley said, “she might not be leaving with Alden. She might
have have decided to go to the library. I know I’ve still got classwork
I should look over.”

Still breathing hard, Jeremy asked, “Then why are you here?”

Haley said, “Just in case you’re right.”

Almost no one was in the hall. One girl stared at us as if to ask, “Why
are you running down the hall now?”

She didn’t say it, and maybe I was overreacting.

Haley stopped, holding out her arms to slow us down, and turning back to
me to say, “Alden was here more than thirty minutes ago. I think they
might have left before she sent you that text.”

Whoever the resident assistant for that hall was, she’d written the
residents’ names under illustrations of cute ponies. Thus, we found
ourselves looking up at the name Jillian Marshall and her roommate
Sandra Boomsma.

Jeremy knocked on the door, and Sandra (so I assumed) opened it. Sandra
had dark brown skin, curly black hair and was still looking at her phone
as she peered at us through the open door.

She looked at Haley and I, but then gravitated on Jeremy. “Hey, Jeremy.
Jillian’s gone. She left maybe half an hour or maybe an hour ago with
her boyfriend. Wasn’t he in trouble with the police or something?”

Jeremy stood with his mouth open, but managed to start talking again.
“Yeah. He’s in big trouble with the police. He’s one of the guys who’ve
been robbing armored cars in town. Plus, last I heard, Alden was her
ex-boyfriend. As in, she was giving information about him to the
police.”

Sandra let her phone, and the hand she held it in, drop to her waist.
“She didn’t tell me that. Jillian just said he got in trouble with the
police. She didn’t say anything about robbing armored cars.”

She stopped talking and her eyes widened. “Aren’t those robbers all
metas? Alden didn’t act like a meta. He never did anything weird or…
What does he do?”

“Speedster,” I said.

Sandra glanced at me. “He never gave me any hint of it.”

Haley put her hand on Sandra’s shoulder. “There’s something you should
know. If she comes back, she might not be herself. Alden’s been attacked
by something… It’s been on the news. It looks like a kind of magic
infection.”

“Like vampires?” Sandra looked between the rest of us, possibly for
confirmation.

“Not exactly,” I began. Haley looked over at me. “But it looks just as
bad as vampires. Maybe worse, actually.”

Jeremy shook his head. “If you’ve got somewhere else to stay tonight,
you might think about going there. Jillian’s not safe right now. Watch
the news. Her boyfriend got caught and then a guy who the creature bit
ran off carrying him. It spreads by biting, she’s got to have it too by
now.”

Sandra looked from him to us. “You’re serious? Okay. Some of my friends
are renting a house. I can go there.”

A little while later we were back in my room. “I hope the news reports
show the biting,” I said, sitting back down on my bed.

“They do,” Jeremy held up his phone. “I was checking them out while we
were talking before we went over.”

Haley, who hadn’t joined me on the bed, stood next to the room’s window,
pulling her phone out of her pocket. “We need to call everyone we were
talking about earlier—all the people in Justice Fist. Maybe Kayla can
help. I’m sure Sydney can get a hold of Sean… Maybe Camille will know
Shannon and Julie’s numbers?”

Jeremy looked over at me. “Shannon and Julie?”

“Members of Justice Fist. We don’t see them much except at Stapledon,
but they both had public identities like everyone else in Justice Fist.
Shannon controls darkness. Julie can command people and they’ll listen.”
I shook my head. “Julie’s power is nothing you’d want The Thing to have
access to.”

Turning to Haley, I said, “We need to tell Courtney too. Really anyone
we can think of with powers that we know.”

She looked up from her phone, frowning. “Kid Biohack.”

Jeremy grinned. “That won’t be hard. Just leave a comment on his YouTube
videos.”

“Ha-ha,” I said. “For real, though, his devices use standard protocols,
so I can email or text him. Actually, I think that’s true of everyone
we’ve mentioned so far.”

I clicked on my phone, discovering that Samita had sent me the email
about how to use the wards she’d set inside League HQ.

Jeremy sat down at his desk and opened his laptop. “You’re going to have
everybody gather in your headquarters until this is over?”

I shook my head. “Only until Amy can get here and make wards for every
powered person who doesn’t have them.”

“What about me?” Jeremy stood next to his desk.

At first I was about to say he wasn’t at risk because he didn’t have
powers, but then I thought about it. Jillian knew him. If she didn’t
come back to eat him, she might infect him with The Thing. If she did,
he would know everything, and even if he was affected by the block, The
Thing That Eats might not be.

“You should probably come too.”

He grinned. “This is going to be amazing.”

In the next few minutes, Haley and I wrote an email and sent it to
everyone who had been in Justice Fist, all the members of the Heroes’
League, and anyone local with powers who didn’t quite fit those two
categories.

Then I sent a citywide red alert to anyone with a comm that used
standard hero protocols. That would cover heroes we didn’t know
about—assuming the FBI hadn’t already informed everyone.

“I think that’s everybody,” I told Haley as we stood next to the window,
looking out over the dark campus and the city beyond it.

Jeremy watched something his laptop. He looked up. “I don’t know what
you’d do differently, but there’s got to be someone you missed.”

“Most likely,” I said, hoping I was wrong.

In the background, Jeremy’s laptop played NBC News 10’s theme song. Did
they live stream online? Within half an hour, the sound of an alert went
out over his laptop’s speakers. The city’s superhuman containment
facility was being attacked.

The alert also appeared on everyone’s phones, and most likely all of the
city’s radio and television stations. After the beeping ended, the
message said what they always said—stay in your house until we say it’s
safe. Also, the following individuals were released from containment… It
listed everyone in the gang we’d fought earlier that day—except for the
woman who operated the Eagle suit.

That made sense. She was a normal human, and the city only had ten cells
rated for superhuman containment. Why waste one?

I flipped through the pictures, noticing Haley doing the same. The last
two pictures showed Alden and Philo, noting that they were the ones
who’d broken the others out. Jillian didn’t make the list.

Maybe Alden hadn’t bitten her? Maybe she was resisting The Thing’s
takeover process?

It would be nice to think so. More likely it took a little time for The
Thing to assert control.

Next to me Haley sighed and shook her head. “I feel like we should go to
the SCF, but it sounds like it’s too late.”

“Yeah.” I clicked on a news report on News 10’s website. It didn’t have
anything more than the alert we’d gotten and the text wasn’t more than a
paragraph.

Jeremy looked up from his laptop. “Superhuman containment facilities
like Grand Lakes are only rated for a maximum of one day. After that
it’s illegal to keep supers there and they have to be transferred to a
facility with a longer term rating.”

Haley stopped tapping on her phone. “How do you know that and I didn’t?”
Turning to me, she asked, “Did you know that?”

I thought about it. “Kind of. I knew there was a rating system. I didn’t
pay much attention to it.”

Jeremy lit up. “There are a bunch of conspiracy theories that center
around the timing of somebody’s transfer. People get transferred too
early or too late or more people get transferred to a facility than it
has rated cells… You know. If there’s anything suspicious people jump on
it. They had some great ones that supported the idea that the government
was faking aliens.”

Raising an eyebrow, Haley said, “You know aliens are real, right?”

He paused, but then said, “Well, yeah. I do now, but it seemed like
pretty good detective work then.”

My phone rang. The screen showed that it was Kayla calling over League
channels. “Hi?”

In an unusually level voice, Kayla said, “Vengeance called HQ. He wants
to know who sent the red. Should I put him through to you? I don’t have
to. I’d like to hang up on him right now. The only thing stopping me is
that he’ll probably call back.”

“Go ahead.” I had sent the red alert even if I’d been trying to get the
attention of supers who might be vulnerable to The Thing—not Vengeance.

“Okay,” Kayla said, sighing, “I’ll let the jerk through.”

In the next moment, my phone clicked and Vengeance growled, “What’s the
red alert about?”

“The Thing That Eats,” I said, understanding why Kayla sounded so
irritated, “we’re trying to get any supers’ attention and get them into
our HQ where they’ll be safe. It’s looking for powered hosts.”

“Is it?” Vengeance had stopped doing a bad Batman imitation and sounded
interested. “Typical. It’s been using a powered host every time we’ve
seen him in the last two hundred years. Wait, did you say hosts?”

“Hosts,” I said. “That’s right. It infected multiple people and we’ve
seen more than one Thing at the same time.”

“Oh.” Vengeance lapsed into silence, but then said, “It hasn’t done that
before—at least that I’ve been told about.”

As I tried to figure out what to say next, he added, “Continue to gather
your people, keep them out of our way, and we’re in good shape, kid.”

He hung up.

I moved the phone away from my ear, and stared at its screen. “That was
anti-climactic.”

Haley put her own phone back in her pocket. “I’m sure that’ll change
when he realizes what we’re really doing. I hope Lee gets back to us
about Chancy soon.”

Jeremy had been tapping on his keyboard again, but he stopped. “What are
you doing?”

“Getting everybody protection and then we’ll go after it,” I said.
“You’d be staying in HQ with Kayla, obviously.”

“Who’s Kayla?”

Haley broke in, “A friend. Also staff. She coordinates us.”

Both Haley’s and my phone started ringing simultaneously. Muttering,
“Now what?” Haley pulled her phone back out of her pocket and answered
it. I did the same, hearing Kayla’s voice on the other end.

“Grand Lake’s police department wants to talk to Night Cat and the
Rocket.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I don’t know. They’re trying to recapture everyone Philo and Alden
broke out and there’s someone who will only speak to the two of you.”

“Why me?” Haley and I asked simultaneously.

“I don’t know,” Kayla said, a little more loudly than usual. “It’s the
witness—Morgan Spitz-White. She’s insisting.”

“That name rings exactly zero bells,” I said.

“I didn’t recognize it either.” Kayla’s voice was at her normal volume.
“She’s the woman who uses the Eagle armor.”





Revelations


        Grand Lake’s superhuman containment facility wasn’t much to look at. Few
SCF’s were. Like the majority of them, the actual prison was located
underground, so all we had to look at were concrete walls with barbed
wire on the top. Two towers rose above the wall.

Originally located in farmland, the prison was now solidly in the
suburbs. If it were daytime, we could have seen a grassy field the size
of a city block, but it was night.

The highway ran along the outer edge of the prison’s property,
headlights of cars passing constantly. Across the highway stood houses,
windows aglow. A small forest stood far to the left side of the
property. A jog in the highway bordered it on the right.

Behind us stood Grand Lake’s National Guard Armory, a long, low building
that had once been a factory, but had been converted into storage and
training facilities.

Ever since hearing about it, I’d never quite decided if I regarded
placing a military base next to the local SCF as a good idea or an
exercise in futility.

Haley and I had arrived in the van, lengthened and lowered into the
sleeker “official Heroes’ League” vehicle look. I could have flown in
carrying Haley, but she vetoed that. We also could have come with more
people, but having Courtney and Camille escort Jeremy to HQ seemed like
a better idea.

I parked the van in the (very well lit) parking lot. Haley and I walked
through the front gate with only a cursory look from the guards. I was
in the full suit. Checking for weapons was pointless. I definitely had
some.

Our comms registered a request for identification and sent encrypted
keys tied to the Stapledon program.

Once past the gates, we followed guards into a flat-roofed concrete
building. The front door had been ripped out of the wall, and lay next
to the entrance—a mass of smashed steel. Inside, the walls had been
painted lime green, the same color as the inside of my middle school.

I wasn’t sure what that said about middle school.

The difference in the guards was interesting though. Outside the guards
wore black jackets over Kevlar vests. Inside, they wore powered
armor—Rocket suits without rocketpacks and enough additional bulky armor
that I didn’t initially recognize the underlying structure was the WW2
Rocket suit.

They watched as I passed, likely noticing how much more natural and
human my movements were.

A guard led Haley and I into a bare room. A blond woman in an orange
prison jumpsuit sat in the chair. In normal clothes, she could have
passed for a high school teacher. The guard next to her wore normal
prison guard clothing—button down tan shirt and black pants. The guard
behind him though wore black and tan powered armor.

“Hey there, Heroes’ League… Nice of you to visit. I’m Morgan, as I’m
sure they told you. Normally when you’ve met me, I’ve been wearing the
Eagle suit, but they frown on letting prisoners wear their armor. So,
I’m wearing this snazzy orange number instead.”

She added, “I’d shake your hands, but…” Her voice trailed off as she
raised her arms. She wore handcuffs.

Now that I could see Morgan more closely, I pegged her as being in her
late thirties, maybe early forties at most.

“I’m surprised you’re here,” I said. “You don’t have any powers, right?”

Her guard, a balding twenty-something only a few years older than I was,
said, “Policy, sir. Normal humans captured as part of a superhuman group
are assumed to have powers until proven otherwise. Too many embarrassing
incidents, sir.”

Morgan’s mouth twitched. “I’m not complaining. It’s one more thing I can
tell you. The Feds came to an agreement with my lawyer. I’m to turn over
evidence and help clean up this mess, and I’ll spend less time in the
legal system.”

Haley watched her. “What will you be doing instead?”

“Can’t say,” Morgan emphasized the first word, “but I’ll have my armor
back.”

The guard frowned.

Morgan laughed. “Anyway you’re asking the wrong questions. You’re
supposed to be asking what happened here, and then ask why I was part of
a gang robbing armored trucks in the first place. Be quick about it.
They wanted me to talk to a bunch of Renaissance Fair rejects, but I
chose to talk to you instead because I think you’ve got a better chance
of doing something about it. Questions?”

Glancing over at Haley first, I said, “What happened here?”

Morgan grinned, “Excellent question. I was sitting in my cell wondering
where my armor was, and how my life had gone so badly wrong, and feeling
deep, deep remorse about the poor choices that had led to my
imprisonment—”

Haley snorted.

Stopping to look at Haley, Morgan said, “Hey it’s my story,” and
continued with, “—when suddenly I heard a ripping and tearing noise
coming from above. Alden, the gang’s speedster and a metahuman guard
from one of the banks came down, freed the rest of the gang and left
with them. I wanted them to take me along, but then I saw that each time
they freed someone one of their heads would change form into a big round
head. Then they’d bite, and the people would go crazy and argue with
themselves. After that I hid in my cell and they left.”

“Ok,” Haley said, “why were you robbing armored trucks in the first
place?”

Morgan glanced at each of us before replying, “Because we’d been hired
to embarrass the League. Just our luck to do it when the city’s being
attacked by a giant, magic head.”

“Wow.” I rolled that one around in my head, wondering why anyone would
bother to hire someone to embarrass us when they wouldn’t have to wait
long for us to do it to ourselves.

“Who hired you, and why?” Haley watched Morgan, nostrils flaring, and
probably getting more information than Morgan realized.

Morgan shrugged. “I don’t know. I wasn’t in on everything. Hank Haseman.
The guy with the square force fields? I’m sure you remember him. He was
the man with the contacts. He knew who to call, and he handled the
money.”

“That’s a lot of trust,” I said. “You didn’t know who had hired you and
you let Haseman handle the money.”

Morgan grinned at me. “I know you met me when I was working for Rook,
but don’t think that all of us on this side of the law are narcissistic
killers who only stop robbing each other when we’ve found a delicious
baby to eat. Haseman is well regarded on my side of the street. He pays
well, doesn’t fight to kill, and specializes in setting up scenarios
that minimize the chance of super involvement.”

Haley took two steps, turning to stand to Morgan’s left. “Your last job
was anything but quiet.”

Morgan nodded. “We overreached. We’d had to hide when you outed Alden,
but the client was pushing Hank to go big. We thought we might be able
to take at least one truck’s money. Between that and tying up traffic,
it would have been a nice mess for you to clean up. You got there more
quickly than we expected compared to previous response times, and then
that thing showed up. It’s enough to make you think someone jinxed the
job.”

Haley glanced over at me. I shrugged.

“Anyway,” Haley said, “I know you don’t know who hired you, but do you
have any guesses who it might have been?”

Morgan raised an eyebrow, watching her out of the corner of her eye.
“Guesses? Sure, I have guesses. It’s got to be someone who thinks long
term. They kept on telling him that this was ‘phase one.’ He asked what
phase two might be once. They never told him. They only ever said that
‘he’d know it when he saw it.’ So, yeah, long term thinkers? You’ve
tangled with Syndicate L, the Cabal and the Nine. Me, I’d bet on the
Nine, or maybe Syndicate L, but I’d rule out the Cabal because they’ve
been on the run for a couple years now.

“Plus, a couple of those guys showed up. That didn’t feel like a plan
coming together. It was chaos for everyone. Besides, I’ve heard how they
handle problems. They don’t hire people. They show up one day and start
crushing skulls in their hands. That’s why if you pushed me, I’d have to
pick the Nine or Syndicate L, but with a finger on the scale for the
Nine. The Nine have a plan. Syndicate L only cares about you if they
make money by taking you out. From what I’ve heard, every time Syndicate
L has tangled with you, they’ve lost money.”

Haley moved to stand in front of Morgan. “That’s not the same thing as
‘I don’t know.’ You practically just told us it’s the Nine.”

Morgan shook her head. “No. I just told you that of the players that I
know you’ve fought, the Nine are the best candidate. But they’re not the
only players. The Chicago Outfit got kicked out of Grand Lake by the
original League. Plus, they had ties to the Executioner, and you killed
him.”

Before either Haley or I could protest that Sean had killed him, Morgan
continued, “And even if you didn’t, if they want into this community,
they aren’t fussy. They’re just looking for an excuse. Oh… And there’s
one more possibility that maybe you haven’t been thinking about, but you
should be. When the invaders named places to look for Abominator
technology, the leader named coordinates in Grand Lake. Then part of
your team fought aliens near those coordinates.

“A lot of people want Abominator technology, and you’re on their radar.
The Nine want them, but the Nine compete with groups all over the world
every time Abominator tech appears. Sooner or later, you’ll run into
them.”

Morgan leaned back in her chair, “And that’s it. That’s all I have on
this.”

I felt my mouth twist. “What about your headquarters’ address? Where
have you been hiding all this time?”

“More than one place,” Morgan said. “We were in a couple hotels, a
rented house, and a few abandoned factories. I left the addresses with
the police.”

I tapped Haley’s shoulder with my finger. “How’s she doing?”

“Great. She hasn’t lied once.” Haley turned around to face me. “Do you
want to go?”

“I guess.” I could have made that less ambiguous, but I didn’t have any
questions left. I gestured toward the door and the night outside. “What
about you?”

“I’m ready,” Haley started toward the door.

At almost the same time our comms started ringing. When we answered,
Kayla said, “Almost everyone is here, but we’re missing Lucas, Kid
Biohack, and Sydney.”

Haley looked over at me, face tightening, but said, “I’m glad that
almost everyone is there, but tell us if any of the missing people show
up.”

“Yeah,” I tapped the palm of my glove, bringing me into the
conversation. “Try to get everyone into the area Samita warded, and if
you’ve got a second, read the email I forwarded to you. It’s from
Samita. It tells you how to work the wards.”

“If I’ve got a second?” Kayla muttered something that I didn’t catch.
“I’ll try.”

“Thanks,” Haley chirped. “We’ll be there pretty soon, so it won’t be all
on you.”

“I hope so,” Kayla said. “I’ll see you soon.” Shortly after that, we
hung up.

Not sure how much more I could say here in the prison, I only said,
“HQ?”

Haley nodded and we walked outside, leaving the guards, handcuffs,
concrete walls and spotlights behind us. We stepped into the van—sleek
and ultramodern in its current form—and left, the van’s engine a quiet
purr.

It made for a strange contrast. I wasn’t sure that I liked what it
implied. It made us look young, wealthy and powerful while it made the
guards look like servants—never mind the prisoner. They’d led us in and
out, spoken only when spoken to, and generally acted like we deserved to
be in charge.

It was easy to imagine someone coming to believe they deserved it. I
mentioned as much to Haley.

She gave a smile. “Do you feel like you deserve it?”

“No, but I know that the van’s all show, and that we’re not headed back
to HQ to drink champagne or something. We’re going there because we’re
probably going to be fighting The Thing all night and that there’s a
pretty good chance that we’ll get hurt. Even if we don’t someone on the
team probably will—or worse, people might die, maybe people we know.”

She stopped smiling and nodded. “It feels like that to me too. A few of
the girls on my floor were going to get together tonight. Yesterday I
thought I might be able to go myself, but tonight… I think you’re right.
We probably will stay up all night fighting this thing. Do you ever feel
like you’re missing college? I hear about late night study sessions and
midnight Denny’s visits, and I barely get to do them. We disappear every
other weekend. I don’t know about you, but I feel like I miss a lot.”

I drove the van across the city toward our downtown office and the
entrance to a tunnel that led to League HQ. I had a little bit of a
thing for driving or flying at night. I didn’t know exactly about what
it was but it had to be something about the interplay between light and
darkness along with the bits of color revealed by the streetlights.

“I think I miss the social stuff less and dates that don’t get
interrupted more. One thing I like about Stapledon though is that I can
talk with people about technology and not worry that I’ve just
introduced a major breakthrough into casual conversation.”

Haley looked over at me, grinning. “I think we had this conversation
last summer and I was the one saying how nice it was to be near people
who understood.”

I thought about it. “Yeah. Funny how that goes. I guess I’m missing that
more now that we’re in the middle of something all magic—”

Both our comms beeped at about the same time the van’s comm started.
Haley reached out and tapped it on.

Kayla’s voice came over the speaker. “Kid Biohack showed up at the
downtown offices. He’s got no idea where HQ is. I wasn’t supposed to
tell him, was I?”

Haley leaned in toward the comm. “We’ll pick him up. Can you let him in
remotely?”

Kayla said, “I think so,” about the same time I said, “Yes.”

“Okay,” Kayla said, “I let him in.”

Haley nodded, but then spoke. “Don’t unlock any more doors, okay? He
needs to stay where he is. He can’t go to HQ until we pick him up.”

“Got it.” Kayla said. “The tunnel door is locked.”

After Kayla left the call, I said, “I hope he’s not infected.”

Haley bit her lip. “I know. I hope the two of us can take him if he is.
I didn’t want to let him through the tunnel on the off-chance that he
would infect everyone, but if I didn’t let him in, someone outside might
bite him.”

The press called the stretch of road our office appeared on “Medical
Mile.” That had nothing to do with us, and everything to do with the
hospitals and doctors’ offices that lined the streets nearby.

We were getting closer. I recognized an outpatient clinic. Though
closed, the nearby streetlight lit up the glass and steel of its
entrance.

As I drove, I continued the conversation, “I should get out and shake
his hand or something. You’re best off if you can move. The Rocket suit
will take the hit if he attacks in response to the pain. Amy’s wards
protect us from being infected, but they don’t make us invulnerable to
damage from it.”

Haley shook her head. “I’ll be fine. I can’t run faster, but I react
faster. I’ll hit him with goo if he attacks.”

We were rolling up to our offices then, the Heroes’ League logo glowing
on the front. I turned the van toward the building’s opening door,
hoping Haley was right.

The van rolled down the ramp and into the parking area under the
building. I wondered if we’d have to go upstairs to get his attention,
but ultimately didn’t have to.

He slid down the fireman’s pole in the corner.

That seemed like a good sign. I didn’t know The Thing That Eats
particularly well, but it didn’t seem particularly whimsical. Being
possessed by a ancient supernatural entity didn’t seem likely to leave
you in a good enough mood to want to try the pole.

He walked toward the van and I pushed the button to open the door. As he
stepped inside, Haley stepped back into the main area, holding out her
hand to help him in.

He took it, and there was no flash of red from her ward.

“Good,” she said, slipping back into her seat.

He looked from her to me, and back to her as he sat down. “What?”

She turned back. “You’re not infected. I had to touch you to know for
sure.”

Below his mask, I could see his jaw tighten. “I saw the security guard
run off carrying Alden, and I got your message. So he’s going to turn
into that thing too, now?”

With the van’s door shut, I pushed the button that opened the tunnel
out, adding, “Most likely,” as I drove into the darkness past the ramp.

In the rear view mirror, Kid Biohack slumped, but didn’t stay that way
for long. He watched as we passed through the newly constructed tunnel
that started in the League office and into the older, abandoned, city
sewer tunnels

“I hope they don’t still use these things.” He stared at one of the
larger puddles and the curved concrete walls.

Haley twisted her head around. “They don’t. The original League used to
have some influence in the city government. They’ve been declared
dangerous. No one uses them.”

C, Jaclyn’s grandfather had been one of the city’s civil engineers and
knew the right people to keep the tunnels abandoned. What we’d do when
he died, I didn’t know. Maybe we’d talk to Agent Lim, or maybe Vaughn
would have enough power through his family’s businesses to do something.

We’d solve that problem when it came up.

Nothing worth mentioning happened during the rest of the ride. I did
agree to let Kid Biohack walk through the offices with his Internet
connection working and even record going down the fireman’s pole after
this was all over. Why not?

A few minutes later, we rolled into the hangar. Close to a football
field in size, it contained the League jet (which was really a
spaceship). Gray and bullet shaped with small wings, it looked like it
should be on the cover of a 1950s or 60s science fiction magazine. The
Wolfmobile, a black car shaped much like a 60s Stingray Corvette,
was parked next to the jet. Captain Commando’s red, white, and blue
motorcycle stood next to the car.

All along the walls were counters and equipment for repairing vehicles,
including a car lift, replacement parts, a fork lift, and equipment that
was too large to fit anywhere else. This included a sailboat and a
couple jet skis—which I’d always found interesting considering that the
only place the base exited directly into water was the underwater
airlock.

Kid Biohack stared at all of it. “I’ve seen bigger bases, but I had no
idea you guys had all of this.”

I parked next to the motorcycle, “I grew up with it, so it’s normal to
me.”

I didn’t tell him that we had additional levels of the same size further
down. I did take a look past the jet at the entrance to the airlock.
That was where Samita had put the wards because that was where we’d
agreed that I’d land. That way if the creature had escaped during the
flight, it would have the wards in front of it and the water behind it.

Basically, once the wards were triggered, it would have nowhere to go.

Even as we got out of the van, people were already gathering—Jeremy,
Kayla (wearing a headset), former Justice Fist members (Sean, Dayton,
Jody, Julie, Shannon, and Camille), descendants of the original Heroes’
League that were still in Grand Lake (Travis, Marcus, and Vaughn) and
unofficial, new members (Chris and Courtney).

With Haley, Kid Biohack and I, that put us at sixteen people even if
Jeremy and Kayla weren’t going to be fighting.

One more straggler pushed her way in—Sydney. Like everyone else who had
one, she was in costume—though not fully. She wore one of the nanotech
based costumes I’d designed (gold and white), but hadn’t surrounded
herself with a layer of metal.

Grinning, she gave Haley a hug as we joined the crowd. Just like Kid
Biohack, she didn’t activate Haley’s ward and didn’t turn into The Thing
That Eats in response to the unexpected pain.

Good news. We now only had one person left unaccounted for—Lucas.

At about the same time I thought that, I realized that I had a call.
Tapping my palm, I took it, and heard Lucas’ voice. “Hey Rocket, I’m
almost there. The ER was busy tonight, so I didn’t leave as soon as I
wanted. I’m landing at the forest door.”

That meant he’d be coming through the main room. “Hey, everyone. Lucas
just got here. Those of you who don’t have wards should probably take
cover. I’ll meet him, and those of us with wards will take him out if
he’s infected.”

Before anyone else could respond, Haley looked me in the eye (as much as
the foot and half difference between her height and the Rocket suit’s
would allow), saying, “We’ll all meet him.”

She had a point. Lucas had the exact same powers as Red
Lightning—strength, toughness, flight, and obviously, lightning. Even if
he wasn’t in the Cabal’s league, he was definitely in mine.

“Ok, but let’s not be too obvious about it. If he’s not infected, we
don’t want to freak him out. Night Cat and I go first to meet him. That
won’t seem weird. If Storm King and Gravity Star stand in the command
center, they’ll look inconspicuous, but still be able to act.
Essentially they’re our last line of defense. After that, those of you
without wards will have to blast him with whatever distance weapons or
powers you’ve got because if he touches you, you’ll be on his side.”

I considered suggesting how they might go about it, but Travis spoke
over everyone else, “Go. I’ve got this.”

I left him to it.

Haley, Camille, Vaughn and I walked over to the command center—which was
nothing more than the table in the middle of the main room of the
complex. The table had fairly impressive monitors. Vaughn logged in to
his account and pulled up the administration screen. It had the expected
items—a line views from our security cameras along the top, controls for
heat, sound, and defenses as well as apps that monitored environmental
variables. Some of those were obvious like temperature, but it also
included “psychic interference” and “extra-dimensional shift.”

The forest cameras showed nothing for a long minute, but then Lucas
appeared wearing the costume of his heroic identity “Red Legacy,” a name
chosen to take on the fact that he had the exact same powers as the
supervillain version of his grandfather Red Lightning.

The screen didn’t show much color, but after the retinal scanner passed
him, he climbed down into the forest entrance. It wasn’t much more than
a metal door over a concrete mound outside. Inside, to be fair, it
wasn’t much more than a concrete tunnel, but it was a concrete tunnel
with cameras and light.

He walked down the tunnel slowly, taking a few steps and then stopping,
and standing, face frozen, mouth a thin line.

Haley noticed it before I did. Even before the first time he stopped she
commented, “He doesn’t look very good.”

Then he did stop and I saw what she did. Either he felt sick because he
was physically sick, or he felt sick because he was a decent person
compelled by ancient, supernatural evil from another dimension to attack
people he knew and liked.

I had a bad feeling the latter was more likely and said so to Haley.

She looked at the steel door in front of us and sighed, deflating a
little as she did. “He doesn’t deserve that. He’s a genuinely good
person.” She frowned. “I’ll know if he’s only sick by his smell. If he’s
not, we’ll have to attack.”

She glanced up at me and then back to the steel door in front of us.
“He’s coming.”

In the time we’d been talking, he’d started moving again, making it down
to a small bend near the other side of the steel door.

It began to move and Lucas stepped through, pulling the door shut behind
him, and giving us a full view of his costume—red with a golden
lightning strike on the chest. The lightning had been rendered
realistically, not symbolically, a thicker thread in the middle with
thinner lightning strikes branching off.

He turned back to us when the door shut, expressionless and dead eyed. I
almost didn’t need Haley to say, “He doesn’t smell sick” to know what
would happen next.

Lucas winced and his head ballooned, turning into The Thing That Eats’
too large, globe, leaving no trace of his own features.

In a syrupy, smooth baritone, it said, “It’s nice to meet you all in
your home since we originally met in mine. You have quite a bit of
history hidden here, and now I know—”

It was easy—too easy—to listen to its voice, but, Haley didn’t wait for
it to finish. She’d already grown fangs, claws, and let her arms and
legs transform into a hard grayish substance.

She lashed out with a hand and in defiance of anything I would have
assumed possible, raked across its cheek leaving four bloody gashes.

Like her, it moved faster than I did, reaching out to punch her in a
blur, but not connecting. She ducked, striking out again, and drawing
more blood on the underside of its chin while it backed into the door
screeching.

As Haley ducked to the side to avoid its flailing arms, I punched it,
and for all that my reaction time might not be in Haley’s league, the
Rocket suit’s strength delivers a punch with lots of speed and tons of
force behind it.

Knowing that Lucas could take a punch and so could The Thing, I wasn’t
holding back. I punched it in the middle of its flat nose, throwing it
backwards into the steel door it had entered through, and denting the
door.

I’d probably be the guy who’d have to fix that door, but my punch
mattered. I’d left a red, fist-shaped mark on its nose—which was now
bleeding.

I didn’t have long to appreciate my handiwork. The Thing moved more
quickly than I did, bouncing off the door and flying at me.

It knocked me backwards into the middle of the room, scraping across red
carpet and the polished concrete paths between the concrete sections.
Had this battle taken place before the renovations, I’d have hit the
giant pile of storage boxes. As it was, I didn’t even hit a trophy case.
They’d been moved mostly toward the front of the room with a few
exceptions.

So that was great, but Haley was now alone with The Thing That Eats.

While I was still feeling dizzy from rolling across the floor, it
snapped at her, flying toward her in a blur.

She jumped toward the wall, pushing off it to land behind The Thing as
it twisted around to follow her jumps. Still flying, it dove toward
where she stood.

She didn’t stay there long, jumping backward toward me.

Unfortunately, it could change direction in the air. It did, catching
her right arm in its mouth. Her ward did its job, making her glow red,
and protecting her from catching its infection, but it wasn’t armor.

Despite making a pained noise as it bit her arm, it didn’t stop biting.

I heard her arm crack.

Haley’s face tightened as her other arm raked it across the eye while
her legs dug in to the underside of its globular face. Blood spurted out
from under the The Thing’s chin and it spit her arm out.

Haley had the presence of mind to land on her feet, but wobbled as she
landed. Her costume, in the meantime, had already repaired itself. I
might have taken it as a tribute to my work, but that wasn’t nearly as
high in my mind as the question of whether the costume had adjusted
correctly to the change. If it were pushing broken bone into flesh or
muscle, it could only be hurting her.

She could adjust the suit though. I had to get it away from her, so she
could get away from the fight.

I pulled myself off the floor, engaging the rockets and aiming myself at
The Thing.

It noticed. It would have been hard not to notice. The rockets were more
quiet than they’d been in my grandfather’s day, but they were still
loud. It weaved, turning toward the front of the room. Because it had
Lucas’ reflexes instead of mine, it was halfway across to the front
before I was halfway to where it had been.

I dropped to the floor near to Haley, still watching it go. Maybe I
should have gone straight after it, but we were playing zone defense on
this one, and it was out of my zone.

Camille and Vaughn stood near the command center, but weren’t pretending
to watch the console any more. Camille stood with her fists clenched and
staring at The Thing.

It dropped like a rock, hitting the floor hard enough I could feel as
well as hear the thump, and ripping up a chunk of carpet as it went.

Assuming we managed to stop The Thing without killing Lucas, he was
going to have a serious case of rug burn.

It struggled to move, unable to float, barely able to move its arms and
legs. Maybe we had it.

I glanced over at Haley. She stood, arm hanging limp at her side, still
covered by her costume. Her face, what I could see of it below the mask,
was pale. “How are you doing?”

“It hurts. A lot. It broke my upper and lower arm.” She kept her voice
low and seemed to fight for each word.

“Should I bring you to a doctor?” I watched as a drop of blood fell from
her sleeve and hit the carpet. It was a good thing that it was dark red.
I wondered if that had been the original plan.

She shook her head. “Do whatever you’d do if I weren’t here. My
grandfather showed me how to heal broken arms by shapeshifting. I’ll be
okay.”

Out on the floor, The Thing struggled. It pulled itself up on to Lucas’
own legs—which looked odd when you considered the size difference
between them and The Thing’s head.

It tottered forward. I didn’t know how at first, but then thought I
might have it. For all that it couldn’t walk before in however much
gravity Camille was throwing at it, it had to be using both strength and
Lucas’ ability to fly, and it wasn’t doing all that well.

On the other hand, it was moving, and moving straight for Camille.

Vaughn threw lightning at it. I cringed internally at the thought of all
the computers up there, but watched as jagged lines of electricity
crossed the distance between Vaughn and Lucas.

The lightning did nothing, or at least nothing he’d hoped for.

The Thing nearly fell over, but it raised its hands and the lightning
changed direction. In a move that should have come out of a Star Wars
movie, it hit all around and including Camille. Monitors shorted out,
creating a burnt electronics smell that I knew very well.

When I’d designed the team’s new suits, I designed them to protect
against lightning. With someone on the team who threw lightning, it
seemed like an obvious precaution.

So Camille was probably okay. She’d dived to avoid the lightning that
must have surrounded her, but she wasn’t hurt.

Probably.

That wasn’t the worst of it though. She’d stopped concentrating, and
that meant that The Thing was free.

It aimed for the open hangar door, and I gave the rockets fuel and took
off, chasing it. I could have aimed the Rocket suit’s laser at it, but
that would have damaged Lucas without hurting The Thing. Fists, on the
other hand, hurt it, but not him—as Haley had showed. She hadn’t spent
as much time with Lee as I had, and she’d ripped into it.

A question nagged at the back of my mind. How many people could I let it
kill in Lucas’ body? Also, how many people could I let it infect?

I might have to activate a killbot just in case.

Travis’ voice came over the comm. “Don’t get too close. I’ve got a
plan.”

I didn’t have time to ask him about the plan. The Thing disappeared
through the wide hangar door. We could have closed it. It would have
bought Travis time, but on the other hand, he didn’t seem to need it and
The Thing would have trashed our door.

It was a big metal door that ran from the ceiling to the floor—not
exactly the kind of thing you can pick up at Lowe’s.

The Thing flew through the doorway, past the concrete wall on one side
and the door on the other.

It made it halfway into the room and stopped. I stopped too, but thanks
to Travis’ warning, I stopped just past the door. What Travis had done
was awesome, or if not awesome, at least smart. In the minutes that he’d
had before Lucas stepped into HQ, he’d taken stock of the powers
available and put together a defense that fit.

The hangar looked exactly like it had except for one thing—an ocean of
darkness covered the floor. It was thinner in front, almost nonexistent
next to the door, but impenetrable gloom covered the back of the hangar

A quick look at my HUD placed Marcus, Sydney, Kayla, Jeremy, and Dayton
inside the League jet, Chris Cannon and Courtney inside the Wolfmobile.
Shannon and Julie hid in the darkness beyond the jet.

It was Shannon’s darkness. Maybe she had to touch it to keep it up.

Travis, Sean, Jody, and Kid Biohack stood in front of the jet—which
would have been stupid if I hadn’t known that Samita’s wards were
directly beneath them. None of them had one of Amy’s wards after all.
Any of them could and would be infected if The Thing bit them.

I still hadn’t had time to read the email about how to activate them.

If Travis or one of the other people in the room hadn’t either, it
pushed the whole idea back into stupid territory.

“Yo, Thingy,” Travis waved it toward him. “Come on. You know you want to
take us down, infect us and turn us into your hosts. Well, we may be
doomed, but we’re resisting. Let’s get it over with.”

Then for good measure he gave it the finger with both hands, a gesture
made more intimidating because he’d already transformed, giving him
fangs and making his hands huge gray claws.

In the smooth baritone we’d heard before, it said, “Very clever. You’ve
completely overmatched me. I surrender.”

It began to lower itself slowly to the ground. I could see my own
surprise mirrored on their faces—well, except for Travis’.

I couldn’t see much of his face because the black mask of his Night Wolf
costume covered all of it, but the mouth. His mouth curled in a snarl.

“Yeah,” Travis said, “I bet.”

It turned out that Travis was right about that because The Thing opened
up with lightning on the group of them. The Rocket suit blocked out most
of the flash, muting the thunder, and so nothing distracted me from
seeing Sean and Jody fall to the ground unconscious and burned.

Their new black costumes hadn’t been designed with lightning in mind.

Kid Biohack blurred, moving the bodies deeper into the darkness where
they disappeared. At the same time, Travis leapt upward and to the side,
landing on one of the metal storage shelves (usually accessed by the
forklift) that went up that wall.

As The Thing shot upward toward Travis, Julie shouted, “Lucas, stop!”

Lucas must have had some control of his body still because The Thing
hesitated, and that was enough for me. I’d stopped hovering and aimed
for The Thing even as the thunder still echoed in the hangar. With its
hesitation, I could slam into it from behind.

It screamed as I hit, driving it forward past the jet and into the wall
on the far end of the hangar. I got my left arm solidly around its neck
and punched it on the lower side of its head. It felt like punching a
fleshy beach ball, but every punch produced a horrible gargling noise.

I don’t know how many punches I got in before it pulled us away from the
wall despite my best efforts to keep it pointed into the concrete. It
twisted left, changing our positions relative to the wall—now I was
between it and the wall—but with one crucial difference. I was still
behind it.

It had the side effect of moving both of us away from the wall, and it
flew toward the shelves where Travis still hung.

I punched it again, this time into its gigantic ear. It screeched,
giving Travis time to jump from the fourth shelf down to the third and
from there to the second.

I punched again, even as it used Lucas’ arms to try to pull my arm from
its neck. Lucas’ hand grabbed my armored forearm and squeezed, setting
off error message after message in my HUD, but for the moment, the suit
could repair the damage as quickly as it was made.

That wouldn’t last forever. I needed to end the fight.

Adjusting the hold I had around The Thing’s neck, I started choking him.
The Thing twisted its head around, saying, “You’ll kill him first!
You’ll kill him—”

And then it was dead weight, dragging me toward the ground.

Loosening my choke hold, I dropped to the ground, putting Lucas body in
the center of the wards Samita had set up on the floor. The Thing That
Eats’ head had disappeared, revealing Lucas’ face.

As he lay on the concrete between black lines and symbols that I didn’t
recognize, I reminded myself that he had to be alive. I’d choked him
correctly, and I’d timed it. The Thing That Eats had a talent for
playing on people’s fears. My longstanding one was that I’d kill
somebody who didn’t deserve it, and he’d done his best to play on
it.

Using the Rocket suit’s HUD, I checked him out with the suit’s imaging
systems. Thermal showed his temperature at normal—98.6 degrees. Sonic
imaging showed that his heart still beat.

Now we only had to set up the wards. I’d sent Kayla the instructions on
how to activate them, and if I had to, I’d do it myself. I just had to
read them. Life had been busy enough that I hadn’t had the time.

Meanwhile Travis jumped down from the storage shelves, landing next to
Sean and Jody. Both of them were unconscious and appeared to have burns
on their faces. I couldn’t see other exposed skin.

Maybe we could call Paladin or Preserver in when this was over, but
Samita had bandages that stopped damage from getting worse. Hopefully
she had enough when Chancy brought her through.

Travis picked up Sean and Jody, moving them outside the wards. “Good job
choking him. That was my backup plan if Julie’s voice didn’t work. I
thought I might be able to make it to his back. Glad you did it
instead.”

Travis didn’t have a ward to protect him. That would have been dicey.

I adjusted my legs, trying to find a comfortable position as I kept my
left arm around Lucas’ neck in a kind of “pre-choke hold” position in
case he woke up. “How were you planning to activate the wards?”

Travis put down Sean and Jody, stepping back into the warded area.
“Kayla. She said she’d read the instructions.”

Vaughn and Camille flew in from the main room. Vaughn landed a distance
away from us—which was considerate. The winds that kept him in the air
could knock people over. Camille landed near me. “Nice job.” She peered
down at him. “Is he still alive?”

Travis gave a small shrug. “His heart’s still beating.”

Vaughn stared at Lucas. “That’s good. You saved his life a couple years
ago. It’d be a waste if you killed him this year.”

The jet’s hatch opened behind me. My HUD’s peripheral vision caught
Kayla descending from the jet, wearing a gray Heroes’ League costume.
She was supposed to do that if there was a risk that she’d be
identified, but it still struck me as strangely professional of her. The
fact that she’d pulled Yellow Burrito’s Burrito Gun and strapped it to
her back added to that impression—kind of.

It was still a gun that fired off burritos at the enemy. On the other
hand, it was better than the Gender-bender Gun.

“Give me a second and I’ll activate the wards.” Kayla tapped on her
wrist comm.

“Rocket!” Travis’ voice grabbed my attention even as Lucas’ head
ballooned into The Thing’s and yanked me forward. I couldn’t see
anything ahead of me because of the size of the head, but I heard Travis
shout in what might be pain.

Meanwhile, I started choking the Thing again except this time he didn’t
get far. It felt like a massive weight dropped on me, and not just me.
The Thing dropped to the ground with a thud, its head contracting to
become Lucas again.

Kayla shouted out a series of words that made no sense at all to me.
Then blood-red, but still transparent, walls went up around me, joining
to become a dome above my head.

I let go of Lucas (who took a deep breath) and I stood up. I turned
toward Travis who looked better than I’d expected given his shout. He
stared down at his right hand, or given that it was transformed, his
right claw. Gray with long, white nails, it didn’t appear to be damaged.

He turned to face me. “It bit me. I started hearing it in my head, but
then the walls came up.” He turned toward Kayla. “Is it gone, or am I
stuck here?”

Kayla stepped away from the jet’s stairway as Courtney came down. “I…
think you’re stuck, but the Rocket can walk through.”

I reached out to touch the wall with my gauntlet, but it passed straight
through.

Lucas sat up and then stood, facing Travis. “I’m so sorry. I never
wanted this thing in my head. I did everything I could not to change,
and not to infect anyone.”

He shook his head. “It wasn’t enough. It controlled my body, and I was
barely an inconvenience.”

Travis walked over. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve got sorcerers on our
side. Someone will know how to get it out of us. It’s just a matter of
time.”

Lucas pulled out a phone from a pocket on his red costume. “It’s still
my shift in the ER. Who knows what they’re thinking now?” He stopped.
“They’re probably thinking I’m a rich kid who thinks he can get away
with anything because his father practically owns the hospital.”

Vaughn’s voice came through the ward. “I hope that’s true.”

The mask hid the top of his face, but Lucas grinned. “Me too, or I could
get kicked out of my residency.”

I cleared my throat. “How did it happen?”

Lucas sighed. “It must have known me from everything that happened with
the Cabal. Andronicus found me in the ER. Your call came later.”

I could have asked more questions, but in that moment the sound of white
noise came from the main room. Louder than that noise came the sound of
Amy’s voice saying, “Where?”

Amy bounded into the hanger in her Bloodmaiden form—all black armor and
glowing gems. Cassie, Samita, and Rod followed her in, all of them in
costume. Between Cassie’s flag against a navy blue background, Samita’s
hooded red robe, and Rod’s black, leather duster, they had an
interesting look.

Amy stopped once she saw that Travis and Lucas were within the wards and
that the wards had been activated.

The transparent, red walls were a fairly obvious clue.

“I should talk to her.” Still half expecting the walls to stop me, I
stepped through.

It didn’t feel different at all, but I no longer had to look through the
wards, so that was an improvement.

“Oh. Good,” Amy said, glancing between Travis, Lucas and me. “For a
second I thought you’d been bitten too.”

“I’ve got a ward,” I said. “I’m fine.”

Keeping her voice level, she said, “Gems shatter. Don’t take its
protection for granted.” Then glancing back at Travis and Lucas, she
said, “What happened?”

I ran through the entire attack, ending with, “So effectively we lost
four people against one of them. Lucas hit Sean and Jody with lightning,
bit Travis, and broke Haley’s arm. That’s not a great ratio.”

She turned her head to watch Travis and Lucas inside the wards, and then
met my eyes again. “I saw on the news that it’s taken the gang that was
robbing banks here.”

“More or less,” I said, thinking back to my conversation in the prison.
“He’s got everyone but Morgan, the person in eagle themed armor.”

“And they’re all powered,” Haley’s voice. “It could be like this all
over again.” She walked to the side of Amy. Haley didn’t limp, but her
arm hung next to her side, unmoving.

Travis crossed over to the edge of the warded area. “I heard it happen.
You’re using Grampa’s healing trick, right?”

Haley gave a snort as she said, “Yes,” but froze as she saw Travis. “Are
you okay?”

Travis straightened. “I’m fine. The whispers stopped when Control
activated the wards.”

Amy blinked and looked over at Kayla. “You activated the wards? I was
worried it wouldn’t work.”

Kayla stared at her. “Seriously? If it didn’t work, I might have died.”

Looking over at me again, Amy said, “I thought you were going to do it.”

I ran through possibilities in my head. “Wait, did it need one of our
personal wards to work?”

Samita glanced at me and then at Kayla. “Did you feel anything when you
said the words?”

Kayla glanced at the growing crowd as everyone exited the jet and the
Wolfmobile while the shadows that obscured the back of the hangar
dissolved. To Samita she said, “It hurt a little.”

Amy and Samita looked at each other as Cassie said, “Wait. Are you
thinking she’s a wizard?”

Vaughn moved his head back and looked Kayla up and down. “Whoa. That’s
pretty random.”

Samita raised her voice above the gathering noise. “If she had any
substantial talent, the North American Council would have noticed by
now, but,” she took a step closer to Kayla, “even if you only have a
small talent, it might be worth training you.”

As Kayla sputtered, obviously not sure how to respond, Haley said, “What
about Night Wolf and Red Legacy?”

Amy looked over at the red dome that held them. “We can’t do anything
until we find the first one. Then I’ve got a technique that should allow
me to drain its essence without taking it in. If I try it on them, I’ll
probably just kill them.”

Haley’s eyes widened, and she said, “Oh. Well, we should figure out how
we’re going to find it then.”

“Yeah,” I said, “and maybe create more gems.”

Amy shook her head. “I can’t do it quickly. It takes hours to make the
gems. Attuning them is faster, but I’ll be surprised if I have time.”

I nodded. “Ok. Then the group is just those of us with gems—minus Night
Cat unless we’re lucky.”

She shook her head. “I can heal the bones if I shift slowly enough, but
everything around it still needs to heal. I’m stuck here.”

I was opening my mouth to ask another question, but I didn’t get to. I
got a phone call. My HUD indicated that someone had called the League
and opted to specifically ring my extension.

I took the call, immediately recognizing Andronicus’ voice. I tapped my
palm to record the conversation. Immediately, I heard Andronicus’
accented voice. “Hello Rocket, it is now the beginning of the end.
Unless you are willing to act, it will devour and infect as many as it
can within the hour.”

Even though I wasn’t sure that he was on our side, I decided to act as
if I thought so. “How soon?”

He made a gurgling noise. “I can’t say—-”

Whatever he said after that turned into indecipherable noise, and then
he hung up.

I stood there, smelling my own sweat and a faint burned smell that
seemed familiar. Then I knew why. It reminded me of the smell my arm had
given off when I’d been hit by dragon fire.

Glancing over at Sean and Jody, I wondered if maybe we ought to get them
more medical help than we had so far.

Dayton, tall and as muscular as the football player he had been, leaned
over the two of them, checking their pulses, and opening their costumes.
“They’re burned. They’re breathing, but I’m worried.”

Amy turned toward Samita. “Red Hex, you’ve got those balms, right?”

Samita nodded. “And they’re still no better than they used to be.
They’ll keep them alive and nothing more. We’ll still need to get them
to a healer or a doctor.”

Lucas stared at them, his face twisted. “I’m a doctor. If they can pass
through the wards like the Rocket did, well, maybe I can do something. I
don’t have the equipment I’d like, but do you have something here?”

I thought about it, dismissed the first thing that came to mind, and
then returned to it. “Uh… We might. If we do, Control probably has the
best chance of finding it. She’s been cataloging what we’ve got. Oh, and
we’ve got an emergency backup device if there’s no other way to save
them.”

Eyeing me,Lucas said, “Use it now. Lightning injuries are nothing you
should ignore.”

Cassie laughed. Lucas glared at her. “I’m not joking. I don’t want
killing them on my conscience.”

“No,” Cassie said, still laughing too much to go any further.

“There are side effects,” I said. “We’d shoot them with the Genderbender
gun, and it would pretty much heal them of everything except that then
they’d swap genders and be women for about six months except during the
latter half they’d be between male and female most of the time.”

Lucas stared at me, finally saying, “What the hell? Why?”

“Crazy supervillain,” Haley said.

I thought about it, and decided to give it to him straight. “She created
it as a feminist conscious raising thing. The healing is a side effect.
She zapped President Nixon with it because she thought that was the only
way he’d understand the need for feminism.”

He shook his head. “Why didn’t this get into the history books?”

I shrugged. “My grandfather said the government hushed it up.”

Lucas laughed. “I’m sure. It makes you wonder what else gets hushed up.”

Samita looked up from digging things out of her pouch. “Alien
invasions.”

Rod nodded. “That time statues all over DC started to—actually, never
mind. You’re never going to feel safe if you know about that.”

“And I was there for fish men swimming up the Potomac,” Cassie said. “It
happens.”

Lucas looked at each of them in turn. “Tell you what. Control can get me
medical equipment, but if I say that they have to go to a hospital, you
have to bring them, okay?”

“If we can’t get Paladin,” I said. “Sure.”

“Good enough,” Lucas said.

With that settled, I told them about the call. Better, I replayed it
with my helmet.

Travis stood at the edge of the wall. “You should have told us that
earlier.”

I didn’t see the point in arguing. “Sorry.”

Then HQ got another call. With Kayla headed to the storage rooms, I took
it.

Vengeance voice came over the line. “Who have I got?”

Setting the suit to my standard voice modification, I said, “The
Rocket.”

“Our wizards have determined that there will be an attack. Stay in your
base if that’s where you are. Don’t come out unless you want to get
infected. It’s going to be a big one.”

They were more competent than I realized. Well, unless Andronicus was
calling them too. I blurted out, “How do you know?”

“Wizards, kid. They know stuff.”

Deciding that my best strategy would be to just say it.“We knew already.
The Thing’s human host called to warn us.”

Only silence came from the other end of the line at first. Then came a
breath, followed by words. “Don’t listen. He’s trying to maneuver you
into helping him.”

Then he said, “Remember that. The host’s a danger too. Probably
controlled even when he says he isn’t.”

Then Vengeance hung up, and I repeated that conversation for the group
too.

When the recording ended, I said the first thing on my mind. “Neither of
them told us where The Thing is going. It’s got to be going somewhere.
I’m thinking that if you wanted to infect a bunch of people, you’d go to
hospitals, schools or maybe restaurants.”

Jeremy, stood next to the warded area, part of the growing crowd. “How
about this? College dormitory.”

“Wow,” I said, meaning it. They were perfect. Unlike with hospitals,
none of the newly infected would be sick, and unlike everywhere else,
thousands of healthy candidates  were practically on top of each other.

I look around the circle, seeing many familiar faces. “So, it’ll have to
be those of us with wards—-Amy, Samita, Rod, Cassie, Camille, Vaughn and
I since Haley got hurt. Everyone else is too much of a risk.”

Still in his regular shape instead of the gray goo version of himself,
Marcus shook his head. “Sydney and I know how to fly the jet. We can
stay up there and out of The Thing’s reach. We can use the jet’s
anti-personnel lasers to rain down hurt on the Cabal hosts. Plus, if we
have to, we’ll be able fly through the Council’s wards because we don’t
have any magic on ourselves or the jet.

“What do you think?”

He was right. I told him, “That’s a pretty good argument.”





Harvest


        Amy looked over the group. “I wish we could take all of you. You don’t
know right now how much I wish we had time to construct more wards, but
we don’t.”

We had a large group, but we were leaving one too—Kayla, Chris, Dayton,
Julie, Shannon, and even Kid Biohack could have helped. Despite his lack
of powers, Jeremy might have too. That went for the injured (Haley,
Sean, and Jody) and the infected as well.

It was depressing to think about as well as pointless. I might as well
wish for Daniel, Izzy, Rachel, and Jaclyn to show up.

Cassie stepped into the circle we’d formed next to the wards. “That
doesn’t mean they can’t help. We might not want them where they might
get bit, but we’ve got remotes the Rocket made and Kayla will need help.
You’re not out of the action.”

From behind the transparent red wall, Travis said, “She’s right. You can
do all of that.”

Haley looked at Travis and then back at everyone else. “Between Kayla
and I, we can organize something useful.” She turned to me. “Kayla can
control your bots, right?”

I thought about it. “Yes. I think she can take over the pods too if she
needs to.”

“Good,” Haley reached out with her unhurt arm and put her hand on the
Rocket suit’s upper arm. I let the helmet dissolve.

“Stay alive,” she said, and we kissed.

Avoiding her arm as we pulled away, I said, “You too. You might not be
safe. If Lucas could send information back, The Thing will know where HQ
is.”

Haley stepped back. “I thought about that. We’ll figure something out.”

“I hate to break this up,” Rod said, “but shouldn’t we leave? And what
are we using to get there?”

“The van,” I said, touching my palm and making the helmet reform. “It
might be a little snug, but everyone will fit.”

Rod looked over at the van. It still looked long, sleek and futuristic.
“You’re going to change it into something less conspicuous, right?”

“Yes.” I started walking toward it, and people followed me, boots
clacking on the concrete.

“What form?” Rod walked alongside me. “White pedophile van? Seventies
airbrushed chain mail bikini warrior? Catmecha? I’m just curious.”

Everyone always seemed to get on me about the bikini warrior. They
missed the point. I’d picked that one in case I wanted the van to be
noticed.

I didn’t bother to explain. “The van has a lot of options. We won’t have
to use any of those unless people want to.”

“I vote bikini,” Vaughn said from behind me.

Cassie laughed.

“No bikini,” Samita said.

“Naked would be good, too,” Vaughn said, as if that had been what Samita
meant.

“I don’t even think that would be legal.” Samita told him.

“Has to be,” Vaughn said. “Free speech.”

We were at the van. I stepped inside, followed by the others as the van
detected their comm units. I flipped through my options, finally
settling on making it look like a black Ford Transit with one way
windows.

Since I was pretty sure I’d seen similar vans used to carry people to
and from airports, I added “Grand Lake International Airport” to the
van’s sides as further misdirection.

I took the exit that let us leave through a hillside in the forest next
to Veterans’ Memorial Park. It would be a little difficult to explain
why an airport van would be using a rangers’ access road near midnight,
but we didn’t have to.

The only people who use roads like that near midnight are high schoolers
too busy making out in their cars to notice.

Amy sat in the front as the Bloodmaiden—black armor, glowing red gems
and spear. Thanks to the size of the van we’d managed to get Vaughn,
Samita, Rod, Cassie, and Camille into the van without needing to resort
to having anyone sit in the aisle.

I accelerated, and the van hummed with purely decorative engine noise
given that it ran on fuel cells and didn’t use gas.

I drove toward Grand Lake University, staying above the speed limit
whenever possible and running stoplights and stop signs. I was careful
about it, but at this time of the night not many cars were out.

I hoped we wouldn’t get pulled over by the police, but it might have
been amusing if we were. I’d roll down the window and the officer would
see Amy and me in full armor in front. Behind us would be everyone else
in costume. I bet they’d let us off.

Five minutes away from the university, Haley called and I answered her
on the van’s comm so that everyone could hear.

“Control and everyone else here is watching through your spybots and
things are heading toward the GLU.”

Amy leaned toward the dashboard, probably trying to identify a
microphone, but then gave up. “What kind of things? The Thing That
Eats?”

“No. Raptors in the air. Cougars and maybe coyote on the ground, but
definitely a few bears. Plus we think we saw Vengeance and his hangmen
near the university.

“No sign of The Thing That Eats so far.”

I thought about that. “If the animals were summoned by wizards, I’m not
sure I’m impressed. If you think about it, The Thing That Eats is
powerful enough when it’s taken over supers that animals can’t hurt it
much, but it can hurt them.”

Amy cocked her head, thinking. Then she straightened. “When I was back
home, my father used to say ‘think sideways’ a lot. My mother is the
queen. My father acts as her spymaster. My guess is that they’re using
the animals for reconnaissance and maybe to scare normal people away
from the battle. If they do make them fight, it’s probably because The
Thing can’t possess them.”

Over the comm, Haley made a noise. “I hope they know cougars are on the
endangered species list in Michigan.”

Behind me, Vaughn laughed. “If they’re all elves and stuff, I bet they
don’t even know what an endangered species list is.”

From further back in the van, Rod added, “No doubt. My stepdad’s been
kicking around since the Middle Ages. The things he needs explained… Oh
man, you would not believe.”

“The Middle Ages?” Camille said, “Is he an immortal?”

Rod grunted. “Don’t know. I don’t think so. The way I understand it,
he’s spent so much time moving between Faerie and the normal world that
he doesn’t age normally when he’s in Faerie. He might even get younger
there. It’s weird.”

We were moving through the neighborhoods around campus by then. Grand
Lake University was on the north side of the city (and of the actual
Grand Lake), and sat in the middle of neighborhoods from the early 20th
century. In our city, that meant two story houses with covered porches,
wooden siding, and small yards. Garages were optional. The people who
they were built for had taken the trolley to whatever factory or sawmill
they worked at.

I was tempted to ask a question or two myself. Rod hadn’t talked much
about his family before, but in the past he’d seemed to have a chip on
his shoulder about legacy heroes. This might be a good thing.

I spoke into the comm. “I’m heading toward the student union. If I stop
in the turnaround, I’ll get a good view of the main campus. Or do you
have a better place to look?”

Haley said, “Nothing. If they’re moving they aren’t moving quickly
enough to trigger the bots, and we haven’t seen them. I wish I were with
you. I’d do more good there.”

She wasn’t wrong. Without Travis, Haley, Izzy or Daniel, we were short
people with unusual senses just like we were short our most powerful
fighters without Jaclyn, Izzy and Travis. Rod arguably fit both areas,
but he wasn’t any good for that without transforming into a troll—and
then he wouldn’t fit in the van.

Maybe Samita or Amy could work something out.

Keeping my voice low, I replied, “I wish you were, too.”

Cassie groaned, “Less lovey-dovey, more fighty-fighty.”

“Fighty-fighty?” Haley asked. “I can’t believe you said that.”

Somewhere out in the darkness a coyote howled. After a moment, other
coyotes joined it.

In the rear view mirror, I saw Camille look out the window. “That’s
creepy.”

About that time, I rolled up to campus proper, rolling into the
turnaround and coming into a stop in the middle of it.

DePuit hall, the dorm I lived in stood off to my left, a seven story
rectangle of brick and possibly the least interesting building on
campus.

Off to the right stood the Dykstra Administrative Building which housed
the student union and the school’s administrative offices. Wide concrete
plazas surrounded it on both sides while the upper two floors extended
out past the brick walls below them.

Past them, dormitories and lecture halls rose on either side of the one
lane path that lead through campus, their lower floors glowing with
light.

Even with the van’s sensors, no one appeared to be up, and
understandably, it was after two in the morning.

I wondered if we’d gone to the wrong place, but then I thought about the
howling. It had sounded close.

I turned off the van’s lights and fake engine noise. With any luck,
whoever arrived next would think the van had been sitting there for
hours.

I glanced over at Amy and back into the van. “Can anyone sense anything
out there? I’m coming up with nothing.”

Cassie stood and squeezed past Samita. Pulling a gun about the size of a
submachine gun off her belt, Cassie said, “I can use ‘gun vision’. And
sorry if it makes anyone nervous, but I need to have the gun out for it
to work.”

As Cassie pointed the gun out the windows, I glanced at the gun. Between
the purple tinge to the metal and the silver specks, I thought back to
hearing her describe it. It really did look like something that might be
carried by space soldier Barbie.

I turned back to the van’s dashboard screens. Still nothing.

At about the same time, Amy said, “Someone’s bringing in the big guns.
You can’t see it, but there’s a demon on the roof of that building. It’s
on the part that hangs out over the plaza.”

“It’s above the president’s office. The student film committee won’t be
at all surprised.” I’d overheard them talking. He’d stopped them from
showing several films last year.

In a low voice, Samita asked, “What kind of demon?”

“Hard to say. It has big black wings, two heads and a humanoid body. If
I had to guess, a soldier type from from the fifth or sixth circle.” Amy
stared upward, frowning. “I’d have to fly up there to know for
sure—which would mean a fight—and it’s probably working for the
Council.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn said. “Real demons?”

I barely listened to him and didn’t hear the reply whatever it was. The
van’s thermal cameras had locked on to a flying heat source—sources, in
fact.

Jillian and the other woman in the gang—the one who flew and threw
energy blasts—were flying over campus. Cassie noticed them about the
same time I did to judge from her quick, indrawn breath.

But that wasn’t all. Even as I pointed out Jillian and Latoya on the
screen, Cassie said, “There’s one more. He’s next to the tree.”

I aimed the van’s cameras at a clump of trees next to the edge of
Dykstra’s plaza. Alden stood there in street clothes. Aside from that he
appeared normal.

“He’s infected,” Amy told us.

“The gun thinks I should shoot him now.” Cassie stood, pointing the gun
in his general direction, but not directly at him.

“Does it have anything nonlethal?” I watched Alden as he stood. The
combination of speedster and being infected meant that he’d be able to
do more damage than I liked to think.

The only person fast enough to counter him inside the city was Kid
Biohack, and he didn’t have a ward to protect him.

Thinking strategically, killing Alden was a good choice. Morally,
killing someone who was controlled by an outside force struck me as
questionable—except that if keeping him alive destroyed the city,
killing my parents and untold others…

I ignored a wave of worry—mostly.

Cassie turned to look at me, grinning. “Non-lethal? It sparkles.”

“Just sparkles?” I checked the van’s HUD to see if anything had changed.

“That’s it, but we could hamstring him. The gun’s good enough to do it.”
Cassie stared out the window at Alden. “You wouldn’t even have to open
the window very much.”

Amy followed her gaze. “I’m sure my dad would tell you to take the shot,
but not unless we had a plan for the others.”

Vaughn laughed. “Yeah, our simple solution for taking out Cabal
soldiers—lasers.”

“Except, we don’t really want to kill them,” I said.

“And we don’t want to offend the rest of the Cabal,” Samita added.
“Maybe you can survive that, but I’m not sure I can.”

She’d pulled a wand out of the pouch on her belt, and held it in her
right hand as she watched Alden as he stood next to the Dykstra
building. Occasionally her eyes would flick upward toward where Jillian
and Latoya stood, both of them protected by red energy fields.

I followed her gaze. Latoya and Jillian weren’t doing anything yet. Who
was missing? The two (former?) Cabal soldiers Philo and Andronicus, The
Thing’s most important host. Also, Hank Hasemann, the guy who made block
shaped force fields, and incidentally, the guy Morgan had said was an
honest thief.

As ridiculous as it seemed when I thought about it later, in that moment
the period when we’d fought the Cabal looked good in my memory. We’d
been overmatched, but Lee had been directly involved and we could put
everyone into the field. Plus, we had the means to fight the Cabal even
if we didn’t know it yet.

As much as I liked the people in the van with me, I missed Daniel and
everyone else that the Wizard Council’s magic circle kept out.

Amy leaned forward in her seat, eyes following the small road that ran
through campus, illuminated only by small street lamps. “Be ready. I
think this is about to start.”

Camille began to say, “How do you know—” but didn’t get any further than
that.

Philo flew out of the darkness, landing in the grass not far from the
circle we’d parked in. The Cabal’s toughest soldiers were strong enough
to jump a significant percentage of a mile. The way his feet sank into
the grass, it was obvious that he couldn’t control the speed he landed
at.

At about the same time Philo landed, the van’s sensors picked up blocky
shapes next to the far corner of dePuit Hall. Even to the naked eye, the
force field had a faint gray glow despite being almost dark enough to
blend into the darkness.

I couldn’t guess when he’d arrived.

Even before Philo stood fully upright and pulled his boots out of the
dirt, more figures appeared in the night.

By that, I mean that Amothel, the brown and gold dressed woman faded in
on the lawn, naked sword hanging at her waist. From her pointed ears,
I’d guessed that she might be elven or half-elven, but part of me didn’t
rule out Vulcan.

Along with her, Vengeance faded in as well, submachine gun in hand,
shriveled ear on a necklace still hanging in everyone’s view. All gray
skin and slack jaws, the four Hangmen faded in near him.

Because the group on the campus lawn wasn’t strange enough, they had a
duty to include two more members. It wouldn’t have surprised me to see
them on opposite sides of a fight rather than together.

The first was a silver suit of plate armor that I assumed contained a
person, but I wasn’t quite sure because the armor covered every piece of
human flesh. Strange symbols covered almost every inch of the armor.
Contrary to what I would have expected, it didn’t carry a sword. It held
a metal staff that was decorated like the armor.

Next to it stood a short haired woman with bags under her eyes and
wearing dark clothes with a medieval look. Gray, black, and white
energies swirled around her hands like smoke.

Amy stared at the woman’s hands. “And they complain about blood magic?”

Samita leaned forward. “Reliquary said she was with them now.”

“Maybe someone could explain—” I began, but then Vengeance started
talking.

Aiming his gun at Philo, he said, “I’ve got a message for the creature
that lives inside you.”

Philo opened his mouth, and from his strained expression, I expected to
hear a scream, but the bulbous, caricature of The Thing That Eats face
grew out of his, fleshy lips, wide teeth and all.

It said, “I choose to hear your message.”

Keeping my voice low, I turned toward Cassie, “If they’re going to fight
and you can hamstring him, I’d say take the shot.”

From behind me, I heard the sound of a seatbelt clasp clicking open.
After a few footsteps, Rod pushed his way to the front between Amy and
me.

“Hey,” Cassie said, but Rod ignored her.

“The Graffiti Knight. Rumor in the magical community is that the Council
got some guy to wear that armor. I heard that it’s cursed or connected
to an old god or something. There’s a price for using it, so they only
get it out for emergencies.”

“So, it’s got powers?” I glanced over at Rod, and he
nodded.

“I don’t know what they are.” He watched as Vengeance stepped toward
Philo.

Chin down, Vengeance addressed the bloated head of The Thing That Eats,
“We know what you are, and we know how to trap you. Surrender and we’ll
banish you to another world. Fight us, and we’ll keep you in a cave for
thousand years.”

The Thing That Eats laughed. “Your councils have been trying to trap me
for more than one thousand years and you’ve yet to succeed.”

It grinned, making me think of a fleshy basketball with teeth.

If Vengeance was scared, he didn’t show it. “You’ll find that we keep on
learning new tricks.”

The Thing kept on grinning. “Who do you mean by ‘we’? The team of
outcasts and murderers you’ve assembled? Or, do you mean Reliquary? He
succeeded in removing me from his psyche, and he’s coming here.
Unfortunately, he’ll find he’s incapable of assisting thanks to this
wonderful prison you’ve constructed around us.”

Vengeance froze as The Thing mentioned Reliquary, but not for long.

Over the comm, Marcus said, “Outcasts and murderers? What have they got?
A magical Suicide Squad?”

Amy said, “Close—”

Vengeance interrupted her though he had no way to know it. “Don’t
pretend you’re more than you are. You’re just one more threat. We’ve
taken down half a dozen this year. I don’t like your odds.”

The Thing grunted. “I don’t think you’ve ever fought anything exactly
like me. If you had, you’d be dead and there’s a good chance your world
would be dead as well. No. This is no time to bluster.

“You need to listen to my proposal. My needs are simple. I lived for
hundreds of years in solitude, feeding when I needed to, taking a body
when the one I had wore out, guiding humans when they needed assistance…
Small things. Simple things. Let me pass from this place and I’ll find a
small, obscure spot where I can live happily. Should your supervisors
need one, I can even provide a believable death. I’m naturally talented
in that respect.”

Vengeance mouth twisted. “No. We’re not going to release you on some
unsuspecting city and let you feed off them and ‘guide’ them. I’ve read
our records and I know what happens to places where you live. Over time,
you rule them in all but name.”

The big head nodded. “Yes. You’ve read about me in your records, but do
your records contain any stories about what happens when I’m feeling
hungry or when I’ve been cornered, much as I am right now?”

It didn’t wait for Vengeance’s reply, smiling and then talking again.

“There’s a reason. It’s because when I’m hungry I lay kingdoms to waste,
and when I’m cornered, I care for nothing but survival and gaining the
power I need to survive.”

The Thing’s smile had grown as it talked, and it seemed to reach all the
way across its face.

“This place you’ve penned me in has all the power I need to escape, and
from what I’ve seen, you don’t have the power to stop me. So, it’s a
simple choice, let me go now, or watch a city die.”

The woman whose hands released smoke that glowed white, gray, and,
somehow, black said, “Maybe we ought to think about it?”

Not taking his eyes off The Thing, Vengeance said, “No.”

Graffiti Knight, the man in the silver armor, slammed his staff against
the grass. It sank in. Wrenching it out, he said, “Never.”

Amothel, elf, half-elf, or whatever she was, put her hand on her sword,
sweeping the area in a look that took in all of The Thing’s infected
associates. “Necromancer, don’t listen to its words. Leave that to the
Council’s Champion.”

“Necromancer?” I looked over at Amy as Vengeance, his people, and The
Thing talked more. “Is that her code name?”

Amy frowned. “In Double V, sure, and they’re not wrong about magic for
once. That’s what she is. For all they say about not trusting blood
magic, she practices one of its offshoots and they’re willing to let her
use her skills.”

From the comm Marcus said, “Betcha they wipe whatever record she has due
to public service. That’s too cool.”

“Only if you like murder,” Amy said, watching The Thing and Vengeance
talk.

Kid Biohack’s voice came over the phone. “You said Alden’s there. Is he
okay?”

With a look that said, “Who’s this idiot?” She leaned forward and said,
“I can sense magic. He’s infected. He’s not okay.”

If Kid Biohack replied, I missed it because The Thing had started
talking.

“Banishment?” It dribbled moisture from its mouth. “There’s a being I
wish to find, and I believe it to be on this world. There’s no hurry to
find it, but I won’t go until I find him or know that he’s left.”

“What if we found him?” Vengeance kept his gun pointed at The Thing’s
midsection. “Would you go?”

It laughed. “If you found him, you’d die and he’d hide better. I’m
afraid we are at an impasse. I declare this parley ended.”

Vengeance stood straighter. “We can banish you from this universe. Don’t
think we can’t—”

He didn’t get to finish the sentence. In that moment, Alden’s head
changed to that of The Thing That Eats. He wasn’t the only one. With a
scream, the head of the woman that the elf had called Necromancer
changed too.

Her hands continued to smoke, but she didn’t use them. The Thing’s mouth
opened and swallowed the Graffiti Knight, weird, inscribed armor and
all.

Amy swore as Alden blurred and disappeared from view as Latoya and
Jillian, both glowing red and sporting giant Thing That Eats heads of
their own, flew down from dePuit Hall’s roof.

With wide, open-mouthed smiles (the better to catch passing birds?) they
aimed themselves toward the lawn where Vengeance emptied a magazine of
ammunition at The Thing That Was Also Philo. Better, it seemed to be
hurting him.

Philo backed away, shielding his head with his comparatively stubby
arms.

Magic bullets? Silver bullets? Blessed bullets?

Whatever they were, they left streaks of red and bloody holes in The
Thing’s face. Unfortunately, Vengeance didn’t have enough bullets.

He put his hand in a pouch on his belt to grab a clip except he also had
to dodge a blast of red energy from above.

He stumbled, saved from being burned alive only because one of the
Hangmen, noose flapping against the Hangman’s neck as it jumped in
between Vengeance and the blast.

Meanwhile two of the Hangmen charged the Philo Thing, one of them trying
to punch him, the other pulling off his noose and whirling it around his
head like a lasso.

The fourth Hangman fought the Necromancer Thing, assisting Amothel who
had grown gold-flecked, brown feathered wings and slashed at the
Necromancer Thing with her sword.

“Shift,” Cassie shouted into her comm, “Air support, now!”

“They’re all together,” Marcus said, “I could hit our side.”

I tapped my palm. “Shoot Philo!”

“Right. They’re already dead,” Marcus gave a small laugh, and then thin
beams of light rained down from the sky.

The Philo Thing screamed as one beam burned down the side of its head,
jumping backward before more beams found their mark. It hit the waist
high concrete wall that marked the edge of the nearest of the plazas in
front of the Dykstra building, shattering that section of wall.

Let the property damage begin, I thought.

Between the eating and the blasts of light, Cassie had moved out of the
front and over to the right side door. “We need to get them out of
there.”

Her left hand grabbed the door handle while the right hung on to her
gun.

“Okay,” I said, letting go of the steering wheel. “Give me a second…
We’ve got to save them and—”

“Make sure they don’t spread the infection,” Amy added.

“We need someone in here,” I said. “Gravity Star stays. The rest attack.
Cover us.”

Camille nodded, saying, “Got it,” as she moved to the front seat while
the rest of us emptied from the van.

I jumped out of the van, hearing doors directly behind me and on the
other side of the van open.

Even as I did it, I heard the crackle of energy in the air and a flash
of red, followed by dual Thing screams and meteor-like descents from the
sky to the ground.

Camille had yanked both Jillian Thing and Latoya Thing out of the air.
Their red shields hit the ground in flashes of red power and big chunks
of flying turf.

The good news for later when they presumably got cured was that they
weren’t dead. The bad news for us right now was more or less the same
thing.

Jillian Thing glowed brighter than the original and pushed herself off
from the ground, aiming red beams at me while Latoya Thing struggled
with gravity.

I felt the warmth, but the suit shrugged them off. For now it was
repairable damage.

Even as I loaded goobots for my attack, I worried that Rod and Samita
might be hit as they exited behind me. I shouldn’t have.

Rod the human had become Rod the troll even before his door shut. In my
peripheral vision, I saw Rod in his black, leather duster and then he
became two stories tall, considerably craggier in looks, more muscular,
and well, much more likely to drool.

His blond beard stayed more or less the same from one form to the other.

As a troll though, his bellow had distinctly bowel-loosening qualities.
It vibrated through my armor along with the thump of every one of his
footsteps.

Lights came on all over dePuit Hall. Latoya Thing and Jillian Thing took
to the sky—not quickly because Camille had them, but inevitably. Rod’s
bellow gave anything living plenty of motivation to keep out of his way.

As they strained upward, they peppered Rod and I with weak energy
blasts, but not for long.

Even as I realized that firing goobots at them would be stupid with
Camille’s gravity in play, Samita stepped out from behind Rod and
pointed her staff at them. In a flash of light and a crack of thunder,
they both fell to the ground again.

Now that they were down though, goobots were a different story. I let a
couple fly, giving them some extra height. They exploded high enough to
contain them in a gooey mess.

Now I could finally concentrate on the fight between Necromancer Thing
and Amothel.

More to the point, I could answer the question of why there was even any
kind of fight going on. With Marcus and Sydney raining down lasers from
above and Amy, Cassie and Vaughn getting out of that side of the van,
they had a lot of firepower to work with.

In the moment that I looked over there, I fully understood why the fight
was still going. Worse, it was coming for us.

Amothel fought Necromancer Thing, but not directly. She couldn’t get
near her, and neither could anyone else.

Smokey figures surrounded Necromancer Thing, making her disappear amid a
cloud of gray.

The smokey figures weren’t the worst of it. The worst of came when the
smokey figures got a distance from her and solidified.

They were students.

They weren’t recent students. They wore clothes from every era of Grand
Lake University’s history—sweaters with a big letter “G” on them, fur
coats and odd hats. Some of the men wore old military uniforms.

Almost all the people in the oldest clothes were men, but women and men
both appeared wearing clothes from the 50s onward.

It would have been bad enough that Necromancer Thing appeared to be
creating bodies for the souls of the dead, but that wasn’t all. She’d
created monsters. At best the faces were jagged toothed, and bug eyed,
but were less odd than grotesque, with mouths that reminded me of
lamprey or multi-faceted eyes like bugs.

Cassie burned them down with the gun, sometimes two or three at a time
when her line of fire wasn’t close to Amy or Vaughn.

Unlike Cassie, I couldn’t connect telepathically to her gun’s AI, but
something about the way it burned the monsters into ashes struck me as
joyful.

Amy took them out one by one, stabbing them with her spear. They
shriveled and turned to dust.

Vaughn’s lightning strikes started them burning. They shriveled up while
still walking and fighting. Sometimes Vaughn would hit them with wind,
blowing a few away from the main group and letting Sydney or Marcus burn
them down with lasers from the sky.

The anti-personnel lasers weren’t perfectly careful about what they
targeted, more of a shotgun than a sniper.

Marcus was doing the right thing. Spraying laser fire into the crowd
could easily hit one of us.

All the same, I didn’t envy whoever worked on Grand Lake University’s
grounds crew. They had a job waiting for them tomorrow—assuming we all
survived.

Meanwhile Amothel hacked at the creatures with her sword, sometimes
taking to the the air to avoid being surrounded.

Amy stabbed a shark toothed hippie wearing a tie dye t-shirt. It
shriveled into dust. “We need to end this before we get tired.
Concentrate our fire on clearing a path through. Shift and Railgun, keep
Philo off us.”

I checked Latoya and Jillian on the ground, deciding that it couldn’t
hurt, I hit them with a couple more goobots.

Both of them looked back at me with the head of The Thing That Eats.
“It’s hopeless. We’ll infect everyone.”

I ignored them, running after Amy, Cassie, Rod and Samita along with me.

Vaughn stayed in the air, helping from above.

As we began our charge, I tapped HQ’s comm icon in my HUD. “Watch for
Alden. If you see him, tell Vaughn. He’s got a chance.”

“Got it,” Haley said.

Rod ran faster than Amy—than any of us. His strides were at least twice
ours, so he took the lead position.

I don’t know how a ghost animating a monstrous human-like shell
experiences a charge led by troll, but if the troll’s on your side, it’s
the best kind of charge.

At more than twice the size of any of them, Rod kicked them like soccer
balls, crushed them under his feet, smacked them with his hands and left
nothing (un)living in reach.

Following close behind him, I burned them with my laser, used a couple
boombots to clear particularly dense spots, and even punched a 60s era
football player.

He exploded into dust.

We pierced the mass of ghosts, finally reaching the middle. Behind a
smokey wall of grayish figures, Necromancer Thing stood, loosing more
figures from her hands even as we came closer.

The Thing smiled at us, showing teeth practically across the entire
width if it’s head. “You’ve reached the beginning of the end. Even if
you slay me, I’ve already won.”

Rod growled, tensing as if he were about to leap on Necromancer Thing.
But then The Thing gurgled, and the Graffiti Knight’s metal staff poked
through the side of its cheek. The Thing shrieked as the Graffiti Knight
ripped all the way through.

He landed on the ground next to Necromancer Thing, dripping saliva and
blood, pausing only to whirl around and begin to beat the creature.

Whatever sorcery had created the Graffiti Knight’s staff, it worked
against The Thing That Eats. He hit it, and with every hit, the Thing
That Eats deflated a little more and the embodied ghosts faded.

With the last hit, any remains of The Thing disappeared, leaving
Necromancer bruised, bloodied and unconscious. In that same blow, all
the ghosts disappeared.

Maybe there was something to the idea that Graffiti Knight’s powers came
from an old god.

Amy examined Necromancer without touching her or putting down her spear.
“She’s still infected.”

I glanced over at Amy, “What do we do with her then?”

Amy shook her head. “I don’t know yet. I’ve got a bad feeling that we’ll
have more like her to store before this is over.”

Graffiti Knight made a symbol in the air with his hand and a silver glow
surrounded Necromancer. She lifted up from the ground and floated at
about waist high.

As if answering my unspoken question, Graffiti Knight said, “It’s a lot
like a magical circle, but as you can see, it’s slow, so I can’t use it
in a fight.”

Letters and symbols from unknown alphabets formed and disappeared in the
glow. Whatever it was, I couldn’t do it. From the way she stared at it,
neither could Amy.

“How did you do that?” She asked.

Hard to see as it was through his helmet, Graffiti Knight smiled. “I
wish I knew. I’m not really a wizard. It’s all a kind of cosmic
accident. I was stocking shelves—”

Amothel stepped up, her wings gone, sword at her side. “Please, I doubt
that the Bloodmaiden will have any wish to revisit your days as a
clerk.”

Graffiti Knight stepped back and told Amy. “Too true. I’m sure you have
better things to do than listen to me ramble. And I’ve barely started at
this. Imagine what I’ll be like when I’ve got some real stories to
tell.”

As Amothel led him away, I took a quick check of the situation.

We ourselves stood in the grass next to the small parking lot that
guests used when visiting the Dykstra building. Philo, now controlled by
the The Thing That Eats, stood next to the edge of Dykstra’s nearest
plaza, watched by Vengeance and the Hangmen.

Each of the Hangmen had stretched out their ropes and were twirling them
like lassos—ready to capture The Thing and anything else that needed it.
Damaged, burnt grass all around the spot where Philo stood showed that
he’d tried to escape more than once.

Jillian and Latoya remained stuck together, but not unconscious.

Alden was nowhere to be seen. Combining that with The Thing That Eats
statement that we’d already lost but didn’t know it yet, worried me.

It might only have been an attempt to demoralize us. If so, it deserved
congratulations because I was worried. I decided to describe the
situation to Haley and everyone else back at HQ.

I finished it off with, “So, that’s it. I don’t know where Alden went. I
mean, the obvious place is the dorms, but he could be in any of them.
I’ve been checking dePuit from here, but I haven’t seen anything…”

Haley made a noise with her tongue. “Maybe you should go into dePuit. If
he’s got Jillian’s key card, he could get inside before you know it.”

In the background, Kid Biohack said, “I should go over there. They don’t
have anybody fast enough to handle Alden.”

“Sorry. Just a second,” Haley’s voice became less clear. Maybe she’d
turned away from the microphone. I didn’t hear the first part, but as
she continued, she said, “… But if you get bitten, then they’ll have two
superfast Things to deal with.”

The next thing I heard sounded like feet scraping across the floor
followed by a door shutting.

“He’s gone,” Haley said. “If you’re lucky, you’ll be seeing him soon and
he’ll be himself.”

How lucky that is depends, I thought to myself, on whether there were
more options than Kid Biohack and The Thing That Eats. A third option
might be an improvement.

What I said was, “Got it.”

Even as I said it, Kid Biohack was coming to a stop on the sidewalk next
to the van.

Philo instantly noticed him—The Thing That Eats’ head turning to watch.

At about the same time I noticed movement in dePuit Hall. People were
walking down the stairway into the main lobby of the building—lots of
people.

It didn’t take any great insight to guess what had happened. I shouted,
“Look,” and pointed at about the same time Rod did.

Samita shouted at Kid Biohack, “You! Wear a circle in the grass around
that building!”

“It’s a rectangle. Can’t do a circle,” he shouted back.

“Oval!” Samita waved him toward dePuit. “Make a protective oval!”

“He’s unprotected,” I told Samita.

“Do you have a better idea?” Samita shouted, “Bloodmaiden! Circle!”

“Oval!” Amy said, imitating Samita’s tone.

Samita glared at her but Amy grinned and Kid Biohack began to run,
presumably adjusting himself as he went.

And it worked. He moved so quickly that he became a blur, but he wasn’t
alone. Another blur ran out of the front doors of dePuit Hall, followed
by a mass of The Thing That Eats headed college students.

Amy and Samita ran to the oval, shouting for Kid Biohack to stop, but he
couldn’t. When he began to slow enough that I could identify his silver
costume, the other blur aimed itself toward Samita.

Something happened as the blur closed with Samita and then it wasn’t a
blur. It was Alden with a Thing That Eats’ head rolling over and over
again on the grass.

Before Alden Thing could stand up, Kid Biohack pulled a silver rod off
of his belt, pressed a button that extended it into a staff, and begin
to hit Alden, standing between him and Samita the entire time.

I realized that I had a chance to take Alden down, made sure I that I
still had goobots left and that they were the default ammo when both Kid
Biohack and Alden blurred again, moving too quickly for me to be able to
tell who was who.

Even as I realized that I couldn’t take him out, that it was impossible,
Cassie’s gun blazed with light.

Even if I hadn’t known it from seeing it used before, it was obvious
that the gun used some serious power. When you threw in the overly
enthusiastic, telepathic targeting AI, it only become scarier because
even with better than human reflexes, I doubted that she could make that
shot. It could.

When the light disappeared, I half expected to find a charred corpse as
I’d found a rooftop full of charred fish men when she’d first found the
gun.

Alden Thing fell, becoming only Alden. The Thing That Eats’ head
disappeared.

I doubted that he was “cured.” All she’d done was burn a hole through
his thigh, but I supposed a speedster who couldn’t walk, much less run,
wasn’t worth much to The Thing That Eats.

Alden stared down at his leg. If nothing else could be said, it was a
clean shot and it had been cauterized. It had also removed a two inch
chunk of femur.

As disturbing as it was, it was better than killing him, and since I
knew we’d be able to get Alex in later, assuming we all survived, no
permanent harm done.

That wasn’t all that happened though. As Alden fell, Philo Thing jumped
into the air. From his trajectory, I could only guess that he’d been
aiming for Amy and Samita.

He didn’t make it. He jumped into the air and stayed there, floating
uselessly as Camille said, “Got him,” over the comm.

At about that time, the circle that Kid Biohack had worn into the grass
glowed red and the crowd of Things spread out, walking along the edges
of the circle facing us. Each identical head grinned at us in the same
way with identical tooth filled mouths.

Kid Biohack stood over Alden. “Are you okay, dude? I wish it could have
gone another way.”

Alden looked up from his leg and laughed, or maybe sobbed. “Doing great.
It’s the best thing that happened all day.”

Cassie still pointed her gun in their direction. “Glad to help. Are you
okay?”

Kid Biohack looked up at her. “Are you talking to me? I don’t know. I
was feeling okay, but now I’m feeling kind of queasy.”

Still a troll, Rod’s nose twitched and he muttered, “Fuck!” As said in
troll form, it felt like a nearby semi had pulled away.

Rod pushed Kid Biohack to the ground one handed and kept him there as
his head warped, replaced by The Thing That Eats.

We all started shouting for Amy and Samita and they came, leaving the
protective oval around dePuit Hall and running across the grass to us,
Samita’s red robe flapping.

Vaughn pointed at the circle they’d just made. “Can we dump them in
there?”

Amy shook her head. “Not a chance. We’d break the circle. I need to give
them their own circle.”

“No,” Samita said. “Two.”

Closing her eyes, Amy muttered, “Yes, I know she’s right. Shut up!” As
she opened them and took a breath, she said, “Sorry. Sometimes it’s like
having one of those giant Facebook arguments going on in your head.”

“Why two?” I asked.

Taking out her spear and drawing a circle around Alden, Amy said,
“Because we don’t have time to make a good circle. You know how the
circle in HQ made The Thing’s head disappear? The circles here will keep
The Thing out, but not completely. If they were in one circle, he might
make Kid Biohack eat Alden to get more power and try to break the
circle.”

“Or because I’m bored,” Kid Biohack Thing added, and then squealed as
Rod pushed harder on its head.

Samita pulled a can of fluorescent green paint out of her pouch and
spray painted a circle around Kid Biohack. The paint literally glowed in
the dark.

“It was on sale,” she said, “and very practical for night work.”
Twisting her head upward to look at Rod, she said, “You’re going to have
to get your hand out of the circle as I say the final syllable of the
spell. Can you do that?”

Rod nodded.

He did it, holding on to Kid Biohack Thing until the last moment
possible, but nonetheless, a soft white glow appeared alongside the
green.

Amy finished with Alden’s circle a little earlier, creating a second red
circle.

“It kind of looks like Christmas,” Vaughn said, checking out each
circle. Tinged with a green glow, The Kid Biohack Thing stared at him.

Then Kid Biohack Thing turned away from Vaughn and began to pace the
circle. As it passed him, it spoke in a low voice. “They don’t like you,
you know. Not really. They like what you can do for them.

Vaughn stared at it and stepped away from the circle. “You’re not as
good at that as you think you are.”

He stopped next to where Samita, Rod, Amy, Cassie and I had clumped
together between the two nearest circles.

Looking around at the group of us, he added, “I used to worry about that
a lot.”

Judging from Vaughn’s reaction, he still thought about it at least a
little. I could see how he would. Even if it wasn’t his last name, his
family’s name was on more than one building in Grand Lake—including
Hardwick Hall on GLU’s campus.

It made me wonder if the Thing got better at needling us through
exposure to us. His first attempts hadn’t amounted to much. This one had
made Vaughn think.

I began to wonder if we should get further away from the circles. If my
understanding of magic circles matched up with the real thing, The Thing
That Eats might have been trying to provoke him into breaking the circle
and letting it out.

As I decided I should pass that on or at least ask Amy or Samita what
they thought, I noticed new glow in my peripheral vision—actually two
glows.

Making use of the near 360 degree vision of my HUD, I focused on the
glow, realizing that it was exactly what I’d feared. Latoya and Jillian
were still stuck together, but nonetheless floating away.

I wasn’t the only one who noticed either. Amy swore and took to the air.
I called her with my comm. “What are you doing?”

The sound of wind came across the connection along with her voice.
“Catching them?”

“Maybe you shouldn’t. If they’re joining up with Andronicus, we might be
able follow them to him. Have they seen you?”

“I don’t think so. Not yet.”

“Then give me a second…” I turned all the spybots in the area’s
attention to the glow, and then said, “Night Cat? Control?”

Haley’s voice came over the comm. “I saw what you did. You want us to
follow them.”

“If you can. We’ll be following. All you have to do is track them so
that we don’t lose them.”

“We can do that.” She let out a short breath, somewhere inbetween a sigh
and a sniff. “I wish I were going with you.”

“How’s your arm?” I asked.

“Better, but not healed.” The sound of keyboards and mouse clicking
became louder in the background. “We’ve got them. You should go. Be
safe.”

“I’ll try.” I activated the rocket pack and took off, not going as fast
as I could to keep the noise down.

Even as I flew after Amy, I realized that I wasn’t the only one. Vaughn
had flown after her about the time I called her over the comm. So when I
caught up with Amy, I found him too.

We left the campus behind, staying below the trees, and doing our best
to avoid power lines. Radar helped.

We traveled down streets, black night-time sky over us. As time passed
we knew we weren’t stopping. We left downtown, flying over the old
houses that surrounded campus.

Still in the dark, we flew southwest, watching as we found ourselves in
the middle of nowhere. By the middle of nowhere, I mean mostly that I
didn’t recognize the place.

It almost didn’t count as being a place. It felt more like a leftover
than a thing on its own. On one side stood a development, a street with
houses on either side of the road, some of them with swimming pools
(drained now because it was late October), many with six foot tall
fences. On the other side a small, muddy stream widened into a big,
muddy pond.

Past the streams stood another development, and that one wasn’t even
finished. It was all dirt skeletons of houses. But on this side of the
stream, a few trees stood next to the muddy pond. Next to the trees lay
a human sized rock.

How it survived, I wasn’t sure. Technically, I supposed, it was a
wetland, and there were laws about wetlands. You couldn’t legally
destroy them for one, but I knew something was different about this one.

Maybe it was only because I expected to find it, but maybe it was the
ward Amy made and the bit of Lee’s essence within it that made the
difference. As someone who never trained to be a wizard, I don’t know.

Whatever the cause, I felt a noticeable thrum of power in the place.

Amy, Vaughn and I landed on the roof of a nearby McMansion, a three
story house that looked exactly like three other houses in the same
development.

We landed on far side of the roof, going down on our knees and looking
over the peak down at the rock.

It might be empty normally, but not tonight. Andronicus, the first host
of The Thing That Eats stood next to the rock, but didn’t touch it. Next
to it stood the gang member who generated shields. I couldn’t think of
his name in that moment.

Latoya and Jillian, still stuck together by goobots, landed next to
them.

Four people or Things probably counted as a party by the spots normal
standards, but that still wasn’t everyone.

On the other side of the stream stood at least twenty vampires. They
didn’t look like Dracula. They wore normal clothes—business suits,
t-shirts and jeans, dresses. You’d never have picked these people out of
the crowd at your local Target if it weren’t for the fangs.

Amy groaned. “More vampires?”

I pulled my head down decided that seeing it with my own eyes wasn’t
worth the risk. I pulled up the spybots’ views of the scene, moving a
few in for a better view.

Amy and Vaughn followed my example.

My comm made a clicking noise and I heard Haley’s voice. “We can see
everything. Do you need any help? We might be able to send the
jet.”

I was about to reply that we’d taking any help we could get, but Samita
replied before I could. “We might need everyone we can get. Bloodmaiden
told you how the circles we created were imperfect. It’s possible that
the Things might break them. They’ve been pushing against the barrier,
and I don’t think that Troll and Gravity Star will be enough to stop
them—not if Kid Biohack and Alden break out too.”

I flipped to the spybots’ view of Grand Lake’s campus and I could see
Samita’s point. The Things from dePuit Hall bunched around one spot as
if they believed they might be able to push through, their teeth and
giant grins reminding me of creepy clowns.

Alden and Kid Biohack had both transformed. Alden still couldn’t stand
on the leg Cassie shot, but The Thing That Eats had decided that
something deserved its full attention.

The two of them stared at each other, illuminated by red or green
glowing circles.

Plus, since we’d been gone, Samita had added a third individual circle
(green), this one for Philo. Marcus had been keeping him at bay, but to
judge from the laser burns on Philo’s legs, Marcus or Cassie had
immobilized him long enough for Samita to trap him.

He’d healed and as The Thing That Eats, he too paced his magical cage.

If any one of their captives broke out, The Thing would break the
circles, and they’d need more help than we had to give them.

“What happened to Vengeance and all those guys?” I asked. The spybots
didn’t show them anywhere.

Over the comm, Cassie snorted. “They left right after you did. Shift,
Railgun and I had to shoot down Philo. The Hangmen had been helping.
Have you seen them?”

“No,” I said.

Next to me, Vaughn flipped through spybot views that glowed on his wrist
communicator. “After all that shit where they told us stay out of it,
they just left you holding the bag? That sucks.”

“Whatever,” Cassie said, “at least we don’t have to deal with them.”

Amy pulled her head up and looked over the peak of the roof again. “I’ve
got good news and bad news,” she said. “I know why they came here.”

I flipped spybot views, bringing up the scene on the other side of the
roof where Andronicus stood next to the rock. “Which one is that? Good
or bad?”

Amy frowned. “Both. You know the wards around the city? We’re at the
edge of the wards and they’re linked to physical objects. The rock’s one
of them.”

“They’re going to break the ward from the inside,” I said.

“Bingo,” Amy said, “and any vampires that we missed out there rush in,
killing and turning more people while The Thing That Eats escapes out
into the world.”

Vaughn looked up from his comm. “Where’s the good news in that?”

Illuminated a little by the glow of her wrist communicator, Amy grinned.
“The vampires are still on the other side of the ward. If Storm King
hits them with lightning until they burn, they’ll probably die for real,
and they won’t be able to fight back.”

Vaughn nodded. “So you want me to take out the vampires? They can’t do
anything.”

She nodded. “But the ward will drop when The Thing That Eats is gone and
we don’t want them here.” She waved her hand toward  the houses around
us. “Maybe the Rocket will need to help. There are a lot of them.
Anyway, here’s my plan. Storm King takes Latoya and Jillian out of the
fight. I don’t want them to blast me from behind. The Rocket can go for
the guy with the shields. I’ll take Andronicus. I’ve got a way to kill
it, but not him.”

Eyeing her, I said, “How?”

She met my eyes. “You know how I absorb people’s abilities by stabbing
them with my spear?”

I nodded. “There’s a risk with old, supernatural creatures. You didn’t
want to do it on a troll last summer because its personality might
overwhelm you.”

“Right,” she said, “but I’ve been practicing on the vampires we’ve been
fighting, and I think I can suck The Thing That Eats out without killing
Andronicus.”

“You’re sure?” I asked.

She answered me without hesitation. “I’ve done it before and so have the
Bloodmaidens before me. I’ll be taking it out of Andronicus, but not
taking it into myself. The previous Bloodmaidens will help. They know
what happens when it goes wrong.”

Vaughn took a breath. “It’s really old. Eons old. You’re sure?”

Amy shrugged. “Mostly, I don’t think there’s another choice. You two can
hurt The Thing, but you can’t remove it without killing the host. I
can.”

“Then I guess we’d better move.” I checked the spybots. All of The
Thing’s nearby bodies—Jillian, Latoya, Andronicus, and the shield
generating man stood next to the rock.

“We’d better go,” I said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched The Thing That Eats in all of its
bodies. None of them said anything as they stood by the rock, but they
watched it.

I felt certain they had a reason, and said, “How do you want to handle
it? Straight out attack or something softer?”

Lying with her armored back to the shingled roof, Amy glanced up toward
the roof’s peak. “Do you have an idea?”

I shook my head. “Only that we shouldn’t wait too long, but I’m willing
to come up with something if you can think of a reason to go in soft. I
mean, if Storm King’s on the vampires, that leaves the two of us against
four of them.”

Amy sat up and moved into a crouching position. “Why? Are you nervous?”
To judge from her grin, she wasn’t.

Vaughn laughed and got to his feet too.

I got up and crouched next to her, keeping my head below the roof’s peak
and out of view. “Not any more than normal. I just like tilting the odds
as far in my favor as possible.”

Holding her spear in her right hand, Amy smiled. “Let’s go. I’ve got
more than one thousand years of battle experience telling me we don’t
have much time.”

I checked my spybots. Between when we’d started talking and that moment,
Jillian had begun to glow. OK. Scratch that. She always glowed when she
had her powers working, but as I looked the glow had become new and
weird.

She’d had a soft red glow around her, matching the one Latoya wore at
all times, but as I watched the soft glow grew edges. Still bound to
Latoya by the hardened remains of goobots, she’d edged up to the man
with the shields—Hank Haseman.

Hank Haseman’s shields were all clear and glowed white if they glowed at
all.

When Jillian touched them, clear, triangular shields surrounded her
body. The red energy intensified and extended a couple inches from the
edges, cutting through the hardened goo around her, freeing her from
Latoya.

“Shit,” Vaughn muttered, staring at the comm mounted on his wrist. “Did
she just combine two people’s powers?”

“Looks like it,” I said, wondering if that only worked because Latoya,
Jillian and Hank were all part of the same creature.

Magic made everything weird.

“Ready?” Amy tapped the roof.

“Ready,” I said, and jumped into the air, angling myself so that the
rockets on my back shot me downward. As long as I was at it, I fired off
a string of boombots.

It wasn’t as if they could actually hurt any of The Thing’s possessed
helpers.

That said, I was careful. I aimed the bots so that they aimed upward
when the shaped charge exploded, keeping the main force of the
explosions away from the rock.

At the time, I only saw four simultaneous explosions, but the slow
motion replay was better. The four of them stood in a semi-circle around
the rock, unable to fully surround it because the ward generated out of
the other side.

The first bullet hit Latoya Thing on the bottom side of her bulbous
head, throwing her upward—which shouldn’t have been a big deal since she
could fly, but she was close enough the the edge of the ward that she
didn’t get control soon enough to avoid hitting the boundary.

White light exploded from nowhere as she did and The Thing’s toothy
mouth screamed.

The second boombot hit Jillian, throwing her into Hank Haseman who’d
taken a boombot at almost the same time. Sparks flew from their shields
as they collided. Both of their Thing heads stared, eyes wide, jaws
wobbling as they bounced away from each other.

Andronicus Thing took the hit better than any of the others, falling
backward and getting up almost as soon as he went down.

It was kind of anti-climactic, but it did the job. I needed to get
everyone out of Amy’s way and then keep them off her. We’d done
exercises a little like this in training even if they weren’t exactly
the same. Lee hadn’t ever had us fight people possessed by giant heads,
after all.

It didn’t matter though. Amy came in directly behind me or as close to
it as she could. Even as Andronicus Thing came back to his feet in full
fighting form, Amy landed, spear stabbing him in the gut.

It didn’t penetrate which was unsurprising given that Andronicus was a
Cabal veteran, but despite that it did penetrate a little, and
Andronicus Thing howled. Whether it was a trick of the Rocket suit’s HUD
or not, a dark cloud escaped from its side. Stranger, the cloud
contained images of people, some in modern clothes, others in robes. I
didn’t recognize any of them.

Whatever it was, Amy gave The Thing That Eats no time to recover,
stabbing it again, but not as deeply as I suspected that she wanted to.
She barely broke skin.

Meanwhile, clouds began to form above us, and though they couldn’t know
what was coming, the vampires on the other side of the shield chattered
in alarm.

If that weren’t enough, Jillian and Hank had recovered enough that
they’d begun to run toward me. Latoya wasn’t. Hitting the shield must
have taken more out of her.

I decided I could use that.

Far too conscious of the limited number of boombots I had left, I tried
to think through my next steps. Amy and I stood roughly back to back
with her facing Andronicus Thing. The rock stood to her right and my
left.

Latoya lay on the ground in front of the rock. Jillian Thing and Hank
Thing rushed toward us from my right and they probably weren’t going to
respect my agreement with Amy that I handle them while she handled
Andronicus Thing.

Worse, I realized that we’d screwed up tactically, possibly
lethally.

To be clear, that would be lethal to us.

The Cabal’s best troops were monsters of close combat. Between near
invulnerability, massive strength, and regeneration, the smart choice
was not to close with them at all. What I should have done was to shoot
the guy with lasers, let Amy handle the lesser Things, and switch off
and let Amy destroy The Thing That Eats while Andronicus’ legs healed.

With Amy’s ability to suck life from her enemies a risk because of the
chance of possession, she couldn’t match the Cabal simply by using The
Thing’s own abilities against it. She had to fight it with the
Bloodmaiden’s strength and speed which were impressive, but nowhere near
the Cabal’s elite soldiers.

Except for all my brilliant tactical analysis in hindsight, Amy wasn’t
losing. She wasn’t close to winning either, but it wasn’t impossible
that she would.

Even though she didn’t seem to be able to pierce its skin the way she
seemed to think she could, she still drew blood and it wailed at each
cut, however small.

Better, the cuts closed, but they didn’t disappear. Whatever her spear
did, it hurt The Thing That Eats.

Of course, it wasn’t impossible that whatever mixture of Lee’s essence
had affected her wards had affected her too.

Whatever was going on with Amy didn’t matter. If she wasn’t failing in
the face of that, I had to hold up my end, preferably before Latoya
Thing got herself together. Then I could shoot The Thing with a laser
and make Amy’s life easier.

Knocking Jillian Thing and Hank Thing into the Wizard Council’s wall
wouldn’t be easy either because I was between them and it.

That brings us back to where we were—specifically the part where our
enemies didn’t care a bit about how Amy and I had divided up our
responsibilities.

The first example? Jillian Thing took to the air, raising her arm to
fire a blast of red energy. From the angle, it didn’t look like she was
aiming at me. I stepped forward, standing between her and Amy, and
firing off two boombots even as she fired at me.

One of her shots went wild, passing above me. The other hit my shoulder.
I only knew it from the heat and the suit noting the damage.

I must have hit her somewhere. Because at the same time, Jillian tumbled
out of control, flipping head over heels in the air, heading toward the
wall.

For a moment, it appeared that she might be able to pull out before she
hit. She seemed to be turning a little, but she didn’t turn enough,
hitting with most of her body. I missed the details thanks to the blast
of white light that exploded all around her as she hit.

Anyway, I only saw it out of my helmet’s peripheral vision. Hank Thing
ran straight at me, his too large head, gleaming teeth and orange,
jumpsuit wearing body protected by glowing cubes that adjusted as he
ran.

I fired two more boombots at him. Both of them hit, one after the other,
filling the air with heat and noise. He flew backwards, tumbling until
he lay flat on his back in the grass in front of the nearest house.

His shields were still up though, and he pushed himself off the grass.

At least that’s what I assume must have happened because I didn’t get a
chance to watch. The Thing That Eats lunged for Amy. Somehow she dodged
it. Thousands of years of experience would help with that. She stabbed
it in the thigh.

Except rather than letting the pain stop it, it took its chance to
strike me from behind.

I noticed it, but not quickly enough to dodge. It punched the rocket
pack on my back, hoping maybe to blow us all up. It didn’t. Grandpa had
designed the fuel better than that.

The HUD reported, “Rocket pack inoperable. Repair in progress. Seven
percent fuel loss before containment.”

It was hard to read though as I flew ten feet through the air, landing
in the grass. Hank Thing ran toward me, using the force fields to extend
his stride.

I had four boombots left and I needed to take him out. I fired them all.

The series of explosions threw him backward. I had no idea how many hit,
but when the light faded away, he lay on the ground, shields off, but
still connected to all his limbs and unburnt.

Also, The Thing That Eats’ head remained on his body even if he was
unconscious.

That left me hopeful that I hadn’t killed him. If I had, I doubted that
The Thing would stick around.

I pushed myself up, turning back toward Amy and Andronicus Thing.
Somewhere between when I’d last followed the fight and now, the balance
of power had changed.

Amy limped on her left leg, but still fought. Her limp, though, made me
a little less hopeful. I ran to join her.

The Thing That Eats moved with all of Andronicus’ power to punch her
again. In training with supers, you learn to recognize powerful punches,
the ones that move with tons of force behind them.

The Thing’s punch had all of that. Its arm blurred in the dark, the
whole of its body moving with it.

Amy knew it too—because somehow, even though physically she wasn’t in
its league, she moved enough that the blow only grazed her lower chest.

The problem was, of course, that with tons of force behind your punch,
it didn’t matter whether you hit a vital spot or not. Your punch was a
hand grenade, turning anything it hit to jelly and anything next to it
into slightly less jellylike broken stuff.

Amy spun off to the side, losing her spear in the process and falling on
to the grass.

I took comfort in the fact that her armor didn’t seem to be dented and
that she had the same number of limbs. Then I tapped my palm, powering
up the laser.

Well, I tried to. The HUD said “Communication Error. Repair in process.”

Had I missed that? Or, had something new gone wrong? I had no time to
figure that out.

I activated the killbots.

“Communication Error. Repair in process.”

The sonics?

“Communication Error. Repair in process.”

The Thing That Eats jumped, landing next to the rock. It raised
Andronicus’ right arm, getting ready to smash the rock with all the
force a member of the Cabal’s elite soldiers could muster.

I started to run even though I wouldn’t reach it in time. I had to try
though because I was the only chance we had of keeping the vampires out.

Except I was wrong about that.

As Andronicus’ arm reached the height of its windup, lightning filled my
vision. I saw almost nothing else, hearing stuttering cracks of thunder.

Electricity arced across The Thing That Eats’ body without hitting the
rock and outlined the shapes of the vampires on the other side of the
ward.

Vampires, it turned out, did not handle lightning well. Whether or not
it killed them permanently like fire or sunlight in the classic vampire
stories, it wasn’t good for them. Their skins blackened and turned to
dust, leaving only charred skeletons.

A few tried to run, but Vaughn had made a circle of burning vampire
death that was too wide for the vampires to escape before they too
became charred bone bits.

“Gonna see if I can make it to Bloodmaiden,” Vaughn said over the comm.
He was breathing heavily as if he’d run a marathon. Out of the corner of
my eye, I saw him drop from the roof, slowed by, but not flying on the
wind.

He stumbled toward her. I said, “Good, but if anyone’s listening, I
think she needs medical help. Badly.”

Kayla’s voice came over the comm. “How badly?”

Vaughn said, “Like, intensive care in a hospital bad.”

They said more, but I’d stopped listening. I was running toward The
Thing That Eats. Lee’s essence had melded with the ward Amy made. I
could punch it. Maybe I could pull on the power more deliberately and my
punches would do more with it.

The bloodgem felt warm against my skin inside the suit. I wasn’t sure if
it was warmer than normal or even if it would be a good thing if it
were, but I kept trying anyway.

The Thing That Eats saw me coming. It stood next to the rock, not even
trying to destroy it. Andronicus’ jeans had been charred, but his flesh
looked new and pink.

It turned to face me, eyes widening as it noticed (at about the same
time I did) that the red glow that covered me when it attacked me
covered me now. Moving slowly, as if it were sore, it began to run
toward me, hands held at chest level and open.

I pulled a flash grenade from my utility belt and threw it to the ground
in front of The Thing when I was about twenty feet away.

The Thing tried to cover its eyes as the grenade exploded, but didn’t
entirely succeed. Even after the light disappeared, it blinked, holding
out its arms in a defensive position to block my blows.

That would have worked if The Thing hadn’t been nearly blind and had a
smaller head.

I stepped to the side of its arms and punched it in the nose. That
rocked it backward. It didn’t fall over, but that was only barely true.

Plus, I drew blood. The Thing’s nose had snapped when I hit it, and bled
from both nostrils.

My second punch hit it in the side of the head, leaving a long red line
on its cheek. That did knock it over, but not for very long.

It pulled itself up, growling, and staring at me. The nose had stopped
bleeding and it muttered in some harsh sounding language I didn’t
recognize or understand.

After all this, had I finally made it angry?

Its punch came so quickly that I never saw it, just felt it as I flew
backward into the grass, landing away from the trees and in a yard
between the two nearest houses. My HUD showed me that at least twenty
people were watching from nearby windows.

Meanwhile, an error message said, “Damage 20% irreparable.”

I wasn’t going to take it down like this. At this rate, it would destroy
my armor first. I’d pulled on the bloodgem already, getting more out of
it than I’d have expected. I tried for more, concentrating on my hands.

I knew I should be getting up, but at the same time, I could feel
something shifting and I knew somehow that it wasn’t in my body.

The Thing leaped for me, mouth open, rows of white teeth visible. I
managed to push myself sideways, almost losing whatever I was doing with
the bloodgem, but not quite.

It didn’t hit me, landing a few feet to my left. I, in turn, made it
halfway to my feet as it stepped toward me, pulling its right arm
backward as it prepared to punch me.

It was an easy tell to read and I should have been moving away, but I
could feel that whatever I’d started was about to fall into place.

I decided to take the punch and hope my armor held.

It hurt, and I flew backward again, this time into the street in front
of the houses, but whatever had been about to happen did. Overpowering
the pain in my gut, a warm feeling flooded my body, running through my
arm and ending in my hand.

I was holding something. I pushed myself to my feet, ignoring the,
“Damage 40% irreparable,” message in my HUD, and looking at my hand.

I held a sword. Four and a half feet long with a charcoal gray straight
blade, it looked like something from the cover of a fantasy novel.

It made sense, though. How many times had I seen Lee pull blades out of
nowhere?

Oh, and one more important detail. The blade was on fire.

I took the sword in both hands, holding it ready in front of me.

As I’d come to my feet, sword in hand, The Thing That Eats jumped from
the grass between the houses toward me. I jumped sideways, landing
twenty feet to the side of where I’d been. The Thing That Eats landed a
few feet past where I’d been standing. The street cracked under its feet
and bits flew through the air.

It had been aiming for me, hoping to hit and then kill me while I was
disoriented.

At least that was my guess. Given how hard it hit the street, it might
have been hoping to kill me outright.

If that were true, he didn’t follow up. He could have charged me as soon
as he hit the ground, but instead he stared at the sword.

I held it between the two of us, beginning to suspect that if he wasn’t
going to charge me, I needed to charge him.

Its mouth twisted. “Where did you get that? You aren’t him.”

I didn’t bother to reply. If The Thing had recognized Lee’s essence in
the sword, it knew where Lee was, and that could lead to the literal end
of the world. It had to die or everyone and everything I cared about
would be destroyed.

Swords were Lee’s favorite weapons and he’d trained me in the basics
even though they were irrelevant to being the Rocket.

Between that and the Rocket suit’s strength, I closed the gap between us
in one step and the slash of a sword.

It cut into The Thing’s chin, slowed, but not stopped by the bone. The
Thing made a low grunt combined with a sob as the tip slashed all the
way through.

On another level, maybe whatever level Lee had been talking about when
he’d told me about the Live or Destroy factions and how his people could
sense my connection to him, I felt something too. As the sword bit into
its face, I knew the sword had hurt it.

Blood seeped down its chin, and the air felt thicker, as if it carried
something more. I wasn’t sure what to call it, but the words “soul” and
“essence” felt right.

Not that that mattered. Whatever damage I caused at levels of reality
that I could only barely sense, I needed to get in closer if I hoped to
end it.

It didn’t cooperate, turning, it leapt off the street and back toward
the rock—which also meant that it would land near Amy and Vaughn.

I pressed the button that activated the rockets and found myself in the
air before I had time to remember that they no longer worked—except they
did now. I’d missed that message.

I shot after The Thing, landing less than twenty feet away from it on
the grass and another twenty feet away from Amy and Vaughn.

It pulled itself up to its full height, and said, “Wait,” as best it
could.

I didn’t listen, remembering that it lied all the time. I rushed at it,
the sword’s flame burning, and The Thing backed away.

I didn’t let it, jumping forward while slashing at it, the blade
sticking a good four inches into its cheek and sinking into a thicker or
tougher section of jaw.

It slowed, or maybe even stuck for only a moment, but The Thing twisted,
throwing me sideways. I fell to the ground hitting the grass in front of
the small wood where the rock sat.

The sword lay on the ground next to me.

I felt more of its being loosed into the air, but The Thing didn’t
hesitate. Weaker, but still dangerous, it stepped over the sword and
stomped on me, pushing me into the ground. The fact that the soil had
some give saved me. Despite the strength in Andronicus’ legs, The Thing
only managed bring the suit to “Damage 55% irreparable.”

I pushed myself partway up—out of the hole, but on my hands and knees, a
terrible defensive position.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see it pulling back it’s leg to
kick or stomp me again. I reached out to grab the sword, hoping I’d be
able to, fearing that a kick might shatter my armor or my arm.

The Thing roared, but the kick never came.

More of the creature’s essence escaped its body. I grabbed the sword
from the ground and stood, finding Amy standing to the side of The Thing
on my right. She’d jabbed into the creature’s mouth with her spear, and
appeared to be ready to stab it in the eye.

Amy didn’t appear to be in the greatest shape herself. The red, gemlike
accents on her armor glowed less than usual, and she wasn’t standing
straight up. Either the limp wouldn’t let her or whatever damage she’d
taken to her chest made it difficult.

“I know what threatens your family back in your home universe,” it
began, continuing even as she said, “What?” Not answering, it glanced
over at me, “and I’ll keep the traitor’s location secret—just let me
live!”

Amy shoved the spear into its eye. It sunk into the corner, deeper than
any of her other strikes.

Though I couldn’t see it, I felt the air thicken with its being. Flashes
of memories of faces that other people had loved or hated passed through
my mind, followed by moments of terror and a vision of The Thing’s
teeth.

The Thing tried to pull away, but Amy stepped forward, pushing the spear
in further. It reached out its hand, grabbing the spear, but it did that
about the same time that I shoved my sword into its other eye, pushing
it as deep as I could and willing the flames to burn
hotter.

More warmth flowed through me and flame burned the skull, starting from
the inside out. Eyes, ears, and mouth blackened first, fire pouring out
of the openings.

Amy kept her spear in at first, but pulled it out as seams of red
appeared on its skull and the skin began to burn all at once.

Then the head became a burning skull, mouth open in a silent scream for
a few seconds before the skull disintegrated, turning into sparks and
ash.

Andronicus lay on the ground where the The Thing had stood. I couldn’t
say with any confidence whether he was dead or alive. He had his own
head at least.

The sparks floated away, but burned themselves out before they reached
the grass.

As the last one burned out, I noticed that whatever I’d been feeling in
the air was gone.

Knowing what I’d seen, I couldn’t be sure if that was its soul or the
remains of the essences of all the beings that it had eaten. Some
mixture of both seemed likely.

They’d deserved better.

“Well done,” Amothel changed from an eagle with golden flecked wings to
whatever she was—elf or half-elf in a quick shapeshift that left my
stomach queasy.

“We followed you, but had to protect a ward from vampires. They’d used
their influence to compel mortals to attack the ward with a bulldozer.”
She gave a brief, flat smile.

“We?” I asked.

“Myself and the Graffiti Knight as you call him here.” She glanced over
at Amy. “You should tend to your friend. She doubtless has something to
say before she dies.”

“Dies?” I stared at Amy. She’d sat down on the grass, holding herself
upright with the spear. Her face, the part the helmet didn’t hide, had a
gray tone.

“Dies,” Amy said. She said it without any fear that I could hear. “It
happens to all of us, and I’m more than aware of what happens
after—you’re reborn in the body of a younger, more naive relative.”

She shook her head. “I should have guessed how hard that thing could
hit. You remember when I absorbed their powers? It was amazing. They’re
unstoppable.” She grinned, “But we stopped it and I think we might have
stopped it forever this time. The Bloodmaiden has never had access to
Lee—not that way.”

She coughed. Drops of blood flew from her mouth. One of them ran down
her chin.

Vaughn walked across the grass, beginning to run when Amy had said
“Dies.” It wasn’t much of a run. As tired as he was, it struck me as
more of a quick stumbling.

He turned to Amothel. “You’re a wizard. Do something!”

Amothel shook her head. “Those wounds are beyond my ability.”

He said something else, but I missed it. I’d started to think about when
we’d fought mind controlled heroes of Cabal descent at the Stapledon
program. Amy had absorbed their powers, but she’d stopped before she
killed them.

I stepped closer, grabbed the spear below the blade and moved it into my
left bicep, not putting any serious force behind it. I wanted it to make
me bleed, not make a hole that would need stitches.

It ignored my armor as if didn’t exist, moving through it without
damaging it or even scratching it.

“Rocket!” Amy shouted as it bit into my skin.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Pull it out when you’re not in danger.”

But it was not okay. Though I couldn’t say how I knew it, the spear felt
hungry, draining what? My soul? I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I
felt colder. Any thoughts I might have had about pulling the spear away
from my arm went away as everything around me began to dim. Not that
there was much light to begin with, but my HUD had been doing a good job
of amplifying what light there was.

I needed to brighten the screen because I could barely see it.

In the distance, Amy said, “I can’t stop it. I’m too hurt. That’s why I
didn’t use it!”

Vaughn replied, but I couldn’t make out the words.

As everything turned black, another voice, this one calm and confident,
said, “No.”

I knew the voice, but I couldn’t place it. As I tried, warmth filled my
body and I could see again. I must have fallen at some point, but hadn’t
noticed. So, when I opened my eyes, the HUD showed me stars, all of them
bright and burning light years away from me.

They were probably safer that way.

Much closer than even the nearest star, Lee stood above me, black hair
in a ponytail and not holding a sword or even a knife for a change.

Amy and Vaughn stood next to him. Amy glowered at me.

I pushed myself off the grass to stand next to them. I felt great,
better than I had before I fell.

Amy banged on my armored shoulder with her gauntlet. “What were you
thinking? I could have killed you.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t want you to die.”

She let out a breath and shook her head.

“You’re a normal human—physically, at least. Mentally, no…” She shook
her head again. “But that doesn’t matter. If I’m that far gone, I’m not
going to be able to control what happens when I’m offered what I need to
fix myself.

“When the Bloodlords created the Bloodmaiden to protect our land, they
borrowed ideas from the Elders. They were a lot like vampires, but they
were alive. Their hunger for blood lives on in the Bloodmaiden
construct, but also in all the noble families of my world because we’re
partially descended from them. Some people believe it’s why we can use
magic.

“You can’t trust the Bloodmaiden construct if I’m dying. Find me an
animal or let it happen.” She stared at me, waiting, I assumed, for my
response.

“Okay,” I said. “I get it. I wasn’t going to do that exact thing again
anyway.”

“Good,” she said, glowering at me.

“Glad that’s settled,” Lee said.

He stood next to Vaughn. In my HUD, I could see that Amothel watched him
uh… like a hawk that currently looked like an elf, or maybe an elf who
could turn into a hawk? Whatever.

I said the first thing that came to mind. “How did you get here?”

A corner of Lee’s mouth twitched. “Easy. Bloodmaiden managed to catch a
bit of me in all of your wards, so I was already here. I just stepped
through. Oh, and by the way, all your wards have turned to dust.”

Now that he mentioned it, I could feel the dust in my suit. I’d have to
vacuum the inside once I got back, or put it into cleaning mode.

He eyed Amothel and Amy. “It’s my hope that you’ll do your best to keep
what I said secret.”

Amy raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t going to tell anyone anything.”

To my left, Amothel met his eyes. “I don’t know what you are, but I’ve
heard stories about you that go back thousands of years. I know better
than to cross you.”

“Excellent,” Lee said. “It’s a rare wizard who has the sense not to
experiment when they have the opportunity.”

Amothel smiled, but not with any real joy. “The stories about those who
have experimented with you are often quite short.”

She stepped back from us and her brown and gold flecked cape turned into
wings. “My thanks to the Heroes’ League for their work, but I have
matters to attend to.”

Her wings flapped and she turned fully into a hawk by the time she was
over our heads. She made a quick circle above us and flew into the
night.

“Hey,” I said. “So you could have turned them to dust at any time?”

Lee nodded.

“You intended us to use the wards to attack it, and maybe even for me to
use a sword.” A quick look around me showed that the sword was gone.

Lee put his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket. “I meant you to
use whatever you could handle. The Thing That Eats needed to be put down
and I couldn’t do it, but I’d already given you the tools to take care
of it. So, I let you. You have to know when to let go, right?”

“Except that you saved the Rocket,” Amy said. “Not that I mind, but it’s
not exactly letting go.”

Lee put his hand my shoulder, or the Rocket suit at any rate. “I put a
lot of work into him and besides, The Thing That Eats was dead. Plus, it
was easy.”

As he let go of my shoulder he added, “Don’t forget how the sword
worked. You may need it again someday. Oh, and one more thing,  there
might be a problem.”

My eyes widened as I thought about the obvious problem. “What? You don’t
think it managed to tell… uh… people.”

Lee smiled. “Maybe. Probably not, but it’s okay. I’ve got a plan. I’ve
already started on it in a few other universes. I’m going to be leaving
new false trails in a few different spots. For one of them though, I’m
going to have to hitch a ride on your spaceship. Fortunately, you’re
going that way anyhow.”

Vaughn crossed his arms and looked at me. “He is? When is he doing
that?”

Nodding, Lee said, “After exams in the spring. He’ll probably miss a bit
of Stapledon, but it’s time to find out what citizenship in the Xiniti
nation means.”

I blinked. “I’d mostly forgotten about that. What about Captain
Commando? Oh, and for that matter, Accelerando? I didn’t think to
mention it to Lim, but while she may not have killed the Xiniti, she
made it possible for us to do it.”

Lee nodded. “Captain Commando’s going too. I’ll pass along what
Accelerando did the next time the Xiniti and I talk. We’ve been setting
up a job or two for me and it looks as though this might all fit in the
same trip.”

I glanced toward the night sky. Somewhere up there, past the clouds were
the Xiniti, the Hrrrnna (horselike aliens that probably hated me), and
multitudes of humans modified into super-soldiers by the Abominators.

It looked like I’d be seeing them soon.

Distant sirens grew louder, and I decided that I ought to start paying
attention to the world around me again. The sirens meant that the police
were on their way to pick up Jillian, Hank, Latoya, and Andronicus.

Checking around the area, all four of them lay on the ground, none of
them showing any sign of The Thing That Eats. To judge from what
happened to Andronicus the first time, they might be out for quite a
while.

He was a special case though as he’d been controlled for hundreds of
years, but he could also regenerate. Maybe for people who’d been
controlled for a short time, but couldn’t regenerate, it would even
out?

I tapped my palm with my fingers, pulling up spybot live feeds of GLU’s
campus. Ambulances, a fire truck, police and paramedics inspected the
bodies of the transformed students, all of whom appeared to be alive
even if they weren’t conscious. A couple even woke up as paramedics
placed them on cots and brought them to the ambulance.

Trampling over the circles Samita spray painted on the grass, two more
paramedics carried Alden to a “box,” one of the small fortresses on
wheels used to contain supers. They’d probably already drugged him, but
a woman in an armored police uniform followed them, rifle in her hands
and pointed at Alden in his cot.

A few more paramedics checked out Kid Biohack where he lay on the grass.
His eyes opened and he sat up with a jerk.

The paramedics jumped back and armored police escorts aimed their
weapons at him. Kid Biohack raised his hands over his head and talked to
them. After a minute, they lowered the guns and I flipped to another
camera…

Rod, now in human form, his face hidden by a mask and body by a black,
leather long coat, stood next to Samita, Cassie and Camille, answering
questions from the police.

The van stood behind them in the turnaround/parking lot. I wondered if
I’d given anyone there the necessary permissions to even turn it on.

I thought about who I should check on next and realized the
obvious—Haley. I should check on her arm and she’d know how Travis and
Lucas were doing.

As I started the call, Lee stopped next to me. “On my way out,” he said.
“Thought I’d leave before the cops get here. If I stay, I’ll have to be
Gunther and fill out paperwork and stuff.”

“Okay,” I got out as he waved and walked away, disappearing as he passed
the corner of the nearest house.

I tapped my palm with my fingers and a picture of Haley appeared in my
HUD. She sat in a chair at the main table in HQ. She had both hands on
the keyboard.

When we’d both said hello, I asked, “How’s your arm?”

“Better,” she said, holding it up so I could see it. It looked normal.

“I’ve been switching it between normal and gray, and it gets a little
better each time. Right now, it’s not broken anymore, but it’s stiff and
sore and I feel tired. I don’t think I’d use it in a fight unless I
really had to.” She looked at me.

The screen in front of her would be showing her my face inside the
helmet. “I know that you won, but what happened?”

I went over everything from when we left HQ—Alden infecting people in
our dorm as well as Kid Biohack, how we’d surrounded them with circles
and chased Jillian and Latoya to the city’s ward, how Vaughn had
destroyed all the vampires near us, how Amy and I defeated The Thing
That Eats and everything that happened afterward.

“That was a terrible idea! You could have died.” Her mouth stayed
partially open even as she stopped talking.

Words came out of my mouth all at once. “I know that now, but you were
there when we fought the Cabal students at Stapledon. She didn’t kill
any of them. I mean, she hurt them, but mostly she copied their powers
and they were okay later. They even still had the ability to heal and
she took a lot more from them.”

Haley sighed. “I remember. I might have tried it too, but don’t do that
again.”

“I’m not,” I said, and paused, thinking. “You know, we’ve got a big hole
there. We can do first aid, but if there’s a serious injury, we don’t
have anything. We ought to get a healer on the team, or I don’t know, at
least see if Samita would let us have those bandages she makes that stop
you from getting any worse.”

Haley frowned, “I remember them. I had to wear one the whole time we
were fighting the dragon.”

“That’s right.” I thought back to that. “It seems like we keep on
getting hurt worse. We came out of fighting the mayor with some scrapes,
but we’ve had to bring people to the hospital or bring in Alex the last
few times we’ve done anything big.”

She looked off to the side. “You’re right, but we don’t have to talk
about it now. I feel like I could fall asleep at any time. You don’t
have anything else to do. Come back to HQ. Alex is almost here. He might
need help with Jody and Sean when they wake up.”

I’d given Cassie access to the van last summer, so she could drive
people back. That meant everyone on campus could get back to base. As
for us, once the police understood that no one here had willingly helped
The Thing That Eats, we flew back to HQ.

As late as it was, HQ turned out to be full of people—practically all
the supers in Grand Lake. If that wasn’t true, it was certainly almost
everyone I knew here. Once everyone who needed to be had been healed, we
set up sleeping bags and cots. It wasn’t completely comfortable—Haley
and I fell asleep together on a couch, but it was okay for one night.

Once the lights went out and everything calmed down, it felt like home.





A Day in The Life


        Mindstryke of the Midwest Defenders (my best friend Daniel’s dad) had
mixed feelings about the idea and he told me so over a video connection
from the Midwest Defenders’ Chicago base.

“You never know what’s going on with a reporter. Do they have an axe to
grind? Or just as bad, are they basically a stalker with a notepad?”

He shook his head. The Defenders had paid money to look good during
video conferences. The window behind him looked out over Chicago’s
skyline and Lake Michigan. It wasn’t really what was behind him, but you
couldn’t tell the difference from here.

Face hidden by his navy blue mask, he added, “The only reason I’m
passing this on is because good press can’t hurt. Your team’s last
outing left people confused. Nearly an entire dorm of college students
were turned into monsters. The pictures taken afterward showed their
bodies sprawled everywhere as if they’d died. Worse, they were in the
middle of occult circles drawn on the lawn.”

He frowned. “As you might guess, we can’t tell anyone the whole story.
The government doesn’t want people to know it handed off everything to
the North American Wizard’s Council and that they failed, leaving you
guys to pick up the pieces.

“If that becomes known, we can count on someone pointing out that The
Thing That Eats wouldn’t have been in Grand Lake if you hadn’t tried to
capture it.”

“So, it’s mutual coverup time?” I asked.

He drummed his fingers on the desk. “More or less. Reliquary made it
clear that he’d expose everything if anyone tried to pin it all on the
League, but that goes both ways.”

I sat up in my chair. “Wow, I didn’t know he liked us that much.”

Mindstryke shrugged. “Two of his students are in your group, but never
mind. The reporter is Nadia Stone. There’s good reason to believe she’ll
be friendly. Even if she’s not a cape, she’s got powers herself and
she’s been doing a series on capes called ‘A Day in The Life Of…’ None
of the others have been hit pieces. There’s a good reason to believe
this won’t be either.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What kind of powers?”

He met my eyes. “I’ll let her tell you. I’m not in the habit of
describing other peoples’ powers without permission unless they’re well
known or supervillains.”

I thought about that. “Okay, so what can we expect? Do we show her
around HQ? What does she want from us?”

A beep came from Mindstryke’s end of the connection. He looked down,
either receiving mental communication or, more likely, reading something
on a screen.

When he looked up, he said, “Gotta go. Don’t worry about the reporter,
but don’t be stupid either. She’ll be going for personal interviews, the
kind that humanize you. Control who she gets to interview. Make sure
it’s people who know when to stop talking. Accelerando would be great.
Captain Commando or Storm King  might not be, got it?”



That was back in October. It was November now and we’d progressed from
fall’s piles of leaves to November’s bare trees and below freezing
temperatures.

HQ had a better heating system since last summer’s renovations. I sat at
the table in HQ’s main room feeling pleasantly warm, but staring at the
computer screen.

I’d received an email from Nadia Stone at my official Heroes’ League
address. It said, “Thanks again, and tell Blue good luck. Here’s the
article. I hope you all enjoy it.”

I took a breath, forwarded the article to the entire Heroes’ League list
including the staff and the board.

I clicked on the link and my browser opened up to “Superhumans Today,”
an online magazine that I’d heard of, but never read. I poked around.
The “A Day in The Life of…” series had been going since the early 2000s.
I clicked through to a few of them. They weren’t interviews as much as
long form essays that included interviews.

Our “A Day in The Life…” had the headline on the front page along with
pictures that spanned our careers so far.

Then I bit the bullet and started reading.

A Day in The Life Of… The New Heroes’ League

By Nadia Stone

If there’s any name that evokes the image of old school heroes more than
the Grand Lake Heroes’ League, I haven’t heard it. They were giants.
They fought aliens, dragons, mad scientists, Nazis, and while they were
at it, made time for supervillians.

Then they disappeared. Their representatives haven’t said what happened
to all of them, but everyone knows that the first Captain Commando’s
dead. Red Lightning disappeared in the 1960s so only the most paranoid
believe he’s alive.

Two years ago, heroes with some of the same names appeared in the same
gray, industrial city. After an explosion of violence that included mind
controlled superheroes and the National Guard, we all learned that Red
Lightning, Grand Lake’s mayor, and hundreds of superheroes and villains
across the country were connected to a conspiracy that granted powers to
normal people.

The conspiracy’s aims are still classified even if power juice isn’t,
but it wasn’t the government that broke the story. It was the new
Heroes’ League.

Who are they? How do they dare to take on the names of legends? One day
can’t explain everything, but I can tell you this.

They’re all very, very young.

The woman who showed me around was no exception. Thin with long, dark
hair, she wore a gray unitard with the Heroes’ League “HL” logo.

A mask covered the upper half of her face, but her tan, unwrinkled skin
told me she couldn’t have been older than twenty.

None of the League members I met that day looked much older than she
did—not that she was a member. In a team of adults, her title might have
been chief of staff, but on this team, she had another
title.

“Call me Control,” she said. She met me by the elevator as The Mystic
walked away toward the lab. “If you’d like some coffee we have some in
the kitchen. We also have pop, and, water. If you’re hungry, we have
some leftover pizza, but between you and me, the pizza’s a little old. I
wouldn’t trust it. I think we have cereal, but I can’t promise the milk
is still good.”

“I’ll have coffee. No milk. No sugar,” I told her and we walked toward
the doorway to the kitchen. “Why are you called Control?”

She laughed, her curly, brown hair, brushing against her shoulders. “The
original League came out of the military. They called HQ Command and
Control and whoever was back at base Control. We’re using the same name,
but believe me, I don’t control anything.”

Then she showed me around their headquarters. It was everything you’d
expect out of the Heroes’ League. Placed deep enough underground that I
couldn’t guess how deep we were, their headquarters hadn’t been designed
to be pretty or impressive. They’d been designed to be functional. From
the ceiling to the floor, concrete ruled over all other materials. Gold
and silver were nowhere to be seen.

It was as if during the Cold War, someone had attempted to design the
biggest fallout shelter they could.

But despite the architect’s indifference to what the place looked like,
it was difficult not to be impressed. They’d obviously brought in a
professional interior designer recently. The work area where tables of
computers stood in front of a massive twenty foot tall screen had a kind
of understated elegance, but that was the least of it.

Around the room stood small exhibits and trophies of the League’s
past—awards and pictures hung on the walls next to framed news
clippings. More than forty years of service was represented there,
starting during World War 2 and ending during the Reagan administration.

A piece of a Nazi’s powered armor stood next to a trophy case with the
horn from the head of a demon lord. A supervillain’s smashed doomsday
bomb sat across from the helmet of an invading alien’s space suit. There
were at least twenty artifacts like that.

Control knew the history of each one. “We’ve been scanning in the old
League’s records and digitizing them. I think we’ve got them all now.
I’ve been reading through all of it. They did some amazing things. I’m
not sure that I can talk about half of them even now.”

“You do a lot of work for them. How long have you been here?” I asked.

She cocked her head, thinking. “A little over a year now.”

I pressed the issue. “How did you start?”

In a pleasant, alto voice, she said, “They’re friends of mine and they
needed someone to organize everything. They might be superheroes, but
they only have so much time.”

We’d stopped next to a circular platform made of black metal. It was
roughly ten feet wide. “Do you like working here?”

She nodded. “I… Well… It’s like any job. I like it most of the time.
Even on the worst days you’re doing something good, something that helps
people. On the best days, maybe you save somebody’s life? It’s funny,
because the good days and the bad days are the same days.

“I ended up fighting aliens last year. It was terrifying. I thought I
could die at any second, and sometimes when I was fighting they were
hunting me. It was horrible and I hated every second of it, but I also
helped keeping the world alive. I’m proud to be part of that even if I
ended up using Yellow Burrito’s gun during the fight.”

I looked her over, trying to imagine her fighting the aliens I’d seen in
pictures of last year’s invasion attempt. The costume and the mask made
it easier, but her? I could imagine her organizing a room, but crouching
somewhere with a gun and fighting the toothy, claw handed creatures I’d
seen on the Internet?

That seemed impossible, but I said, “Yellow Burrito? Wasn’t he the hero
who fired liquid cheese at people?”

As Control opened her mouth, something pinged. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I
should check that.”

She walked toward the computer tables and the giant wall screen.

The screen filled with charts. The background of one blinked red. Above
it were the words, “Extradimensional particles detected.”

Control stopped at the table in the center and directly in front of the
giant screen. She grabbed a mouse and started tapping, starting by
clicking on a button under the word “Status,” changing it from green to
red.

Immediately a text message started appearing on another part of her
monitor.

It said, “Accelerando: How bad is the red?”

Control shook her head. “I wish she’d give me a second…”

Control typed, “Extradimensional particles. Protocol puts them at red,
but we’re still waiting on information.”

Another text message appeared as she typed, “Rocket: Investigating.”

“Good,” Control muttered. “He’s paying attention.”

The words “Calls from:” appeared on the screen followed by the words,
“Night Cat, Night Wolf, Ghost, Captain Commando, Gravity Star, Railgun.”

Control groaned. “Just give me a second.”

Ignoring them, she opened up an empty message window, addressing it to
“All.”

Even as she typed the words, “Extradimensional particles detected. No
contact. Await action.”

More names appeared as many of the first group flickered out—Blue,
Paladin, The Rhino, C, Brawn, Midwest Defenders: Guardian, Midwest
Defenders: Mindstryke, FBI: Superhuman Affairs Branch…

Control looked up at the names, and groaned, followed by a nervous
giggle. “I don’t suppose you’d like to handle phones?”

Giving me a sidelong glance, she said, “I’m kidding. I’m kidding. They’d
kill me. Well, not really, but they’d be mad.”

Metallic clunking noises came from my left, followed by a screech as the
metal door that went from the floor to the ceiling of the wall there
opened.

Another figure in a gray Heroes’ League uniform ran out of the opening.
It wasn’t completely open, but through it anyone could have seen a long
room filled with clutter and some of the most iconic vehicles of the
late twentieth century—the all black Wolfmobile, Captain Commando’s red,
white and blue motorcycle, and the silvery gray Heroes’ League jet.

Distracted by what I’d seen, I didn’t notice that the new person had
come to a stop next to the table. Slightly taller than the Rocket, his
mask covered all of his face except the mouth, and his short,
straw-colored hair.

Ignoring me, he said, “Do you need me to suit up?”

From his voice, I guessed that he might still be in high school.

Control shook her head. “Not yet. We still don’t even know if anything
came through.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“The Rocket’s looking into it,” Control said, “but if you’re not done
with vehicle maintenance, you might want to finish.”

“I’m done,” he said, “but I’ll go prep our suits and the particle
accelerator rifles in case this gets bad.”

“I’m writing an article about the Heroes’ League,” I said. “What should
I call you, and how long have you been with the League?”

He held up his hands between us in a gesture that said, “Stop.”

“Sorry, ma’am. I’m not talking. If you have to call me something, call
me Two, but better yet, leave me out of the article.” Then he turned and
ran back to the hangar.

“Two?” Control shook her head. “I guess what we called him last time was
too obvious.”

“Ma’am?” That took me back, but he’d probably said it because he thought
I was old. I’m thirty-two.

Wide-eyed, Control watched him go. “Sorry, I’m sure he was just trying
to be respectful before um… being rude. That’s a hazard with techies.
They’re just not people people. I know four of them now. The Rhino’s the
best with people, and that’s no surprise since he’s um… older.”

I felt sure older wasn’t what she’d been about to say, and I intended to
follow up on it, but a door slammed. I turned to see the Rocket crossing
the basketball court sized room in the odd gait common to the super
strong that’s half run and half a series of jumps.

I’d seen footage of the Rocket’s black, cloth costume. That’s what he
wore then, and he crossed the floor in steps that weren’t any shorter
than ten feet long.

It wouldn’t be accurate to call him elegant, but each foot landed and
pushed off with perfect timing. By all accounts, the Rocket has no
powers, but he’s in complete control of whatever technology runs his
suit.

The Mystic flew above him. They landed next to the table at the same
time.

The Rocket didn’t say anything. He stepped in front of a computer
terminal and started typing.

The Mystic smiled at me, reminding me of why his face appeared on so
many online magazines aimed at teenage girls. His mask hid the upper
half of his face, but what they could see must have been enough.

He turned to me. “We’d intended to have the Rocket give you a tour of
HQ, but it looks like circumstances have changed. We can call in some
favors and get you teleported out. If you want to stay, I should let you
know that our enemies have made it into HQ before. It doesn’t happen
often, but it’s often enough.”

I nodded and smiled. That wasn’t the first time I’d heard that speech or
a variation on it when things got rough. It was kind of them, if
self-serving, but I couldn’t fault them trying to make their jobs less
complicated.

I met his eyes. “You won’t have to protect me. I can handle myself. I
served in a powered unit in the Army Airborne.”

The Mystic turned to the others. “She’s telling the truth.”

Ignoring him, the Rocket tapped on his keyboard. “The spybots are in
place and we’ve got a picture. I’m sending it to the big screen.”

Numbers disappeared from the giant TV screen, replaced by old brick
buildings and a downtown alley. A rectangular gateway glowed in the
alley’s shade. Things walked out of the gateway. Covered in brown
feathers, they wore bulky clothes that made me think of combat gear.

The rifles in their talons couldn’t have been mistaken for anything
else.

The Rocket’s helmet pointed at the screen. “Those seem familiar somehow.
Mystic, did Mindstryke or the Mentalist ever mention anything? C… Uh…
Control? You’ve been reading the stuff you scanned. Anything ring a
bell?”

Control and the Mystic watched as the creatures spread out, rifles
pointed down the alley. The gateway behind them stayed open as they
stepped away from it, revealing a silver and black platform similar to
the one I’d seen in the League’s headquarters except that it was at
least ten times the size. Past the edge of the platform stood more of
the feathered soldiers.

All of them stared at the screen, but the Rocket spoke first. “I think
we’re going to have to bring a lot more people in on this—the Defenders
for sure.”

Control took a deep breath and tapped her keyboard. “I’ll start making
calls.”

The Mystic closed his eyes, saying nothing at first. Keeping his eyes
shut, he said, “It’s actually worse than it looks. It’s dark on the
other side, but look at the flickers of bluish-white light. I think
there are more starplates than just the one.”

Due to the angle, the gateway didn’t show much more than the platform,
darkness and more feathered figures, but he was right. Near the top, a
line of bluish-white light flickered.

The Rocket glanced over at the Mystic and in response to some unspoken
communication, the Rocket said, “I’m going in. Well, kind of. You’ll
see.”

The screen split. One side showed the alley. The other side showed the
alley from a slightly different angle, but then it began to move. As the
spybot dove toward the gateway, the side that showed the alley shrunk
and moved to the top left.

The other side, the one that showed the expanding darkness? That grew to
cover the entire screen.

The spybot flew upward, getting a wide view of the room. Thousands of
soldiers stood in the dim light, and behind the soldiers, tanks, trucks
and troop carriers. They weren’t models I recognized, but when you see
an armored vehicle with a big gun and treads, it’s most likely a tank. A
taller armored vehicle with a smaller gun or guns? That’s probably an
armored personnel carrier even if it carries humanoid birds.

The room though? That was new, and calling it a room might not have been
correct. It might have been the entire building, but if it was, it was a
building the size of several football fields, holding at least eight of
those monster silver and black circles. A door from the outside stood
open near each circle and they weren’t small doors. All were large
enough for troops to march through followed by their vehicles, straight
up to a ramp that led them on to the platform and through the glowing
gateway to Earth.

The Rocket controlled the spybot by tapping and sometimes sliding his
fingers across his palms, sending the bot deeper into the building.
“This is crazy. The spybot’s detecting British cellphone networks.
Virgin’s British, right?”

Nodding, the Mystic said, “Right.”

Control turned her head toward him. “You’re not thinking they’re in
England, are you?”

The Rocket paused. “Probably not—though that would be interesting. I
was thinking that the cellphone signals were coming through the
gateways. We just got Virgin, but now it’s passing a new circle and it’s
detecting… Orange? Where’s that?I’m going to run the bot past all the
circles and then we’ll know where else they’re invading.”

In a quiet voice, Control asked, “What are you going to do about the
ones that are here?”

“Huh?” The Rocket looked up at the small window showing the invaders in
Grand Lake. They were walking down the alley, the original four leading
a group that swelled by the second as more marched out of the gateway.
“Oh, crap. We should do something, but what I’m doing is actually more
important.”

The Mystic stepped back from the tables of computers. “Don’t worry about
it. I’ll handle it.”

The Rocket glanced over at him. “Alone?”

The Mystic grinned, holding up fingers as he talked. “Not alone. One…
Two… Three…”

As he finished saying, “Three,” a figure stepped through the door from
the hangar. A short man with long black hair, he wore a black costume
with a thunderstorm on his chest, complete with a cloud, rain and
lightning.

It had to be Storm King, the new League’s sane answer to Red Lightning.

He eyed me, waved and started walking toward the tables. “What have we
got?”

Then he looked up at the screen. “Whoa. That’s bad.”

The Mystic floated upward. “And we’re going to stop the ones in Grand
Lake. Ready?”

Storm King looked up at him. “I just came from downtown. I should have
stayed. Which exit?”

The Mystic didn’t answer with words, but Storm King nodded. They both
exited into the hangar.

A message appeared on the bottom of the wall screen saying “Alert:
Extradimensional invaders reported in London and Moscow.”

The Rocket shook his head. “They don’t know the half of it. Control,
I’ve got a list of all the cellphone networks I’ve contacted. I’ll pass
it over to you and you can pass it over to Guardian, the Feds and
everybody. I’ve got one more to check. Probably Moscow since I’ve
already found the British gate.”

He tapped his palm with his fingers and the view shifted, showing
another group of invaders lining up in front of a starplate.

“Uh oh,” the Rocket said. “That’s not Russian. I’m detecting AT&T.”

He tapped again and the spybot swooped downward through the gateway. The
view disappeared in a burst of static, but reappeared almost as quickly
as it had been lost.

The spybot flew out over the heads a group of invaders, the crests on
their heads extended as they marched down an alley.

“Oh boy,” the Rocket said. “I’m getting a read on its location.”

The spybot flew upward, making a familiar skyline visible. The black,
rectangular shape of the Willis (formerly the Sears) Tower dwarfed the
skyscrapers around it.

As if I needed the confirmation, the Rocket continued, “Chicago. You
know what this means? First, we’re not getting any help from the
Defenders because they’ll be busy. Second, that building I flew the
spybot through must not be the only one they’re using to invade.”

He tapped on his palms again. “Here’s GPS coordinates for the Chicago
gateway. And now I’m flying it back through. I’m going to fly it past
each starplate on the way out. If it registers with each cellphone
service, they might be able triangulate its position.”

The spybot whirled around and dove back into the gateway as he talked
except this time one of the soldiers looked up, feathers moving in the
wind. In the bottom corner of the screen, it pulled a walkie talkie from
its belt as the bot passed through the gate.

Nothing happened at first, but as the spybot flew over the crowd of
soldiers a few brought up their rifles and began to fire. Bright beams
of light appeared on the screen, and the Rocket tapped his palms while
the view on the screen jerked right or left unpredictably while moving
steadily upward.

“Guess I won’t try that last idea…” The Rocket stared at the screen as
the spybot whipped in one direction and then the next.

The soldiers stopped firing.

Continuing to tap on his palm, he added, “Its low on fuel, and well, its
connected to most of the services anyway. The important thing now is to
get it out so that they can’t capture it and analyze the bot.”

The view on the wall sized television turned into a long dive that
gathered speed as it sank toward the glow of the gateway.

“You know, if this were just a video game, it might be fun.” The Rocket
leaned in, tapping his palm one more time.

The rack of video games, DVD’s and video game consoles that stood next
to the table hinted that he might know what he was talking about.

On the screen, the spybot leveled out less than twenty feet from the
glow and shot through a few feet over the heads of the next group of
soldiers.

The Rocket tapped one more time and the bot shot upward into the blue
sky. Within two more taps, the small window, the one that had been
showing the alley, expanded to fill the entire screen.

Meanwhile, what had filled the full screen shrunk into a small window.
In the small window, the spybot aimed itself toward a long, oval shaped
object that floated in the sky. It grew briefly larger and the screen
turned dark. The window disappeared.

“Got it,” the Rocket said. “The spybot’s back in the pod. I’ll extract
the logs and get the information to the Feds.”

He started tapping at the keyboard and text scrolled across the monitors
on the table. As files opened and the Rocket copied text from one file
to another, he glanced over at me. “Sorry for ignoring you. I know we
have interviews scheduled with the Mystic and myself. Obviously, there’s
an international emergency, but I’m sure we’ll be able to squeeze
something in. There’s generally some waiting between the moments of
terror.”

I stopped taking notes. “I’ve been at this for a few years now. I’m sure
we’ll get in the interviews, and if it becomes impossible, I’ll work
something out.”

“Okay,” he said, turning back to the screen and clicking his mouse.

On the next computer over, Control told someone, “I’m putting this
channel on the main speakers.”

The Mystic’s voice sounded throughout the room. “Got it. Storm King and
I are on the roof of the building on the east side of the alley. We’re
on the far side of the roof and I’m using clairvoyance to watch them.
There are at least fifty soldiers and at least three different species.
One of them has wings. They’re the shortest. They just came through. The
other two groups have arms.

“We’re probably going to have to move soon. The flying ones will be able
to see us if they take off.”

The Rocket tapped his palm, and his voice came over the speakers. “Are
they all sapient?”

The Mystic didn’t answer immediately, but then he said, “I can’t read
their thoughts as easily, but yes. I think so.”

Grabbing the mouse of his computer, the Rocket opened up another
program. “I think I know who these guys are.”

Control turned to look at him. “Those guys? I remember scanning them
in.”

Above them, the wall screen showed the most birdlike of the invaders
extended their wings and took experimental flaps.

One of them took to the air as the wingless soldiers began walking
toward the end of the alley.

A lightning bolt hit the flying soldier. It fell as the rumble of
thunder came over the speakers.

Meanwhile, one of the wingless soldiers fell backwards as if he’d been
punched in the head by an invisible fist. Even as he was still falling,
the soldier next to him fell in the same way, followed by the next
soldier over.

Some of the soldiers stopped, staring up into the sky or sniffing the
air. Others dropped to the ground and began to crawl.

Then a roaring wind blew down the alley, knocking the creatures that
were still standing over, and blowing even the crawling soldiers back
down the alley.

More soldiers stepped out of the gateway and started firing at the upper
floors of the buildings on either side of the alley, blasting chunks out
of the walls and roof.

A lightning bolt fell from the sky, dropping two of the four new
soldiers that stood next to the gateway, two more soldiers that were
stepping out after them, and the gateway itself.

The bluish-white rectangle flickered out of existence.

“Huh,” the Rocket said. “Lightning bolts will take down the gateway. My
bet is that it’s only temporary, but good to know.”

He typed on his keyboard, moved more text over from what must have been
logs into another window. “Okay, I’m sending what I’ve got to the Feds,
but we’ve got to find the League’s records on these guys. If they’re who
I think they are, search under ‘dinosaurs,’ ‘evolution,’ or ‘gorillas.’”

Control stopped typing to face him, saying, “Gorillas?”

He nodded. “I know it sounds weird, but if I’m right they’re dinosaurs
from a world where evolution turned out differently. The League faced
them twice. The first time they tricked them into leaving. The second
time they got help from the dinosaurs’ rivals—gorillas from a universe
where gorillas are intelligent.”

Control stared at him. “I only read about the first one. The 60s were
very strange.”

“Yeah,” the Rocket said. “I was never sure what to believe when… uh… the
original Rocket told me that story.”

On the wall screen, the winds stopped and the soldiers began to pull
themselves up.

Storm King’s voice came over the speakers. “Hey, at this point our best
shot at winning is to electrocute them. Mystic’s not happy with that,
but—”

The Rocket interrupted him. “Really?”

The Mystic said, “He’s right. We die in most futures unless—wait. The
odds are changing radically. Right now we win practically every time
provided we don’t do anything at all right now.”

“Huh.” The Rocket stared up at the screen.

Control turned away from her screen, grinning. “You know why? It’s—”

“Blue here. Touching down in less than five seconds.” She talked with an
accent that had a hint of Spanish, but a lot of California.

Unlike the others, her connection carried no background noise along with
it. I checked Control’s monitors. The map showed her traveling at five
hundred miles per hour—though her speed was slowing.

She appeared in the spybot’s view almost the instant she finished
talking, coming to a full stop five feet above the ground.

Tall with defined muscles, light brown skin, and black hair that went
down her back, Blue wore a unitard that matched her name. Unlike most
supers, her costume had no symbol.

By now, the soldiers were picking up their rifles. One fired, the red
beam visible in the alley’s shade.

It hit her, but where it hit, the air blurred, obscuring any details.

She opened her mouth, making a noise that was less a human scream than
all notes at once. The speakers in the Heroes’League’s base crackled as
the noise went on.

The soldiers writhed in pain, dropping their weapons, not even trying to
get up, only trying to turn around and cover their heads.

Then Blue shot forward, a blur, stopping next to the soldiers and
grabbing their guns, backpacks, belts of equipment. She wasn’t the only
one. Much of what they had floated away on its own, landing in a pile
some twenty feet away from the group.

At the same time, Blue seemed to have a sixth sense about the soldier’s
movements. Every time one of them pulled itself up and tried to run for
the pile of weapons, she blasted them with sound and they fell down. Or,
she moved in a blur to block their way.

In time, they stopped trying and lay on the ground, unmoving.

Control tapped on her keyboard. “The police and National Guard are
coming. I don’t know how soon.”

As if he hadn’t heard her, the Rocket said, “Birds have ears, but they
hear with their entire heads and have good hearing. Blue’s voice or my
sonics might be more effective against them than humans.”

The Mystic’s voice came over the speakers. “I think we’ll have to stick
around until the police arrive at the very least. Maybe we’ll have to
stay longer, depending on whether they can handle them, or worse, if the
gate reopens.”

The Rocket sighed. “Yeah. That’s my big worry. Even with the gate
closed, I think we’ll need to call in everybody. With Grand Lake somehow
rating their direct attention even though it’s not the capital of
anything, I’ve got a feeling we’re not going to get much help. We might
have to use the jet to go pick people up.”

The Mystic replied, “Well, at least it’s fast. My advice would be to do
it now.”

The Rocket said, “Is that just a guess or is it a prediction?”

The Mystic waited for a moment and then said, “It’s mostly a guess, but
I checked the near future just now and calling people in generally leads
to better futures.”

Despite the voice only conversation, the Rocket nodded. “Then I guess
we’ll have to do that.”

Sirens grew louder over the Mystic’s connection. “I’ll leave that to
you. It sounds like the police are here.”

They ended the conversation as more people entered the room.

A circular metal door opened and five people stepped out of it. Night
Wolf and Night Cat came first, both in gray and black costumes. His had
an abstract wolf’s head on the chest. Hers had an abstract cat’s head.
At around seven feet tall, Night Wolf stood two feet higher than Night
Cat. He had the physique of a bodybuilder.

The others followed them in. To judge from his skin, the Shift could
have been made of wet concrete. He wore a green costume that was darker
on one side and shifted to lighter on the other.

Gravity Star stepped out behind him wearing an orange and white costume
with an orange starburst on her chest. Railgun walked in next to her—a
seven foot tall woman made of molten silver metal.

Railgun shut the door behind them as Night Wolf asked, “How’s it going?”

The Rocket didn’t say anything, pointing up at the big screen on the
wall.

It showed the police taking away feathered, bipedal dinosaurs in trucks
while words crawled across the bottom of the screen. Under the header of
“FBI Alert,” the words said, “Extradimensional incursion: Supers
requested to coordinate with authorities in defense. The following US
cities are reporting attacks: Washington D.C., New York City, Chicago,
Los Angeles, and Grand Lake. In Europe: London, Paris, Istanbul, Moscow,
St. Petersburg, Ankara, Berlin, Madrid…”

As it scrolled on, listing cities in Africa, Asia, Australia, Central
and South America, Night Cat stared up at the screen. “How did Grand
Lake get on that list?”

The Rocket turned around at the sound of her voice. “I’m pretty sure
it’s got something to do with the original League defeating them the
last two times. They did such a good job that the invaders feel like
they have to crush us first.”

He cocked his head to the side. “It’s kind of cool in a way. For some
value of cool that might include bombings.”

Night Cat raised an eyebrow, making it barely visible above the top of
her mask. Then she said, “Bombings?”

The five of them gathered around the tables of computers.

The Rocket nodded. “The League could open gates for the jet, provided
they had an interdimensional tracker on it. The dinos have the same
tech, so we’re likely to see air attacks. The question is how soon.
Storm King zapped their gateway, so we’ve got a little while before they
bring it back up. I was thinking of picking up Red Hex, Troll, Ghost,
Captain Commando and Bloodmaiden in the jet before it gets bad.”

Night Cat and Night Wolf turned toward the Rocket. Night Cat asked, “If
they send bombers, what do we have while the jet’s gone?”

“Right now?” The Rocket paused. “The catmecha. Plus Blue’s here now.
Storm King and the Mystic could be effective. Also, the Rocket suit if
I’m not flying the jet. Plus Gravity Star and Railgun, if she can get in
range.”

Still looking at her screens, Control said, “Accelerando just entered
the base. She’s bringing C.”

Night Wolf blinked. “Okay. That’s good. Well, anyway, Accelerando could
take out low flying aircraft by herself if she had to. I think we can
take the risk, but Rocket, you shouldn’t go. We should send someone
else. Shift can fly it.”

Night Cat glanced over at Night Wolf. “I’ll go with him. I’ve got
experience with the weapons console.”

The Rocket shrugged. “That makes sense.”

He took Night Cat’s hand in his. “Good luck.”

She nodded. “You too.”

They looked at each other for a moment. She squeezed his hand. As they
let go, Shift grinned. “I know this is serious and everything, but you
know what’s cool?”

Night Cat looked up at him. “No. What?”

“This!” He opened his arms to include everything around them. “We’re
about pick up two wizards, a troll, and the nearest people I know to
Kitty Pryde and Captain America to save the world. You’ve got to admit
that’s cool.”

Night Cat shook her head. “You know what? I don’t have to admit that,
but where do I fit in?”

He paused, but then said, “You’d either be Batgirl or X-23. A guy could
argue though that you’d be a combination of both the way Dark Claw in
the Amalgam universe was both Batman and Wolverine.”

They started walking toward the hangar and their voices began to fade.
Night Cat’s last understandable sentence was, “I got about half of that,
but you don’t have to explain it, okay?”

Night Cat and the Shift walked past the big metal door and disappeared
into the dim light of the hanger, still talking.

As they left, Night Wolf stepped over to where the Rocket stood. “So,
what do we know about these guys?”

As the Rocket replied, Gravity Star stepped up to me, words tumbling out
of her mouth. “Hi, you probably don’t recognize me, but, I’m Gravity
Star. I was supposed to drop by for an afternoon interview, but well,
you know. How is it going? With the invasion, you’ll be lucky to get any
interviews at all.”

I put down my pen and pointed at my digital recorder, microphone already
attached. “Mind if I record?”

She said, “No, I don’t mind.”

“I’ve been at this for a few years now, and there’s always time for an
interview. It might not be with the team you’re there to meet, but they
have staff, family, friends… You just have to use your imagination. How
long have you been with the Heroes’ League?”

She stepped closer to the microphone. “Not that long. Remember when they
saved St. Louis from being blown up by True Humanity? That’s the first
official time I worked with them, but I was part of Justice Fist too. So
two years ago, I helped them when they fought the Cabal—not back when
they fought the Mayor and exposed the Cabal—later than that. I was part
of a fight that didn’t get covered much because it was outside Grand
Lake. It was between us and Syndicate L, the Cabal, and the
Executioner.”

I’d done my research. “Was that the fight in the field near the
abandoned radio station or the one where Ray Malone died?”

She grinned. I’d remembered correctly.

“The radio station. It was awful. People and guns were everywhere, and
the worst people were the Cabal. They didn’t even need guns. They could
kill you with a punch.” She stopped talking, shaking her head. “I’m so
grateful they never got close enough to try. I would have died. The
Thing That Eats controlled one of them last month and nearly killed
Bloodmaiden. It only took one punch even though she was wearing armor.”

“Where you in that fight too?”

She shook her head. “Not the one where the Cabal guy punched her, but I
was at the fight at Grand Lake University where The Thing That Eats
infected all the students.”

She paused, frowning, and her voice began to rise after she restarted.
“I know people think we shouldn’t have brought it here at all, but
Reliquary told us to. He said the wizards had somewhere secure to keep
it, and we weren’t allowed to go with him to hide it. So we weren’t
there when it got away. I don’t really think it’s fair to blame us for
that. We’re not wizards. We don’t know how to dispose of bad magic. We
have to trust people who do.”

The Rocket and Night Wolf both turned to listen as she talked, aware of
her rising volume.

Railgun put her hand on Gravity Star’s shoulder. She’d changed, letting
the silver-gray metal drop off her and form into a cube on the floor.
Now she wore a silver and blue costume with a mask that hid most of her
face, leaving visible pale skin and long hair so blonde it was almost
white.

“I’m Railgun.” She gave a short smile. “Gravity Star’s taken some of the
criticism personally. I think we all have at least little bit.”

On the wall screen, the scrolling FBI alert had changed to “The
following military bases are under attack. We request supers near these
bases to assist in their defense…”

The Rocket clicked away from the spybot’s view of downtown to a map
“We’re not near any of those bases. Our National Guard base and training
grounds don’t rate an attack. Uh… Wait. Selfridge Air National Guard
base is being attacked.”

Everyone turned as he zoomed in on the base. From above, it wasn’t much
more than green grass, buildings and several long runways.

The Rocket peered up at the wall screen. “I don’t think they expect us
to help. We’re on the other side of the state and it’s looking like
Detroit’s Unity team is working with the Canadian team in Windsor to
defend the base.”

He tapped on his keyboard and the view changed from Google map’s view of
the base to a television station’s. Words near the bottom of the screen
labeled it the “Fox 2 SkyFox helicopter” view.

Smaller windows showing other stations local to both Grand Lake and
Detroit ran down the side.

On the large window showing Fox 2’s view of Selfridge, feathered
dinosaurs as well as armored vehicles charged across the grass, running
towards different buildings around the long runways. Beams of colored
light burned on the screen.

There were hundreds, possibly thousands of them. No telltale
bluish-white flicker appeared, but a gateway had to be somewhere on or
near the base.

The only visible humans lay on the ground, but by evidence of the muzzle
flashes alone, more had to be inside the complex of buildings to the
right of the runways

Gravity Star stared up at the screen, her voice raising as she talked.
“We should be doing something.”

In a normal voice, Railgun said, “Night Cat and Shift have to be near
there by now.”

Control turned away from her screens. “Should I redirect them?”

The Rocket stared upward. “I’m beginning to think you’ll have to. Thing
is, the local teams say they’re responding. Maybe they are and we just
can’t tell. A lot of the people I know about over there are street level
heroes who are great fighters, but not people who could do much against
an invasion—whoa.”

A wake appeared in the grass leading toward the dinosaur army, the
ground sinking in the middle, but piling up on sides, much like the wake
of speedboat or a shark. The dinosaur soldiers saw it, turning to point
their weapons, firing at the dirt.

It had no effect.

Where the wake met the army, the soldiers sank waist deep into the
earth, and that wasn’t the worst that happened to them. The grass began
to move all around them and the soldiers on the edges went down in a
wave of gray.

Even zooming in, the helicopter wasn’t close enough to show the details.

Gravity Star asked, “Oh my God, what’s that?”

The Rocket kept on staring. “I think I know. There’s this super in
Detroit who isn’t on any team. I’m not sure he’s even got an official
codename, but figure he’s got the powers of Aquaman, but for the city,
not the ocean. He’s got an insane burrowing speed and telepathic power
over small mammals. So, I’d bet the gray wave is mostly moles, shrews,
mice and rats, but there might be weasels, opossums, ground hogs and
badgers out there.”

A group of dinosaur soldiers stopped, breaking off from the main group,
running into each other as if blinded, tripping, falling and sometimes
firing their weapons. Small black and white animals ran off into the
field.

“Also skunks,” the Rocket added. “I didn’t know he was that powerful.
He’s slowing the main wave on his own.”

But he wasn’t on his own.

A gray, oval shaped vehicle floated toward the field. People sat inside,
all of them visible because the vehicle had no roof and the sides were
no higher than a person’s waist. The passengers’ only protection came in
the form of the white shimmer of a force field above and below it.

Dozens of small missiles fired from the bottom of the flying device,
each of them exploding. Near each explosion a transparent white dome
appeared, covering and imprisoning the dinosaur soldiers or sometimes
one of their vehicles.

The force shields weren’t easy to destroy. An imprisoned tank fired off
a shell that ricocheted around its dome, finally destroying the tank
that fired it. The soldiers under other domes fired their weapons at the
walls without the beams ricocheting, but also without doing the walls
any damage.

The smartest pulled shovels from their pack and began to dig. That would
have worked if the rats and mice weren’t faster at digging their way in
than the soldiers were at digging out. The soldiers ended up rolling
around on the ground, flailing and swatting at the gray, furry wave that
consumed them.

Even before the humans on the base began their counterattack or the
other supers jumped out of Instrumentality’s gray flyer, the Rocket
said, “I think they’re going to make it.”

Night Wolf nodded. “Oh, yeah. I think I’m going to have nightmares about
being eaten by mice tonight. You want to check on other cities?”

They turned on cable news stations, checked out live streams that they
found online. Not everywhere had done as well. Few places had the
warning that Grand Lake had, found the origin point, or destroyed it.
Most cities woke to thousands of soldiers and more pouring in. Some had
been bombed by their own country’s planes or ships to contain the
invasion.

Railgun said what I’d been thinking, “I thought our people would be
doing better than this.”

A deep voice I remembered from my childhood said, “Me, too.”

I turned around in my chair. C stood there next to Accelerando. He wore
the last version of his costume from the early 80s—red, white, and blue,
but mostly red with blue and white as accents. Unlike in the 1980s, he
carried a white cane and wore dark sunglasses.

His mask and sunglasses didn’t hide his dark skin or his white hair. Nor
did his costume hide his muscles. He walked without a limp or any
weakness. He stood with his head held high and looking in our
direction—blind, but completely aware of where we were.

Accelerando couldn’t have been anyone but a relative. Except for being
young, a woman, and sighted, she could have been him—the same posture,
similar high cheekbones.

The Mystic, Blue and Storm King stood behind them.

“Railgun,” he said, “please take over Control’s duties for now. Control,
Rocket, Night Wolf, Mystic and Accelerando, please go to the lab. Blue,
Storm King, and Gravity Star, be ready to deploy. I’m sure they won’t
leave us alone.”

C looked at me. “And you’re the reporter?”

I managed to get a few words out.“I’m Nadia Stone with ‘Superhumans
Today’. I’m pleased to meet you, sir.”

C smiled. “I get a lot more sirs now that I’m old. Thank you for being
here, Ms. Stone. I look forward to seeing your article. We never
expected that you’d have such exciting material.”

“I can’t say I did either, but after a few years on this beat, I’ve
learned to adapt.”

He nodded. “Good luck. We’re off to the lab.” He glanced around the
room. “Everyone?”

Accelerando, the Rocket, the Mystic, Night Wolf, and Control followed
him out as Railgun stepped up to Control’s keyboard. Storm King began to
talk with Railgun and Gravity Star as the rest of them walked away.

I watched them as they walked with him across the room, disappearing
behind one of the doors to the left of the hangar door.

I’ve been interviewing supers for years now. I’ve interviewed heroes I
admired and criminals I’ve despised, but I wasn’t prepared to see C
appear in the room. This was a man who’d been there at the Heroes’
League’s founding, who knew Civil Rights leaders like Martin Luther
King, Medgar Evers and even Malcolm X. He’d fought alien invaders,
Nazis, the KKK, literal demons, and invaders from alternate histories.

By all credible accounts, he and the Rocket were the strategic thinkers
of the team. According to an interview with the original Rocket, it was
C’s idea to organize the nation’s supers by state and encourage them to
work together, but also with the government.

It would lead to the web of connections that had sprung into action to
fight the current invasion—when age had taken his sight, leaving him
unable to become directly involved.

He was a living legend, one of those few people whose actions affected
the world in ways that people notice.

The members of the new League had laughed and joked with him as they’d
walked. The deep rumble of his laugh carried across the room.

To them, he might well be Accelerando’s grandfather or great-grandfather
and if so, he might not be the only member of the Heroes’ League they’d
known.

We’ve all heard the speculation. It won’t be cleared up in this article.
Old school hero teams live by the secret identity, and if you’re going
to interview one, there’s an understanding that you won’t reveal
anything that could hint at who they are. I don’t.

I wrote notes about what I’d seen.

As I did, Blue walked up to the table I sat at and pulled up a chair.
“Do you mind if I sit here? I’d like to ask you some questions.”

“Please sit,” I told her. “I hope you don’t mind if I ask you questions
too. It’s why I’m here.”

She nodded without saying anything and sat down. Was she shy? It seemed
like a strange combination with the ability to drop soldiers with the
power of her voice alone.

Then she asked, “How long have your been a fan?”

Not sure what she meant, I said, “A fan?”

She nodded. “Of C. I couldn’t help but notice that your heart rate went
up when you discovered he was here and when he spoke to you.”

Unsure of how much I wanted to say, I stalled. “You can do more with
sound than shout at people.”

“Yes,” she said, but nothing more, waiting for me to fill the silence.

“When I was seven, I saw him on television and I thought he looked like
my grandfather. He didn’t very much, but my grandfather had died when I
was five so I didn’t really know. When I was eleven or twelve, I wrote
about him for a school project, and then I learned who he was and what
he meant. He may not have been the first black superhero, but he was the
first we know about… The more I knew about him, the more he impressed
me.” I watched her face. She’d nodded as I talked, made small noises to
show she was listening.

She smiled. “He’s more impressive, the more you know him. I don’t know
him as well as the Grand Lake team, but he’s everything they’ve told
me.”

I asked my own question. “How did you happen to join the Heroes’
League?”

Her face froze for a second, but then she said, “Everyone knows about
the Stapledon program now, so I can tell you. I met them there, and I
officially joined around the time we went to St. Louis.”

“That’s right,” I said, “I saw footage of you there. I’m not trying to
make you uncomfortable, but that’s not the first time you met them.
Someone who looked a lot like you was with Evil Beatnik when he formed a
team of third generation supervillains and attacked Grand Lake. Were you
Dixie Supergirl?”

She sunk a little in her chair. “Yes. You know what he can do, right? I
was under his control.”

In the silence that followed, Storm King said, “We don’t hold it against
her. A bunch of people think I’m related to Red Lightning, and they’re
right, but I’m not a supervillain.”

Railgun turned away from the screen to look at me. “I don’t know if
should say this, but all of Justice Fist was descended from Red
Lightning’s followers. We’re not them and we don’t have to make their
choices.”

“Um-hmm,” I said. “I’m impressed that the Heroes’ League knew that and
took you in. Not every team would have done that, and especially not
teenagers. Do you know why?”

She frowned, thinking. “Some of us knew each other and liked each other
before we knew we had powers, but I think it must have been fighting the
Cabal. They joined up with Syndicate L and the Executioners to attack
all of us. We worked together with the League to fight them. After that
they invited us over when they’d get together to watch a movie or play
video games, so we all got to know each other. That was
it.”

I looked up at the giant wall screen. At the moment, it displayed
windows of all the local news stations plus the major cable news
networks. “You watch movies on the big screen?”

Storm King grinned. “And play video games. It’s like having your own
movie theater.”

Blue glanced over at it and back to me. “Everyone’s invited. I try to
make it when I can. I don’t know who decided to do it or why, but it’s a
good idea. We all know each other now, and we see each other for who we
are, not who our parents or grandparents were. I’m descended from Dixie
Superman. He was a racist. You know that. Everyone knows that. Here, I
get to be myself, and we’re stronger for it.”

“Exactly,” Storm King said. “I spent so much time thinking about Red
Lightning and worrying about if people would see me as just another
version of him, but it didn’t happen. The League sees me as me. The
haters can go f—k themselves, right?”

Gravity Star laughed. Railgun turned to peer at Storm King. “Wasn’t that
the kind of thing we weren’t supposed to say in front of the reporter?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “Our readers have seen worse. You
should have read my interview with Officer EXXXtreme. That man has a
mouth. Besides, the magazine won’t print the word. They’ll leave enough
that people will know what he said, but they won’t print it.”

Railgun frowned and her nose crinkled. “I don’t think that makes us look
good.”

Blue glanced over at Railgun. “It’s not a big deal,” and then at me.
“I’ve got another question. We were told that you had powers and the
Mystic told me you were in the army. How is it you became a reporter
instead of joining up with a Defenders unit?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why? Are you looking for a job?”

She shook her head. “Not now, but everyone knows about the Stapledon
program since the Hrrnna attacked. I’m in college and I know I’ll be
serving after college, but I’ll need to get a normal job someday.”

I remembered being that young. I’d seen less than she had at the same
age, but I remembered the endless, yawning possibility of what lay
ahead. “I don’t know if my story will help you, but here it is. I was
normal until college, but I got mugged one night, and it changed my
life. I don’t know why it happened then, but my body must have been
waiting for the right combination of fear and anger, and when I fought
back I nearly killed the man.”

I could still see his eyes widen as I threw him into a brick wall and
hear the crack of his bones breaking. The surgeons only barely saved
him.

Talking over the memory, I told them, “The military recruited me
straight out of school. I graduated, but I didn’t even think about a
civilian job then. I was too busy learning how not to break everything
around me. When I got out, I started a journalism masters because I
didn’t know what to do next as much as because I was interested. I got
lucky though. One of my friends got hired by Superhumans Today. He told
them about me and I left school to work there.”

I shrugged. “That’s all.”

Blue nodded. “Why journalism instead of the Defenders? I’m sure there
are teams who would take you?”

I shook my head. “You don’t want me for police work. I could hire myself
out to demolish buildings or sink ships, but not if you care about
anything nearby. I’m safe in normal life, but once I start using my
powers, stay away.”

Before she could ask another question, I added, “I can do more as a
powered journalist than one more superhero. Supers need people to
understand their struggles, and they’ll make time for a powered
journalist.”

Blue eyed me, probably thinking of more questions. If she went into
journalism, she should try investigative even if she didn’t stay there.

She didn’t get to ask me more questions—at least not then. Railgun
turned away from the screen to talk to us. “They’re on TV. Look at
this!”

All the stations on the giant screen showed a grayish-brown feathered
dinosaur seated in a busy room. Screens and consoles hung on the walls
and other dinosaurs stood in front of them or bustled around the room.

A mustached man in combat fatigues and a red beret stood next to the
dinosaur.

Railgun tapped one of the stations with her mouse pointer and it
expanded to fill the screen. As it did, the sound filled the room,
amplifying a deep, croaking voice in the middle of a speech.

“—of Earth, you can’t defend yourselves against us. Your governments are
joining us as I speak. Your powered fighters fall when they face the
might of our soldiers. Our empire spans multiple universes, an infinite
army bounded only by our ambition, and our ambition is vast. Even now,
our soldiers fight in your capitals. Your leaders will soon be in our
power.”

“Surrender.”

Railgun stared at her screen. “Agent Lim sent us a message. The
president is in no danger and the only places under the dino’s control
are the capitols of some smaller countries. ‘Don’t even think of
surrendering’.”

“As if we’d surrender,” Storm King said, “we can take these guys.”

Next to him, Gravity Star stared at the screen. “But who’s the man next
to him?”

“Soon,” the dinosaur said, looking deeply into the camera, “we will give
you an example of the price of refusal.”

The feed cut off, going back to CNN.

Storm King blinked. “You know how we were wondering how we were part of
the first wave, and how the first League humiliated them twice? I’ve got
a bad feeling about this.”

Railgun glanced over at him, blonde hair swinging as she said, “I don’t
know, but at least we’re getting help. I just let in the Power, Blur,
Fourpoint, Voice, Shadow, Red Legacy, and um… a few doctors?”

Gravity Star peered at Railgun’s screen. “He went with Fourpoint? He’s
nice but—” She looked over at me. “Well, he’s nice, but I don’t think
he’s getting a four point.”

Storm King nodded. “Yeah. He was trying to find something that worked
with his powers and Mimic was taken. Copycat didn’t feel right. Plus, a
villain had it. So then he tried a bunch of names that meant ‘quick
learner’ and he went with Fourpoint. Me, I’m a little more worried about
Blur. That was the name of an evil, alternate universe Accelerando. It’s
a good name, but tainted, you know?”

I caught his eye. “Evil alternate universe Accelerando? When did that
happen?”

Storm King blinked and looked around at the others. None of them said
anything.

He grinned. “That never made the news, did it? Well, it was a couple
years ago, and anyway, she’s dead. So nothing to worry about.”

I leaned forward. “Can you say more about that?”

He frowned. “Look, we didn’t kill her. She was—”

Blue held up her hand and said, “Storm King, stop.”

She gave me a quick smile. “I don’t want to mess up your interview, but
the Mystic told me about it. It needs to stay private.”

Storm King nodded. “Yeah, I almost screwed up big time there. Sorry.”

Railgun turned away from the conversation, waving her hand to silence
the group. After a few moments of listening, she said, “Got it.”

She turned around, grinning. “Night Cat and Shift picked up Ghost,
Captain Commando, Bloodmaiden, Red Hex and Troll. She said we should see
them in ten minutes.”

I didn’t know where Night Cat and Shift had flown the jet, but Red Hex
and Troll were active in D.C. Bloodmaiden had first been sighted in
Florida. They couldn’t have left more than thirty minutes ago.

I could only guess its maximum speed. The League jet was faster than
anything our military had.

The hanger door opened. However quickly the jet moved, it wasn’t them.
No, it was the teenager in the League suit who’d refused to be
interviewed earlier.

He looked over the group. “Where’s Control?”

Railgun pointed back to the lab. “With the Rocket and C. For right now,
I’m Control.”

He shrugged. “Well, particle accelerator rifles are prepped and ready.
Suits and vehicles are ready too. Also, um… you know how we’re calling
me Two? Let’s just say that ‘One’ can’t be here today for obvious
reasons, but he’s going to help remotely.”

Railgun’s eyes widened. “Okay… We better tell C.”

He nodded. “And that’s not all. He’s going to send me a new suit special
delivery to the topside entrance. It’ll look like a semi-truck. I’ll
stick around to identify it.”

Railgun bit her lip. “I’m going to call C and tell them.”

She turned back to her screen. A quick conversation later, she said,
“They’re coming here.”

Even as C and Accelerando stepped out of the doorway to the lab, the
round metal door across from the hangar opened again. This time three
white men in black costumes stepped out. One was tall, muscular and
brown haired. The second was tall and lanky, but with curly, blond hair.
The third man was short and brown haired.

Whoever they were, someone was investing in them. Their costumes were
demo CostumeWerks designs—easily more than fifty thousand dollars each.

Two women followed them, each wearing gray and black Stapledon uniforms.
Behind them came a man in a red costume with lightning bolts, but two
men and a woman in scrubs walked with him, all of them openly staring at
the inside of the base.

Red Legacy (that’s who it had to be) pointed them toward the hangar.
“There’s a room you can use as an ER over here. They’ve got medical
equipment that’s fifty or a hundred years ahead of us, but they don’t
know how to use it. You’re not going to believe it’s possible…”

The men in black costumes and the women joined the group of us next to
the table. Even as the tall blond man in black said, “That the
reporter?” to Railgun, C, Accelerando, the Rocket, Night Wolf, Control,
and the Mystic stepped up to the circle as well.

It had begun to feel less like a superhero team and more like an army.

As the kids talked among themselves, C stepped up to me. In a low voice
he said, “I imagine you saw the dinosaurs’ video. We don’t have long
before they try something else. So, I’m wondering if you might want to
help us out. I know it’s not journalism, but your nation and even your
world needs you today. You can write it down after it’s over. <Codename>
needs to ride again today.”

Except where he’d said “Codename,” he’d said the codename I used in the
army.

I looked him in the eye in case he could read my expression. “Where did
you hear that?”

“Many avenues are open to a man with friends and a high security
clearance.”

“I hope my personnel files made entertaining reading,” I told him.

“Listening,” he said. “And I didn’t do it simply to invade your privacy.
I needed to know how you’d handle it if the unexpected came up. It
happens frequently around here. Now though, I need your answer. We’ll
need more people in the next fight and I have an idea about how your
specific power can help us.”

Ideally, a journalist reports the truth and nothing more. Everyone knows
that perfect objectivity is impossible, but you try your best because
the alternative is worse. I knew that, and I also knew that I could
never be truly objective about people I’d fought beside.

These are people you have to trust with your life.

I said, “Yes,” anyway, but I’d be lying if thinking through big
questions about objectivity and truth played any part in my decision.

I couldn’t have said anything else. When your childhood hero asks you to
help him save humanity, you say yes.

“But we can’t use my old codename. I don’t know what you’ll call me, but
using that name will only cause problems.”

C nodded. “Do you have any ideas? We don’t have time to have a
brainstorming session now, but we’ll need a name, and I don’t want to
call you Temp if we don’t have to. You know you don’t want the press to
name you.”

I laughed. “No. I wouldn’t want that. Journalists on deadlines make for
terrible names. I’ve given a few that stuck.”

Gravity Star stepped closer to the two of us. “We could help. If you
tell us what your powers are, assuming you’ve got powers instead of
training and devices, we might have ideas.”

I met her eyes. “I’ll do you one better. There’s a name I’ve wanted to
use since my powers manifested, but it might not be available.”

Gravity Star grinned at me. “What?”

I took a breath and let out the name. “Critical Mass.”

In my ears it still sounded like the me of ten years ago, the person who
still thought that I could become a superhero instead of artillery.

My mind flashed back to my senior year of college, seeing the mugger fly
backward from my punch and hit the brick wall. He’d been lucky. In the
moment that I’d punched him, I’d felt the smallest trickle of energy,
and I used it the instant I felt it.

If I’d let it build, he would have died. I knew that because in the army
I’d let it build, leaving craters behind me. I’d also fought beings who
could take my punches. There weren’t many of them.

Gravity Star looked at me. “Isn’t that something from nuclear weapons?
What do you do?”

There was no reason to be shy. “I explode.”

Even through her costume’s mask, I could see her eyes widen.

Around us, the conversation became more quiet. “It’s not as bad as it
sounds. I can control the direction of the blast and how powerful it
is—within limits. The minimum blast will kill a normal person and it
only gets worse from there. But however powerful the blast is, I don’t
get hurt.”

“Wow,” she said.

“It’s a good powerset for war, but nothing else,” I told her.

“Which means,” C said, “that right now, and right here, it’s exactly
what we need.”

“Technically,” the Rocket said, “Critical Mass doesn’t make that much
sense because it’s all about the amount of material needed to start
fission going and keep it going. There’s no denying though, that it’s a
much better name than Voluntary Energy Release Threshold, right? That’d
be more accurate though.”

Storm King said, “What about Boom? Boom would be cool.”

Control stood back at her station, shaking her head. “Boom’s already
taken, but I just registered Critical Mass on Nadia’s behalf.”

I stared at her. “Why?”

C answered before she did. “I don’t know all the details, but she’s
following standard procedure for us. Even if you only do this once, it
will make it easier to control merchandising of yourself as a super and
avoid fights. You don’t know how many first time heroes used a name
without registering it only to find that someone else already had it, or
registered it after the hero used it. You don’t want that kind of legal
hassle.”

“I’ll trust you,” I said, and tried to get my head back in the game.
With as many people here as there were, I could interview someone about
their feelings as they waited for battle.

I didn’t get to. Control announced, “The League jet’s nearly into the
airlock, and Gunther’s in the base with… Doppelgänger. Did anyone else
know she registered it? I knew she was talking about it, but I didn’t
know she’d done it.”

“Never mind,” C said. “Critical Mass, Shadow, Voice, and anyone who
wants a redesigned League suit, report to the Rocket. He’ll give you
one. If you need a fancy color scheme, wait for Ghost, but if you’re in
a hurry, I’ll do it.”

Accelerando looked over at him. “Seriously?”

C shrugged. “I was hoping that would get more of a laugh, but if you
want me to be serious, I am. Change into the new uniforms if you
haven’t. After that, we’ll do a quick briefing. We’ve got a plan to end
this. I’m just hoping we’ll get to roll it out before they attack.”

Shadow and Voice led me over to the locker rooms to change. If you’re
imagining a futuristic locker room, stop.

It looked like the locker room of every high school sports team in the
United States—rows of toilet stalls with metal dividers for privacy. A
roomful of metal lockers for each person on the team and wooden benches
for people to sit. The far end of the room opened into a tiled room with
showers.

I read the names on the lockers—Accelerando, Captain Commando, The
Mystic, The Rocket, Storm King and the others—realizing, “There’s only
one locker room?”

Voice, a thin, blonde woman, shucked her grey Stapledon uniform, laughed
and grunted, “You got it.”

As she hung it up in the locker, Shadow said, “The original League only
had one woman on the team, and Ghostwoman had her own bathroom. We’d
been hoping they’d renovate the bathrooms when they redid the main room,
but I guess that’s next year.”

“Or never,” Voice said, stepping onto a grey square. When she said,
“Activate,” the grey square turned into liquid, running upward and
coating her body. The grey turned pink except for a white circle that
surrounded a sideways outline of a pair of pink lips opening next to
three curved lines.

She looked herself in the mirror. “Nice.”

“That’s not what you said last Saturday.” Shadow had changed while I
watched Voice. Shadow’s costume had stayed grey, but created smoky
patterns on her suit’s surface. A human silhouette with a shadow
appeared within a white circle on her chest. Dark black hair or a
facsimile of it ran down her back.

Voice shrugged. “The real thing’s better than the drawing. I can’t
complain. Ghost’s got it.”

Shadow grinned. “Told you.”

Voice flipped her off, but told her, “I’ll be back with everyone else.”

I hung my clothes up in an empty locker, conscious that I was hanging my
clothes where the original League and their interns hung theirs.
Ignoring the history, I asked Shadow, “I just tell it to activate?”

She nodded. “It’s that easy. After the first time, it’s keyed to your
voice.”

I stepped on to the square, said, “Activate,” and felt something cool
cover my body. After a moment though, it warmed up and I didn’t notice
it any more than I noticed any other clothes I wore.

“If you look at blurry spots around the edges of your eyes, they’ll
expand into a heads up display.” Shadow held up her right hand. “You’ve
probably noticed the Rocket tapping his hand. You’ll want to experiment
with it, but think of it as a mouse.”

“Thanks,” I checked myself in the mirror. The suit was gray like the
staff’s suits, but this suit put the Heroes’ League logo in a circle in
the middle of my chest. The material covered everything. Except for
obviously being a woman, I was anonymous. Good.

The bathroom door opened. The creature that came through had long, thin
limbs, gray skin and a nearly featureless face. Hairless and genderless,
it stood over six feet tall and wore a Stapledon jumpsuit.

Shadow’s eyes widened. “Wow. That’s… That’s creepy. Please don’t be
offended, but I liked the other one better.”

It shrugged. “This is what a Doppelgänger looks like in Dungeons and
Dragons. If I was going to take the name, I thought I’d go all the way.”

Shadow shivered. “You look like you should be Voldemort’s cousin.”

It turned toward me and shifted into a woman’s form. The Stapledon
uniform tightened around her new shape. “I’m going to change into one of
the new uniforms.”

I left with Shadow and joined the group. While we were changing, Shift
and Night Cat had come back, bringing Bloodmaiden, Red Hex, Troll and
Captain Commando with them.

When Doppelgänger arrived, we were all there.

C looked over the crowd. “I’m glad you’re all finally here. Here’s the
situation. The original League fought the dinos twice. The first time we
managed to trick them into leaving. The second time, we’d done a favor
for their rivals, an alternate empire of parallel universe traveling
gorillas, and we called it in. We’re not getting help from that quarter
twice.

“Now, that doesn’t mean we don’t have a plan. We do. Some of you know
about Guardian’s ability to travel from one universe to another as well
as opening portals within universes. Well, he’s scouting out all their
alternate universe portals right now, but he’s not going to be able to
destroy them alone. He’ll get tired first. That means he’ll need help,
and you know who’s going to help? We are. We’re going to send the League
jet to the coordinates he gives and have it destroy as many universe
transfer platforms as it can.

“But that’s not all we’re going to do. For today, Nadia Stone, our
embedded journalist, will be working with us. She’ll be sent to destroy
as many platform sites as she’s able.”

I raised my arm. “I think I’ll be able to handle two, maybe four if I
can rest.”

He nodded. “Understood. We’ll do that when Guardian sends us target
locations. In the meantime, we’ve got one more thing to worry about. The
dinos aren’t the smartest beings I’ve ever fought, but they breed and
mature quickly. Typically, they send in a first wave of attackers, but
they expect to lose all of them. It’s in the second wave that things get
interesting. I expect that we’ll be seeing overwhelming numbers, and
possibly overwhelming opponents.”

The Rocket raised his hand, “How are we going to use Guardian’s
coordinates? I’ve never used the starplate to do that.”

C grinned. “No worries. I have.”

The Rocket cocked his head. “Are there a lot of small details that you
have to see?”

C laughed. “Or put another way, will my blindness kill you all? Don’t
worry. I’m going to show Control, you and Two, how to operate it right
now. It’s not hard. It was made to be used by people who don’t
understand how it works.”

He gestured almost in the “starplate’s” direction. “Come on. Railgun,
take Control’s station. The rest of you can do whatever you want, but it
wouldn’t hurt if a few of you checked the spybots’ feeds. You never know
what might appear.”

Accelerando walked with him and the others to the starplate’s metal
platform. Despite not being named, Bloodmaiden followed them, the red
gem on her black armor glowing.

“Well, well,” a voice said as they went, “It’s been a few years since…”
Gunther said, naming two of the worst missions of my military career and
a third that I didn’t think he’d been involved in.

When I repeated the third’s name, he shrugged. “I was on the other side
of that one.”

Before I could stop myself, I said, “You bastard.” People I knew had
died on that mission too.

“I didn’t do any fighting. You’d have noticed. And anyway, I was only
technically on their side. I was on someone else’s payroll.” He grinned
at me.

Gunther was as well known as the League, the nonmember who started
appearing with them during the war, rumored to be a Nazi who switched
sides. No one knew what the League had on him, but when he wasn’t with
them he served as a mercenary, serving with anyone who could pay his
fees.

It’s become clear over time that he’s immortal. Internet forums
speculate as to his origin with dragon, alien, and fallen god being
leading contenders.

All that anyone knows with confidence is that he’s dangerous.

Briefings that the State Department has made public advise people not to
approach him. His status as a fighting instructor for the Stapledon
program shows that not everyone in government agrees. Stapledon,
however, is full of former Heroes’ League interns who may know something
the rest of us don’t.

I took a breath, considering how best to apologize to a being that
frightens governments all over the world, but I didn’t get to.

“I was disappointed to learn that you’d left the service,” he said, “but
I get it. There’s more to life than war. Still, I look forward to seeing
you in action again.”

Then he stepped away to talk with Ghost. All in white with two pistols
on her belt, a modern update to Ghostwoman. I caught a little of their
conversation. They were talking about guitar chords.

I listened long enough to realize that they weren’t going to stop
talking about chords any time soon.

I took a look around the room. The members of the League that weren’t at
the Starplate clustered around the tables in groups watching monitors
and talking.

I tried to decide what I should be doing. On any other day, I’d have
tried to interview the League before they went into combat and try to
catch the little details that would humanize them on the page, but
today?

Today I was in the League even if I wasn’t one of them.

In my old unit, I knew what to do with the waiting. I’d prepare, if
there was any preparation left to do, talk if we didn’t need to be
quiet, or check in on the little rituals and superstitious habits a few
people performed.

It had been almost four years, and I missed them, and if not them,
knowing who I was when I was with them.

I took a breath. I pulled myself together, knowing what was going on. I
was about to take to the field for the first time in years without ever
having trained with them, unsure of the chain of command…

I let my breath out. It was going to be okay. I was a journalist.
Getting questions answered was what I did. Alright, who would know the
answers? Gunther might. C, Control, and the Rocket would, but they were
busy with the Starplate.

The Mystic stepped out of the crowd and walked over to me. “I couldn’t
help but notice that you had some questions.”

He had an easy grin and what I could see of his face made me suspect I’d
have been crushing on him as a teen. “Do I need to ask questions or do
you already know what they are?”

Captain Commando laughed. “She’s got your number.”

The Mystic shrugged. “I try not to invade strangers’ mental privacy.”

“No,” Captain Commando said, “he saves that for friends.”

A few other League members laughed.

He glared at Captain Commando, and she laughed again. Ignoring her, he
said, “I try not to invade people’s privacy, but I think I know what
you’re worrying about. If we get attacked again, you’ll be going in with
Blue, Accelerando, and Troll. Rocket and Night Cat will be in the League
jet. There might be a couple more, but you’ll be the point of the spear.
Blue will probably command the group.”

“Good,” I said. “I’m better off in the front.”

From the middle of the crowd, Railgun said, “There are more
extradimensional openings detected. One. Two. Three. Four? Four
openings. No, there’s one more, but it’s in the air above Grand Lake.
I’m pointing spybots in its direction and toward the other openings.”

Pictures on the screen changed from news stations to the air above Grand
Lake.

Storm King stared upward. “Does that look like Godzilla to you?”

Ghost shook her head. “Godzilla doesn’t have feathers.”

Night Wolf waved his arm, shouting, “Everyone, look at the screen. Are
you ready?”

Railgun’s voice came over the room’s speakers. “We just got a message
from the dinos over the League’s old comm frequency. They told us to
‘surrender or die,’ and that they’ll be broadcasting our defeat.”

Railgun flipped through channels on the big screen. The local NBC News
10 already had the flying dinosaur in view of its helicopter, but that
wasn’t all. Many of the cable news stations followed the same feed. It
wasn’t the News 10 feed.

One station labeled it as “Invaders Live Feed.”

I checked on internet news sites. The invaders were making the feed
available online. They were that confident of destroying us? What else
did they have?

I walked up to Control’s computer. Railgun had stopped talking to us and
called the local National Guard base, telling them, “We’ve got four
gateways throughout downtown now and one in the air. The downtown gates
appear to be moving after a few minutes… Yes… I’ll pass on anything
new.”

The map on one monitor showed the city with glowing spots that I guessed
had to be open gateways.

The open gateways were moving parallel to each other down two streets.
If they kept their pattern, they’d be on either side of police
headquarters in a few minutes.

I touched the screen, making a line from them to the police station.

At almost the same time, two of the gateways disappeared from downtown
and reappeared in the suburbs next to the Grand Lake National Guard
Armory, accompanied by warning pings from the speakers.

Night Wolf leaned in, towering over both of us. “Holy f—k! They’re going
for the armory. Call them!”

Railgun said, “I know! I know!”

She grabbed the phone, fumbling as she tried to make a connection.

Night Wolf turned around to the assembled group. “Everyone get into
groups. Quick Response team should head downtown, but the Power and
Shadow should head down to the base to help—”

C had turned away from the Starplate and walked back toward the main
group with the Rocket, Accelerando, Control and Bloodmaiden in his wake.

“Thank you, Night Wolf, but everyone should go downtown. Quick Response
team should target the giant flying dinosaur. That includes you,
Critical Mass. Get out there and push it out over the lake before you
destroy it.

“The rest of you need to drive the dinos into big groups, preferably
toward their gateways. They’re trying to spread the soldiers out.”

Someone in the group muttered, “Schooled.” It might have been the Power.

Night Wolf ignored it, raising his hand, “But what about the National
Guard?”

C nodded. “They’ll be able to handle it.”

He cleared his throat, “Railgun, make sure the Guard knows we shut down
a gateway with a lightning strike. They should be able to send grenades
or worse through. Then slip on your metal and get downtown with the
rest. Control or I will direct all of you. In the big picture, we’re
going to do our best to contain the dinos for now. When Guardian gives
the word, the League jet and Critical Mass will disappear, but after
that, the threat’s over.”

Control stepped up to me and handed me a watch—at least it looked like
one. It had a wristband, but no face.

She said, “It’s an interdimensional homing beacon. Hang on to it or we
won’t be able to find you. Press the button to get our attention.”

I strapped it to my wrist. “Got it.”

Blue tapped my shoulder. She’d tied her long, black hair into a
ponytail. “Ready?”

I glanced up at her. “For this? I’ve never trained with you and it’s
been four years since I last suited up. I’m completely ready.”

“You have more experience than any of us but C,” she said.

“I know, but I need to know how your team works.” I gave my tote bag
full of equipment one last look. I couldn’t take any of it where I was
going.

Blue nodded. “That would be nice. Can’t you fly?”

I nodded. “I don’t know if you’ll be impressed, but I can stay in the
air long enough. Just make sure I’m not close to anything fragile when I
take off.”

I’m not allowed to tell you how we got out of the base, but Blue let me
go above Lake Michigan. I let a little power loose, feeling the
explosion point me upward as it always did.

I created a series of small explosions, each one pushing me upward and
forward. I’ve never known quite what to call the protection that
surrounds me, but force field always felt a little off. It’s more than
that.

Blue and I flew across the water, turning in toward the shore and
crossing over to fly above Grand Lake the lake instead of the city,
flying over docks, marinas and private beaches.

It wasn’t hard to find the dinos’ creature. It circled above downtown
Grand Lake, its feathers as red as a cardinal’s.

Over the communicator, Blue said, “We need to get it above Grand Lake
before killing it. I’m strong enough to throw it. What can you do?”

“I’ll distract it,” I told her, let more energy in, and threw myself
toward it in a burst of explosions.

There’s only one thing I’m better for in a fight than being a
distraction, and that’s a weapon of mass destruction, but this wasn’t
the time for a WMD.

I roared toward the flying dino, light flashing on my front to keep me
in the air and from the bottoms of my feet and hand to keep me moving
forward. With each flash of light came an accompanying pop or explosive
booming noise.

I sounded like the Fourth of July—the end of the fireworks display when
they’re sending off everything they have left.

From video footage, I knew what I had to look like—a vaguely human
shaped being of blinding light. When I fly toward you, you’ll see me
even if you shut your eyes.

The flying dinosaur flinched. Saddled on its back, one of the smaller
winged dinos smacked the side of its neck. The flying dinosaur’s eyes
glowed red, but it missed me.

I don’t think it even tried to hit.

The red eye beams passed below me, hitting the lake with a hissing noise
and a cloud of steam that billowed upward.

I zigged and zagged, suspecting that my shields could handle its eye
beams, but not wanting to test it. As soon as I was close enough that I
had a good shot, I let energy build. Since I couldn’t do that and fly at
the same time, that meant I’d begun to fall, but only grew brighter as I
did.

Then I let a blast of energy free. It wasn’t precise. I don’t do
precise. It was a blast of yellow-white light as wide around as a car,
scorching its underside.

The dinos screamed—both of them—the flying dino because it had been
hurt, the rider because one of his boots was on fire.

“Going in,” Blue said. In a flash of her namesake color, she appeared,
grabbing the dinosaur’s tail and twisting it around, letting it go when
it was above the nearest lake—Grand Lake, the lake the city had been
built around.

“We’re in range. Blue, are you clear?” The Rocket’s voice came over the
communicator in my costume.

The dinosaur flapped its wings, struggling to get control as Blue flew
to the right and upward from the creature.

“Clear,” she said.

Hard to see in the sky, a bluish-white beam came from behind me, hitting
the flying dinosaur from above, cutting it in half, burning it.

As cliched as this sounds, it did smell like grilled chicken.

Its rider managed to get free from the saddle, spreading its own wings
and flying away, wearing only one boot.

I checked behind me. The League’s jet flew downward, turning toward
downtown, not looking like it appears in old photos, a slim, silver/gray
bullet-shaped plane with stubby wings. It looked like it did when the
League fought aliens in the 1970s—the same shape, but surrounded by a
darkness deeper than black.

“That’s one,” Night Cat said. “We’re not going to be able to get the
rest of them this way—at least not quickly enough.”

My mind was still stuck on the words “one” and “the rest of them.” I
turned away from the lake and back toward the city. In the time that
we’d used to take out one of the beasts, six more had flown out of a
hole in the sky.

As I absorbed that, one of them fired its eye beams. It hit a building
on the edge of downtown, a church to judge from its steeple. Most of the
steeple fell forward onto the lawn while the church’s roof started to
burn.

C’s voice came over the communicator, “Push them away from people. The
lake’s your best choice, but if they’re heading toward the suburbs,
fight them downtown. Be aware of our people. They’re already fighting on
the ground. Don’t drop a dinosaur on them.”

A lightning bolt hit the dinosaur that had blasted the church. It
flailed in the air, nearly losing control and crashing into downtown’s
tallest hotel. Somehow, it stretched out its wings and turned in time.

“Storm King,” C said, just a touch louder than before, “leave the flyers
to the people who can take them on directly. You need to control the
growing army on the ground.”

“Got it,” he said, “but he was close.” His voice was just barely loud
enough to hear.

“I’ll strafe them,” I said, and let the explosions drive me toward them.

The winged giants had been beginning to spread out and fly toward the
two gateways that the smaller dinos were pouring out of. There was no
organization, just an endless stream, and unlike the first invaders,
they didn’t seem to be carrying laser rifles.

I flew directly in front of them, diving lower than I thought they’d be
comfortable with bending to aim at me. As I flew, I sprayed a few shots
up at their bellies. They wouldn’t be enough to take them out, but they
would burn enough to hurt them.

I guessed right and wrong. Most of the dinos couldn’t bend their necks
far enough to aim without accidentally changing direction, so they
barely fired at me. The ones on the far end only had to bend a little to
fire.

I felt the hit, but my “shields” aren’t just shields. The absorbed the
blast, not all of it, but enough. I expended a little of their energy to
fly.

Blue flew after me, drawing some of their fire, but giving her own blast
of sound.

Just as it had earlier, Blue’s yell caused chaos. The giant winged dinos
dove to avoid her voice despite anything their riders did with their
reins. As they dove, the League jet circled around from over Grand Lake
to appear behind us even as we dove to follow.

“I’m thinking we should use Blue to herd them,” the Rocket said. “If
they stay low, it shouldn’t be hard to hit them from the side.”

Blue’s voice came over the comm. “I’ll try, but you’re going to lose a
lot of windows.”

The Rocket said, “Hmmmn. You can narrowcast, right? Or maybe find a
frequency they’re suseptible to that doesn’t break things?”

Blue’s grunted. “I’m not a computer. If you figure out the right
frequency, play it for me and I’ll imitate it.”

As they talked, we dove toward the city. The dinos couldn’t fly between
the buildings—they were too close—but they could dodge behind the taller
skyscrapers and change direction.

Worse, they were doing it.

The group of them had flown around a boxy fifteen story building next to
the river that ran through downtown. Two of dinos flew past it, angling
themselves toward the lake when they were out of our sight. The other
four flew toward the growing army of dinos.

Blue and I understood what had happened as we followed them around the
back of the building, its mirrored glass reflecting my glow.

Blue spoke over the comm, “They’re scattering.”

A new voice spoke over the comm—Accelerando’s, “We’ll take the ones
heading for the lake.”

Before anyone could reply, a purple colored figure appeared on the top
of the ten story buiding next to the one we’d flown around. Then
Accelerando ran across the roof, jumping, and hitting the nearest flying
dino’s neck.

She pulled herself up on the neck in a blur of movement that ended with
a blow to the back of the dino’s head. It fell and she jumped off,
stubby wings extending from the back of her costume.

At that moment we learned what she’d meant by “we.” A beam of light hit
the other dino that had been heading toward the water, cutting off one
of its wings.

It fell, splashing down, and sinking beneath the waves.

I couldn’t tell at that moment where the beam has come from, but by the
time I’d made it around the building I could. A giant red, white, and
blue robot stood in the street, still pointing an arm that ended in a
laser barrel at the sky.

The Shift’s voice came over the comm. “Wasn’t that a semi earlier? Did
One just make you Optimus Prime?”

Two sighed. “He didn’t do exactly the same weapons, but yeah, in looks.
Plus, I helped.”

I didn’t have time to pay attention after that. Too much happened at
once. Night Cat’s voice came over the comm, “We’re concentrating on the
right two. Blue and Critical Mass, left two are yours.”

Small laser beams peppered the outer two flyers, the League jet’s black
silhouette dipping below the flying dinos, hitting them more than once.

“Taking the far left,” I said.

Blue accelerated past me. “Got it.”

Then she screamed (and not into the comm). The two dinos dodged in
opposite directions to avoid the noise, mine left toward the water and
hers to the right, toward the city.

I let energy through, feeling it throw me forward, and then as I came
close enough I let go of my flight, let the energy gather further,
further… Then as I felt there was enough, I let it all free, recovering
my flight before I dropped on to the strange wave shaped conference
center below me.

The dino burned in the air. I’d hit it with a cone of energy wide enough
to surround all of its body but the wings. It turned into black ash.

It didn’t disintegrate, but when it fell, it became a pile of ash on the
sidewalk next to its cooked but still fleshy wings.

Ahead of me in the air, Blue screamed again, and even though it didn’t
hurt me, I could tell that it was loud. While the creature darted in one
direction and then another, trying to avoid the noise, she grabbed the
tail, swinging it around, and down to the ground.

It hit dirt in a huge junkyard on the north side of downtown, near where
the old factories and warehouses began.

In the moment, I felt sorry for the poor, dumb beasts, if less sorry for
their riders, but it wasn’t time for that. Even then I knew I’d be
killing many more that day, some of them self-aware.

I took a breath, watching as the League jet dispatched one dino and then
the other above the water. How they’d got them there, I had no idea.

Only then did I have time to realize that C had been talking to the
group. “… The National Guard dropped enough bombs through the gateways
near the armory that they closed the gates. We’re not going to do that.
We’re going keep a perimeter around the downtown gates. Nothing must get
past the perimeter, and we’ll do it as I’ve been telling you—powers with
a wide area effect cover the gates. The rest of you cover what gets past
them.

“And remember, you’re authorized to defend the country right now. We’re
not turning these creatures in to the police. If the dinos see
civilians, they’ll try to eat them. I can tell you this from experience.

“Hold the perimeter, and if the gates move, move with them.”

“You know what I’m saying,” C said. “You’ll have to kill them. There’s
no way around it. Do what you need to do.”

They did.

There were two gates. One now stood where a street deadended into a
small park in the middle of downtown. Though there were trees and grass
in the park, an open air amphitheater filled most of it. Five levels of
seats faced a concrete stage. The banner hanging above the stage
proclaimed “Sponsored by Rhino Breweries.”

The gate glowed bluish-white, but this one was wider than the gate in
the alley. Twenty dinos could walk through at once and they were
stepping through—except for the ones that flew. When the first gate
opened it had been obvious that there was more than one species of
sapient dino, but it was more obvious now. I could see at least
three—small ones with wings, larger ones without wings (about five feet
tall), but also much larger, close to twelve feet tall.

All of them, to my eye, were very nearly the same species. They looked
close enough to the velociraptors that appeared in movies except that
feathers covered their bodies and the winged ones’ feet were more like
fingers than claws.

How to describe the battle? Chaos, but managed chaos.

Supers try not to scare normal people. Since the Second World War,
superheroes have been careful to hold back, to capture rather than kill,
to respect laws when they can. Battles where supers have to go all out
show supers’ full potential, giving super-hating groups like True
Humanity everything they need to stoke the fears of anyone who isn’t
sure where they fit in a world where humans can challenge gods.

This battle was no exception. It was the kind of fight that gave public
relations firms nightmares.

The Power, Gravity Star, and Captain Commando had set themselves up near
the gateway. The Power stood on the roof of the Grand Lake Art Museum, a
blocky, concrete building. Gravity Star stood on the roof of an ornate
stone building that had once been a bank.

Captain Commando stood next to a red, white and blue motorcycle that
looked exactly like the first Captain Commando’s motorcycle. For all I
know, it may have been the same one. Her sword hung sheathed on her back
as she aimed a purple gun with silver sparkles at the dinos. It looked
like something that might have appeared in a girl’s toy set—if Barbie
used 50s style sci-fi ray guns.

And if girls’ toy sets did come with guns like that, they’d have been
sued.

The dinos ran out of the gateway, not caring what could happen to them
on the side, roaring, screeching, screaming. As they did, anything metal
flew into the air. Some of them tried to hang on, but they couldn’t hang
on long, letting go when they realized the weapons couldn’t stop them or
the strap that held the gun to their bodies broke.

At the same time, many of them stumbled or fell over as gravity
increased unexpectedly. In the middle of that Captain Commando fired the
sparkly gun. Anything its bright, yellow beam hit burned.

Burnt bodies halfway down the block testified that she’d been using the
gun successfully. The unburned, bludgeoned bodies among them hinted that
the Power had been doing more than taking guns away.

That wasn’t the end of it. Because of their sheer numbers, many dinos
made it through, but those that did faced lightning from not one person,
but two. Red Legacy threw lightning from his hands. Red Hex threw
lightning with her staff.

The gate had been disappearing and reappearing before we left the
League’s headquarters and before they’d arrived. Hundreds of dinos must
have arrived. Some had scattered into the city, but a many colored crowd
had come to free the gate. If the dinosaurs hadn’t been murderous,
they’d have been beautiful. Their feathers were all the colors of the
rainbow.

Talons outstretched they charged, ready to swarm Captain Commando and
then the roof, but it wasn’t that simple. I’d never seen a troll before
I’d visited Grand Lake. Big nosed with tusklike teeth and a muscled body
twice the size of a normal human, it crushed the smaller dinosaurs under
its feet, smashed the bigger dinos with the blow from its hands.

Next to Troll stood Gunther, one short sword in either hand. Wherever he
went, he left a trail of blood and not just a trail—pools. Once in a
while, he paused to shout at Fourpoint, the man who could mimic
movements or Blur, the short speedster.

The odds seemed long, but I could believe they’d win this fight—at least
for now.

The crowd of dinos went for half a block. I could make this easier.
Checking the HUD for my teammates and not finding any, I spoke into the
comm, “Taking a shot at the crowd east of the park. Stay back!”

I let go of my flight and started to fall, feeling the energy build. The
glowing sheath around me glowed ever brighter as I dropped, but as I got
closer to the ground, I let the energy go, throwing me upward as a blast
of energy hit below.

My shields glowed a little less as I slowed to hover. I’d burned at
least three-fourths of them to cinders. It was a good shot and it hadn’t
hit any of us. Relief washed over me.

I wondered how the team fighting at the other gate was doing. It
wouldn’t be hard to find out.

Meanwhile, dinos continued to pour out of our gate only to be met with a
cloud of metal shards.

The comm clicked and I heard C’s deep, bass voice. “Critical Mass.
Please go to Gateway B. They’ll need your help.”

Taking a last look below, I let more power in. The sheath around me
glowed with more energy and I flew upward, flying over the line of
19th century buildings with their carvings and
decorations.

On the other side, the buildings changed from Victorian leftovers to
modern parking garages—even if one of the modern garages looked
Victorian, all red brick and ribbon-like carvings in fake stone around
the corners.

I had no time to investigate the architecture, either to appreciate it
or mock it. Dinosaurs filled the streets between the fake Victorian
parking structure and a more normal gray, concrete parking structure
that actually looked like a parking structure.

I’d seen them making the gateway disappear and reappear further down the
street. What they’d gotten out of it was a force that appeared to be
converging on the hotel. And how much sense did that make? While I
understood that they ate people, it wasn’t where I’d send my forces if I
had any control over them.

What bothered me was that there seemed to be so many more dinosaurs than
I’d seen on the other streets, and it wasn’t because the other team had
been slacking off.

They’d recognized what was going on, placing Night Wolf’s car and a cat
shaped mech in front of the hotel. Both of them had sonic weapons like
the Rocket’s suit and used them to keep the dinosaurs away while they
fought. The Wolfmobile had fired off missiles that left tanks and a few
of the twelve foot tall dinos burning on the ground. The Catmecha’s
laser in combination with its clawed feet cut through the crowds that
came near the hotel.

If that weren’t enough, Railgun stood between the two vehicles, spraying
slivers of metal into the crowd like a giant, silver-gray humanoid
machine gun. Occasionally, she’d shoot down one of the small, winged
dinosaurs.

A large dumpster stood behind her. To my eyes, a quarter of it had
already been absorbed and fired away.

By themselves that might not have been enough to control a crowd of dino
soldiers that spread down nearly two blocks from the hotel, but that
wasn’t all. Walls of impenetrable darkness around fifteen feet tall and
just as thick surrounded the front of the hotel.

That must have been Shadow’s work, but I couldn’t see where she was.
Storm King stood on the roof of the modern car structure.

A dark cloud hung over the block and lightning flashed from it into the
dinos.

“Same thing as the last time?” I asked.

C said, “That’s right.”

I did, dropping as I let energy into the sheath and then let it free in
a burst of light and heat. I aimed it down the street, carving out a gap
in the crowd that was almost as wide as the street and more than a block
long.

Screams of pain erupted from the dinosaurs during the beginning of the
burn, but by the time I’d finished it was much more quiet. I hadn’t
killed them all. They’d stayed alive on the sidewalks and the side of
the road. I could only fire down the middle of the street unless I
wanted to annihilate buildings and start the downtown on fire.

Night Wolf’s voice came over the comm. “That clears them out. Damn. I
think we’ve got a fighting chance now. Thanks.”

Again, that wasn’t completely true. The dinos were still stepping out of
the gateway in the intersection in front of the hotel, but ones that had
survived the blast weren’t in any hurry to mass in the street and
charge. They stayed next to the buildings, still cowering.

“Uh-oh,” the Mystic said. “New problem. The hotel residents are
leaving.”

He wasn’t wrong. The hotel’s lower floor had clear glass and people were
filling the lobby, many of them carrying suitcases, and running for the
door.

The comm crackled and Voice said, “I’ve got this.”

Stepping out of shadows near the front door, she stood in front of
doors. As they opened, she pointed at the hotel. “You can’t come out
here. Back inside.”

You wouldn’t think that a terrified mob would listen to a slim, blond
woman in a pink and white costume, but you’d be wrong. They turned
around and went back into the lobby.

“Bad news,” the Mystic said. “They’re going out the other side of the
hotel—the river side—and running toward the parking garage. Worse news,
a bunch of dinosaurs made it to this side too. Bloodmaiden,
Doppelgänger, Ghost and I are going to do our best to hold them off, but
we could use any help you’ve got.”

Before anyone else said anything, the Rocket broke in. “You know how we
didn’t get here instantly? We didn’t know where all the dinosaurs went
before we showed up, but we’ve been seeing them at other downtown
hotels. Accelerando’s been helping, but we can’t do much from the jet—“

C said, “Rocket, Night Cat, and Critical Mass, we got coordinates from
Guardian. Expect to be translated over at any time. Blue and Blur join
Acclerando in checking the hotels.”

I flew past the hotel, a thirty-three-floor needle of mirrored glass
that stood near a parking structure to its left and a rust colored 19th
century building to its right—though a path that led to an old bridge
stood between them.

I might be ready to disappear to an alternate world, but maybe I could
do something.

The dinos swarmed down the wide sidewalk overlooking the river, but
without the enthusiasm, I’d seen before. A few of them pointed at me and
shrunk closer to the building.

Ahead of them, Bloodmaiden could only be described as being in her
element. When she wasn’t skewering dinos with her spear, she threw it,
punching them with gauntlets that burned with fire as she waited for it
to come back.

Anything that came near her died and she never seemed to get tired. If
anything, she seemed to have more energy.

“Voice,” C said over the comm, “get into the hotel and tell the
civilians to stay inside. See if you can call back the people who are
already trying to leave.”

“There’s some guy in there panicking,” the Mystic said. “I’ll send you a
picture once you’re in my range. If he stops egging them on, we’ll be
much better off.”

Doppelgänger stood next to Bloodmaiden. Though she (I assumed) was still
tall and gray, she’d modified her form. The Heroes’ League costume
covered her torso, exposing her legs and arms, but the skin around her
limbs had thickened and hardened. Aside from the armor, her legs and
arms had already thickened to the point that they looked like a
bodybuilder’s.

Muscles and armor weren’t the only modifications she’d made. She had
claws too. They looked exactly like Wolverine’s in the X-Men movies
except that they weren’t metal.

I wondered how well they worked in real life. It seemed like the kind of
idea that someone who read comic books would come up with, but I
couldn’t argue with the results. She moved in a blur. To my eye, she
didn’t seem as fast as a speedster, but she was faster than most and had
the strength her muscles promised. When she slashed, she cut, and her
claws didn’t get stuck. When one broke, she
grew another, healing her own wounds just as easily.

The two of them covered for each other, standing side by side or back to
back. Above them, the Mystic slowed the dinos down, choosing the best
moments to use telekinesis, tripping the front row of a charge and
knocking over as many as five rows behind it like
dominoes before the crowd stopped.

Ghost caused as much mayhem as her namesake, becoming visible in the
middle of a crowd of dinosaurs and firing her pistols, frightening them
into jumping sideways to avoid her bullets. They fell into the river on
the left of the sidewalk or tripped over the bushes to the right.

As clever and as brave as they were, they’d get tired in the end. Even
if they hadn’t been hurt Bloodmaiden and Doppelgänger had been hit. The
Mystic would get tired. Ghost would run out of ammo.

I could make it a little easier and maybe save them from a few bad
memories. I let the energy build, dropping into the middle of the
sidewalk. The concrete turned black around my feet and the dinosaurs
dove into the water to avoid my shield’s heat, their feathers beginning
to burn.

When I felt like I had enough, I let the energy go in a long thin
stream—thin as my energy blasts go anyway. It burned everything in front
of me, nearly disintegrating the closest, leaving several pairs of
smoking boots. Further down the block, they were less
fortunate—terminally burnt, but still conscious and wailing.

Still, the League costume’s readouts showed that none of us were near
the blast. I could only wish the military had technology like it.

I let off a second blast that was stronger than the first to end their
suffering. It blackened sidewalk, killed grass, and burned bushes, but
it did stop the noise.

With that, I took to the sky. They’d be able to handle the few that were
near. More would come, too many for anyone to handle, but that would be
true until we stopped them at the source.

I didn’t have time to wonder when that would be because C’s voice filled
my ears even as I rose above the city. “Control’s locked on to you, but
it will be easier if you hover. You’ll be translated to another universe
and appear within one of their domes. When you’re done, we’ll move you
to the next.”

Hovering above the city, I watched more dinos step out of the gates,
beginning to fill the holes I’d made in their ranks. They sniffed the
burnt remains of their fellow soldiers when they reached them, looking
around as if expecting to be attacked.

“How will you know when I’m done?” I asked.

C said, “The Rocket built a cross-dimensional transmitter into the
costume’s comms. You’ll be able to tell us and we’ll be able to lock in
and watch you. Ready?”

“Ready,” I told him.

The world changed around me, blurring, but then the sky disappeared,
replaced by a giant concrete dome, supported by steel beams. Below me,
eight black and silver discs glowed and dinos walked up ramps to stand
on the platforms, disappearing when they reached the middle.

I dropped, letting the energy fill the shield around me, feeling it
vibrate, hearing it hum. I knew what it would take to equal the blast of
a small nuclear bomb.

It wouldn’t take as much as you’d think.

Something hit me from behind. I didn’t feel it, but I heard it sizzle as
it hit my shield. It didn’t matter. I let the energy flow through me and
build in my shield.

When I was in the military, scientists attempted to figure out where the
energy that I use came from. They took genetic samples, poked and
prodded me, fired different forms of radiation at my shield, and all
they knew in the end was that I had the greatest capacity to draw power
and hold it without using it that they’d ever seen.

By the time they got to that point, I could have told them the same
thing.

Wherever the power comes from, it’s bottomless. I’ve always got more,
but when I get tired, I get worse at controlling it.

I looked around. The dinos had cleared away from me, backing away as the
air heated up. The concrete around me was turning black and cracking. A
few of the dinos lifted laser rifles and fired. As focused as I was on
absorbing energy into my shield, I barely noticed that they fired. Their
beams’ energy went into the shield with the rest, adding some small
amount to the total.

The dinos looked at each other, and turned to look and at a green
feathered dino that stood behind them. After a few words, the dinos
lowered their rifles and stepped to the side. The rest of the crowd
moved with them opening a path in the middle of the crowd. A truck
rolled forward, stopping with the rest of the dinos. The truck reminded
me almost as much of a Hummer as it did a truck. It had large wheels
while the body hung high off the ground. Unlike a Hummer, it had a metal
circle in the last quarter of the top. The trailer attached there.

The trailer doubled as a platform for a gun. A red and black feathered
dino sat behind the gun in a seat that moved as it aimed the barrel.
Something deep in inside it glowed.

The gun rose above the truck, aiming downward at me.

It couldn’t have more power behind it than a nuclear blast. I knew that,
but I couldn’t be sure. It might punch through my shield or even force
me to lose focus enough that I’d let the power go in a way that didn’t
cause much damage.

No, I decided, I’d gathered enough power. If anyone was going to let go
of it, it would be me.

So, I did.

You may have watched old black and white movies the U.S. Government made
to prepare citizens for nuclear war. There would be an explosion and the
screen would turn white as the blast expanded outward, molten fire
expanding to cover everything. Further out, the winds would destroy
anything in their path until nothing stood, leaving only charred and
sandy remains.

Eventually, a mushroom cloud would rise above the ground.

It was exactly like that.

I let the energy go and the world turned white. By the time it cleared,
there were no feathered dinosaurs, truck/hummers, whole starplates, or
even the dome they’d been inside.

I stood in the middle of an empty, ashen landscape. Melted metal with no
obvious purpose was all that was left of the nearest starplates. The
more distant starplates had been only partially melted, but pieces of
them had been scattered around where they’d stood, many sticking
partially out of the ground.

Sections of the dome lay across the area, looking like pieces of the
same shattered hard boiled egg.

Dino bones had been scattered across the wreckage, bits of bones nearest
me. Recognizable skeletons appeared further away. There were no
surviving dinos.

I forced myself to look past the target. Who else had I hit?

The dome had been in the middle of a field, surrounded by dinos and
vehicles that been lining up to enter, invade and eat their fill. The
nearest dino to the dome had been turned into skeletons by the blast. In
the distance, the dead bodies were recognizable dinos. A few might even
have been alive.

Past the torn chain link fence, however, stood houses and not whatever
kind of strange parallel universe houses that millions of years of
dinosaur culture might create. Recognizable ranch style houses stood
next to each other in the kind of suburb I’d seen all over the United
States. There weren’t many trees and mountains stood in the distance, so
if I had to guess, I’d have placed myself in the west, possibly in
Colorado.

It was hard to see from where I stood, but it was humans not dinosaurs
stepping out of the houses to stare at the devastation. I could only
wonder what they saw. Was this a moment of liberation, or a moment of
disaster? Could they possibly have supported the dinos, or even made a
deal with them?

I wanted to interview them and find out what sense they made of it all,
but C spoke over the comm, “Are you ready?”

I did the same thing two more times.

I’m good enough as a reporter. I believe I make difference in helping
people understand the world supers inhabit and the decisions they have
to make. As a weapon of mass destruction, though, I’m the best there is
at what I do, but what I do is kill cities at the request of authority
figures.

It’s a strong argument in favor of being good enough. I sleep better as
a reporter than I ever did as a soldier.

When the dust settled, a flash of blue light brought me back to the
Heroes’ League’s headquarters. I appeared on their starplate, a small
version of the ones I’d destroyed. Control looked up from the controls
to smile at me. “It’s over. All their gateways are gone.”

Then she stopped smiling. “Could you maybe step off the starplate? I’ve
got to turn it off and I don’t want to accidentally send you somewhere,
or worse, send part of you somewhere.”

“When you put it that way,” I told her, “I can’t say no.”

Her mouth twisted into a brief smile. “Thanks.”

I stepped onto the concrete floor, looking around the room. It felt
familiar. Storm King, Gravity Star, Captain Commando and a few more
stood together talking, sometimes laughing.

Shift sat in a chair, leaning back with his eyes closed next to one of
the tables. On the wall screen, different windows showed local and
national news. The dinos that survived were now captive. Except for a
few isolated incidents, the fighting was over.

Next to one of the computer consoles, C and Gunther talked in low
voices. I should have been interviewing them about the battle. Instead,
I walked to the locker room and changed back into my civilian clothes.

When I finished, I walked back out to the collection of tables and
computers they used as a communications center and started writing notes
about my experience. I couldn’t say I missed being in uniform. I’d spent
eight years protecting the United States and sometimes Earth. I’d
destroyed cities, small armies and a battleship in the name of saving
lives. I don’t know how many people I killed as collateral damage.

It wasn’t an easy life, but I could live with the deaths, knowing that
I’d saved many more.

After what happened in Grand Lake last fall, people questioned the new
Heroes’ League’s judgement, asking if they could trust kids to make
those kinds of decisions. It was a reasonable question, and not one I
can answer directly. I wasn’t there then, but I was in this battle.

They weren’t bad.

Before anyone else, they recognized the invasion for what it was, passed
along what they knew to the rest of the world, protected their city, and
held their positions against enemies they knew they couldn’t beat. Aside
from what they did themselves, they listened to more experienced
supers—Gunther, C, and whoever “One” turned out to be.

I’ve seen professional soldiers do worse.



I finished reading Nadia’s article, relieved at her endorsement at the
end. I couldn’t say I was wild about the entire article. Vaughn had a
couple spots where he looked bad, but not unforgivably bad.

On the other hand, I was grateful for what she’d left out. When we’d
been talking about destroying the dinos’ starplates, I’d asked, “The
inventory says we’ve got an atomic bomb, but I’ve never been able to
find it. Do you know where it might be?”

C had shaken his head. “We used it. Mark it gone. I’d be more surprised
if we’d thought to sign it out.”

It wasn’t our fault, but it could be used to paint us as the kind of
people who lost atomic bombs, and that wouldn’t have been good.

She’d skipped a few other events too. She’d had to. You can’t include
everything in one article, but this is what I remembered…

By five in the afternoon, the doctors had finished and left, and we’d
been debriefed by the FBI. No one had suffered a major injury, but there
were cuts and bruises—lots of bruises, in fact. The doctors examined us
thoroughly to make sure that the bruises were only what they appeared to
be, so it took longer. The new armored costumes didn’t let much through,
but they didn’t absorb everything either.

Nadia was back into civilian clothes, watching as people pulled out cots
and sleeping bags from storage, or disappeared into the locker room to
change into their own clothes. I’d already changed—which wasn’t what
we’d planned, but Daniel said she was safe.

She moved slowly, carefully, as if anything she touched might explode.
She stopped next to me as I rolled out a sleeping bag. Haley and I could
have gone home or back to the dorms, but with everyone here, we’d
decided to stay.

“So what’s next?” Nadia asked. “A giant slumber party?”

I shrugged. “Kind of. We’ll probably order take out from somewhere. We
might watch a movie. I don’t know. We might just talk. Are you planning
to stick around and interview us?”

She shook her head. “I’ve got enough material already, and besides I’ve
got to write a couple more articles than I planned about what happened
here today. I’ll be up till midnight, I’m sure.”

I glanced over at her. “Do you ever miss this?”

She shook her head. “The fights? Not at all. I don’t miss worrying about
killing civilians or calculating the strength of everything I do. You
know what I do miss? The people. I could tell you some great stories,
but given the people involved, half of them are still classified.”

She sighed. “You want some advice?”

She didn’t wait for me to answer. “Do something with your friends that
doesn’t include beating up supervillains.”
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Excerpt from Xiniti Gambit


        Xiniti Space Station Batukti: Edge of Interdicted Space/The Human
Quarantine

Nikataktuk of the Xiniti Jump Gate Command stood alone in his office.
He’d rather be with the rest of his clan, but there were some things
that were easier thought through alone—many things in his position.

He thought at the far wall and it changed. No longer a landscape of the
jungles of his homeworld, it mirrored the stars outside the space
station. He turned toward the wall to the right, calling up a map of
known space complete with jump gates, military installations, and major
trade routes.

Then he used his implant to set the third wall to follow the young on
the park level. Their pack hunting tactics would distract him if he
needed it. He let the park’s audio stream run in the background.

With that set up, he focussed his attention on the map of known space.
Interdicted Space was where everyone expected to find problems, but the
Issakass had a new weapon and were expanding out on the rim of the
galaxy. All reports indicated that species that fought them were
exterminated or at the least defeated. The Issakass had never been
pleasant, but their borders had remained stable for the last two hundred
years. That had changed only in the last two. Along with their expansion
had come a tendency to fight internally. That had never been their pattern.

What had changed? He didn’t know, but he had his suspicions.

They needed more data. He used his implant, assigned teams to
investigate. While it might not yet be his problem officially, he knew
it would be soon enough.

He had a solution in mind. He’d had one since the being the humans
called Lee or “Immortal” visited the Xiniti space station in the humans’
solar systems. That one would be able to handle the problem without
having to involve the Xiniti themselves which was a good thing. There
were only so many of them, and also the Alliance were often too slow to
authorize them to move in themselves.

No, the Immortal could cripple the Issakass long before the Xiniti were
allowed to act. Then when everything had been officially put in motion
they’d be able to risk less hunters from the Xiniti clans.

He liked that idea.

The other matter associated with Lee required a bit more sensitivity. A
few of his proteges had killed a notorious Xiniti criminal. When that
had been reported, he’d followed Xiniti tradition. They’d done the
Xiniti clan a service when they’d killed that creature, removing a stain
on their name, and he’d had the local Xiniti inform Earth that the
humans were now a part of the Xiniti nation.

While true, the humans were young. The clan reasonably expected the new
clan members to undergo the same initiation as all others—to handle one
of the clan’s assigned tasks on their own and without help from the
clan.

He’d found one that seemed suitable, a simple mission that youngsters
with decent training should be able to handle. A small colony of human
refugees near Interdicted Space would be receiving new and highly
controversial colonists. The youngsters would have to protect the new
colonists and the colony for a few days to a week while forces for the
world’s protection arrived.

There were so many aspects of the situation that made the newest members
of the Xiniti Nation perfect for the job. They were human for one,
giving them an immediate connection to the colonists that a Xiniti would
not have. They had a fast, well-armed ship. He’d seen it in action.

Still, there were aspects that troubled him. This might require more
diplomatic skills than he’d expect as they’d been traveling from one
system to another at first. The new colonists were infamous enough that
some government might attempt to collect on the bounty.

And then there was the other potential candidate for adulthood in the
clan. The Xiniti who had been killed by the Immortal’s students had one
child. By coincidence, that child was now waiting for its chance to
officially become an adult in the eyes of the clan. At this time, it was
the only eligible child from that clan that was ready, and given the age
gap between it and the next group, it would remain that way.

Normally, if there were other Xiniti ready, he’d send them all out
together despite any clan differences. He didn’t want to make any
exceptions because they’d killed the child’s father.

The Xiniti had been bringing aliens into their clans practically since
they ventured into space.

If there were trouble, it would be an embarrassment for the clan.

The Xiniti turned away from the map, staring out at the darkness of the
stars that surrounded the station.

He’d made a decision. The Xiniti would go and so would the new human
candidates.
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