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Motor City Intern


        It was the last two weeks of my internship and not the internship for my
engineering degree. That one had ended barely two months in after an
investigation and battle that left most of the company’s leadership in
prison.

Grand Lake University’s engineering department with help from the FBI
had put me into a quiet internship where I learned how to design auto
parts for the rest of the year. It wasn’t the most interesting
internship, but on the other hand, no one had attempted to kill me,
making it much less stressful than my first internship.

This was my post-college internship through the Stapledon program which
meant I was interning with another superhero group.

The greater Detroit metro area had a well-known team—Detroit Unity—which
had been created by joining together superheroes from the suburbs with
the downtown Detroit supers, fixing racial divisions in the local super
community dating from the 1967 riots. The group’s history had inspired
two documentaries, but I wasn’t interning with Unity.

I was interning with the Motor City Heroes. They helped Unity, but they
weren’t part of it.

It’s something of an understatement to say that the Motor City Heroes
didn’t have the nicest base. It was a round, concrete tower that rose
two stories from a corner lot that had last been used by a dollar store.
The name “Motor City Heroes” had been carved into the concrete.

One thing that you could say for it was that unlike your average
superhero base in a city, it didn’t put civilians at risk. While it was
on a four-lane road, Detroit’s depopulation had left a half-block
distance from the nearest home or business—at least on the south side of
the street.

Grass and weeds surrounded the building, turning into urban gardens on
the next block. Most of the houses had been bulldozed, clearing out the
space.

I wasn’t outside the building, of course, I was inside and I couldn’t
even look out of the window. Much like an iceberg, most of the base was
under water, or to be technically accurate, under ground level.

That’s if, you know, you’re into complete technical accuracy. Because if
you were, then I’d also be forced to note that I wasn’t alone down
there. I was hanging around with Mateo.

We were in the garage/lab. It wasn’t my lab. It wasn’t even as big as my
lab, but it did feel like home even if it was less like the lab than the
hangar where we kept the jet and various super vehicles.

The Motor City Heroes’ technical person was a power-suited automotive
engineer who went by V8 when in costume and as Willa when she wasn’t.
She wasn’t in, but all her tools and machines were. She worked more with
metal than I did, but we had similar fabrication machines, and 3D
printers. She did more welding and more metalwork. The machines, tools,
and counters covered the walls, and the whole place smelled of oil.

In his mid-twenties, Mateo was partly out of costume and leaning against
a metal support beam. A little taller than I was and skinnier, he had
dark brown hair and tan skin. His blue mask stuck partly out of the
pocket of his black button-down shirt (with a priest’s collar) while his
rapier hung from his belt.

He folded his arms across his chest. “You’re almost done, right? It’s
one week? Two? Then you’re back to Grand Lake.”

“Two,” I said. “It’s been interesting to be here—really different
actually. Most of the League’s stuff seems to escalate into world ending
territory. This has been nice, more street level and a little more
human, if that makes any sense.”

Mateo nodded. “Sure. It makes a lot of sense. We spend all of our time
on the ground. When you aren’t flying or hiding behind armor, you have
to talk to people. And when you aren’t dressed like a stormtrooper,
people come up and talk to you.”

“They talk to me when I’m in the Rocket suit, but it’s a little more of
a mob scene and there are a lot of selfies.”

He laughed. “The selfies do get a little out of hand. I should be
grateful that the Masks were at their peak popularity in the 1920s and
30s. I don’t get as much of that.”

I shook my head. “I’m still amazed that you’re all still out there and
still doing the same thing—masks and rapiers. I know it’s magic, but it
surprises me that it hasn’t evolved a little.”

“Some things are perfect as is,” he winked at
me.“And besides, it does evolve. It’s a
little different for everyone in my family.”

His phone began to ring and he pulled it out of his pocket to answer.
After a few minutes of talking in a low voice, he put the phone away and
turned back to me. “That was the police. We’ve got a dead body and
according to them, it looks like there’s something spooky going on.”

He pulled the mask out of his pocket and it stuck to his face. As he let
it go, his clothes changed into shimmery blue clothes that reminded me
of something out of a Zorro movie including a sash, broad-brimmed hat,
and cape.

“Coming?” He walked across the room and mounted his motorcycle, a long
black Harley. His cape fell across the seat behind him, never getting
close to the back tire, chain, or engine even though it hung to his
knee.

“It’s not as if I have a choice.” My own motorcycle started as I walked
toward it.

Mateo pulled on his helmet, letting his hat fall down his back, held on
by a blue leather string. He grinned at me. “You always have a choice.”

I put my leg over my motorcycle’s seat and grabbed my own helmet,
feeling the electric hum of the engine. “True, but some choices aren’t
the kind you can say no to if you want to live with yourself
later.”

Nodding, Mateo tapped the spot on the floor that moved the platform up
to the first floor. Above us, the section above us opened and in a few
seconds, we were at ground level. The metal door slid open and we rode
out, stopping on the dirt driveway in front of the Motor City Heroes’
headquarters, and then into traffic. Though a four-lane road, there
weren’t many cars. A semi rumbled down the road ahead of us and only two
cars followed behind us, both of them so far away I could only guess at
their color.

I intended to ask someone why they’d never paved the driveway someday,
but I hadn’t gotten around to it. Working Man, the group’s leader, could
be a little prickly, and being shouted at for asking a question didn’t
appeal to me. I didn’t care that much about the answer.

It would be overstating it to say he hated the Heroes’ League, but I
didn’t feel like he liked the current version. I didn’t know it for
sure, but he spent enough time ranting about the Stapledon program and
all the legacies whose parents and grandparents traded in on their
heroics for cash that I didn’t feel the need to clear things up.

“V4,” Mateo said, “we’re going to turn right at the next corner. The
house will be the only one on the right side of the block. If you’re in
doubt, look for the flashing lights.”

“Am I taking this one alone?” Guessing what was coming, I readied my
hand on the right handlebar.

“Nope, but I might beat you there,” and then he shot forward down the
street, engine roaring.

There were bad points to being in a section of Detroit that had lost so
many people that the blocks had more empty lots than houses, but the
bright side was that if you were young, had a motorcycle capable of
going several hundred miles per hour, and the ability to handle it, you
could race down the street with no risk of hitting anyone.

We’d been doing it a lot.

I had the more powerful bike, but thanks to the mask, Mateo’s reflexes
were off the charts. He beat me most of the time.

I twisted the throttle and the bike shot forward, almost catching him,
but not quite. We were close to the corner and he’d already begun to
slow down. I still had to, and he didn’t slow down as much.

He was a quarter of the way down the block as I finished turning the
corner. After that, it was all straight. My bike accelerated faster and
so I wasn’t too far behind as the ambulance, police cars, and a dingy,
grayish-white, single-story house came into view.

We both slowed down and he only pulled into the driveway a little before
me. I couldn’t help but note that the victim’s driveway was cracked, but
still paved.

Officer Harshaw, a forty-something, dark-skinned woman stood outside.
I’d seen her a few times over the summer but hadn’t talked with her.
“V4, Blue Mask,” she gestured for us to come closer. “Before you go
inside, you should know that the victim’s been dead for at least a day.
It does not smell good in there. So if you need to throw up for that or
any other reason, there’s a bucket on the porch outside the door. Try
not to have a problem inside, okay?”

Mateo and I looked at each other and he smiled at her. “We’ll do our
best.”

She shook her head. “Don’t do your best. Make it to the bucket. It’s
already bad enough in there. Don’t make it worse.”

Then she started walking, waving for us to follow her up the porch,
passing a white plastic bucket that sat next to the screen door. Mateo
and I stepped onto the porch, she turned to me.

“V4, how is V8 doing? It seems like we haven’t seen her much at all
since you appeared.” She stopped and turned to look at me as she opened
the door.

I met her gaze. “V8 is fine. She’s still around. We’re working together
on a bunch of things. It’s just that my being around freed her up to
work on some things for the group that she hadn’t been able to get to.
I’m helping her with some of them and taking a lot of her shifts.”

“Good to hear.” She turned away and stepped through the front door.

It felt a little different being “V4,” sidekick of V8, than being the
Rocket. For one, I wore a costume with blocks of red and navy blue,
designed to resemble leather racing suits. The colors matched V8’s. For
another, I didn’t have either the mobs of selfie hunters or the instant
credibility of the Rocket suit while wearing it.

I didn’t mind losing the selfie hunters, but when I needed civilians to
listen to me, I missed the Rocket suit.

“V4” was a creation of necessity. Working Man made it clear to me before
I even left Grand Lake that I would be welcome, but the Rocket wouldn’t.
“I know who your enemies are and I don’t want any part of them. We’re
just a small team. We don’t need problems with the Nine.”

So I was V4 and as V4, I walked into the house’s front room. At that
moment I knew one thing for sure.

Officer Harshaw was right about the smell.

I’d been at gruesome death scenes before. One of the worst had been the
product of a man who’d burned the victims halfway to ash. That one had
left me with mixed associations with the smell of smoked pork.

The bright side of this one was that it wouldn’t leave me with mixed
associations with pleasant smells. It smelled like rotting meat combined
with any biological substance that might leak out of a human body before
the body stiffened.

I didn’t throw up, but it was a near thing. My stomach rolled and I did
my best to keep everything inside where it belonged.

Next to me, Mateo’s eyes widened. He closed his eyes and swallowed.
After a moment he opened them. I didn’t ask him for details.

The TV was on, showing Maury Povich and his guests. They were screaming
at each other over the results of a paternity test. In front of the TV,
a man’s body lay in a lounge chair. He was black and appeared to be in
his late 50s. Except for the smell and the dried blood on his shirt and
the chair, he might have been sleeping. His eyes were closed and he
seemed to be smiling.

Officer Harshaw looked from Mateo over to me and, satisfied that we
hadn’t vomited yet, said, “Look at his neck. He’s the fourth person this
week to die in this way. We’ve been told that we should call in a super
from the magical end of things to take a look at the crime scene.
They’re hoping that you’ll confirm what’s perfectly obvious to everybody
else. So, is it a vampire?”

Mateo raised an eyebrow, “I’ll take a look.”

He took a breath, closed his eyes and then opened them, this time
looking over the room again and out the front door. Then he turned back
to Officer Harshaw.

“You haven’t mentioned it, but is one of the things that’s off about
this murder that there’s no sign of forced entry?”

Officer Harshaw nodded.

Mateo’s frown was visible under the mask. “I want to say, ‘of course
it’s vampires,’ but I don’t know. It’s the most likely option, but I’m
not going to lie to you. Vampires aren’t the only supernatural creatures
that I’ve heard of that could get in without forcing it and drink the
victim’s blood. I’m going to have to ask around. I have friends that
might know.”

Officer Harshaw’s mouth twisted, “But vampires are your best guess right
now?”

Mateo nodded. “But only for right now. There are different kinds of
vampires, so even if it is vampires, it might not be the kind that
everyone knows about.”

Officer Harshaw raised an eyebrow, “There’s more than one kind of
vampire?”

I replied before Mateo could, “There’s one kind where the vampire’s head
detaches at night and flies around looking for blood.”

“Are you kidding me? You think we’ve got one of those around here?” She
looked over at Mateo.

He glanced over at me, “I think that was just supposed to be an example,
right?”

I nodded. “Right. I’ve never seen the floating head kind. I’ve fought
regular vampires right here in Michigan, though.”

Frowning, Officer Harshaw said, “Alright, I get it. I’ll tell my
supervisors that you’re guessing it’s vampires, but you need to find out
more. Meanwhile, they’ll have to pass out garlic and crosses to the
force.”

Mateo flashed her a smile. “That sounds right. We’ll keep you updated in
case it turns out to be something else. In the meantime, I’m wondering
about the other similar deaths. Do you know who died and where they
were?”

She frowned, thinking. “I don’t have everything off the top of my head,
but as I remember, two of the other victims were men, both white and in
their fifties. The third was a white woman
in her forties. All of them were downtown near the Renaissance Center.”

That stopped Mateo. “That’s interesting.”

“Yeah,” I said. “So if it’s the same vampire, assuming it’s a vampire,
they moved over here—maybe because they guessed people would notice.
Alternately, it’s a different vampire and that might mean that they
turned someone we maybe don’t know about yet.”

Officer Harshaw nodded along as I talked, adding, “If that’s true, we
might be seeing more new vampires by the end of the week. Then we’ll
have to call in for help. We don’t want a repeat of what happened to
Grand Lake a couple years ago. Magical heroes cut the city off from the
outside so that whatever was in there couldn’t spread. That’s the first
step when stopping  magical predators the normal way becomes impossible.
It gets worse from there.”

Remembering back to The Thing That Eats and everything we had to do to
contain it, I could only say, “Yeah.”

It wasn’t as if I were the Rocket.

As we left, the men from the ambulance started removing the dead man
from his chair and put him on the stretcher. It wasn’t as easy as it
sounds. His body seemed to be stuck to the cushions—which was the point
that I stopped watching and moved a little faster as I followed Mateo
out the door.

As we got on our bikes, he said, “I’m going to stop about a block from
here.”

I didn’t question it and rode behind him until he turned right into the
cracked remains of a concrete driveway that sat in the middle of an
otherwise green lot, the last remains of the house and garage it led to
having disappeared long before I started my internship. The nearest
house I could see was on the far end of the opposite side of the block.
The block on the other side had three houses, but none of them were
close either.

Through his helmet communicator, Mateo said, “I didn’t feel like waiting
until we got back to the base. If we talk through the helmets comms, no
one should be able to hear us, and if they can, it’s your fault, right?”

Updating their communications had been one of my projects. “I guess, but
the helmets are soundproofed and the communications are encrypted, so it
shouldn’t be an issue unless they’re a telepath. If they are, blame
Working Man, I wanted to put anti-telepathic technology into the
helmets, but he wouldn’t let me due to the cost. He’s not wrong. It
wouldn’t have been cheap, but it’s worth thinking about.”

Nodding, Mateo said, “I remember that discussion. Getting back to my
reason for stopping, what did you think about everything we saw back
there?”

Even though Working Man or V8 were the senior heroes on the team, I’d
spent most of my time with Mateo who’d only been out of Stapledon for a
couple years at most. At the same time, he was both good at teaching and
at street level work. That was the Masks’ main thing.

“Well,” I began, “she already knew the answer she wanted. She didn’t
give us the victim’s name and she chose you specifically even though the
Unity team has Chromatic. He’s some kind of dragon wizard, right?”

Tilting his head to the side, Mateo didn’t say anything for a moment,
but then nodded. “Chromatic isn’t much of a people reptile. I don’t know
where he’s from, but I get the impression that humans aren’t worth much
there. Besides, he’s all about blasting people with elemental magic and
not so much about gathering information. She wouldn’t have gotten much
out of him, but she knows I give them what I can. The police have been
put through the ringer here—the undead like places like Detroit. I’d bet
that she’s right about the vampires, but there are so many vampiric
undead that I don’t dare tell her yes without more information.”

I nodded. “So, what are you going to do?”

I saw him grin through the tinted helmet. “First, tell me what you’re
going to do.”

“Call Bloodmaiden. She knows about vampires. Then maybe call Red Hex and
see if she has any ideas.”

He nodded. “That’s good. What I’m going to do is call one of our
contacts on the police force and see if I can’t get all the names and
exactly where they were found. While I’m at it, I think I might check if
any of their friends ever disappeared.”

“That sounds like a good idea, one I probably should have thought up on
my own.”

Shaking his head, he said, “Don’t worry about it. You don’t have
contacts on the force and I’m supposed to keep them secret because
they’re too sensitive to pass on to an intern.”

I shook my head. “Okay. It does make sense. I wouldn’t want to get them
in trouble by accident or something.”

Mateo gave a twisted smile and tapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry
about it. Working Man’s careful. Too careful, maybe.”

A couple cars passed us on the road. One of them was a police car. It
didn’t stop, but the driver glanced over at us. I turned back to Mateo.
“Did you see anything over there? Bloodmaiden’s got some kind of magic
vision and I’m assuming you’ve got the same?”

He nodded and glanced over at the road. “It’s not exactly like hers, but
it’s similar. Not everyone in my family can do it. It seems to be my
mask adapting to me. I can see magic and spiritual forces.”

“Because you’re a priest?” I asked.

“I don’t know. The masks have their own goals—good ones, we think, but
we don’t understand them. We know they want us to fight evil, stop
oppression, and other priorities that change over time. Fighting the
undead isn’t normally their focus, but it sometimes is for me. Whatever
was there came in the front door. When I looked, I could see hints of it
there and in-between the door and the chair. I think it had been back
into the kitchen too.

“The good news if there is any, is that the dead man had touches of
undead power around his neck, but nothing inside. When they turn
someone, I see a kind of seed inside which expands into the entire body
in a day or two. There wasn’t one here or I never would have let them
take the body away.”

He stopped, frowned, thinking maybe of times where he had seen the seed
he’d talked about. I asked, “Is there anything that makes you think it
couldn’t be a regular vampire?”

“Not so far, but if the police go in assuming it is and die, it’s our
fault.”

I thought about that. “Don’t the police have their own researchers? I
mean, you said they’ve faced a lot of undead around here. You’d think
they’d hire someone or, I don’t know, go to the library?”

Mateo laughed, “I think they’ve done all of that, but the supernatural
community doesn’t let much information out. They’ve got a whole school
for wizards that doesn’t even talk to us and none of our magical types
are allowed to go there.”

My mind flashed back to when we’d fought The Thing That Eats. After
sealing Grand Lake in a kind of magical circle, they’d sent in a kind of
magical superhero team that I’d never heard of before or since. Not
wanting to get into that, I said, “I heard
about the school from Bloodmaiden. I guess she tried to get in, but they
wouldn’t take her and then she went down to shout at them about it.”

He sighed, “Everybody knows about that, at least everybody with a
connection to the magic side of things. She didn’t know how much people
hate blood magic. It must be normal where she comes from, but here it’s
only used as a pathway to necromancy.”

Pausing, he took a long breath, “If you do talk to her about all of
this, make sure she knows that she can’t just show up, right? That’s got
to go through Working Man and the last thing he wants is to be
associated with the League. I know you from Stapledon, but Detroit’s
teams have a hard enough time covering the city. We don’t need to start
handling the big stuff. I think our most powerful hero is a guy who
isn’t on any team. He shows up out of nowhere and controls rats.”

I grinned, “Right. The Skunk Lord. I’ve heard of him. When those
extra-dimensional dinosaurs invaded, he almost handled it himself over
here.”

Mateo’s eyes widened and then he laughed. “Skunk Lord? That’s a new one.
People mostly don’t know about him. Even the press doesn’t have a name
for him. He was more visible than usual during the invasion, but only if
you knew what to look for.”

Then he frowned. “We should get back to the Tower if we’re going to
start making some calls.”

We started our bikes and drove back.

I had my own desk in the Tower’s lab area. It wasn’t much space, but
with Willa working from home, it felt private enough if full to the
point of bursting. I had no right to complain, but back in our HQ, I had
several times as much space.

Taking off my helmet, I set it to charge. Then I activated my League
communicator through the implant in my head. Amy’s communicator rang and
she picked it up.

A number of low pitched hums that made me imagine multiple bulldozers
came through the link as Amy picked up. “Rocket? Please tell me there’s
an emergency because then I can leave.”

“Sorry. No emergency. I’ve just got a couple of questions. What are you
doing?”

“Right now? Guarding a construction crew. It’s not that bad, but I’ve
been watching them do construction without getting attacked for two
weeks now. I don’t want them to get attacked, but I’m not interested in
watching them build a wall either.”

I tried to remember where her internship was and didn’t come up with it.
“Where are you again?”

“Infinity City—technically just outside. Something blew out a chunk of
wall and we’re trying to help the FBI get it fixed.”

Even throwing in guarding a construction site, Infinity City still
sounded more interesting than Detroit. “I’m in Detroit and we might be
fighting vampires.”

I went through what I’d seen at the house, ending with, “Do you know
what kind that might be? Just regular or could it be something else?”

“Rocket, that could be anything. Regular vampires would be most likely,
but there are so many varieties. Reliquary had us learn about them. Back
in the universe I come from, vampires aren’t exactly the same, but all
the past Bloodmaidens found my coursework interesting. Did you know that
your world has legends of vampiric vegetables?”

It seemed like I’d heard of something like that. “That sounds like
something out of a Discworld novel. In fact, I’m pretty sure they were
in one.”

“I don’t know,” she said, and then she went into what she’d learned
about vampires and the different ways they were classified with
examples. The conversation went on for some time.

When she was done, I said, “Wow. That’s a lot. Are all of those real?”

“Yes. The ones I know about are all real.”

I shook my head. “There are so many I don’t even know where to begin.”

“I know,” she said into her comm, “that’s exactly where I am with your
question. You don’t have enough details. Throw holy water on it or
something and tell me what happens. Then we’ll start going somewhere.”

“Do you think Red Hex would know more?”

Amy laughed for a while. “No. She was in the same classes I was. But if
you do want to talk to her, she’s here too and so is Troll.”

“No kidding? Okay. Well then I guess I’m done. If we get more
information, I’m likely to call you back.”

Her voice lowered, “And I wasn’t entirely joking about helping. If you
need help, let me know. Red Hex and Troll might be willing too.”

A look around the cluttered lab that wasn’t my cluttered lab reminded me
of the answer I had to give, “I’d have to ask permission from Working
Man to call you in. If he’s fine with it, I’ll do it.”

Amy paused before responding, but then said, “If he’s fine with it? What
if he’s not and you still need help?”

Memories of The Thing That Eats converting people I knew into alternate
bodies for itself flashed through my head. “Let’s just say there’s a
point where I’m going to ignore him and call in anyone I can get, but
before that, I’m going to try to pull in any local heroes I can get. I
mean, Skunk Lord’s around here somewhere.”

Laughing, Amy said, “The guy who controls rats? That’s a good idea, but
don’t forget that some vampires also control rats. He might have to
settle for groundhogs, skunks and squirrels.”

Even though she couldn’t see it, I shrugged. “There might be badgers
around here somewhere. Also raccoons. Besides, he’s my backup plan. I’m
hoping it doesn’t come up.”

“Don’t let your boss’s pigheadedness kill people. If you think you need
us, call us in. From what you’ve said, he sounds like my guardian and
there’s no reason you should have any patience with that.”

Thinking about Amy’s guardian, I had to admit that there was a
resemblance in their personalities, but nowhere else. Amy’s guardian was
blood sorcerer, hereditary noble, and spy who’d lived for hundreds of
years. Working Man was just a regular guy with powers.

We talked a little longer after that but stopped when Mateo stepped into
the lab. “Ready to go? I know a little bit more than I did when we came
back, but I want to know a little more.”

I’d already finished talking with Amy as he opened the door, so I asked,
“What have you got?”

With a wolfish smile, he said, “Names, a more precise location,
occupations and times of death. And it gets more interesting. Officer
Harshaw remembered that they were near the Renaissance Center, but as it
happens all three bodies were found in a parking garage right next to
the Renaissance Center. I don’t know if the vampire is there, but it’s
still daytime which means it’s the best time for us to be looking for
vampires. By the way, what did you get?”

“Not much. I didn’t have enough information. Without a description or
more details than ‘spots of deathly power’ and ‘seems to have sucked
blood,’ it’s anybody’s guess. For all Bloodmaiden knew, it could be
vampiric vegetables.”

Mateo raised an eyebrow. “That would be different.”

We grabbed our bikes and rode the elevator up to the first floor. Once
we got moving, it took about twenty minutes to get to the Renaissance
Center—properly the GM Renaissance Center, now with the Chevrolet logo
circling one of the Renaissance Center’s black towers.

The first fifteen minutes of the ride hadn’t been much different from
the section of Detroit where the Motor City Heroes’ Tower stood—older
houses, some scattered across nearly empty blocks of grass, others
together in rows as they must have been for the last fifty years.

When we got closer, it began to look like every big city—big steel
buildings with mirrored glass or dark glass. That’s not to say that
Detroit didn’t have older, unique, brick, stone, and concrete buildings
from earlier styles of city architecture. It did, but our route went
heavy on gleaming modern buildings.

Of course, you could find yourself passing old, abandoned-looking
buildings within a block or two.

Another amusing detail? American made cars were noticeably more common
than in Grand Lake. I’d heard that car
companies gave discounts to their employees, and based on what I’d seen,
I was prepared to believe it.

The Beaubien Place Garage turned out to be a brick building accented
with white concrete. It sat next to another parking garage and both of
them were across from a long parking lot filled with cars.

Given that the Renaissance Center was five large towers, I could imagine
they’d need the space.

We parked the motorcycles on the sidewalk—not blocking it. The sidewalk
extended from the building to the street and our bikes were next to the
street.

As we walked in, I glanced back at the bikes, remembering what Mateo had
said the last time we’d been downtown, “Don’t worry about it. The police
won’t ticket us. We’ve got an arrangement.”

Inside, the parking garage looked like every parking garage ever—grey
concrete beams, yellow lines, and grey concrete floors and ceilings. It
didn’t take long to the fourth floor by the stairs, surprising a family
and several men in business suits on the way up.

They didn’t register that we were superheroes even as they must have
registered that our costumes weren’t quite normal gear for bikers. They
shrank to the side as we hurried past them.

Cars filled the garage, but it didn’t take long for Mateo to say, “Over
here.”

I followed him down the row of cars until he stopped in the middle.
“They were found here.”

Mateo stared down at the ground between two Chevrolet SUVs. “I can still
see bits of the power they got out of the blood. I’m going look under
the cars to see what else I can get. Keep your eyes peeled in case we’ve
got a daywalker.”

I looked up and down the row of cars, paying attention to the ceiling
above them in case of a bat, mist, even a flying head.

Every now and again, I checked under the vehicle as well because any
horror movie worth the name would include him getting grabbed and
dragged away while under the SUV.

It didn’t take long before he crawled out from under it and stood up. “I
think it was the same one. I’m not sure how I know it, but from what I
see through the mask, this thing leaves the same flavor of evil—whatever
that means.”

He grinned at me.

“The woman’s death was on the next floor up. We should go up there, but
after that, I want to walk through the whole building once. If I’m right
we won’t see any signs of it that are newer than three days. I think it
went our way in search of new hunting grounds.”

I thought about the area around our Tower. Between the open land and
abandoned buildings, it would have space to hide.

Then we walked up the stairs, finding the spot where the woman died not
by the cars, but just past the door that led into the stairwell from the
fourth floor. I didn’t see anything, but
Mateo looked over the little room from floor to ceiling.

In the end he turned to me, “She saw the vampire, or whatever it was,
and tried to run, but it stopped her before she got out the door. That’s
where the feeding starts. It looks like she never stopped struggling.
There are marks from blood magic all the way down the wall next to the
door and around the corner. The last marks are at the top of the
stairwell. Bits of power are scattered around the spot as if she was
still fighting it even then. I can’t know for sure what kind of vampire
it was, but what I’m seeing is that it was human-shaped and strong—or at
least stronger than she was.”

He shook his head. “I almost wish I could tell her family that she
resisted, but I think they might be happier not knowing the details. She
had to have been terrified the entire time.”

I gave the spot a once-over with the sensors I’d embedded in my helmet.
Since they weren’t visible, I didn’t feel bad about using the same tech
as I’d used for the current version of the Rocket suit.

It didn’t matter. None of the sensors detected anything.

On the off-chance that it might do something, I tried to sense what I
could with powers that I’d only recently learned I had and didn’t really
understand. I concentrated and let power flow through me, trying to use
it to sense anything around me that I could.

It didn’t do any good. That probably wasn’t a bad thing as the only
things I’d ever successfully sensed with whatever those “powers” were
were creatures capable of casually destroying the planet or much worse.

If one of them had decided to impersonate a vampire, all I’d be able to
do was call for help.

As I stopped though, Mateo turned to stare at me. “What did you just
do?”

Meeting his eyes, I said, “I’m not sure. I’ve got a power that I can’t
use consistently. I thought I’d try it to see what I got.”

He cocked his head to look at me. “Weird. Everything around you kind of
wobbled for a second and then went back to normal. I don’t know what’s
going on, but, be careful of it. It registers to the mask, but I don’t
think it’s magic. Plus, it makes the mask nervous.”

Taking a moment to consider that, I wondered if I should tell him more,
but decided not to, “Ok.”

After that, we followed the stairs to the roof. When we walked down,
Mateo looking for signs of vampiric power, and with me looking for
physical threats, it turned out that Mateo’s guess that he wouldn’t see
anything recent was correct.

“Which means,” he said as we got on our bikes, “that it stopped by our
section of town for a snack, but it might not be planning to stay. It
might be on its way somewhere else. In fact, it might already be gone.
The best thing we can do is patrol and watch the news.”

We arrived back at the Tower half an hour later and parked our bikes
inside only ten minutes away from the end of our shift, something we
both noticed.

Leaving our bikes in the garage, we stepped into the main hallway under
the base and walked toward the lab, only to find “Athletica” stepping
out of the locker room.

Wearing a red and black costume that made her look as if she might have
just stepped out of a yoga class, Holly stood a few inches shorter than
I did. In her early thirties, she had dark hair, light skin, and a round
face that her mask almost entirely hid. At any rate, it hid her face
normally. It was half off. She held a Starbucks cup in her right hand
and stopped drinking it to say, “Hey guys, how did your shift go?”

Mateo shook his head, “Got a few minutes, Holly? We should brief you.
We’re this close to having a vampire infestation. The only thing saving
us from it is that it might have already skipped town.”

Holly’s eyes widened and let the latte drift further from her mouth,
“Where do you think—”

Then she stopped. Nodding toward the base’s only conference room, she
said, “Brief me.”

We stepped inside. As rooms went, it felt like whoever designed the
conference room only included it begrudgingly. It held four people
comfortably around the room’s round table and six if you didn’t mind
breathing on each other. Between the size and the filing cabinets down
the far wall, it felt smaller than it looked.

Fortunately, there were only three of us. Mateo ran through everything
we’d done and seen, ending with, “If it kept on going in the same
direction, it would end up in Farmington or Farmington Hills—maybe Novi
or Livonia.”

“Fuck. I live in Farmington.” She frowned. “This sounds like a night for
the buddy system. Working Man’s got a thing going downtown so he bailed
on tonight’s patrol. V8 is busy with her projects. I guess I’m going to
call in a favor from Detroit Unity. Nanosecond said she owed me one.
We’ll run through Farmington and see what else we can cover.”

Mateo nodded, “Great. Then we’re done for the day. I’ve got a few things
at my church tonight and Nick’s either got free time or more lab work.”

“Most likely lab work, but I’m wondering if I shouldn’t be out there
with Holly.” I looked over at her.

She shook her head. “Thanks, but no. Get some sleep. Relax. Don’t burn
your candle from both ends. We’ve already got one guy doing that.
Working Man’s not going to change, but I don’t think a lot of people can
live like that—not and be happy anyhow.”

Mateo laughed, got up, and left the room, giving me a wave. “I’ll see
you tomorrow morning.”

“So, newbie,” Holly said, “two weeks and you’re done. What do you think
about that?”

I shrugged, “Things get back to normal? I’ve enjoyed being here, but
I’ve felt out of my depth about half the time.”

She took a sip from her Starbucks cup, “And you go back to being the
Rocket and being world-famous instead of being a nearly unknown
sidekick.”

“I don’t mind being an unknown sidekick. I do miss the Rocket suit. I
feel naked without it sometimes. On the other hand, I haven’t needed the
Rocket suit for anything, so that’s okay.”

Standing up from the table, she said, “I hope it stays that way. When I
started, I wanted to fight aliens, have my name up in lights, all of it.
Now, I’m relieved the world won’t end if I screw up. Fame’s overrated.”

She wasn’t wrong. On the other hand, fame meant you had resources to
fight vampires that you didn’t have as a nearly unknown sidekick.

Following her advice, I followed my schedule—I took the night off. I
read for a while, tinkered with a couple my own things, and drew a few
devices that based on current events were stuck in my head.

I’m meaning, of course, an automatic rifle that fired stakes, a “water”
gun that turned holy water into a fine mist that would stay in the air
for a few minutes, and a garlic grenade.

Elements of the garlic grenade’s design might be worth adapting to
commercial kitchens. I decided to ask Haley about that and sent her the
drawing I’d made along with some notes about how it could process large
amounts of garlic more quickly than people could.

The kitchen version included a container that prevented the garlic
shrapnel from exploding across the room.

Since she was training at the Colorado Stapledon program facility, Haley
didn’t see the text or diagram until about 10 pm in Colorado which was
midnight in Michigan. Her response was, “Have you been drinking?”

I had, but nothing alcoholic. In response, I explained the situation.
She wrote back, “You need to talk to Amy. The Motor City Heroes’ aren’t
prepared for vampires. They’re only four people and I don’t think any
team on the whole east side of the state has a wizard.”

Using my implant, I texted back through my League communicator, “I
talked to Amy and she needs more information before she can help. You’re
right about this side of the state, but the Motor City Heroes does have
Blue Mask and he’s kind of a monster hunter.”

Her words appeared in my brain thanks to the implant. “That’s right.
He knows what he’s doing at least, but stay safe, okay? Call us if
things get bad. I’m sure the League can send someone. If you’ve got a
little warning, I’ll be there and maybe with Stapledon people.”

“Believe me, I will call for help if I need it. I know I don’t know
anything about vampires.”

After that our texts turned away from vampires to Stapledon and what she
was doing—constant training and classes, ending with the two of us
talking about how long it had been since we’d last seen each other.

After she texted me, “Love U,” and I replied, I went to bed. They had a
guest room in the base. It felt like a cramped hotel room or a single
room in a university dormitory. It had space for a bed, a desk, and a
beige carpet that had only been vacuumed because V8 bought a few
Roombas.

I hadn’t modified any of them. She’d already done that.

Mateo and I weren’t scheduled for duty until the evening. I spent most
of the day in the lab until then. I didn’t start constructing any of my
anti-vampire tech, but I did start fleshing out the details. Plus I had
a few more ideas.

Mateo walked in as I sat in front of my laptop in the lab. He leaned
over my shoulder to stare at the screen. “What is that? Are you
designing a giant squirt gun?”

I shook my head and turned around, “It’s a mister. It’ll fill a room in
seconds. It’s actually meant for holy water and I have a few questions
for you about it.”

He blinked. “Oh?”

“Is there a limit on how much you can make at once? For example, could
you bless Lake Michigan or Lake Huron and then have the whole lake be
deadly to vampires?”

He cocked his head, frowning. “I’ve mostly seen it done over bowls of
water. No one ever told me that you can’t do it over a body of water,
but normally you’d use clean water to create holy water and lakes
include algae, fish, and mud, not to mention boats and people. It
wouldn’t be clean. I know of people getting their water from a lake or
stream, but they don’t bless the entire stream. A number of priests use
distilled water.”

I nodded. “So it’s got to be clean. Is there anything else that’s
special about it? Anything that would make it different from normal
water?”

“Usually there’s rock salt that a priest consecrated. For different
purposes, there’s sometimes a little oil, but mostly what you’d call
holy water is water  with a little salt.” Mateo crossed his hands over
his chest and took a step back, still looking at me.

“Let’s say,” I continued, “I had an idea for how to keep the water in
the air longer and that involved adding chemicals or processing it in
some way. Maybe it would heat it up, for example. Would it still be holy
water then?”

He frowned. “I don’t know. Despite what you see in the movies, the main
purpose of holy water isn’t for destroying monsters. It’s for baptisms.
For that matter, even though we do a ritual over a bowl of water and use
salt, none of that is the important part. In the end, we’re asking God
to bless the water. All that matters is that God consents to bless it
and count it as holy. No one knows exactly what would make it stop being
holy water if you’re thinking about it in terms of chemistry.”

I thought about that. “Sorry if I’m asking weird questions. My
girlfriend is Catholic, but I’m not. I’m trying to figure out the rules.
You know, if it really is just God choosing to do it or not, that would
be so much more convenient.

“In that case, all you’d need is to ask God to bless a fire hydrant.
After that, you could slaughter hordes of undead if you just had a
hose.”

He nodded, “If God willed it, it would work, but it’s not what we’d
normally do to create holy water.”

“I get it,” I said, “but holy water would be a much more flexible tool
if it stayed holy when it changed state. With vapor and liquid, you have
an easy area of effect attack and as a solid, you have holy bullets or
you could even make holy barriers if you used it in the winter. You
know, like a holy igloo or something.”

Mateo half sat on the table behind him. “Do you have a plan for using a
holy igloo?”

I shook my head. “That was more of an illustration. A better use of that
much holy water might be trapping a vampire in a house covered with holy
ice. In the winter, it might hold them for a while. Mixing holy water
into concrete might be an even better idea.”

Mateo opened his mouth without saying anything, half-closed it, and
said, “That’s not a bad idea if we had enough holy water. You’ll want to
hang on to your creativity, though, because we have a new development in
the vampire case. Working Man and Athletica are in the conference room
to talk about it.”

What more was there to say after that? I followed him down the hall.

The conference room wasn’t any bigger than the last time I’d been there
and since I was last, I got to sit on the same side as the file cabinets
this time—which was the side of the room that anyone with any sense
avoided because if you leaned back, you could hit the back of your head
against one of the handles.

I hit one as I sat down. The back of the mask I wore as “V4” was
armored, but it connected with a solid clunking noise.

Working Man frowned. Athletica grinned. I’d seen her hit her head in
other meetings and felt pretty sure she’d laugh if I flipped her off,
but I didn’t. It wasn’t something I did normally, and anyway, it didn’t
seem professional.

Working Man cleared his throat. Only a few inches short of seven feet
tall and muscular, he was intimidating even when he wasn’t standing.
Though actually based on a material my grandfather designed, his costume
looked like it was made of blue denim, making him stand out against the
beige wall.

Unlike the rest of the team, I didn’t know his real name. That may have
upped the intimidation factor a little.

In a deep voice, he began with, “Let’s get this done. I’m in the middle
of hunting down a Syndicate L operation with Detroit Unity. Normally I’d
pull you in, but now there are vampires and if we get an infestation of
those things, it’ll be an epic clusterfuck on our record. We don’t want
that.”

Meeting the eyes of everyone at the conference room table in turn, he
said, “You’ll be working in teams—Blue Mask with V4 and Nanosecond with
Athletica. Nanosecond will be helping here because I’m with Unity. V8
continues to be focused on tech projects, but she’ll show up in an
emergency. Do your best to keep her out of it. She’s only got two weeks
until V4 is out of here and then it might be months before she has
time to finish anything.”

Nodding to Holly, he said, “Tell everyone what you saw last night.”

Holly took a breath, “Last night, Nanosecond and I were running through
downtown Farmington and she noticed two people flying above the street.
We ran after them because we didn’t recognize either of them and they
weren’t dressed in costume. I think they spotted us because they turned
off of Grand River Avenue onto Oakland—except here’s something
interesting—they were just about to fly above the big parking lot on
Oakland when they turned to avoid it. They flew above the marketing firm
on the left of the parking lot instead. That’s when we realized they had
to be vampires.”

I was missing something, “Why do you say that?”

She smiled, “The church on the other side of the parking lot owns the
parking lot.”

I raised an eyebrow, “So, the parking lot is consecrated ground or
something?”

Giving a shrug, Holly said, “It was next to the church? I don’t know.”

“What’s important to me,” Working Man said, “is that there were two of
them. It means there might be a group and maybe that they’ve been
infecting more.”

Mateo nodded. “Could be. It might also be that there are only two.
Holly, did you see where they went after that?”

She shook her head. “Nanosecond and I can’t see in the dark and her
night vision goggles weren’t picking them up. We lost them.”

Nodding, I said, “Night vision goggles are often infrared—which means
they detect heat. With vampires being dead, they’d be the temperature of
the air. That could make them invisible to her goggles. Do you think
they might have gone into the marketing firm you mentioned?”

She scowled. “I don’t know. It’s an old, one-story house. They might
have gone in there, but I can’t imagine they could hide a coffin inside
without people noticing. And if they turned everybody on the staff,
people would notice something strange and start talking. Farmington is
only 10,000 people.”

“I don’t know,” Mateo said, grinning, “vampires might not stand out much
on a marketing team.”

Holly smirked. I smiled. Working Man didn’t miss a beat.

Not even acknowledging the joke, he said, “Tonight you’ll want to ride
through that area. Night vision goggles might be worthless, but you’ve
got Mask-vision, whatever that is, and that’s why you’re here. You can
see magic and the rest of us can’t. V4, see if you can figure out a way
for the rest of us to track those things. Anyway, that’s all. You’ve got
your mission—go!”

With that, the meeting was over—mostly anyway. It’s not as we jumped up
from our seats and ran to our bikes. As Mateo stood up, he asked, “Is
our highest priority finding them for now? I’m asking because there’s
going to be a wait before Athletica, you, or V8 can get here if we press
the panic button.

“You know as well as I do that sometimes the situation will move too
quickly for us to locate them and bring in help. We’ll have to save
someone immediately or they’re done for. Do you want me to call Unity in
if we need backup?”

Working Man frowned. “You can call in Unity, but unless it’s a life or
death situation, don’t fight. You’re not going to get much help out of
Unity tonight. We’re expecting people in powered armor and mercs with
powers to be working with Syndicate L. We don’t know how many, but maybe
more than 20. We might be calling in for backup and that means that we
might find ourselves calling in V8, Athletica, and maybe even the two of
you. We’ve even notified the Michigan Heroes’ Alliance to have people on
standby. That’s how big this is. So don’t do anything big. We should be
able to handle Syndicate L with what we’ve got, but if not, you might
find that there isn’t any backup.”

Even though I knew better, I couldn’t help but say, “Accelerando could
be here in less than a minute and we could get anyone else from the
Heroes’ League in less than fifteen minutes if we handled it right. The
League’s a member of the Michigan Heroes’ Alliance, so we could even
send people to help Unity, freeing local people up to help us.”

Working Man leaned in, towering over me, but close enough that I caught
a hint of alcohol. “Absolutely fucking not! We don’t need to be fighting
evil space horses, weird-ass giant heads, dinosaurs from alternate damn
dimension, or superpowered Roman soldiers. Keep your people out of it.
Do what you do for your team—find out where the bad guys are. Don’t
think you have to solve the problem. Don’t run in.”

“Don’t be a hero,” I said.

“That’s right,” he said. “Don’t be a goddamn hero.”

Out of the corner of my Holly’s lips quivered as if she were trying to
keep a laugh inside. Our eyes met and she covered her mouth with her
hand and turned away.

“Got it,” I said, and followed Mateo out, bumping into the filing
cabinet again as I took a step toward the door. We didn’t talk as we
walked down the hall to the garage where we put on our helmets and got
on our bikes.

As Mateo pushed the kickstand back, he said, “The bit about not being a
hero was either ballsy or passive-aggressive. Maybe both.”

My motorcycle didn’t have a kickstand. It balanced perfectly whether or
not I was there. “I don’t know what made me think to do it, except that
he was almost saying it without help, so I didn’t have to do much.”

Through Mateo’s helmet, I could see him grin. “He’s always been wound a
little too tight and sometimes he’s way too stubborn about certain
things—not bringing in the Heroes’ League is one of them. I can’t argue
with his reasons. As a group, we’re not ready to take on the Nine and I
know I don’t want to be kidnapped to lure you into a trap. Still, he’s
good at this. He knows Detroit and he’s got a heart for this work. With
any luck, he may someday notice that other people are telling jokes.”

We rode the elevator up and drove toward Farmington.

“I could smell alcohol on him,” I said through the comm.

Mateo’s sigh was audible. “I noticed that too. His metabolism makes a
difference. I’ve never seen him act drunk at work or make a mistake that
I could trace to drinking, but I know. I worry about it too. I’ve
brought it up with him. I didn’t get much of anywhere, but I told him
that it worried me.”

I didn’t say anything for a little while. I didn’t know what to say. In
the months that I’d been there, Working Man hadn’t ever been noticeably
impaired or made any mistakes either. At the same time, it seemed
obvious that something bad could happen someday—especially given what we
did.

After riding down the highway for twenty minutes, my next words were,
“Well, it looks like we’re here.”

Farmington looked more like a neighborhood in Grand Lake or the suburbs
around it than the neighborhood of Detroit where the Motor City Heroes’
tower was located. It was a place of mowed lawns, Victorian buildings,
chain stores, and signs letting you know that there was such a thing as
the “Farmington Downtown Development Authority.”

It felt different from the near-abandoned blocks ten miles away.

Cars moved down the streets at a slower pace, but it wasn’t long before
we pulled up in front of the house Athletica mentioned. It was a
bungalow that had been converted into a business located across the
parking lot from a church.

We pulled into the church parking lot, parking our bikes next to the
house. Mateo looked at the house, his eyes following it from the porch
in the front toward the back.

“I’m seeing signs of the same presence we saw in the parking garage and
it looks like it’s not alone.”

“Okay. When you say it’s not alone, what else are you seeing?” I looked
over at the house, failing to see anything on my own. I needed to talk
to Amy about seeing if she could set up magic that I could power with
whatever power source the Artificer aspect of myself could tap
into.

I tried using it here as I had back at the parking garage and got the
same result—nothing—which meant that I needed to give up on the idea of
seeing the supernatural with whatever I could now do or recognize that I
needed training. Worse, I might need time to get to the point where I
could generate enough power for it to be useful.

“V4?” Mateo stared at me, “I don’t know what you’re doing but it’s
distracting.”

I stopped, “Sorry.”

He eyed me and nodded. “You were radiating something almost like a fog
or a haze. Anyway, I don’t know what else I’m seeing. I’m not an expert
in vampires, but what I’m seeing is almost the same, but a little off.
My guess is that I’m seeing vampires, but two, maybe three different
kinds.”

I looked over at the bungalow again. It didn’t look like the lair of
different kinds of vampires. It even had a vegetable garden in the
backyard, which wasn’t something I associated with vampires or
businesses.

Turning away from the house, I said, “Do you happen to have some holy
water?”

He raised an eyebrow, “Do you think priests carry holy water
everywhere?”

I began to reply, but stopped as he continued talking, “I don’t
normally, but since we might be facing vampires, I thought I’d bring
some along.”

He pulled a couple of glass vials out of a pouch on his belt, showed
them to me, and put them back. “Why?”

“Bloodmaiden wanted to know if holy water worked on them. I’m assuming
it doesn’t work on all vampires and she’s familiar with the ones where
it doesn’t work? She told me once that vampires from her world were
different than ours. I’m assuming that’s one of the ways.”

Mateo frowned. “I’m hoping we’re not facing them then. Holy water and
holy symbols are our major advantages over them. Are hers immune to
sunlight, too?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know. She just asked me to watch for that single
detail.”

As we stood there, standing in the church’s parking lot and looking at
the house, a white police car pulled into the driveway, stopping next to
our motorcycles. The car door opened and a woman stepped out wearing a
navy blue police uniform with badges indicating she was an officer in
the Farmington, Michigan Police Department, and showing that her name
was Helen White.

She had pale white skin and light brown hair in a ponytail and came up
to my chin. “Hi. How are the two of you?”

Mateo nodded at her, “We’re doing fine, and how are you?”

She smiled, “Doing great, but the department got a call asking why you
were here, and since we didn’t know, they sent me out to ask.”

“Vampires,” I said. “Maybe.”

Mateo gave me a look and said to her, “Athletica and Nanosecond were out
here last night for the same reason. They saw one. We think the same
vampire appeared in a couple of places in Detroit before coming here.”

Officer White frowned. “If anyone told us, it didn’t make it down to me
or anybody back at the station.”

She shook her head, “Do you need anything? We’re not equipped to fight
vampires. I know they have in Detroit, but they take care of it before
it gets out here.”

Mateo smiled, “I don’t think so, but do you know anything about Downtown
Marketing, the business over there? They don’t look open right now. They
might have closed early, but their website says they’re supposed to be
open.”

Officer White looked past him toward the house. “We haven’t gotten a
call about them and we haven’t gotten any missing person reports today
that I know of.”

Then she turned back toward her car. “If you give me a second to call in
and check a couple of things, I’ll know for sure.”

With a grin, Mateo said, “That would help. Thanks.”

She stepped back inside her car and started typing on the computer on
her dashboard.

I turned to look at the house. Now that I was looking harder at it, I
realized that all the shades and curtains were drawn. If someone were
trying to make sure that no light got inside, that would be the way to
do it.

I looked over at Mateo, “Did you notice the shades?”

“Yes.” He opened his mouth, starting to say more, but the police car’s
door opened again.

Officer White stepped out, “Here’s what we have. The owner of the
business, Bret Eastman, worked from home today. His secretary, Paula
Hart, was supposed to be in, but he hasn’t been able to reach her since
just after eight in the morning. He got nervous enough to call the
department thirty minutes ago. The business is supposed to be open.”

Mateo and I looked at each other. By now she was probably dead or worse,
turned, but she might be alive.

He turned back to Officer White, “I think we’re going to have to go in.
Are you going to have to stop us?”

Her lips twitched, hinting at a smile, “No, because there’s a person who
may be in danger, and because I got permission from the owner.”

A thought struck me. “How are we planning to get in? I don’t think we
should wait for him to open the door. And while we could break it down,
I can probably unlock the door. Um… Unless that would be
illegal.”

“It’s illegal if you own lock picks with the intent of using them to
steal, but since you’ll be using them to assist a police officer in
saving a life, there won’t be a problem.” She glanced over at the house,
“We should get going.”

That made it sound like she was coming with us. As the local law
enforcement representative, it made sense, but she’d already said that
she didn’t have any experience with vampires.

Mateo handled it better than I would have. He nodded and said, “Guns
won’t do much against them. Do you have a cross?”

She didn’t say anything for a moment, but then said, “No. That works?”

He gave a shrug, “Better than guns, but more for holding them off.
Here.”

He pulled a cross on a chain and three jars of holy water from a pouch
on his belt. “Use the cross to keep them back and throw the holy water.
Be aware that I don’t have much holy water. Don’t waste it.”

She raised an eyebrow but hung the cross around her neck. Then she took
the jars of holy water. “Normally, we’re not supposed to wear necklaces
because people might grab them.”

She shook her head.

Mateo nodded, “Think of it as a bulletproof vest.”

Holding the cross in her palm, she said, “It covers a lot less than a
vest.”

Then she shook her head, “Let’s go.”

Mateo nodded, “Alright. V4, unlock the door. Break it down if you have
to. Either way, I’ll go in first, followed by Officer White, and you can
take the rear.”

I nodded and we walked across the green lawn, up, the stairs and onto
the house’s front porch. Once at the door, I pulled out my picks and
started on the door. It wasn’t a difficult lock.

Putting my picks back, I said, “Done,” and opened the door, stepping
back so they could go through. Sunlight entered the room without
prompting shrieks of pain—which was a kind of good news.

Mateo entered with his rapier drawn and without his motorcycle helmet,
face covered only with his blue, silk mask and wearing his broad-brimmed
hat.

I followed Officer White in, grateful that a costume themed around
engines and riding motorcycles could include almost everything I put
into the Rocket stealth suit, plus and minus a few things.

In case vampires could hypnotize me through eye contact, I switched on a
composite view made of sonar, infrared, thermal and radar on my helmet’s
screen, switching off normal sight. Overall it meant the same shapes,
but less detail on textures and more on heat.

The first room turned out to be a lobby with a receptionist desk in the
right corner and comfortable chairs and a couch. I hoped that the wooden
floor didn’t turn out to be creaky.

Mateo’s rapier glowed in the infrared. Bearing in mind that it generally
glowed in the dark, that didn’t surprise me.

“Seeing anything?” I talked a little above a whisper.

Mateo pointed down the hall with his sword. “The presence went that
way.”

“Presence?” Officer White checked from side to side as we walked toward
the hall.

Mateo stepped around the receptionist’s desk, an ornate wooden model
that extended into the walkway. “I don’t know it’s a vampire. All I know
is that it leaves an inky spiritual residue behind.”

Pausing only to glance behind the desk, Officer White said, “Hmmn. I
can’t say I don’t learn new things on this job.”

Checking my helmet’s near 360-degree view, I was relieved not to see
anyone behind us.

We passed the bathroom on the left, but on the right, the hallway opened
into a small room with a polished wooden stairway going up to the second
floor and down to the basement.

Mateo pointed toward the downward staircase. While the part that went
upward was polished and gleaming, the section going downward was not
original to the house. It was newer, at most maybe ten years old, and
not stained.

We walked down it into the basement, a long, empty room with gray,
concrete walls.

The windows, small and next to the ceiling, had been covered with cloth.
Old filing cabinets stood next to the walls and tarps what appeared to
be old furniture in the middle of the room.

A woman stood on the far end of the room, a stocky, no-nonsense looking
woman in her sixties. Between her square jaw, glasses, and her scowl, I
could imagine her as a particularly harsh elementary school teacher.

For a second, I thought she might be okay, but then she opened her
mouth, revealing long, sharp teeth.

Oh, well.

The thing that I assumed had been Paula Hart, secretary of Downtown
Marketing looked over all of us, stopping at Officer White—who held the
cross out in front of it.

“I don’t recall asking for the law for help. I don’t recall calling in
the Motor City Heroes either.”

the vampire took a step back from Officer White, staring at the cross,
“Now that’s just unfriendly.”

Bending over with a speed that sixty-year-old woman shouldn’t have, the
creature grabbed a desk, a long, wooden desk longer than some
motorcycles, and threw it at Officer White.

Though Officer White may have been the target, but the desk was big
enough that it would hit all three of us.

Mateo grabbed Officer White’s arm and pulled her sideways. I stepped
forward, putting myself in between her and the oncoming piece of office
furniture. As the desk came closer, I could already feel the costume
around me hardening. Then it hit, and while it wasn’t unbearable pain,
it didn’t feel good.

I had my arms out to deflect it, which I did to a degree. I caught it,
but it had enough force that even though I pushed it sideways to my
left, it still hit me before I fully pushed it away, knocking me
backward.

It would have killed me if I hadn’t used Rocket suit tech in V4’s
full-body motorcycle racing suit. Haley had called it a motorcycle
onesie when I showed it to her. She wasn’t wrong.

Onesie or not, I’d designed it with strength and armor in mind, figuring
that the powers fit a superhero named after an engine and that they were
common enough that someone wouldn’t instantly think, “That’s gotta be
the Rocket.”

The desk landed on top of the other tarp-covered furniture in the room,
some of which was made of glass to judge from the sound of shattering.

An indrawn breath to my right told me one piece of good news. Mateo had
pulled Officer White far enough that she hadn’t been hurt at all. She
stood next to the wall, still holding the cross Mateo had lent her.

Mateo had pulled out his rapier which had taken on a golden glow that I
didn’t remember from practices at Stapledon. Of course, facing off
against superheroes in training wasn’t the same as facing the undead and
the sword might somehow know the difference.

He rushed the vampire as Officer White showed that even if she hadn’t
been trained in fighting vampires, she had the presence of mind for it.’

She threw a vial of holy water.

The vial hit the vampire in the face, breaking on its forehead and
running down its face, turning the skin on its cheeks black as it burned
it. Unasked for, the fact that holy water did 2d6 of radiant damage to
undead in Dungeons and Dragons came to mind.

I did my best to ignore it even as the vampire screamed and tried to
wipe the holy water away with the sleeves of its white and pink
polka-dotted blouse.

From the way the scream continued, I guessed that it didn’t do much
good, spreading the water across its cheeks even if the blouse did
absorb some.

Mateo didn’t give it time to adjust either. He ran toward it and shoved
the rapier through its chest, avoiding its arms and into its heart. As
it reached out with its arms to grab the blade, the blade glowed like
sunlight—as in, exactly like sunlight with the same warm, golden glow.

The vampire’s hands turned to ash as burning flame spread across its
body, starting from the spot in its chest where Mateo ran it through. I
stepped closer to join him, maybe to be ready if the vampire reached out
and he needed help.

It wasn’t necessary. The burning fire went through the body, leaving
only a skeleton partially covered with charred flesh that lay in a pile
of ash.

Mateo pulled back his sword, pulled out a paper towel from one of his
pouches and wiped the blade clean.

We all stared at the body and it, in turn, didn’t move at all. After a
period of silence, I said, “It looks dead.”

Officer White shook her head, “Very dead. Except from what we saw, she
must have been dead before we arrived.”

Still breathing heavily, Mateo said, “Yes, but give me a second, I need
to make sure there aren’t more of them.”

The basement was a single room. All he needed to do to cover all of it
was walk all the way around it once—that and stare at the furniture
under tarps in the middle of it for a minute.

“The basement’s vampire free. There were more here, but they left
through… that window.” He pointed at the window on the far end of the
basement. It opened to the back of the house.

“How many?” Officer White took a step toward it.

“It’s hard to say, but my guess is three. Bearing in mind the
traditional weakness to sunlight—which this one definitely had—they must
have left before dawn. They’re somewhere else in the area and we won’t
see them until after sunset.”

Mateo put his sword back in its scabbard.

“Sunset’s about four hours from now,” I said.

Officer White looked from Mateo to me. “If you’re looking for a way to
kill time, I have some questions I need to ask about Paula’s death, but
I need to know what’s going on. Are we in the middle of the kind of
emergency where we need to evacuate the city?”

Mateo shook his head, “I don’t know. At the rate that a vampire
infestation can grow from what I’ve read, you probably should, but, they
choose not to grow at that rate most of the time. They’re not stupid.
They know that if they grow too much, they’ll be destroyed. Their best
bet is to stay in the shadows.”

Officer White nodded, “I’m looking for a recommendation to pass up the
chain. What do you think we should do?”

He frowned. “I think you should talk to an expert in fighting vampires,
and that’s not me. V4 and I are going to patrol tonight and if we see
any leads we’ll pursue them. We’ll keep you informed of anything we
find, but neither of us are qualified to make that kind of decision.”

Looking down toward the ash-covered skeleton, Officer White said, “You
could have fooled me. I’ll tell my supervisors what you said—all of
it—and we’ll see what they do. Honestly, I’d be surprised if they
evacuated the city, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they increased
patrols and armed the force with garlic, crosses, and holy water. Don’t
you be surprised if you see the best expert they can afford showing up.”

We spent the next thirty minutes, maybe more, giving a statement about
what had happened. More police had arrived by then as well as an
ambulance.

We were outside by then, standing in the parking lot between the church
and the house. I commented to Mateo, “She seems pretty well past the
point where anything’s going to help.”

He shrugged, “I think it’s standard procedure if there’s a dead body. I
don’t know.”

This was after our statement, but we’d been told to stay in case there
were more questions. Officer White and another officer walked out the
front door started toward us. As they got closer, they stopped talking.

The other officer stood around six and a half feet tall and was slim
like some long-distance runners. He sped up as he got closer, stopping
less than a foot from Mateo and leaning in toward him.

Officer White hadn’t kept up. She was about five feet behind him and
turning a little red.

The man’s glossy, metal name tag named him, “F. Duford.” Officer Duford
didn’t shout, but his voice was definitely louder than casual talking—by
a lot.

“You stabbed her and then you incinerated her. I don’t know why you
haven’t been arrested. No, I do know. It’s because people around here
think that because you’ve got a magic sword that you’re special and
better than the rest of us.”

He looked over at me, “Fuck you, too. Designing a super motorcycle
shouldn’t mean you’re above the law either.”

Officer White caught up and spoke before Mateo or I could say anything,
“I’ve got it all on body cam. He did the right thing.”

“Don’t talk to me, White. How do you know she couldn’t have been cured?”
He didn’t wait for an answer before storming off toward the police cars
in front of the house.

“That’s not how it works,” she said to his back. He didn’t show any sign
of hearing her.

She turned to us, “There isn’t a cure, is there?”

I shook my head, “Not for vampires that I’ve ever heard. I know of a
couple of people who caught the zombie plague in New Mexico a few years
back. They got cured, but that was a disease. So Preserver, the healer
in Los Angeles, could handle it. I’m pretty sure these vampires are
supernatural—at any rate holy water worked on them.”

I’d have to remember to tell Amy about that.

Mateo nodded, “He’s right. I’ve never heard about a cure for vampires
either. My understanding is that even though the body is still here, the
soul is gone and something else is in the driver’s seat.”

She eyed him for a moment before saying, “That is how it worked in
Buffy the Vampire Slayer. I was hoping that wasn’t real.”

“It isn’t in that the corpses don’t turn to dust but the only reason it
worked that way in the TV series was that Joss Whedon didn’t want to
deal with the question of what to do with all the vampire bodies.”

Glancing over at Officer Duford as he stood next to the forensics SUV,
Officer White said, “That might have been nice.”

Mateo grimaced, “The ashes and burned skeleton did look pretty bad. Did
he know her?”

“Paula was his mother-in-law.”

Mateo eyed Officer Duford, but Duford noticed and scowled in our
direction.

Turning back toward us, he said, “I’d apologize, but I think he needs
some time.”

Officer White took a breath, “Don’t. It’s not worth it.”

Not looking in Duford’s direction, Mateo said, “Yeah. V4 and I are going
to see if we can’t find the trail to wherever the one that turned her
went, preferably before sundown.”

Checking her phone, Officer White said, “Then you’ve got an hour.”

Mateo looked over at me, “Let’s walk through the neighborhood around
here and see if I get any hints of where they went.”

He waved toward the church parking lot. It ran down the side of the
church and around the back, taking up the middle of this block. If the
vampires had gone anywhere close, we’d be able to see the backyard of
every house or business on the block. That might be enough to pick up a
sign.

He gave Officer White a smile, “We’re going to take a walk. We’ll be
back before you know it, but if you need us, just follow the parking lot
and look around the edges.”

“Good luck,” From her tone, I wasn’t sure whether or not she thought we
were wasting our time.

I wasn’t sure either.

Either way, we walked down the parking lot, staying on the edge of the
church’s property when we had no choice but to leave the parking lot to
get a good look at the back of the houses around it.

This meant starting with the house that held Downtown Marketing and
Paula Hart’s burned remains. We didn’t look at her so much, but we did
take a look at the parking lot behind the house.

Aside from an officer who looked out the back door at us, we had it to
ourselves. There wasn’t much to see. Most of the lot was empty except
for a yellow VW Beetle—one of the “new” ones—which in this case was ten
years old.

Mateo looked it over and shook his head. “No signs of anything. I’d bet
you it was Paula’s car though. Since she called the owner at eight—which
is after sunrise, my bet is that the vampire caught her after work
yesterday and she stayed all night. It seems more likely than catching
her at six in the morning and having her be prepared enough to close all
the windows and get into the basement before burning to death.

“Anyway, that’s my guess.”

He stepped back from the Beetle and we both took a look at the small
garden next to the house. It wasn’t a large plot—maybe five feet deep
and running the length of the back. Watermelon appeared to be the only
crop. I counted four big ones and more than ten smaller, all of them
with green skins.

Then we left the house and looked at other backyards for a while—almost
an hour. We didn’t find anything. We checked out all of the buildings
including the apartment complex next to the Downtown Marketing house. I
learned that the church’s neighbors had large houses and backyards.
Also, one of them had a sailboat. It was sitting on a trailer behind the
large, white house and just off the side of the driveway.

By the time we found ourselves walking back to the motorcycles, the
police had left and the sun had disappeared near the horizon.

“I guess we get on the bikes and go around the block,” Mateo said.
“After that, I don’t know, maybe we expand the circle and go around
another block. The one good thing about riding around in the dark is
that undeath will stand out a little bit better for me.”

“And the bad thing is that we’ll be a target for whatever’s out there,”
I said with a light tone—not a complaint.

Mateo nodded and grinned, “That might be a good thing. If we survive,
we’ll know exactly where they are.”

Walking past Downtown Marketing in the twilight, I wondered if something
inside was watching us. The police were all gone and every door of the
building had been shut. Even the Beetle had been towed away. Though the
shades had been pulled up, something seemed different. I couldn’t put my
finger on it at first.

Then my implant superimposed an image of the house as we left over the
one we were passing on the way to our bikes. “Did you notice that they
moved the watermelons? A couple of them are now around the side of the
house.”

Mateo glanced over at the watermelons and then over at me. “Maybe it’s
the vampiric vegetables you were mentioning?”

“Watermelons are fruit.” I got rid of the implant’s image and checked
the house. The fruit weren’t moving.

“Most likely the police moved them and forgot to move them back,” Mateo
stared at them. “You know, I never really looked at them on the way out.
Crap. It does look like there’s some sort of connection to undeath.”
Mateo’s hand went to his sword’s hilt.

Zooming in on the watermelons, I noticed a dark smear on the top of one
of them. “I’m not sure, but there may be blood on the first one around
the corner.”

Mateo didn’t reply because, in that moment, the watermelons started
rolling toward us. The four big ones came first, their dark and light
green stripes visible in the twilight. The smaller ones followed, making
hollow thumping noises with their bodies and a crooning, “Brrl, brrl,”
noise from the wide mouths that stretched from one side of the
watermelons to the other.

If my life felt like an episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer earlier in
the day, it now felt like the cheapest of independent horror movies.

On my right, Mateo pulled out his sword while I considered my options.
When Working Man told me I couldn’t be the Rocket on this team, I’d put
most of my work into my motorcycle and only a little into my costume.

On a practical level, that didn’t leave me with much beyond strength to
work with. I’d worked up a paralysis gun, but I doubted that vampiric
watermelons would have a similar enough nervous system and brain to be
affected by it.

That left physical attacks. I ran forward until I was just in front of
one of the big ones, raised my right leg, and stomped downward with as
much strength as I could.

The melon opened its mouth wide as my foot neared it and while a part of
me wanted to pull it away, I steeled myself for whatever pain might
follow and tried to kick through to the street.

If the watermelon’s rind were any more protection than that of your
average watermelon, I didn’t notice. Of course, I didn’t make a practice
of stomping on watermelons in normal life or in training.

My foot broke off greenish-white teeth on the way down, crushing through
to the red center of the melon all the way to the asphalt. The melon
squirmed around my leg, trying to get away.

Not sure what else to do, I kept my right leg still and brought down my
booted left foot on the left half of the melon, smashing it and leaving
only rind and red watermelon slush.

Off to my right, Mateo slashed one of the larger watermelons in two,
searing it, his blade glowing with white light. It fell limp on the
ground.

Another bounded toward him across the ground with bounces that brought
it higher with every bounce, the final one aimed at his head. This was a
big watermelon. I didn’t know how many pounds it was, but it could
easily have been more than forty.

He hit it in the air, scorching the whole fruit and cutting it in half
at the same time. It fell to the ground, dead (or undead?). Either way,
it stopped moving.

I didn’t have time either to appreciate his skill or the effectiveness
of my brute force approach. Even as I tried to dodge it, two of the
smaller watermelons hit me, one in my stomach, the other to my face.

I fell backward, hitting the asphalt. My costume took most of the
impact. I felt the fall, felt losing my balance, and a dull pressure
when I hit the ground.

That didn’t change the fact that having a watermelon open its body,
enveloping the helmet you’re wearing, blocking your view of anything but
its red flesh dotted with black seeds, is disquieting. If that weren’t
bad enough, I felt something enclose both of my legs at once, biting
down on my shins and calf muscles at the same time.

At once I realized the obvious—one of the big ones must be trying to eat
me.

Despite a moment of fear that it might be able to get through my
costume, I also grinned because I knew something the watermelon didn’t.
I knew that I’d cheated a little when Working Man told me not to put any
Rocket tech into my equipment. I hadn’t given myself a rocket pack, but
I had given myself rocket boots.

They didn’t qualify as weapons normally, but in this situation, they
did.

Before turning on the boots, I enabled one of my costume’s few features,
making parts of it close to frictionless. Then I turned on the boots.

I felt the final chomp of the watermelon’s teeth against my legs and
then felt it explode around them as I fired off a burst of flame and
shot across the pavement, sliding off of the marketing firm’s parking
lot and onto the church’s.

The initial burst of momentum threw the one on my stomach off and good
riddance, it had begun to jump up and down. The one on my head stayed on
longer. I guessed that was because it covered about three-quarters of my
helmet and protruded in the front.

Whatever the reason, I knocked it sideways after I made it to the
church’s property—which became interesting for another reason. It hit
the asphalt like butter hit a hot frying pan—frying, spattering, and
finally burning.

The last embers burned out as I cut off power to the outer layer of my
costume, allowing it to stop sliding. I pulled myself up to see Mateo
bat one of the smaller ones onto the church’s parking lot with the flat
of his sword—where it immediately started burning.

I ran forward to join him, blocking one as it leaped for him and seeing
him dispatch another with a slash.

With that, they were done. I didn’t know if we’d killed all of them or
if a few had retreated, but they were gone.

I walked closer to Mateo to find him watching the one he’d thrown toward
the church. It was still burning.

“Consecrated ground,” he said. “It isn’t very ecumenical of me, but it
still surprises me that a UCC church property counts.”

I looked over his clothes. They were clean. If any watermelon splattered
onto him, it left no sign. Despite its period of near-perfect
smoothness, my costume still had bits of watermelon on it—not to mention
seeds.

“I’m still surprised at how quickly you turned fruit ninja,” I said.

Mateo grinned under his mask, “Fruit swashbuckler.”

I laughed, “Right.”

Then I pointed at his costume, “How in the world are you still clean?”

He shrugged, “Magic? The costume, sword, and mask all appear out of
nowhere when I want them. They might as well be impossible to get dirty
too.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Unsure if I could trust the universe to give
us a break, I took a 360 degree look around myself. Nothing appeared to
be moving around us or even in the air. If flying taught me anything, it
taught me to think about the world in three dimensions.

As a precaution, that turned out to be a good idea, but not one that
turned up anything in that moment. There wasn’t anything in the air.

Mateo’s hat disappeared as he walked over to his motorcycle and pulled
on his helmet. “We’re going to have to call in the action we’ve had so
far. We’ve been in two fights already. With no backup to speak of, I
think he’s going to want us out of the field.”

Torn between pointing out that we could have backup any time we wanted
it and knowing that Mateo already knew my thoughts on that, I opted to
nod.

Taking in my response or lack of one, he smiled, “I’m including you in
this call because he might have questions for both of us.”

I didn’t want to argue about this with Working Man either, but I nodded
anyway.

Mateo said, “Connect V4 and I to Working Man,” and the helmet did
exactly as asked, giving me a brief moment of satisfaction as something
I worked on did what it was supposed to do.

“Working Man, here. What do you have?” The helmet’s map placed him in
Detroit Unity’s base downtown.

Mateo glanced over at me and started talking, “We’ve been in two fights
already, neither of them hard. An employee of the marketing firm in
Farmington had been turned. We entered into the building with a member
of the local police force who hoped to save her. After our statements
were taken and the police left, we were attacked by vampiric watermelons
outside the house. We beat them.”

Working Man didn’t usually have his camera on and so we couldn’t see his
face as Mateo spoke, but Working Man did pause before answering, “Did
you say vampiric watermelon?”

Mateo and I shared a look as Mateo said, “Yes.”

“Damn. Every time I think I’ve seen everything in this job, I get proved
wrong. Alright. You’ve been attacked twice and there are two different
kinds of vampires. You should probably get back to base because in about
an hour, nobody will be able to help you out if you’re in a jam. But
before you head back to base see if you can’t pick up another lead.
Don’t follow it to the end, but see if there’s any sign that other
vampires are out there. I haven’t fought them a lot, but something about
this feels wrong. If there are two kinds of vampires out there, there
might be more. Something bigger is happening and the two of you are
better equipped to figure it out than I am. See what you can do.”

Giving a nod that he had to know Working Man couldn’t see, Mateo said,
“Right now our best shot is to circle the area looking for hints of
undeath.”

“That’s a good beginning. Try it and report back, but don’t be surprised
if I don’t answer. We’re going in in the next thirty minutes.”

“We’ll do that,” Mateo turned his head toward the street, probably
thinking about the route we might take.

Working Man said, “Good, but don’t take too long about it. It’s getting
dark and soon they’ll have the advantage.”

Then the connection closed.

I looked over at Mateo, “I thought he’d order us back to the base
immediately.”

Mateo got on his bike and started it. “He basically did, but he knows
that even magic trails get cold. Let’s go around the block and see what
we can see.”

I slid onto my bike, started it, and followed Mateo out of the church
parking lot when another thought came to mind. “What do you think the
chances are that someone saw us driving away from a pile of burned and
splattered watermelons, but didn’t see the fight?”

“What you mean,” Mateo said over his Harley’s engine, “is do you think
we’re about to be framed for fruit vandalism?”

“More or less,” I turned on my bike’s sensors. They were the same type
as I’d used in my helmet’s composite vision, but they had a longer range
and better resolution.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. Sure, that would look bad, but we’ve got our
own footage, right?”

“Sure,” I said, “but if someone gets the inaccurate version out first—”

Mateo interrupted me, “Can you look up above the houses to our right?
There’s something up there.”

I zoomed in on it. It was a human head held up in the air by its
flapping ears. There was no body in sight.
It had long canines, but aside from that, the lack of a body, and the
ear flapping, it looked like a normal forty-something white guy.

I sent the picture over to Mateo who watched it on the screen in his
helmet.

Mateo deliberately looked away from the vampire. “That makes three
different types of vampires. We’ve got proof there are more out there
now, but I’d still like to take a trip around the block and see if I can
get any hints about where they’re holed up.”

Still watching the head as it floated down the street, I asked, “What
about the head?”

Frowning, Mateo said, “I’m thinking that if we follow it, it’ll notice
and lead us into a trap. If we make a couple circles around the area, I
might be able to notice other signs. And then if we follow orders, we
head back to base.”

I had ideas related to that. “Can we stop by a hardware store on the way
back? It shouldn’t be too expensive, but you’ve got the credit card.
Also, if there’s anything you need to make
holy water, we might get some of that too.”

He raised an eyebrow and may have sighed. It wasn’t as obvious under the
helmet’s darkened face shield. “Alright. I have the salt I need if you
really want to try it.”

“You’re literally carrying a holy sword or something. I’m going to need
some help to be effective.”

He nodded, “I get it. I just don’t know if it’ll work.”

Then he pointed toward the street and I followed him out. I don’t know
where he was looking, but I used my helmet to look for the flying
vampire without looking like I was looking for the flying vampire.

It stayed above the houses on our left, flapping its ears to keep up and
then gliding for a little while. It felt like it was trying to keep up,
but if it was, it only managed to until we turned left. Then it
disappeared behind the trees and houses. We weren’t going more than
forty miles per hour, but I supposed that its ears weren’t all that big.

Even vampires had to make some concessions to physics, but given the
size of its ears relative to the size of its head, its speed was one of
the few.

My helmet’s 360 degree vision allowed me to watch behind us and by the
time we made a second turn, I’d decided that even if it guessed our
direction, it couldn’t catch us.

Mateo led us in widening circles around the edge of Farmington’s
downtown, past the Victorian houses around it, and finally through the
neighborhoods surrounding it.

Activating the communicator with my implant, I said, “Are we going in
wider circles because you can’t find anything or because you have?”

He didn’t look back as he replied, looking from one side of the road to
the other, “Neither. I think I know where they went, but I’m trying not
to make it too obvious. Do you remember that house with the sign that
said, ‘Hothouse Yoga?’ We’ve gone past the front and back now and I’ve
seen trails that seem to lead both to and from it. We may not be able to
hit it tonight, but tomorrow we can pull the whole team in and do it
when they’re at their weakest.”

I pulled the moments that we’d passed it out of my implant’s memory,
seeing nothing more than that it was big, Victorian house with a sign
hanging over its wide, pillared, front porch.

There were a few lights on, but nothing that it distinguished it from
its neighbors—no leering vampires in the windows or headless bodies on
the porch. There weren’t any pumpkins or watermelons to be seen either.

“Alright, then,” I brushed the pictures from my mind and concentrated on
the road ahead. “If we’re going in tomorrow, the hardware store visit
sounds like a great idea. Farmington’s won’t be open for much longer
though…”

Mateo pointed to the right with his hand and we both turned. “Good
point. More importantly, it’s not getting any lighter outside.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I could see the light from my headlight on
the ground and the red glow of his tail lights. The night could only get
more vampire friendly from here.

We weren’t far away from the local Ace Hardware. It was in a small mall
off the main road. The clerk and the other
customer stared at us and our cart full of hoses, a couple of
humidifiers, pipes, and various metal and plastic parts.

She spent a few seconds flipping over the Motor City Heroes credit card
when Mateo handed it to her, biting her lip as she leaned over to look
at everything we’d placed the belt.

“Is there anything wrong,” I asked.

She shook her head and rang us up.

Within twenty minutes we were back in the base and I was putting things
together in the lab.

Mateo stood watching me for a few seconds, finally asking, “How much
holy water?”

“Lots,” I said. “As much as you can. You can’t overdo this.”

“Alright. I can’t promise this will be everything you want or if it will
work, but I’ll take a shot at it.”

He walked out of the door and within a few minutes, I was no longer
there. Physically, I was there, but mentally I was putting things
together, one piece after another.

That meant that I had no idea how much later it was when my comm started
going off. It wasn’t an emergency alert, but it was “high priority.”

Noting that it was from Working Man and addressed to both Mateo and I, I
took the call, noticing that Mateo had beaten me to it. As I picked up,
I heard Working Man’s voice.

“We don’t need you to come down here. Stay in the base. They can’t come
into the base unless they’re invited. There aren’t enough of you to make
a difference and there’s plenty of time for then to capture you on the
way to join us.”

Deciding it was better to know, I asked, “What happened? I missed the
beginning.”

Working Man grunted, “The local Syndicate L group’s been infiltrated by
vampires. We’re regrouping for our counterattack. Stay in the base. We
can’t risk losing it.”

“Right,” I thought back through what we’d been told. “So is everyone in
Detroit’s Syndicate L a vampire now or just a few people at the top or
something?”

“Don’t know,” Working Man said. “It’s definitely not everyone, but there
are a lot. If I had to guess, it’s at least half of them—which is worse.
The vampires can’t come in unless invited, but the regular humans just
break down the door.”

Mateo’s indrawn breath was audible over the comm, “We’ve seen three
completely different types of vampires so far. I wouldn’t assume they
all follow the same rules, so it might be that some vampires don’t care
about invitations either.”

“Dammit,” Working Man sighed. “It’s been that kind of day. Do what you
can to hold the base. I still think you’ll be better off staying in
there at night than somebody’s apartment. Stay safe and keep us updated.
I can’t promise that we can help you, but we’ll try.”

With that, the call was over.

A few minutes later, Mateo walked into the lab, “You said you wanted a
lot of holy water? I don’t know if it’s enough, but we’ve got a water
tank in case something happens. I think it’s at least 200 gallons.”

I stared at him, “Wow. That’s huge. I mean, I’m not complaining. It’s
good, but why do you have a tank that big?”

He shrugged and leaned against the doorway, “I don’t know. It could have
been Working Man being paranoid about the city water system after what
happened in Flint, but it also could have been V8 needing a lot of water
to make something.”

“Is it full?” Filling a tank that big wouldn’t be quick.

Mateo grinned, “As of a minute ago, it’s not only full but full of holy
water. I blessed it, looked it over with the mask and I can see it’s
different somehow. Don’t ask me how.”

“Great, I’ve made some progress too. Give me a couple more hours and I
think I can get the majority of what I want to do done.”

Then I paused, considering another issue, “How are we going to work
sleeping? I’m figuring we’re both stuck here and we could rely on the
base’s alarms and hope there aren’t any vampires that can sneak in, or
we can post a watch. We won’t get as much sleep, but we might not get
surprised in the night.”

Crossing his arms across his chest, Mateo said, “I think we should stay
in the same room. In some stories, they can change form and go through
the vents as a rat or something. So we wouldn’t even know they were
attacking someone in another room.”

I raised an eyebrow, “Huh. There’s only barely enough space for one in
our rooms. Do you want to sleep in the lab?”

Letting out a breath, he replied, “Not really, but the beds fold up and
you’ve got the space.”

I nodded, “It wouldn’t be the first time I slept in the lab, but that
was usually in a chair.”

He laughed. “I noticed. Do you want to take first watch? You tend to
work on things until late in the night anyway…”

Mateo wasn’t wrong. “I’ll do it.”

Turning to look down the hall, Mateo said, “Then I’ll set the defenses
on high and start rolling my bed.”

“I’ve got a few defenses of my own to set,” I said.



The first sound I heard when I woke was the whirr of the humidifiers.
The second was Mateo’s voice, “Nick, wake up. They’re here.”

The third sound was a metallic crash that shook the room. I opened my
eyes and pulled myself up in bed, reaching out to the cube I’d placed at
the foot of my bed. It flowed around my body, dressing me, and reforming
into V4’s costume, including the helmet.

By the time my feet touched the floor, I was already wearing boots.

Glancing away from the screen next to the metal door that shut us off
from the hallway, Mateo stared at me, “Is that how you get dressed all
the time?”

“Yes, but not in front of people here.”

Looking me up and down, he said, “No kidding,” and turned his head back
to the screen. “Is that something I shouldn’t tell Working Man?”

I shrugged, “I don’t think it’s a problem. It’s not one of the Rocket’s
known powers according to the Villains and Vigilantes database.”

Whatever had made the first metallic crashing noise hit the base again,
creating a clanging noise that I felt in my bones and set the parts on
the shelves wobbling.

“What was that?” I asked, but I didn’t wait for an answer. My implant
connected to the security system and I checked the cameras—all of them
simultaneously.

Despite how close and how solid the crashes felt, the creature wasn’t
outside our door. It stood outside the tower itself, hitting against the
big steel doors on the first floor of the tower.

And “creature” felt like the best way to describe it even though it was
shaped like a human. With its gray skin, bloated flesh like that of
someone who had been dead for some time, and black and blue bruises on
its face, I didn’t even consider the possibility that it was alive. The
pointed ears and nine or maybe ten foot tall muscled body opened up more
questions about the thing’s origin than it answered.

Here’s one: did Andre the Giant go back in time and have sex with elves?
The idea didn’t make much sense, but on the whole, the creature’s
existence didn’t make much more sense than that.

“A giant vampire?” Mateo had opened the security camera app on the lab’s
computer. “It looks like one of the Nosferatu out of Vampire: The
Masquerade.”

I eyed him, “Do you play that?”

“When I was a teenager, there was a local LARP group that ran events
near—”

I grinned, “No way. I wouldn’t have pegged you as a—”

The giant vampire hit the doors again, screaming, its pointed teeth
visible. They were big teeth. I could imagine them ripping large chunks
of flesh out of whatever it bit.

Also watching the vampire, Mateo said, “I think we need to stop talking
about LARPing and concentrate on how we’re going to take that thing
down. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with it.”

My grin widened. Mateo frowned.

He wasn’t wrong, though. The best thing we could do would be to take the
vampire out before he smashed through the door.

I had the implant activate the gas next to the door, releasing a dense
cloud that surrounded the creature, hiding him from view. It was
supposed to make him sleep, but it didn’t.

It did cough and back up from the door, standing there for a minute.

“Hmmn,” I said, “what do you think we should do now?”

“No idea,” Mateo switched from the ground floor cameras to the second
floor cameras. They showed something the ground floor cameras didn’t—a
white van parked next to the road in front of the tower.

For a second I thought back to the League’s white van and irrationally
hoped that Haley, Cassie, Vaughn, and Daniel might be stepping out of
it. I knew better, but it was a nice thought.

It made the people who did step out doubly disappointing. Three men and
one woman exited from the big side doors, all of them carrying AK-47s
and wearing dark clothing. My gut told me that the guns were fully
automatic, but that wasn’t the bad news.

The bad news was that one of them was carrying a briefcase. About ten
feet from the tower, she opened it and I could see inside. It contained
gray bricks that I guessed were C-4 explosives. I didn’t know exactly
how much force the door could take off the top of my head or how much
the C-4 she had could deliver, but my bet was that she had enough for
the door.

Mateo drew similar conclusions at about the same time. “Crap.”

“Maybe we open the door?” I stood up, pushing myself off the bed. “You
can take the vampire and I’ll go for the Syndicate L people.”

He nodded, “Do it.”

My implant connected to the door system and set the door to open, giving
the vampire and the Syndicate L a look into the first floor of the
tower—which wasn’t much more than an elevator shaft to the lower levels.

The vampire didn’t wait. It ran into the tower and stood there, looking
around the room, never looking the same direction for a few seconds.
Then it stopped moving, sniffing the air.

Syndicate L’s finest (or whatever) followed the vampire, but they seemed
a little off. I’d fought them before. In general, they seemed
well-trained and smart. In this case, they didn’t. The woman with the
C-4 closed her briefcase, put it back in the van, and joined the rest in
the elevator, talking a little on the way down.

We didn’t have long to listen, but what conversation I did hear didn’t
sound like Syndicate L’s enforcers.

A tall man with a circular scar in the middle of his right cheek said,
“Master says follow the big vampire and kill the Motor City Heroes. They
are at the bottom.”

Then all the rest said, “Yes,” at once.

The vampire watched them but said nothing.

That didn’t make it clear whether they were vampire cultists or
mind-controlled Syndicate L enforcers, but I was betting on the latter
based on their equipment and what Working Man said.

The Motor City Heroes’ base was organized roughly as a wheel around a
spoke, that spoke being the elevator leading to the surface and the
tower. All we had to do was open the door to the lab and we’d be facing
them.

I couldn’t say I was wild about the idea of having people shoot into the
lab, but with any luck, they wouldn’t be able to do it for very long.

Next to me, Mateo drew his rapier and we faced the door on the far wall.
The hum of the elevator stopped and I said, “Ready?”

He grinned, “For this? I guess we’ll find out.”

I checked the suit’s weapons power levels, decided they were good
enough, said, “Three, two, one… Now.”

The metal door slid open as the vampire gave a roar and ran at us. Two
of the Syndicate L enforcers didn’t do as well. They were facing a
little to the right, turning toward the door as it opened, as confused
as I was the first time I used it.

The woman who’d been carrying the C-4 and another guy did better,
running out after the vampire and firing their rifles at us. Bullets
flew and something behind us shattered. I hoped it wasn’t important.

Mateo flicked a bullet into the wall even as he swayed to avoid others.
I’d have watched longer if I had the time.

More than one bullet hit my suit, failing to get through the layers of
protection provided by a combination of alien materials with design
elements created by both myself and my grandfather. The costume might
look like a motorcycle racing suit, but it was a Rocket stealth suit
with more protection and a few new ideas.

The bullets didn’t bounce off. The outer layer absorbed force, causing
the bullets to sink in, but then fall to the ground. The few that did
bounce off had less force than before, landing at worst a few feet away
and lying there.

It’s not as if it felt good, but on the other hand, I also didn’t have
holes in my body. One shot did hit my helmet. That one bounced off,
ricocheting into the wall.

Not wanting to find out what V8 would think about more destruction, I
decided to fire back, pointing my arms at them and activating my
paralyzation weapons. Since becoming a superhero, I’d encountered two
different ways to paralyze people. One used electromagnetic radiation
and the other sound. Supers on both sides had figured out how to counter
each one.

I’d created new versions of both and combined them in one weapon.

So I aimed them at the two Syndicate L goons nearest me—which included
one guy and the woman who’d been carrying C-4. They both went down,
bodies falling on the concrete floor on top of their guns—which had to
hurt.

At the same time, they weren’t dead and the guns didn’t fire off.

If my paralyzation attack hit the big vampire, it showed no sign of it,
running toward Mateo. Then Mateo’s sword blazed with light and the huge
creature leaped to the left, away from Mateo and directly at me.

That wasn’t how I’d been hoping this would go. If I were in the Rocket
suit, I’d have been fine with going toe-to-toe with it, but not as V4.
The V4 suit was stronger than a normal guy, but not strong as supers go.

I jumped forward, toward the people I’d paralyzed, and passing the big
vampire as it landed where I’d been.

The vampire took a swipe at me with its clawed hand, but I was just out
of reach. It didn’t get time for more than that. Mateo charged it,
stabbing the creature in the gut. It bellowed but didn’t go down.

On one hand, it didn’t go after me—which was great. On the other hand,
there were two more Syndicate L goons. They’d recovered from facing the
wrong direction when the door opened and followed the others. That meant
that now that I was standing next to the paralyzed Syndicate L people on
the ground, I was less than five feet away from them.

Their eyes widened as I landed, though that might not have been as much
because of me as watching Mateo fight the vampire behind me.

Either way, they looked as surprised as I felt.

Not wanting to lose the moment, I held out my arms and sprayed them with
paralyzing sound and radiation.

One of them fell to the ground, hitting with a solid thump that might
have knocked him out even if he weren’t paralyzed. The other one was
faster or smarter. Either way, he stepped sideways as he saw me raise my
arms, moving toward the other side of the room and raising his gun to
shoot me.

Shaking his head as he did, he stared at the three people scattered
around me on the ground and then over at the vampire behind me and said,
“What?”

I felt like I knew exactly what had happened. Somehow, the combat around
him had snapped him out of whatever ability vampires used to control
people. On the other hand, assuming that the Syndicate L people were
mind-controlled, that he’d broken it, and wanted to be friends was a
lot of assumptions to make on the basis of a, “What?”

I took advantage of his confusion to barrage him with all the paralysis
I could manage.

This time he fell to the concrete. If I felt odd about that, I quashed
it. All of the Syndicate L people were victims, but they were also hired
thugs,  and right now Mateo was fighting the big vampire alone.

Mind you, he was doing a great job. The vampire hissed at him and swung
with its massive arms as Mateo ducked the blow and slashed the
creature’s thigh as he moved out of the way.

Screaming, the creature twisted to swing at him with its other hand and
Mateo ducked again, backing toward me.

The vampire, meanwhile, wasn’t moving as well as it could. In the base’s
humid air, its skin had begun to glisten with moisture. More
interesting, the bloody slash in the creature’s thigh appeared to be
burning. It wasn’t a roaring fire, but more like a fiery vein in a log
that had been burning all night.

As I noticed that, it turned to face me, and I realized that the
stabbing wound in the creature’s gut burned with the light of a single
small candle.

I wasn’t the only one to notice. The vampire did too.

It covered the wound in its gut with its right hand and the moisture on
it caught fire for a moment, burning with a bright, white light.

The vampire’s scream started as a hiss, but grew into more as its hand
burned, charring the flesh. It covered the burning hand with its arm,
smothering the fire between its arm and chest.

That would have worked with real fire, and it seemed to work here, but
white flame flashed outward from the hand. The creature made a grunt
that ended in a squeal. Moving its arm, it pulled out the blackened hand
and bits of ash drifted toward the ground.

Mateo stood still, waiting with his sword in his outstretched arm. The
vampire looked at him and glanced down at its blackened hand. Then,
making a decision, it ran at me instead of Mateo.

It could have run to the side of me and used the elevator or broke
through its roof and climbed up the wall in the base’s center spoke. It
ran at me with its claws outstretched, mouth open with visible sharp
teeth, and I couldn’t be sure the suit would protect me.

I pulled one of the new weapons I’d designed off my belt, setting it on
shotgun setting with my implant as I raised it up and fired.

It fired without the shotgun’s traditional booming noise. As names went,
shotgun was wishful thinking. It was more a squirt gun with a wide spray
option—which I used.

The water covered the vampire’s front in holy water from the head down.
It should be news to no one that it didn’t like it.

Throwing up its arms to protect its face, it started screeching. Then it
started blinking its eyes and furiously wiping its face on its short
right sleeve.

That must not have helped because it threw its head into the air and
wailed. At the same time, it started hitting its own arms as if trying
to put out a fire, scraping and piercing them with its claws.

As the water hit the scrapes, small tongues of flame rose up from them
and the creature’s wailing became louder.

Not sure what my next step should be, I backed away, still holding the
gun.

Mateo didn’t hesitate. He started running forward, his feet hitting the
ground with a whisper of the noise they should have made.

Despite the near silence, the creature did jerk its head in Mateo’s
direction.

I took advantage of the moment to fire off another blast toward its
face, spraying both its eyes with a fine mist of holy water.

It shrieked and whirled at me, its claws reaching for my face.

They didn’t make it to me.

Mateo’s sword pierced its side between the ribs, sliding upward into the
vampire’s heart, the sword glowing with white light.

Then the entire vampire went up in flame, gouts of fire coming out of
the hole the sword made as it came out of the vampire’s chest.

It screamed as it burned, reaching toward Mateo with its arms, but
missing as he ducked and pushed the sword in further.

The roaring fire burned its body, blackening its skin, and turning it to
ash both outside and in—or so I learned as its arm fell off and turned
to black and gray dust that reminded me of fully used charcoal.

It was dead by then and the rest of the body followed, falling to the
ground and falling apart the way a sand sculpture might, leaving body
shaped lumps in piles of dust.

Thinking back to the people I’d paralyzed, I stepped back from it and
pulled out a can from my belt, spraying their hands and legs with what
was basically another version of my goobots except that it didn’t
explode out of a flying bot.

It came out of the can as goo and hardened around what it hit.

Mateo looked over the Syndicate L goons, “Nice. What did you call that
stuff?”

I shrugged, “Nothing, yet. I think that I might have called it ‘Liquid
Cuffs’ once, but I’m pretty sure I stole that from a science fiction
novel, and I’m not sure which one.”

He laughed, “Don’t use that then. You don’t need to get sued.”

“I know. I’m wondering if I should make a line of police equipment. The
problem is that I’m not sure that I want to connect it to my regular
alter ego.”

Leaning over to look more closely at the green goo around one man’s
arms, “You already sell a lot of stuff under his name. What’s one more?”

“That’s mostly toys and licenses to use ideas we own. This would be real
stuff made in our name with real world effects of misuse. That’s
different.”

Nodding, Mateo said, “You’ll figure it out. This stuff looks more
flexible than handcuffs. That’s not all bad.”

I looked down at the pile of ashes and chunks of grey that had been a
vampire. “Thanks for getting that guy before he got me. Holy water hurts
them, but it doesn’t seem to take them out by itself. Has your sword
ever done that before?”

Mateo frowned, thinking for a moment before saying, “No. Not exactly
like this.”

He looked down toward the vampire’s ashen body on the concrete floor,
“It’s always been more like what you saw with the first vampire. But
I’ve never been in a room with holy water mist either.”

Then he pointed toward my squirt gun, “What did you think?”

I pulled it out and looked it over, “It was okay. I guess I’d been
hoping it would have more stopping power. Maybe the thing would dissolve
or something? I don’t know.”

Mateo nodded, “It did slow him down. You were working on a stake gun
too, weren’t you?”

I pointed back toward the lab, “In the heat of the moment, I didn’t
think to grab it. So that’s for next time, assuming Detroit Unity
doesn’t handle all of it tonight without us.”

Pursing his lips and letting out a breath, Mateo said, “Don’t mention it
to Working Man, but I doubt that’ll happen. This has a feel of one of
those nights where everyone is worked past their limit and the situation
isn’t under anyone’s control, villain or hero.”

I’d experienced a few of those nights myself.

Then Mateo frowned. Pointing at the people on the ground, he said, “How
long before they can talk?”

I considered it. “It depends, but I don’t think I hit any of them for
very long. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were already able to move
again.”

Mateo quirked his lips. “Then I guess it’s good we weren’t discussing
anything secret.”

To the Syndicate L goons, he said, “So, do any of you have something to
say?”

The woman said, “We follow our master.”

Turning to look at her, Mateo said, “And who’s ‘master’?”

She didn’t say anything and closed her eyes.

I pointed at the guy who I thought had broken free. “Try that guy.”

With a nod, Mateo walked over to where the man lay on the floor. “I
don’t suppose you know who ‘master’ is?”

The man tried to move his arms apart but found that my goo had hardened
into something he couldn’t break alone. He raised his face from the
concrete to look at Mateo and then me. “I have no idea who ‘master’ is
except that he’s not human. He looked into my eyes and I knew that I’d
do anything for him.”

Mateo nodded slowly, “What does he look like, and did he give his name?”

The man shuddered, “He’s beautiful. I mean… When he looked into my eyes,
I couldn’t see him as anything but beautiful. He doesn’t seem unusual
now that I think about him. He’s dark-haired, pale skin, handsome face
but long canines, thin… He wears a lot of black.”

“Black suits?” I asked. “Tuxedos? Capes?”

Shaking his head, the man said, “No, turtlenecks, jeans, leather
jackets. Except sometimes he’d wear button-down shirts. They looked
expensive.”

I wondered suddenly how we’d started talking about clothing and then
realized it was my fault. “Not too different from your regular bosses
then.”

At that point, he started laughing. It wasn’t quite hysterical laughter,
but it lasted longer than the comment deserved.

“You’re not wrong,” he said, “but our regular bosses don’t literally
suck the staff’s blood. They prefer LaCroix.”

I’d been held captive by Syndicate L a couple times. LaCroix seemed
about right.

They were organized crime if the criminal empire were run by
health-conscious, granola-eating, bottled water drinking murderers who
got the recommended daily amount of exercise.

Mateo raised an eyebrow, “Did the vampire give you a name?”

The man snorted, “Barrington.”

“Hmmn,” Mateo looked at him. “Barrington? Not Barry?”

The goon shook his head.

“Barry the vampire?” I looked over at Mateo.

Holding up his hand, Mateo said, “I know that sounds dumb, but
Barrington sounds like he ought to be one of the orphans in A Series of
Unfortunate Events.”

“Or a teddy bear? I’d be surprised if there isn’t a Barrington Bear
toy.”

The goon frowned, “I think my kid has one of those.”

Taking a step closer to the goon, Mateo looked over from the man to me,
“We’re getting off-topic. Back to Barrington the vampire… Does he have a
last name? Did he say where he grew up? Or when?”

Still looking up from the floor, the goon said, “Dunno. He didn’t give
us a last name. I say he’s twenty-something by looks, but he sounds
pretty formal. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were a couple of hundred
years old.”

I grinned, “Which means he might actually be a Victorian orphan.”

“Hey,” the goon said, “if you’re going after him, there’s something you
ought to know. He’s one of those vampires who walks around during the
day. I’m not saying he’s at his best during the day. He covers up, but
he’s not afraid of it either.”

Mateo took in a deep breath, “That’s not good news. I don’t know real
vampire lore, but in stories I’ve read, it’s the oldest, most powerful
ones that can walk around in daylight.”

Putting my hand on my chin, I leaned back against the wall, “That might
not be real.”

Laughing, Mateo said, “If I’ve learned anything in this job, it’s to
count on the fictional ideas that screw you over turning out to be true.
Besides, the mask thinks it’s true.”

I stared at the blue mask on Mateo’s face, “Does it talk to you?”

Mateo shook his head but didn’t say anything more—probably because of
the Syndicate L people in the room. What were we going to do with them?

Nodding, I said, “Got it. What are we going to do with these
people?”

He looked them over, “Good question. We’ve got cells downstairs, but we
try not to use them if we have a choice. Standard procedure would be to
call the police and have them picked up. We’ve got footage of them
trying to break in and attacking us. That’ll be enough for the police to
hold them at least. It might not be enough to charge them once mind
control comes up, but it won’t be our problem.

“We don’t have the people to hold them and technically, we might be
charged with kidnapping if we do. I don’t think they’d do it, but it’s
better not to force them to consider it.”

He wasn’t wrong, but, “With everything going on tonight, do you think
the police will take them?”

He shrugged, “I have no idea.”

We called them and they took the criminals away along with a copy of our
footage of the attack. As we closed the doors to the tower, I asked,
“Did the officers look nervous to you?”

Frowning, Mateo considered it, “Tired and nervous, I think. Did you
notice how they didn’t answer when I asked them how the night was going?
They left as soon as they could. We need to keep this place open in case
Working Man needs someplace to retreat to, but I’m beginning to think
he’ll need us in the field.”

I thought about my bed. I didn’t feel sleepy after that fight, but it
was four in the morning. If I got some sleep, I’d be better prepared for
all of it—especially if Barrington could get around during the day.

“Are you going to mind if I go to sleep?”

He laughed, “Go for it. I don’t promise you’ll get to sleep, but you
should try it if you’ve got the chance.”



I woke to feel Mateo poking my shoulder and saying, “Nick, we’ve got a
call.”

Grunting, I woke up and let the implant connect to the call. Working Man
was in the center of the picture with Athletica and others behind him.

Working Man’s voice came through, deep but with a scratchy sound as if
he’d been shouting. “They’ve got access to one of Syndicate L’s
armories. They’ve been using civilians and police against us. We’re
going around them so that we don’t have to fight them. Chromatic thinks
he can break the vampires’ control over the crowds, but we have to get
back to Unity’s base for materials.”

Leaning toward the screen, Mateo asked, “What do you need from us?”

Taking a look back at something in the darkness, Working Man didn’t say
anything at first, but then he turned back to the screen, “Meet us at
Unity’s base. They’re calling in their reserve members and local heroes
from the suburbs. We’re calling in everyone—V8’s on her way. There are
too many of them to leave anyone out of the fight—”

An explosion turned the computer screen white and red for a second, but
then the darkness returned except that fire roared on the left of the
screen. Shouts and screams dominated the background noise.

Working Man shouted over it. “Meet us at the base!”

Then the picture turned black, resolving into the Motor City Heroes
logo. I reached out and activated my armor, feeling it coat my body and
harden as Mateo turned around, “I’m going to check the news.”

He did, flipping from one local channel to another. A few were showing
reruns of sitcoms and police dramas. Others showed infomercials, news,
and TV preachers.

None of them showed fighting in downtown Detroit.

“I wouldn’t expect that vampires were that good,” I said. “That’s a
complete blackout on all of it.”

Voice barely more than a whisper, Mateo said, “I know.”

“My gut feeling,” I continued, “is that it might be too good to just be
vampires unless there are a lot of vampires. I feel like it might be the
Dominators to get all of it that completely.”

Flipping from channel to channel, he said, “I’ve never fought the
Dominators or the Nine, but whoever is running this knows what they’re
doing. I’ve never seen vampires act on this scale. If they get away with
it, they might be able to control the entire city.”

If they were this good at controlling the media, I wondered what else
they controlled. It didn’t seem possible that they could prevent people
from talking about it online, but I didn’t have time to check.

Mateo was already in full costume and I was close. Pushing myself off
the bed, I watched notifications as the V4 costume finished assembling
itself and connected remotely to my motorcycle.

I pulled everything I’d been working on off of the shelves. It looked
like I’d need it.

With a full utility belt and arms, I carried my new equipment down the
hall and over to the bike. Watching through my implant as the new
components integrated, I didn’t see any error messages.

I’d tested it and knew there shouldn’t be errors, but it was nice to
know that that was true in reality.

Mateo had already seated himself on his bike, “Ready?”

“Think so. It’s only a small modification and one that I’d planned for
when I designed the bike. There’s no reason to think that anything will
go wrong.”

His risen eyebrow was visible through his helmet’s face shield, “Are you
trying to convince me or yourself?”

I pulled on my helmet, “Mostly me. Are we going to Unity’s base?”

Pushing the button on the handlebar that started the engine, he said,
“That’s what Working Man told us to do. We’ll follow directions until
there’s a good reason not to.”

Then he drove his bike out of the garage and into the spoke and the
elevator.

Starting my bike with a thought that my implant relayed, I followed him
out, using my communicator to reply, “Like the base being overrun?”

“That,” he said, watching me as I stopped in the middle of the room,
“but even then we might want to check if there’s anyone we can save.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

We drove our bikes into the middle of the spoke, waited as the walls
came up around us, and rode the elevator up to the tower. There, after
checking the cameras, we activated the door and drove out into the
street.

It felt eerie and empty in a normal sense as opposed a, “full of the
undead,” sense. We weren’t the only vehicles on the road, but it felt
like it. Between the blocks with one house or a couple of darkened
businesses and seeing headlights a long way down the road ahead, I could
imagine that we lived in a post-human world.

As we passed a block that had been transformed into an urban farm, I
thought I saw a pumpkin move. It was several rows back from the road, so
if I wasn’t imagining things, it chose not to give chase.

I had no idea if a pumpkin vampire would be harder or easier to defeat
than a watermelon vampire, but I didn’t need to find out through
personal experience. Maybe someone would fight them both and tell me
about it someday.

It wasn’t the only urban farm on our way. I watched for moving
vegetables each time.

I didn’t see any. I did see some raccoons and a skunk. The raccoons
looked up from investigating a bag with a McDonald’s logo to watch us
with interest. The skunk didn’t even stop waddling across the street as
we passed it.

In the back of my mind, I wondered if it would be worth stopping to see
if we could reach “Skunk Lord,” the Detroit super who controlled small
mammals, deciding not to. He had a tendency to show up when he wanted to
and not as requested for one. For another, if the vampires (or the
Dominators) got into his head, I didn’t like our chances.

When we reached the highway, it felt more normal. With the steady stream
of trucks and cars, some of which were likely headed toward Canada, I
could believe it was a normal night.

That belief ended when Mateo said, “Let’s get off the highway early.
It’s easier for them to watch the highway exits than all the roads into
downtown.”

He wasn’t wrong. We took an exit about four miles earlier than we needed
to, driving upward into a neighborhood of small, rectangular houses and
empty lots where there used to be more. It didn’t feel as empty as it
did near the Tower, but even in the dark, I still felt the lack.

As we came to a stop at the first stoplight at the end of the exit ramp,
bats fluttered down and then materialized into human shapes wearing
black. Switching to the helmet’s composite view, I hoped that it would
be enough to avoid looking into their eyes.

“I’ll take the one on the right,” I began.

“Don’t worry about it,” Mateo pulled out two plastic bags of white rice
from a compartment on his bike and threw them in front of the vampires.
The bags broke, scattering across the road.

Instead of trying to grab us, they bent down and began to count the
grains. “One! Two! Three grains of rice! Four…”

We roared off and they kept on counting, one of them glaring in our
direction as we did, but not stopping.

I glanced over at Mateo. He was checking his mirror, not trusting
whatever he’d done either, but they were still counting.

“What was that all about?”

He stopped checking the mirror to look at me, “I read that if you throw
rice or salt to the ground, vampires are compelled to count the grains.
So I bought some rice while you were buying garlic powder at the grocery
store.”

We’d visited it last night after the hardware store.

“I think we need to hurry. It looks like they have to count but it
doesn’t look like they like it. They’re going to tell people or come
after us.” Then I had another thought, “Do you think that’s where Sesame
Street came up with Count Von Count?”

Mateo checked his mirror again, “I don’t know, but I think I should have
just bought salt. It’s got more grains for the same space.”

As we rode, I kept on checking behind us with my helmet’s peripheral
vision. The vampires didn’t show up. I didn’t know whether this was good
news or bad. Counting two bags worth of rice wouldn’t be quick by any
stretch of the imagination.

If your best way to fly involved turning into a bat, they wouldn’t have
much of a chance of catching up with us either. I didn’t know how
quickly bats flew off the top of my head, but I felt confident
motorcycles were faster.

On the other hand, they might know where we were going and see no reason
to interfere because they assumed we were doomed.

We drove through neighborhoods with older houses with big porches, wide
streets with blocky one story buildings that sold auto parts, Mexican
food, advertised themselves as a “supermercado,” or in one case,
“Chicago’s Pizza.”

That one struck me as strange because Detroit had its own style of
pizza. On the other hand, it wasn’t as if people were required to eat it
every time simply because they lived there.

There were still empty lots, but now that we were in southwest Detroit,
there weren’t as many. There were more signs in Spanish—which meant we
were riding through Mexicantown. It made sense. Mexicantown was north of
Detroit Unity’s headquarters.

Driving down almost empty streets in the dark meant that nothing was
open in the first place and that this section of the city looked
different more because I knew what it
looked like during the day than how it looked now.

Darkness hid the brighter colors on some stores and any sign that wasn’t
lit up.

At first, it also hid any signs of the fight. It wasn’t as if I saw
police on every street corner or supers in the sky.

The distant sound of sirens was the first hint of what was coming. That
and the sight of a helicopter flying south above us.

Zooming in on it, I told Mateo, “That was an Apache. Think it might be
from the military base near here?”

His voice came over the comm, “No idea. I’ve never gone there. I’m sure
they’d have called in the Unity team if they needed help.”

His helmet tipped upward as he followed the copter’s progress across the
night sky. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they used the military against
Unity. It would be one way to pin them down—unless the police bought one
as surplus.”

The helicopter disappeared into the darkness. “Think that’s possible?”

Mateo shook his head, “I’ve heard of departments getting military
equipment to use against supervillains, but if they had one tough enough
that they needed it, they’d call in Unity.”

“Which means that if they were going up against Unity, it’d be a good
reason for its first use.” Reviewing what I’d seen of the helicopter
with my implant, I didn’t see any obvious missiles or other weapons, but
it might be a good floating platform for devices that prevented
telepathy or teleportation.

Nodding, Mateo said, “The Unity team might disagree, but yeah. Um… I’ve
been listening in on the police and I think we might have to park our
bikes and walk in.”

“What have you been hearing?”

“They’ve surrounded the place and they’re trying not to let anyone in or
out. Some of the officers don’t sound completely happy with the orders
they’re being given, but no one’s challenging them directly from what
I’ve heard. They’re being told that the Dominators are controlling the
team.”

I stared out into the darkness ahead of us, failing to see anything more
than older houses. “That figures. I guess sneaking in is worth a shot,
but my bike is my best equipment.”

Mateo laughed, “I know. We’ll get as close as we can before we ditch
them.”

We got as close as we could, but it wasn’t that close.

Unity’s headquarters stood on what had been an empty field near the
Mistersky Power Station, a big, brick building on the Detroit River.

Unity HQ wasn’t on the river itself. It was across the street and a few
blocks down from the power station, but the station and its smokestacks
were visible all around it.

On a good day, the area looked like an industrial park that included
both abandoned, empty, green fields, and old factories still producing
whatever a business called (for example) Detroit Tube Products would
produce.

Unity HQ reminded me of nothing more than a castle. Several stories tall
with grey, concrete walls, its tower and main entrance stood to the
left. Though it had big windows on the top story, there weren’t any on
the first two levels and the building stood in the middle of its lot,
giving it the benefit of open land on all sides.

Though designed to have appealing, rounded shapes, the short pillars
around the building were made to stop vehicles from getting too close.

So, on a good day, despite the mowed, dark green grass that gave it the
feel of a modern office building, it was a fortress.

This wasn’t a good day. It wasn’t even a good night and police cars
backed up by armored personnel carriers had blocked off the area around
it for blocks—big blocks.

We stopped when we could see the lights surrounding it, but a
quarter-mile from the nearest police cars. As big as Unity HQ, we
couldn’t see much more than the grey walls. We’d pulled our motorcycles
up to a group of trees twenty feet from the road. Tipping the bikes
over, we stood within the trees, hoping we wouldn’t be too obvious.

“The way I see it,” I said, “we’ve got a choice between trying to sneak
through an open field slowly and maybe getting caught or riding closer
on our bikes and hoping Unity might find a way to get us in. I don’t
like our chances either way.”

Mateo looked at me and then out toward Unity’s HQ, “I’m sure there’s a
way. Do you think you could fly in? Imagine if you snuck in as close as
you could and then flew the rest of the way.”

I nodded, “Assuming they didn’t try to shoot me out of the air and that
Unity’s base doesn’t aim their air defenses at me, sure.”

Grinning, Mateo said, “But it’s one more option than sneaking it or
racing up to the front door, right? I think we can make a few more
options if we talk to people.”

I had to concede the point and honestly, I should have thought of it
myself. “Good point. Imagine if we called the base before we tried to
sneak in and coordinated with them or something…”

Still, with a hint of a smile, Mateo noted, “They’d be less likely to
shoot you out of the air for one and if we’re really lucky, maybe
they’ll have an underground sewer entrance.”

Thinking about the cracked streets and general feeling of industrial
neglect around me, I said, “A walk through the sewers sounds exactly
like something I’d want to do.”

He laughed, “I know, but honestly, the rocket boots aren’t the only
thing you’ve got that flies, right?”

I shook my head, “No. The bike turns into powered armor. It’s more in
the style of Japanese mechs so it doesn’t immediately make you think of
the Rocket.”

Slowly nodding his head, he said, “Good. That fits with V8. Her cars
have always transformed in one way or another. Working Man will probably
be okay with it. Can you make it to the roof and carry me if you have
to?”

Taking another look at the glowing lights of police cars and the
helicopter circling Unity’s base, I said, “I think so, but not your
bike.”

“We can come back for my bike if we have to.” Then he said, “I’m calling
the base and looping you in.”

A beep came over my comm as the helmet said, “Joining call,” followed by
ringing and a woman’s voice answering, “Blue Mask? We’re in the middle
of something right now.”

“I’m outside,” Mateo said. “We’re meeting up here with Working Man,
Athletica, and all the rest of the people who were targeting Syndicate L
tonight.”

Nanosecond talked a little too quickly, but between years of knowing
Jaclyn, I could translate her words. Plus, my implant helped. “They’re
not here. I don’t know where they are. Chromatic called in twenty
minutes ago, and I haven’t heard from them since.”

I turned to check around us, trying to see any sign of others hunkering
down out here. I didn’t see any.

I checked my helmet’s communicator. I’d set up the Motor City Heroes’
comms the same as the League’s—including the constant GPS location.
Working Man had insisted that the GPS needed to be able to be turned off
in case someone hacked the system.

It didn’t surprise me that neither he nor Athletica’s location showed
up. Not fo the first time, I wished I’d been persuasive enough about the
benefits of being able to find other team members to convince him to
keep it on.

Still, fighting mind-controlling vampires might be a good time to go
dark. Even if the system couldn’t be hacked, a vampire could hack anyone
on the team.

Breaking through my thoughts, Mateo asked Nanosecond, “What would it
take for us to get in?”

“I don’t know. Convince me that you’re not mind controlled too?”

Even over the comm, I could hear Mateo sigh, “How am I supposed to do
that? Okay. I think I can. Nanosecond, you know me and you know the
mask. Do you think it would stay on me and let me use it to serve a
vampire? Get my location. Zoom in on me. You’ll find me in full
gear—mask, sword, and everything.”

Sound came through from Nanosecond’s end. It might have been quick
footsteps or the click of a keyboard. It was hard to say, but it was
followed by Nanosecond’s voice, “That’s good enough for me to give you
the benefit of the doubt. Is that V4 with you?”

“Yes,” I said. “I don’t know how you tell that I’m still me, but I’m
betting Blue Mask might be able to tell.”

With a crackle that I’d want to look into later, Mateo said, “I would.
Is that enough?”

If Nanosecond paused to think, I didn’t notice, but I probably wouldn’t.
She said, “Yes. Alright, there’s a garage not far from where you are.
I’ll send you the location. Take your motorcycles. There’s a tunnel in
the back that leads to the base.”

Mateo looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t tell me about
that the other times I’ve been here.”

“You didn’t need to know,” she said and closed the connection.

Picking up his bike from where he’d put it on the ground, he looked at
me, “I’ve been working with these guys for two years now, off and on,
and I didn’t need to know.”

I picked up my bike and once it got it about a foot off the ground, the
tires adjusted their shapes, moving the bike upright. Mateo watched and
shook his head.

As I threw my leg over the body and sat down, I noticed that a rabbit
sat next to one of the trees. Little more than a shape in the darkness,
it watched us. It might be just a rabbit, but on the off-chance that it
was the Skunklord’s, I talked to it.

“Hey, we need some help. Working Man and Athletica might be meeting us
at the base over there, but they might have been captured. We don’t want
them to become vampires. Can you help? We’ll be in the base.”

The rabbit chewed on some grass.

Mateo motioned toward the road, saying, “Nice try,” as he gave the
motorcycle some gas.

The rabbit stopped chewing, turned, and hopped away.

I followed Mateo down the road to a shed made of corrugated metal that
stood next to a long one-story building made of concrete. If I hadn’t
known that it let to Unity’s base, I’d have assumed that it was part of
the factory it was closest to. Maybe it was—officially.

While the outside featured weeds and a driveway that was cracked
concrete, the inside featured a smooth path that led downward into a
well-lit arched tunnel that reminded me of tunnels in the Rocky
Mountains, but less wide.

It ended like it had started at the shed—with steel doors that opened
wide to let us in. I assumed they had to be operated by the staff
because Mateo didn’t need to swipe a card or do a retinal
scan.

The metal doors opened into a concrete parking garage (complete with
yellow lines and exit signs) filled with decidedly normal cars. This
wasn’t the only set of steel doors in sight. I guessed this might be the
staff’s garage or maybe even the garage everybody used for their
civilian vehicles.

Either way, the elevator on the far side of the room opened as we
approached, leaving our bikes with the rest of them.

It went up several floors, stopping to open its doors and let us out
into what looked like a command center—a real one, unlike the one I was
used to in the bunker under my grandfather’s house.

Here, people in red and blue uniforms sat at workstations and stared up
at giant screens showing the police surrounding the base, a map of the
base with its defenses, and screen after screen of entrances and exits
from the base.

Nanosecond met us as we stepped out of the elevator. Wearing a
multi-color blur of a costume based on a material my grandfather once
used for C, his team’s speedster, she stopped next to Mateo.

She might not have been trying to leave me out, but I had to step around
him to join the conversation.

“Good news,” she said, “we’ve heard from Chromatic and your people.
They’re coming this way in a police SUV. They plan to drive straight
down the tunnel we sent you down.”

“They stole an SUV from the police?”

She cocked her head, frowning, “I don’t know. I was assuming they’d
found a cop who hadn’t been mind-controlled.”

It made sense. As a team, Detroit Unity was more a group of street
fighters than most big teams. Chromatic had wings and could fly, but he
was more of a glider.

At the same time, it didn’t feel quite right to me. Working Man had
called us more than twenty minutes ago and told us to meet him here, but
we’d beaten him and he’d gone radio silent in the meantime.

It felt off now that I thought about it.

I had my implant start a call to Working Man over my suit’s comm. Even
as I listened to a recording of a phone ringing, one of Unity’s staff
broke in with, “They’re in the tunnel.”

Then he pointed over at one of the screens. It showed a police SUV
coming to a stop in the parking garage below the complex. Chromatic, a
red, green, and blue scaled dragon-like humanoid stepped out along with
a police officer, Athletica, and three humanoid hamsters in karate
uniforms. I didn’t remember their names, but I did know their origin
involved a pet store and an industrial accident.

I didn’t see Working Man at all. Unease rippled through me and I asked,
“Where’s Working Man? He was with Athletica when he called us.”

Nanosecond frowned, “I don’t know. Our people all got separated in that
ambush. I don’t know who’s in what group.”

As she spoke, I noticed more movement on the screen. Chromatic,
Athletica, the karate hamsters, and the police officer weren’t the only
ones to get out of the car. A mist seeped out the door and along with it
came a flying head with its ears beating in the air.

Chromatic waved them all into the elevator.

Not able to muster words to describe everything that was wrong about
this situation, I pointed at the screen intending to say something along
the lines of, “Look at the vampires that have mind controlled your
people and have been invited into your base!”

At the moment, all I managed was, “Gah!”

They did look.

Mateo did use his words, saying, “They’re going to open the doors on the
first floor.”

I felt almost certain he was right about that.

Nanosecond must have agreed because she turned into a blur and ran the
short distance down from the elevator to a door that opened up into a
stairway.

By some measurements, I think more quickly than a normal person, but I
don’t move or talk faster. So while I thought that Nanosecond running
alone downstairs to face the group might be a bad tactical decision, I
only managed to say, “Hey,” before she disappeared.

Mateo and I looked at each other. I said, “We’d better get down there,”
while he said, “She’s not going to be able to take them alone.”

At least we tried to, starting, getting few words out, and then deciding
by mutual, unstated agreement that we were on the same page. We ran for
the elevator we’d only just exited.

As we reached the elevator, Mateo turned to shout at the room, “From
what we see, the people that just came back are under the vampires’
control. Don’t let them up here. Don’t let anyone open the doors to the
outside, and above all else, if you see a vampire or something that
could be a vampire, don’t invite them in here, okay?”

All the men and women in their red and blue uniforms and “Detroit Unity”
insignias stared at him. One man, his brown hair touched with gray,
nodded.

It was something. Better Mateo than me to try something like that, they
knew who he was.

Not for the first time, I wished for the Rocket suit and its undeserved
instant credibility.

The elevator’s doors opened and we stepped inside, pressing button “B”
for basement. The doors shut and the elevator sank downward.

As the elevator hummed, Mateo drew his rapier and faced the elevator
door. I would have drawn a sword, but my weapons weren’t as impressive.
My best ones were part of the bike.

Also, if we were fighting mind-controlled supers, holy water wasn’t
going to do a bit of good. I couldn’t think of anything that ended a
vampire’s charm, or whatever you called their mental influence, short of
punching people unconscious and hoping they woke up normal.

The elevator stopped and the doors opened to the parking lot and a scene
I’d half-expected.

Nanosecond stood between two rows of cars off to the left of the
elevator. In front of her, a tall pale man wearing a green suit
(including a vest), a black cape, and a a purple sash. It made me think
of pre-World War 1 European nobility.

My bet was that he’d been the mist I’d seen come out of the car.

The three adolescent karate hamsters, Athletica, and Chromatic stood
just past the vampire and Nanosecond—in front of the row of cars and
facing us.

Something screeched. It was the flying head, ears flapping as it
hovered. If it had been any normal creature doing the same thing, there
would have been a physics paper in how it was staying in the air.
Bearing in mind that it was a vampire, the answer to that question was
almost certainly (and disappointingly) magic.

The vampire in front of Nanosecond turned to look at us. I felt an urge
to stare into its eyes, but I’d prepared for that—my implant switched to
my radar/sonar/infrared composite view and shut off my direct view of
his face.

The pressure on my mind ended. I don’t know what Mateo did, but his
sword glowed a little brighter.

He said, “Nice try, vampire. You need to let all of them go and then
leave this place. And by place, I mean lands where humans live. We know
how to fight you and if you stay here, you’ll be destroyed.”

The vampire smiled and spoke in an accent that sound like it was from
Eastern Europe. I couldn’t place where. “A hero? I see that you wear one
of the masks. I may know more about them than you. I’ve fought them
before. Now to be honest, I know little or nothing about this V4 fellow,
but I know the most important thing. He’s mortal and I know how to fight
that. You fight mortals with other mortals.”

The vampire glanced over at me, frowning for a moment, but then smiling
again, “Whatever he is, the two of you will have to face six of your own
kind if you choose to fight me—Chromatic, your dragon mage, as well as
Athletica, Nanosecond, and the three martial rodents. I don’t think that
you’ll stand a chance.”

Then he grinned, showing his teeth. The canines were quite long.

“And even if you are, are you willing to risk killing them? These are
your friends, are they not? They won’t be fighting you of their own free
will. No, I think it’s you that should leave. If you don’t, I assure you
that if they get badly hurt, we’ll have to transform them into our own,
but if they stay unhurt enough to be useful, we may let them go while
they’re still mortal.”

Mateo raised an eyebrow, “And they’ll be truly free? They won’t have any
little hooks embedded in their minds in case you need them later?”

The vampire gave a dry, raspy laugh, “I see you do know us. I can’t say
we won’t prepare for the future, but I don’t have a specific use for
them right now. Think of it as a choice between having live friends
whose minor enslavements can perhaps be removed and undead enemies who
might resent how your choices affected them.”

Trying not to imagine Athletica or the others as vampires, I said, “Are
you sure you want to be doing this? This is the kind of thing that
brings in wizards and even official teams of wizards tasked with
destroying you.”

Staring at me, the vampire said, “Who are you?”

“I’m… just a guy,” I said, “but I’ve got a couple wizards on speed dial.
You guys need to rethink what you’re doing. This is too loud for us to
ignore.”

The vampire froze and then started shouting at me. No longer the image
of sophisticated vampiric nobility, it hissed,
“It’s all your fault! We were quietly turning Syndicate L into a tool
for finding victims and recruits, but then a few of us got greedy and
you people,” he waved his hand, including the mind controlled supers as
well as Mateo and me in the gesture, “decided to raid us.”

He looked over at Nanosecond as she stood next to him, unmoving. “We
weren’t loud before, but we’ll defend ourselves now. Kill them!”

Many things happened at once. The vampire looked at me, showing his
teeth and stepping in my direction. At the same time, the flying vampire
head flew upward toward the ceiling, Nanosecond blurred, running toward
me, and Mateo’s rapier glowed with a brighter light.

It would have been nice if it stopped there, but it didn’t. A reddish
glow grew around Chromatic as he chanted and raised his arms in a spell
while all three hamsters charged Mateo and I. Athletica ran after the
hamsters.

Unlike Nanosecond, my physical speed wasn’t any better than a normal
person even if my mental speed was. The good news about connecting my
weaponry to my implant was that my weaponry could respond at the speed
of thought.

I blasted the room with noise and electromagnetic radiation designed to
paralyze. The radiation was outside human sight and the sound outside
human hearing, but that didn’t stop devices on Mateo and my utility
belts from buzzing and counteracting the sound around us.

Nanosecond, to no one’s surprise, came at us first—and by “us,” I mean
me. Even though I could fire at the speed of thought, I still had to aim
at the speed of my arm. The good news? I didn’t have aim much.
Paralyzation beams were a weapon where close was good enough.

My HUD showed the beam crossing the lower half of her body and her upper
legs. It wasn’t as good as a headshot which would have taken her out,
but it had an effect—she fell over, catching herself with her arms, but
unable to bend her upper legs.

She struggled to right herself on her arms and knees, her butt sticking
up in the air.

The beams also caught one of the karate hamsters, Rembrandt, I think.
That was the one that did the spinning kicks. He fell face forward,
turning the fall into a roll and ending up on his back.

I had to admire the thoroughness of his training even if it didn’t help
when you can’t control your legs.

Beside me, Mateo held out his sword and the vampires shrank back in the
light. The other hamsters didn’t. Mateo kept his sword in between one
and himself.

The other hamster reached out and punched at Mateo’s face. Catching the
punch in one hand, Mateo said a word from no language I recognized.

The hamster shook his head, eyes wide and looking over at the other
hamster, “Hieronymous! Stop fighting, man! The vampire got into our
minds.”

Hieronymous didn’t listen, giving Mateo a punch to the gut that I saw
coming, but didn’t have time to do anything about. Mateo seemed to
crumple inward, still holding his sword, but taking a quick, indrawn
breath. Hieronymous’ specialty was pressure points if I remembered
correctly.

As Mateo stumbled backward, the hamster he’d freed stepped in between
him and Hieronymous. By process of elimination, that had to be Vincent.

Vincent sunk into a ready position, left arm upright as a guard, right
arm near his waist ready to become a punch, “He’s one of the good guys,
remember?”

Hieronymous didn’t say anything, but Athletica pushed herself off of a
car bumper into the air, aiming herself toward Mateo. In the same
moment, the red glow around Chromatic turned into a blast of fire that
Mateo blocked with his sword.

I didn’t have time to find out what happened after that because the
flying vampire head dove toward me with its mouth open, fangs ready to
sink into whatever part of me it could reach.

My right arm turned out to be closest. It aimed for my bicep, but I
twisted, punching it with my left arm and sending it flying sideways
with its ears flapping to right itself, hitting a car with a metallic
thump.

Even as I felt a touch of relief, a hand grabbed my left arm, yanking me
sideways.

While I knew intellectually that vampires were strong, I hadn’t been
thinking about it. Now I had no choice. I couldn’t pull
away.

I used my implant to connect to the motorcycle as the vampire grabbed my
other arm. “Nice armor. I wonder how well it will withstand my teeth?”

My bike’s engine came to life.

It wasn’t the classic roar of your average motorcycle, but a quiet,
electric hum and nothing that anyone would notice in a fight. I got
access to the gun I’d adjusted before going to bed last night and turned
on the targeting mechanism, adjusting the motorcycle’s position by a
small turn of the handles and putting the vampire in almost the right
position for a shot.

I got the vampire the rest of the way by leaning into him. I’d been
trying to pull away, so it was less like changing direction than letting
him “win” and adding a little momentum.

Two things happened at once. The first? He bit me and it turned out that
his fangs could pierce my armor. They went through as if it wasn’t
there in much the same way that Amy’s spear did. It hurt and not a small
pain either. I wanted to scream, remembering that Amy’s spear sucked the
life out of someone.

Don’t ask me to explain that scientifically. It makes zero sense, but it
doesn’t matter whether it makes scientific sense if it’s killing you.

The second thing? My bike fired off a burst of three wooden stakes. The
first went through the vampire’s temple and came out of his eye. The
second hit the middle of his abdomen from the side.

It couldn’t have felt good, but nothing special happens when a wooden
stake goes into a vampire’s liver.

The third stake went into the vampire’s back at an angle. I saw it from
the motorcycle’s cameras. It went in at the right angle to hit the
heart, but not far enough.

The vampire still held my left bicep, but my hand had gone around to the
back when I, ignoring the pain of the vampire’s teeth in my shoulder, I
reached around, pushing it in with all the strength my suit’s artificial
muscles gave me.

His teeth came out of my shoulder and he slumped, eyes rolling up into
his head. He let go of my arms last.

From above me came the sound of a raspy voice—a glance upward told me
that it was the flying vampire head. “Retreat! Run! Go!”

Chromatic ran toward Nanosecond, scaled legs pumping as he ran past me
and the downed vampire. “To me!”

I began to step over the vampire as the flying head swooped down and
Nanosecond, Chromatic, and it disappeared with a pop.

“I didn’t know he could do that,” I said aloud and then remembered that
Athletica and Hieronymous Hamster had been attacking Mateo. Checking my
helmet’s peripheral vision, I saw that Vincent Hamster stood over
Hieronymous who was now lying unconscious on the concrete. As I looked,
Vincent sighed.

Athletica, meanwhile, lay on the floor near Hieronymous, arms restrained
by a bola. She struggled within the ropes. Mateo leaned forward, saying
a few words under his breath, and touching her shoulder. She stopped
struggling and fell asleep.

Vincent turned toward him, “Can you do the same for my brothers? I don’t
want them to wake up still controlled by that thing.”

Mateo smiled, “I can try.”

He stood over Hieronymous. Each breath lengthened and Heironymous’ body
relaxed as Mateo spoke. When Mateo repeated himself over Rembrandt’s
paralyzed form. Rembrandt slumped, no longer paralyzed and watching us,
but now sleeping like the others.

Vincent stroked a bloodied mat out of Rembrandt’s fur, and turned to
Mateo, saying, “Thank you. I won’t forget this.”

Nodding, Mateo said, “You’re welcome. I wouldn’t have left them like
that.”

Thinking about the fight, I said, “I don’t suppose there’s a way to turn
that into an area of effect uh… effect?”

Mateo shook his head, “I don’t even understand what I did. The mask
showed me how to do it at about the time you saw me do it.”

I shrugged, “I thought I’d ask. It would have ended that fight almost as
it began.”

Vincent touched the watch on his wrist, “Staff, we need medical
assistance for Rembrandt, Hieronymous, and Athletica. We’ll also need to
preserve a vampire’s body for the authorities. You can find us in the
garage.”

He let his arm fall to his side, turning to Mateo and I, “We’re going to
get them back now, right? Nanosecond, Chromatic, and whoever else
they’ve got?”

Mateo looked down at his face. “Do you want to be with us instead of
here with your brothers? Whatever I did put them to sleep to heal from
what the vampire did to their heads. You might need some time too.”

Vincent shook his furry head, “No. The vampires enslaved my brothers and
members of my team. Chromatic and Nanosecond are still enslaved. I’m
going to do what you’re doing and what my brothers would do if they were
awake. I’m going with you and we’re going to kick the vampires’ undead
asses.”

“Okay,” I said. “The only problem is that we don’t know where they are.
Except that it’s going to be in downtown Detroit or near it. Also, given
that this is Syndicate L, it’s going to have bottled water available.”

Tilting his head, Vincent blinked. “Bottled water?”

I nodded, “You’ve never fought them before?”

Vincent’s brow furrowed and his tail twitched, “Once or twice. My
brothers and I spend more of our time fighting a gang called the
Thumb.”

I’d never heard of the Thumb. I made a mental note to look them up.
“Imagine if the mob were run like a Silicon Valley start-up and you’ll
get Syndicate L.”

Vincent’s eyes narrowed, “How many times have you fought them? Didn’t
you just start?”

Having a second superhero identity was getting annoying. “A few
different times, but under a different name. I’m been told that I
shouldn’t say who.”

The hamster gave a toothy grin, “A man of mystery? I’ll see if I can
puzzle it out, but don’t worry about it. I won’t tell anybody. It’s a
relief that you’re not a complete newbie. The odds are against us
already.”

By that time, the staff began to enter the parking garage, putting the
sleeping heroes on stretchers and cleaning up the blood. One man stopped
to stare at a dent on the side of a car, muttering a curse.

Vincent glanced over at him, “Don’t worry about it. The team will pay
for it.”

The man nodded, “Thanks.”

Motioning us all to come closer, Mateo addressed Vincent, “You were
under their control. How did it happen and what did you learn?”

Vincent sighed, “I think you saw it. Working Man was talking to you when
they attacked. At first, we thought it was just Syndicate L’s people and
maybe some of the police, but it wasn’t. Vampires appeared, turning our
own people against us. Syndicate L’s people swarmed us and then it was
over. They brought us into an old, abandoned skyscraper and Rudolfo—“

I snorted, “Rudolfo?”

A smile tugged at the corner of Vincent’s mouth, “I know. I thought it
sounded silly at first, but then I knew I’d be willing die for him and
it stopped sounding silly. You wouldn’t know it from how easily he went
down to your… automatic stake gun, but he was powerful. He mentioned the
Dominators. It didn’t sound like he was one of them, but that sometimes
they hired him.”

Mateo frowned, “That might be good news. If the Dominators hired him, it
means he’s not a member. Do you know what skyscraper it was?”

Shaking his head, Vincent said, “I don’t know its name, but I think I
might be able to find it by smell if we go back to where we were
captured.”

Stepping back and crossing his arms over his chest, Mateo said, “Let’s
go, then. Do you need to ride with us or do you have your own
transportation?”

Vincent turned to look at my motorcycle, “I think I’d rather ride with
you.”

With a tight grin, Mateo said, “I’m fine with that. What about you, V4?”

“Sure.” My bike easily had enough space for a second rider and maybe a
third.

We turned, starting to weave through the Unity staff people as they
applied first aid to Athletica. She was still sleeping.

Mateo turned his head to look at Vincent, “Do you know what happened to
Working Man? Did they send him somewhere else or is he still with them
in the building?”

Frowning, Vincent said, “I don’t know. I don’t remember him getting
captured. The last I saw of him, he was still fighting them. He wasn’t
with us when Rudolfo put the finishing touches into our heads.”

Looking over at me, Mateo said, “There’s hope that he’s out there then.
I’m just surprised he hasn’t contacted us at all.”

I shrugged, “That would make sense, but I don’t know. I could see him
keeping his comm off in case Syndicate L can detect it. They do have
some sophisticated tech. Then maybe he’d be tracking Barrington, the
vampire leader, all by himself. You know him better than I do, but that
seems like the kind of thing he’d try.”

Stopping next to his motorcycle, Mateo said, “See, you did learn
something while you were here. That’s exactly the kind of thing he’d do.
I just made the mistake of hoping he’d do what tells us to do—call for
help when you’re in over your head.”

I swung my leg over my bike, “Maybe he’s not in over his head?”

Mateo laughed, “In his head, he’s never in over his head, but we should
talk. Riding off to shut down a vampire who’s controlling a host of
vampires, supers, Syndicate L people, the police, and the local media
makes it sound like we might be a little overconfident.”

Climbing up on the bike behind me, Vincent said, “My brother Rembrandt
says that no matter who you are, you’ll go down if someone punches you
hard enough. I think we’ve got a chance.”

Then he tapped on the face of the watch he was wearing, “Door’s open.
Let’s go out the shed exit.”

Mateo and I looked at each other and I followed his motorcycle into the
tunnel, ready to take on a host of vampires with a swashbuckling
swordsman and a humanoid hamster martial artist.

As we rode through the tunnel toward the shed and our hidden exit, I
found Vincent’s comm id and set up a channel for the three of us to
talk, finally asking, “Where did you last see Working Man?”

I felt him move behind me, “One of the parking lots in Foxtown. The one
on Cass near Bookie’s Bar and Grille.”

Hoping that Mateo was listening in, I said, “Do you know where that is?
I don’t.”

In my HUD, Blue Mask’s icon glowed as Mateo said, “The one with the big
brick building on Elizabeth and Cass?”

Vincent’s teeth clicked, “That’s the one.”

“I think I know the way. Tell me if it looks like I’m going the wrong
way. V4, could you pull up a map to Bookie’s Bar and Grille? That’ll
tell you if we’re getting off target. Backup never hurts.”

I pulled it up in my HUD and while Vincent and Mateo discussed the best
way to get there, I used my implant to go online and check V&V’s super
news to see if they were getting anything out of Detroit.

They were. A news report from CBE, a radio station in Windsor, Ontario
said that local heroes, led by a super called Black Rose, were joining
with reserve members of Detroit Unity to fight a major vampire
infestation in Detroit. They even had a quote from V8 saying, “Don’t
worry, Detroit. Help is on its way.”

I called her with my comm. She didn’t answer.

It made sense. Even though she didn’t mention him, she’d worked with
Working Man for years. My new comm system hooked into Unity’s with a
protocol my grandfather designed, but with Athletica and Unity
compromised, V8 and Working Man had probably fallen back on their old
system. They might even be assuming that Mateo and I were either dead or
working for the vamps.

That assumed they were working together and still in their right minds,
but if they were, I couldn’t blame them.

I just hoped that if we all happened to meet, they wouldn’t attack first
and ask questions later.

Still, it was good news on the whole. Interrupting Mateo and Vincent, I
said, “News is getting out. There’s a radio station in Windsor that
knows about the vampires and they’re getting linked by the V&V
website—which means it’s only a matter of time before it makes it to
SuperTV. Plus, they quoted V8. She’s doing something or she was. I tried
to call her, though. No answer.”

Mateo sniffed, “Then we have to assume we’re on our own. Either they got
captured or they think we’re controlled. The people in Unity’s base can
vouch for us, though. Vincent, could you make sure that the base’s staff
knows what we’re doing and that we’ll need help?”

Cutting through the wind’s noise, Vincent said, “You got it. I’ll tell
them where we’re going and hope they can figure out who’s controlled by
the vamps and who isn’t.”

“Hmmn,” Mateo paused, but then continued, “That’s what I wanted to hear,
but it sounds like a bad idea now that you’ve said it.”

Chuckling, Vincent said, “You’ve got a point, but we’re going to have to
trust someone and we hire good people.”

I checked the map. We were nearly there. We’d passed the factories and
green, open lots and now we were passing the mirrored glass and round
corners of the MGM Grand, a hotel and casino. Even at five in the
morning, the letters of its name glowed.

“Alright,” Mateo said. “Make sure they warn us if they tell anyone.”

Only a minute or two later, we pulled up to the parking lot. There
wasn’t much to say about it. It was empty except for two cars that were
on the other side of the lot. The old brick building Mateo and Vincent
had talked about was dark. It wasn’t much more than an old brick cube in
the dark. The front had windows that stretched up to the third floor,
trying for some kind of grandeur, but the graffiti on the walls and
peeling paint on the window frames told another story.

I noticed something else. In the bushes off to the right of the building
were two rabbits. They weren’t nibbling on the bushes’ leaves. They were
staring directly at us.

I pointed at them and said, “Blue Mask.”

He turned to look at them, “You’re right. That’s not normal. Someone’s
watching us and it’s either Skunk Lord or someone controlling him.”

Behind me, Vincent sniffed. “There’s another human here.”

Then he jumped off the back of my bike. I dismounted and stood next to
him on the sidewalk. Visible on the screen of my HUD, I saw the heated
air next to the back corner of the building before a hooded human figure
stepped out from behind it.

He wore a dark robe that brought to mind wizards and evil cultists. The
scuffed, brown leather, steel-toed work boots visible under the robe
brought to mind factories and construction sites.

Mateo had jumped off his bike and stood next to me, “This is going to be
interesting.”

A low, raspy voice came from the robe, “I’ve been watching you since V4
tried to get my attention earlier.”

Mateo glanced over at me. I took that as a hint that I should start
talking, “Thanks. We’re trying to find Working Man. He was attacked, but
hopefully got away here. We’re also trying to find wherever the vampire
headquarters is. It might be the same thing as the Syndicate L
headquarters. Do you know anything that might help us?”

The robed figure walked closer, saying nothing until he reached the
wrought iron fence.

Concentrating on keeping myself calm and being ready in case we were
about to be swamped with rats, I waited for him to speak.

He stopped behind the gate, saying, “I know a lot, but not as much as I
want to. Vampires, some of them at least, control rats. I can control
more than rats, but if you know cities, you know that when it comes to
controlling animals rats are where it’s at.”

Vincent gave a short, raspy laugh.

The hooded figure said, “I knew you’d understand. Now, I do know where
they are, but I can’t help you much. The vampires are in the Book Tower.
I don’t know about Working Man, but I know they didn’t catch him. He
escaped, but I don’t know where.”

Mateo nodded, “At least he escaped. That’s what I was hoping.”

The hooded figure said, “As long as he didn’t get caught inside the Book
Tower, I’d say he escaped but he did disappear. I think he’s been moving
from roof to roof, but I can’t be sure. There are fewer rats up there.”

I said the first thing that came into my head, “Have you tried
bats?”

Within the hood, I saw his lips move, “Bats are good at finding bugs in
the dark. They’re less good at recognizing people at a distance. I’ve
tried. I’ve seen someone that might be him. And besides, bats are
friendly to some vampires.”

I should have guessed.

Moments like this made me wish I’d ignored Working Man’s orders and
created a roachbot equivalent for V4. Unless there were vampires that
controlled computers, we’d avoid this problem. On the other hand, given
that there were vampiric vegetables, vampires that obsessively counted,
and I didn’t know what else, maybe technopathic vampires were a thing.

A few seconds passed as I stood in the dark, wishing for robotic scouts.
The hooded man looked from Mateo to Vincent to me. “I should go. I’m
handling three different problems right now. I’ll watch you and call in
for help if you need it.”

That struck a nerve, “Who will you call?”

His look made me think he heard something in the tone of my voice.
Meeting my eyes, he said, “The Michigan Heroes’ Alliance. If no one’s
available there, the Heroes’ League. Do you have someone you want me to
call?”

I shook my head, “That sounds good. I hope we don’t need help.”

The man nodded, “I’d call the Heroes’ League first if they weren’t on
the other side of the state. The Heroes’ Alliance is a bunch of
independents that see each other a few times a year. When you’re stuck
in a jam, you want a team that knows how to work together.”

“Can’t argue with that,” I said. It wouldn’t be my fault if he called in
the League.

Glancing over at me as if he had an idea of where my mind had gone,
Mateo said, “If you see V4’s motorcycle go into the Book Tower on its
own, call whoever you want. We’re in trouble.”

Visible despite the hood, the man raised an eyebrow, “I’ll watch for
that.”

Then he gave us a wave and walked away, disappearing into the dark past
the back corner of the building.

Over my comm, I told Mateo, “You know, that’s a little less cool and
mysterious when you consider this is the only building in this parking
lot. He literally has to be around the corner.”

I wasn’t wrong. We stood in the dark, but there were six parking lots
around us, all of them lit up by the streetlights. He’d have to run at
minimum one hundred feet in any direction to find a building.”

Mateo grinned, “You can run after him and check.”

I thought about it, staring at the corner. I didn’t see any movement. I
shook my head, “I’d probably get attacked by an army of angry groundhogs
or something. We should go to the Book Tower, though we should give some
thought to what we’re going to do when we get there.”

Vincent sniffed the air, “I’ll second that thought. Are we going to
fight our way up the tower and stake the lead vampire? It’s not much of
a plan, but it’s more of a plan than we’ve got right now.”

Mateo sighed, “I don’t know. I was hoping to get a look at the Book
Tower and see what’s there. We don’t have enough to make a plan. If I’m
going to be honest, I’m not even sure we will after we get there. I
don’t think we’ll do a frontal assault, but that’s still more of a plan
than we have. Let’s call it plan B for now. We’ll take look at the Book
Tower and see if we can’t come up with plan A.”

Vincent nodded. “That’s a healthy attitude. Right now, we don’t know if
the vampires are in the building’s basement, its highest floor, or
somewhere in between.”

We got on our bikes and took Grand River Avenue southeast toward Book
Tower—or so said my GPS. It was night. I’d never been there before so
far as I knew. All I knew was that we were in a section of Detroit that
felt like a downtown. On the left, we passed a brick building from the
early twentieth century that had round towers at the corners. Next to it
stood a blocky brick building with long thin lines of windows. It might
have been from the 1970s. Across from that stood an apartment or office
building that stood at least ten stories high.

At the end of the road stood another building. This one reminded me of
nothing more than the building from Ghostbusters. It wasn’t any specific
detail as much as the feeling. There was no giant walking marshmallow
man, lightning, or otherworldly lights at the top, but it almost had a
temple.

Most of it was a big, boring rectangle with windows, but on the left
side, a big, boring, rectangular tower with windows reached for the sky.

At the top of that tower, it was almost as if someone had added on
another building. There were Corinthian columns, sculptures of nearly
naked men and women on the columns, and a copper roof shaped like an
upside down “V.”

My implant labeled it “Book Tower” and offered me a link to the
Wikipedia entry.

Aloud, I said, “That’s Book Tower?”

“I don’t know about you,” Mateo said, “but I’m betting they’re not in
the basement.”

“Yeah. The top floors seem too weird to waste. Did you know that this
place was supposed to be redeveloped, but then something happened and
the company that bought it sold it to someone else.”

We pulled off to the side of the road to look up at it, ignoring the
concrete People Mover station and platform that crossed over the street.
I didn’t see any trains coming, but if that meant that no one would be
coming by during the fight, it would be a good thing.

Vincent leaned to my right, staring up at the tower. “I don’t think I
ever looked at the Book Tower’s top floors before this. They look like
they were made for vampires.”

Over my comm, I continued talking, “I checked a government database, and
the company that bought the place is suspected to be a Syndicate L front
company.”

Mateo didn’t look back as he responded, “I remember reading that the new
company put a lot of work into the place, but that they had money
problems and everything stalled. You’ve fought Syndicate L before.
What’s your read on that?”

On one level, the question felt like a lot of the questions he’d asked
me that were more about critiquing my thought process than the answer.
This might be more of the same, but I suspected he wanted the answer
this time.

“They favor buildings where they can blend in. They ran a fake real
estate company out of a building they’d stuffed full of their people and
equipment for my first big fight with them. For the next big one, they
got an old radio or TV station. Here my bet would be that they invested
heavily, but not in the lower floors. They’ll probably fill those with
cover businesses or maybe even rent the place out to real ones—maybe
even businesses they indirectly own.”

Mateo’s reply filled my helmet, “That was my read too. From what I’ve
heard, they’re big on technology—which means that even if no one’s in
the lower levels, they’re monitored and they’ve got people ready to
fight—which means fighting through the building is stupid. Sneaking
through the building might also be stupid unless you can turn off their
security systems.”

Even though he couldn’t see it, I found myself shaking my head, “Most
security systems are cameras connected to servers with ethernet cable or
maybe wifi plus alarms that may or may not be managed by a separate
system. I don’t know anything about theirs yet. It might include attack
robots, for example, and I’m not a hacker. I’m an engineer. I might be
able to take out the security systems, but it’s going to be with an
EMP—something that some people might see as potentially… revealing.”

Mateo turned around, “Do it. You’re not the only techie that creates
EMPs and the other alternative is climbing up a skyscraper.”

I met his gaze, “Okay. I’m just saying that it’ll be a big EMP and it
won’t be precise. It might trash computers in the area. I’ll do my best
to avoid it, but, no promises. Also, I’d be strongly tempted to focus on
the tower itself because that’s where the leadership will be.”

I looked up at the building, adjusting my HUD’s composite image to focus
on heat. More red and yellow appeared on the tower than the rest of the
building.

Mateo turned back to look at the tower and then back to me, “I think
we’re past the point of worrying about a few computers.”

“I agree,” I said, “but I wanted you to know before I did it. Also,
we’re going to want to do it from here and maybe rush in after that. I
don’t want to risk destroying our bikes.”

Vincent grunted, “Nuke them and rush in while they’re still trying to
figure out what works? I like that plan.”

Mateo took a deep breath, “I’m not sure I do, but it’s the best plan
we’ve got right now. Loose the nukes.”

“Technically, they’re not nukes,” I said and used my implant to access
the bike’s less obvious controls. With more than three times as much
material as the Rocket suit, I had a lot to work with. Of course, it
also meant that the transformed version of the bike was a bit unwieldy
indoors.

But never mind, I felt the weapons systems like they were extensions of
my own body. Calculating the area the EMP would have to cover, I knew
I’d have to use all five of the EMP bombs I’d brought along. As annoying
as that was, I hadn’t used any all summer. I probably wouldn’t need
more.

Loading them with a mental command to the implant, I fired them all at
once, rocking the bike back as what amounted to four giant roachbots
fired off, rockets blazing. Two of them were aimed at the tower. The
other three spread out across the length of the main building.

The result was anticlimactic—at least for me.

Watching through the roachbombs’ gave me little more than a blur of
streetlights and darkness, shattered windows, blurred rooms, and then
explosions that ended in darkness from the feeds.

Coming back to myself, I watched as every light in Book Tower and the
main building below it went dark.

With a chittering laugh, Vincent said, “Gun it,” and Mateo and I roared
toward the building.

It didn’t take long before we reached the front of the People Mover
station and elevated railway in front of the skyscraper. Well lit, with
a pavilion of steel beams and a white roof, the station looked like the
perfect place to get off a bus and wait for a train.

There were a few people standing under it, most of them staring at their
phones—which was good because it meant their phones still
worked.

Barely slowing down, Mateo turned left on the road running next to the
People Mover tracks and the concrete pillars holding them above the
ground. Turning right on the next street, we sped around to the main
entrance to Book Tower.

We came to a stop on the sidewalk in front of the main entrance. At any
rate, the ornate carvings in the molded concrete around the doors made
it look like it should be the main entrance. Plus, the words, “Book
Building” in the concrete of the molding above the second floor gave
that impression too.

All the windows on the first floor and a few on the second were covered
with plywood which didn’t make it look inviting. Plywood also replaced
the glass in the metal doors.

Mateo got off of his bike as Vincent jumped off mine.

I began to slide off, but then stopped.

Mateo turned to look at me, “Are you thinking what I think you’re
thinking?”

My implant estimated the size of the doors versus the size of the
transformed bike. Squelching the urge to begin with, “I think so, Brain,
but…,” I said, “Yes.”

Nodding and without any hint of reproach in his voice, he said, “The uh…
Skunklord is going to call in for help if his creatures see your bike is
helping us. The people he calls might be your friends.”

I checked my HUD, giving the street a full 360 degree look, “I don’t see
any rodents unless he’s looking through Vincent’s eyes, and anyway, it
won’t have been me. Also, honestly, I’m thinking if they notice it now,
they might actually show up in time to help.”

Vincent flicked his tail from his left side to his right, “He’s not.
Skunklord, the Batmaster, or the Rat King,
whatever nickname you like, can’t look through my eyes.”

Mateo let out a breath, “Okay. I think I can live with that. If it had
been up to me, we would have called in help ages ago.”

Looking over his expression for any hint that he might be bothered, I
said, “I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

Glancing upward toward the highest part of the tower, he said, “We’re
already in trouble. Have you thought any further ahead than turning
Transformer?”

I nodded, “I was thinking that if I flew up, I might distract whoever
was inside while you’re making your way up. I can scout the upper
stories and we can keep in touch with the comms.”

Mateo checked the tower again, “There’s something up there. It wasn’t as
obvious from farther away, but from here I can see it. The top stories
of the skyscraper contain unlife. I don’t know what’s in there beyond
guessing it’s probably vampires, but be careful. Stay alive and we’ll
meet you up there.”

I started the transformation, reaching out with my implant to connect
with the motorcycle’s control systems, and feeling the body of the
motorcycle reform around me, sending me upward so that I could look
through the head.

Within seconds, I found myself looking out at a height of nine feet—more
than two feet higher than the Rocket suit. The weapons systems came
online including the new versions I’d created before going to bed.

From the outside, I knew that Mateo and Vincent were seeing an armored
human shape, but silver, red and blue, and enough of the little styling
quirks that the look of the mech should remind people of V4’s
motorcycle.

For the less observant, I’d also placed the V4 logo in the middle of the
mech’s chest.

Vincent laughed, “I think I know who you are now.”

Sweeping around us with the suit’s sensors, I didn’t see anything worth
worrying about except that the tallest part of the Book Building didn’t
radiate anything much at all.

I wondered what they had in there, but only gave a wave with my hand
while saying, “Stand back!”

The rockets on the suit’s boots roared and the suit, slowly at first,
but then with increasing speed, left the ground, shooting off the
sidewalk and into the air.

Racing up the side of the tower, it didn’t take long before I reached
the top of the tower. Experienced at flying, if not at flying in this
suit, I’d anticipated that and aimed sideways to circle the tower.

Even as I took a wide circle around the top above the pointed, green
with rust, copper roof, I didn’t like that the sensors weren’t getting
anything inside the tower. The EMP bombs had penetrated it.

I began to wonder how far they’d penetrated. Before I could start to
review the data from the logs, a human shape stepped out of one of the
windows and blue flame burst from its feet and back.

I wasn’t surprised. Syndicate L had well-designed powered armor and a
good designer would harden the armor against EMPs. That didn’t bother
me. The question of how many suits of powered armor did bother
me—especially as a second figure followed the first into the night sky.

“How are you doing?” Mateo’s voice sounded in my head. “We’re a few
floors in. We haven’t run into anyone, but there are definitely
vampires.”

“Busy,” I said. “Two people in powered armor so far. Might be more.”

“Got it,” Mateo said. “Don’t be afraid to retreat or call for more help.
We’ll keep you informed of what we’re doing. Do the same.”

And with that, he closed the connection and I stopped listening. The two
figures in powered armor were tailing me and gaining—which didn’t
surprise me. I’d designed the V4 armor with the idea that it would be
bigger and stronger than the Rocket suit, but spend less time in the
air.

I wasn’t going to outrun them. The V4 suit’s flight system was designed
to help in hand to hand combat. So, despite the suit’s size, the new
armor beat any powered armor I’d seen in agility—probably. The system
was based on a combination of anti-gravity, inertial dampers, small
rockets for directional changes, and making use of the speed of my
thought by using the implant for the controls.

In short, it was a complex, untried, experimental system that had the
potential to go horribly wrong and this was its first big test.

The people facing me on the other hand? A spray of the suit’s sensors
showed me that they were using Rocket tech.

I recognized design elements in the knee joints, the rocket pack on the
back, and the shape of the body. What struck me as strange in the moment
was that Syndicate L’s designer hadn’t copied my grandfather. He’d
copied from me. Those design changes were from the last two years.

Giving the suits a closer look, they still seemed to echo Syndicate L
designs that I remembered—wide, transparent face masks for maximum
peripheral vision, and the organic look of the underarm automatic
rifles.

Peppering me with bullets, the pilots gave me the latest of many
illustrations of the fact that getting distracted during combat was a
bad idea.

I’d learn that lesson someday.

In the meantime, bullets were hitting my armor, most of them bouncing
off. Then a series of three hit my leg and exploded, setting off error
messages as the suit started to repair the damage.

I felt the heat. At least one of them had penetrated the suit’s outer
layer—which was not supposed to happen.

I needed to end this fight before they blew my leg off or, given the
size of the V4 armor, my foot.

Turning around with a speed that should have turned me to paste or at
least hurt me, I found myself directly in front of the first attacker.

Through the transparent face mask, the man’s eyes widened, and I knew
why. When I’d been testing the tech, I’d
watched the early versions of the armor move. They made quick movements
that included jerky, stuttering stops.

It didn’t look natural.

I don’t know if it helped my punch. I threw it forward as I finished my
turn, the suit’s strength assisted by directional rockets and my
opponent’s own momentum.

I hit him at the joint of his right shoulder—my intended target—and
pulled back before the momentum from my punch threw him sideways.

As he moved into upward and to my left, twirling and out of control, he
only missed the suit behind him by inches. The second suit dodged to the
right avoiding him. For a moment neither of them were moving in my
direction, giving me time to flashback to details that I thought I’d
seen, but wasn’t sure.

First, I’d smashed the shoulder joint. He shouldn’t be able to aim his
rifle much at all.

Second, the pilot had a grey complexion and elongated canines but
otherwise appeared to be in his forties. He flew well enough that had to
have been recently turned.

Even as I began to wonder how I’d stake a vampire wearing powered armor,
the second suit shot toward me, firing away. I weaved around, dodging to
the degree that I could, but better, weaving enough that I came at the
second suit from its side, firing my paralysis weapons and finding that
it didn’t show any effect.

So, I punched it, knocking the armor backward and getting a good enough
look to notice that the pilot was a female twenty-something with short
hair and elongated canines as well.

It was a good punch. She flipped over a couple of times and hit Book
Tower, smashing a statue of a naked man.

The statue’s remains dropped toward the sidewalk 38 stories below,
shattering, but not hitting anyone. The sidewalks were empty this early
in the morning, but that wouldn’t last.

“What is my goal?” I asked myself and answered in my head. I was trying
to distract whoever was inside from Mateo and Vincent so that they could
get up the tower and we could take Barrington out.

Winning this fight was optional. What I needed to be doing was pissing
people off.

I might be out of EMPs, but I had additional missiles and it was time to
use them.

Using my implant, I opened up a comm connection to Mateo and Vincent,
“You guys aren’t anywhere near the tower yet, right?”

Vincent laughed, “We’re at the fourteenth floor at most.”

“We’re almost at the seventh,” Mateo said, taking a long breath. “Look
next to the door up there.”

Vincent muttered, “Crap. How many floors does this place have?”

“Thirty-eight,” I said, “according to Wikipedia.”

Another raspy laugh came from the hamster. “You’re reading Wikipedia? Is
that what you’re doing up there?”

“No. I’m fighting vampires in powered armor and shooting off smoke
bombs.”

And then I shot off the smoke bombs—which technically were less bombs
than missiles. The nice thing about having larger armor meant that I had
more room to store things and the nice thing about years of designing
for smaller spaces meant that I had plenty of experience packing the
power in.

I fired off two missiles, each of them containing smoke bombs that I
felt confident would fill the floor. Watching through their feeds, I saw
them both hit windows and fly in, drop off their payloads, and fly
deeper in, incinerating themselves and starting off the second payload.

The first flew through the window that the vampires come out of on the
theory that that might be where they had all the tech—and the feed did
seem to show tech. I sent the second down a few floors because my
sensors showed there were people there, something the missile’s feed
confirmed. I didn’t see many details beyond blurry people running.

I’d have analyzed that more if it weren’t for the vampires. The woman
I’d knocked into the tower had recovered control before hitting the
train station. That was an overall good thing because it avoided more
property damage.

Above me, the man had stopped his armor from twirling in the air. Even
though he still didn’t seem to be able to move his arm from the
direction it was stuck in, he was dropping into range and aiming the arm
and its gun in my direction.

Meanwhile smoke poured out of the windows, noticeable in my suit’s
sensors if nowhere else. A part of my brain that had begun to register
the consequences of bad PR felt some relief that pictures were unlikely
thanks to the darkness.

More bullets hit my suit, this time without damage. They were both
firing. The suit was mostly repaired from the shots that they’d hit me
with earlier, but the suit was weaker than it had been. I couldn’t
create more matter out of nothing.

I turned to the left, letting myself drop as I did it and turning away
from Book Tower and over the bus station—which was a better idea than it
sounds because of what was on the other side of the pavilion.

There was a parking lot. Even better, it was almost empty. Better than
that? Almost every lot around it was also a parking lot.

The way I spun as I turned and jinked from one direction to another left
them struggling to hit me, but it didn’t stop them from trying to
follow. The man’s suit’s damaged shoulder joint and permanently
outstretched arm kept pulling him sideways. He couldn’t keep up.

The woman, though? Her suit wasn’t as damaged. Not only could she keep
up, but she was gaining on me.

I couldn’t have planned it better than that.

I kept on dodging, watching her get closer in my HUD, swerving sideways
to avoid shots that hit the parking lot ahead of us and exploded,
throwing chunks of asphalt into the air. They shattered without hitting
anyone. Well, except for one chunk. It hit the windshield of a car.

No one was inside the car, so I counted that as a win.

Then she grabbed the leg of my suit, but she didn’t stop there. She
tried to smash the rocket pack on the side of the boot with her other
hand.

While this suit could fix it, even a short period with one boot’s worth
of thrust would decrease my chances of survival.

I flipped head over heels and her punch missed, but she hung on and as
she went over me and began to head downward, she tried to take me with
her. Pulling my foot downward, she tried to aim me toward the parking
lot.

The V4 suit wasn’t quite flexible enough to turn into a ball, but it was
close enough. I tried. I also fired off the directional rockets.

By then, we were close to the ground and the directional rockets had
given me enough thrust to get one more half-flip in, putting her between
me and the ground. Better, while the V4 suit wasn’t as flexible as a
body, it bent forward  far enough for me to grab her arm with the suit’s
massive hand.

She hit the pavement with enough force that I heard it shatter. It
wasn’t just the pavement shattering. An audible crack came from the back
of her suit and it was more than an audible crack. A physical crack ran
up from her back to the point where the neck and helmet met.

I reached out and dug into the crack with my left hand, holding the suit
in place with my right, and pulled.

It ripped apart. Mindful that her partner was behind us, I fired a
wooden stake straight into her heart.

At the train station pavilion, someone screamed.

Ignoring the scream, I checked the vampire I’d staked. She’d slumped and
stopped moving. For lack of any reason to think otherwise, I decided to
assume she was down and turned to face her partner.

That turned out to either be a bad move or one that saved my life.

As I turned, I saw the other mech’s right arm move and even though I
knew I’d damaged that arm, I used the implant to fire off the
directional rockets and send me sideways into the air, giving me a
second or two of movement to the left before sending me to the
right.

Between the implant and my own consciousness, the world seemed to slow
as the bullets sprayed across the parking lot, one hitting his partner
on ground, sending a spurt of blood into the air, others taking chunks
out of the asphalt, while three more hit my armor.

One hit a directional rocket, throwing off the suit’s steering. The
rocket shut down almost as his happened, but not before turning me
completely around. I spun two more times before I got it under control,
but that wasn’t all.

My HUD showed that the other two bullets had hit as well, one of them
had sunk a good three inches into the right side of my armor. Had I been
wearing the Rocket suit, it would have sunk at least two inches into my
leg.

If I’d been that unlucky, I might be bleeding out too quickly for my
suit’s first aid to help.

The third bullet had shattered the paralysis gun under my left arm—so
none of that for a little while. My suit would repair itself, but the
paralysis gun was complicated. It would be slower than I wanted.

I wondered how he was aiming and a mental replay from the implant told
me what I expected. Whoever designed the vampire’s armor had duplicated
my armor’s ability to self-repair. Not for the first time in my life, I
wondered who supplied Syndicate L with their powered armor and mecha.

Copying my tech might not be as challenging as reverse engineering alien
tech, but it wasn’t easy. The suit’s armor used elements of alien
materials and techniques. Whoever it was, they knew what they were
doing.

Someday I wanted to meet them.

To live until then, I needed to survive the next few seconds. I took
evasive action, flying forward toward him, jerking in one direction and
then another and adjusting on the fly.

With the damage to one of the rockets, it felt a little sticky as the
direction changes came a touch slower than I expected, but they were
working—mostly. The vampire was firing his weapons but wasn’t landing
any hits, at least not any that hurt.

Superhuman reflexes must not be one of the side effects of vampirism for
these people. I was fine with that.

Jinking to my left as I reached him, he might have thought that I was
going around him. At least that’s what I wanted him to think, but the V4
suit’s arms were longer than the Rocket suit’s and I reached out,
grabbing his left leg and dragging him behind me.

Size matters.

The flames and, more relevant, the thrust from his rocket pack didn’t
slow me down. Better, he panicked, noticing, I assume, the streetlight
ahead of us and turned his rocket pack up to full, doing his best to
turn in one direction and then another, attempting to throw us off
course.

Unfortunately for him, mass, momentum, the shortness of the distance,
and my directional software’s ability to adjust combined to throw him
into the streetlight less than a second after he noticed it.

I may have already said this, but the one good thing about fighting the
undead is at least you don’t have to worry about killing them.

When I swung him into the streetlight, it would have. The armor
shattered, pieces of it broke off, falling to the ground. The rocket
pack broke, releasing its fuel, a jelly-like goo that resembled my own
fuel.

The streetlight didn’t do very well in the collision either, cracking
and falling over in a shower of sparks. Also, the light shattered,
surprising no one.

The annoying thing though, was that he didn’t go down. In one sense,
that’s not a surprise. Streetlights aren’t among the classic ways to
kill vampires, but I expected to get a bit more out of it.

It went like this. I let go of the vampire as I slammed him into the
streetlight. My armor’s inertial dampers slowed my armor to a speed I
could handle as I turned off my rockets and touched down to the ground.
Turning around to face him with the momentum I had left, I did it in
time for him to fire off more bullets. Two more ricocheted off my armor.
The third penetrated the V4 suit’s inner thigh, destroying the channel
that brought fuel to the rockets on my right leg’s boot and the
directional rockets on that leg.

Then he turned into a mist and floated through the night toward Book
Tower. The remains of his armor and guns dropped to the ground,
abandoned.

I smashed his guns, shattering the barrels by hitting them against the
ground in two quick strikes. This was in no way a gesture of
frustration. It was me making sure that people couldn’t hurt themselves.

It had nothing to do with being unable to fly or use my paralysis gun
until the repair systems finished several minutes from now.

Putting his left arm gun down, I ran toward Book Tower, trying to
connect to Mateo and Vincent over the comm.

As I ran, I glanced over at the train station. A bus was parked under
the pavilion and a small crowd stood near it, all of them looking in my
direction.

I pointed back at the two shattered sets of powered armor and the
vampire on the ground. “She’s a vampire. Whatever you do, don’t pull out
the stake!”

If they replied, I didn’t hear them. I didn’t know that she’d revive if
they pulled out the stake, but better safe than sorry. The sheer variety
of vampires in this mess argued that caution was a good
trait.

Looking up at Book Tower, I considered my plan of attack. Running up the
stairs sounded like a good first step. If I were lucky, maybe I’d run up
the same stairway they did.

“Where are you guys now?” I asked into the comm when my HUD showed the
connection.

Mateo replied, “The 21st story. We’ve had to dodge a couple
groups of Syndicate L people. I think they’re setting up defenses, but
I’m not sure. Either way, I don’t think they were looking for us. What
you’re doing is working. So, look out on your way up. If they’re
preparing for anyone, they’re preparing for you.”

Running down the street toward the front of Book Tower, I said, “The
Syndicate L people. Were they human or vampires? I just fought Syndicate
L people that had been turned.”

Vincent broke in, “They didn’t smell dead. I’d say human.”

“Hmmn,” Mateo muttered. “Nothing undead showed up when I looked at them
through the mask, but we were hiding, so I didn’t see all of them.”

I turned the corner and found myself back at the front door, ornate
decorations around the doorway and above it. For a moment, I wondered if
I should try to scale the outside of the building, but decided not to.
There was no guarantee that my rockets would be working again by the
time someone decided to throw me off.

That meant I might be setting myself to fight all the way up the tower,
but the V4 suit wasn’t meant for stealth.

Deciding that I couldn’t wait any longer, I pulled the door open and
stepped inside, ducking so that I didn’t hit my helmet on the top of the
doorway.

The inside was a mix of old and new. On the one hand, there were white
pillars and painted ceilings that in my peripheral vision appeared to
show people standing around in a style I associated with Greek pottery.
On the other, some ceilings opened up to metal beams and new wiring.
Plywood kept in place by orange duct tape covered what I assumed were
holes in the concrete floor.

Most importantly, no one tried to shoot me.

Ignoring the elevators, all of which were white with gold paint, I
looked around until I found the stairwell past the elevators.

Like the lobby, the stairwell and been stripped down to the concrete. It
still had gold chandeliers and an ornate iron-wrought railing, though.

Reminding myself not to look at the architecture, I ran up the stairs,
thinking that it was a little odd that the police hadn’t shown up yet.
Given that Barrington’s vampires controlled enough cops to put Unity HQ
under siege, you’d think that he’d have pulled in help by now.

Book Tower couldn’t be far from the Police Department.

I took a moment to look out of one of the windows. The glass was hazy
with dust from construction and years of disuse, but I didn’t see any
lights from cars approaching the building.

Given that Barrington controlled the local Syndicate L and to some
degree the media, he might have other resources he could call in. If
Syndicate L had more powered armor like I’d just fought, this would not
be a good situation.

Okay, I reminded myself, people are depending on you. Time to move.
No time to think.

I started running up the stairs, using my suit’s sensors to throw
information into my HUD and hope that I’d still notice important
details. I concentrated on throwing myself into the flow of information,
watching for movement, and ready to act.

I ran up a few floors like that and my comm started flashing in my HUD.

I stopped on a landing in between floors, opened the connection, and
heard Haley’s voice, “Are you okay?”

It took me a moment to turn her words into something that made sense
with the blood pounding in my head from the last few minutes of combat,
“Uh… Sure. Kind of.”

She sighed, “HQ got a call from the Michigan Heroes Alliance saying V4
needed help. No one was up in Michigan, so I got it here in Colorado.
What’s going on?”

How could I say this quickly? “Detroit’s Syndicate L group’s been taken
over by vampires.”

“You’re not fighting them alone, are you?”

“No,” I felt myself shaking my head. “I’m with Blue Mask and Vincent,
you know, the talking hamster.”

“Oh,” her voice trailed off. “What about Unity and Working Man?”

“Don’t know. Working Man’s not around right now and neither is most of
Unity except for a couple of people who are controlled by the vampires.”

“Okay,” Haley’s voice became more businesslike. “There’s no chance I’ll
be able to get there in time. Bloodmaiden, Troll, and Red Hex said
they’ll be able to teleport. I’m going to call them.”

I felt a little tension go out of me at that. “That’s good. And thanks.
I wish you were here.”

“So do I. Don’t die, okay?”

We hung up and I took another look out the window, reminding myself as I
did that I should keep going.

Except, there were lights now, some of them in the air and others on the
ground. I couldn’t see them through the haze, but none of them were the
police’s red and blue flashing lights.

I wondered if I should smash the window. It seemed a little bit
overboard to smash it just because it was so covered by construction
dust that I couldn’t see through it, but while the V4 had many
abilities, I hadn’t thought to include tools for window washing.

As of last night, it now included the ability to spray holy water, but I
didn’t want to waste it on washing a window.

In moments like this, I wished that I’d been less cautious about people
recognizing my technology. The sonics might well have worked if I’d
thought to include them.

On the other hand, so would a wet sponge.

Maybe if I opened the gauntlet around my hand and wiped it with the
glove inside? It would work but getting that much dust inside the system
seemed guaranteed to screw up something.

Trying the same thing without removing the gauntlet would scratch the
window at the very least.

I shook my head. Putting this much thought into it was a waste of my
time and what was the worst thing that would happen if I broke the
window?

Brushing the hard, ceramic gauntlet over it, I listened as the window
screeched, but thanks to years of working with better than human
strength in different versions of the Rocket suit, I didn’t break it and
did clear away enough dust that getting a decent view was possible—in
about four inches of the window.

I leaned forward and it was everything I’d feared.

The police would have included people who weren’t mind-controlled and
had an interest in doing the right thing. Syndicate L hired professional
criminals, mercenaries, and dedicated members who were willing to follow
orders for the right money. They might break with orders to save their
own lives, but they had enough resources behind them that it took a lot
to make them scared.

The lights in the sky were five more people in powered armor and one big
one, at least 20 feet tall, that was more of a mech. On the ground, they
had at least seven humvees with weapons, all of them probably military
surplus. I’d heard that the military had a replacement for the vehicle,
so I could only guess how many were out there now.

Deciding that I wanted a better view, I put the suit’s gauntlet up to
the window and started to swipe across it again. In that moment, my HUD
lit up with a new comm connection, this one from Amy.

I took the call, forgetting about the hand on the window, and watched as
cracks spread out across the glass.

“Crap,” I muttered. Actually, I might not have said “Crap.”

“Something wrong?” Amy asked.

“Pretty much everything,” I said.

She laughed, “I got that impression. We’re teleporting straight to you.
What are we jumping into?”

“This,” I sent her a picture of everything in my HUD—the landing
stairwell, iron railing, the painted ceiling and the now cracked window.

“Got it,” she said. “We’ll be there just about… Now.”

And then they were there, all three of them. Amy stood, spear in hand,
wearing the black, accented with glowing red, Bloodmaiden armor. Rod
wore the black trench coat and mask that he wore before transforming
into a troll. Samita wore the red, hooded jacket and pants she wore as
Red Hex, carrying a wooden staff with iron ends. I felt sure it was a
new staff.

Rod wiped a spot on the window clear with his gloved hand, frowning down
at the smear of grime on his glove. Looking outside, he said, “Yeah,
that’s pretty bad. Where do you need us, upstairs or outside?”

“Honestly? Both.” I took a breath, calming myself down. Between the
fight outside and running up the stairway, my heart was still racing.

Amy glanced toward the window and than back at me, “I’ll go with… V4,
right? Do the two of you think you can handle everyone outside?”

Giving a half-smile, Samita said, “We’ll manage. I think we’ll have to
be careful, but—“

“Fuck careful,” Rod took a running leap and transformed on the final
step before the window, turning from your average, bearded philosophy
grad student into a massively muscled, wide-mouthed, drooling troll that
was bigger than the V4 suit.

He ducked to avoid hitting the window frame with his head, or, more
likely, his upper chest. As the glass blasted outward, he gave a deep
roar that shook my suit.

I expected him to land on one of the humvees, but that wasn’t his plan.
His leap carried him straight for the big mech. Almost as large as the
mech, he pulled it into a hug with one arm, and started pounding on it
with the other.

They dropped out of sight even as the people in powered armor turned to
figure out what had just happened.

Shaking her head, Samita said, “Well, I’ll be careful.”

She took a step toward the window and then stopped, turning toward Amy,
“You be careful too. Don’t absorb too much of them.”

Amy sighed, “Thanks, ‘mom.’ Don’t forget that I’ve got more than one
thousand years of collective experience in avoiding that.”

Mouth in a firm line, Samita started walking toward the window, giving
one glance back before she floated out, “It didn’t work for all of
them.”

Taking a deep breath, Amy shouted after her, “Good luck to you too!”

Samita faded into invisibility even before she’d floated outside. My
suit’s composite sensor view couldn’t find her either.

Deciding not to wonder how that worked because magic routinely gave
physics the middle finger, I turned to Amy, “Avoiding sucking vampires
souls shouldn’t be too hard, right?”

“No! It’s not hard at all.” She glared at me and let out a breath.
“Let’s start up the stairs.”

She peered at my suit, “Did you know there’s a hole in your suit’s leg?”

“That’s why we’re taking the stairs,” I said.

Not replying, she started running and I followed her.

Behind us, lightning began to rain down from the sky, hitting suits of
powered armor on its way down toward the ground.

It wasn’t hard to keep up with her. The biggest issue was remembering to
keep my head down so that I didn’t hit the ceiling. It’d be a shame to
trash one of the paintings above the landings. Destroying a window was
one thing. Glass could be replaced, but the paintings couldn’t.

“What’s with the extra-large suit?” Amy asked over the comm.

“Nothing. I wanted to try it and it fit V4’s theme. V8’s mech is even
larger.”

Taking the stairs three steps at a time, I had my own questions, “I
don’t remember you being able to teleport.”

Breathing steadily as she ran, she replied, “I can’t unless I’ve got at
least ten minutes and some connection to where I’m going. It’s more of a
ritual. The previous Bloodmaidens knew it and they taught it to me.”

“Whoa. So Red Hex was okay with using blood magic?”

Amy laughed, “Not at all. She was like she always is when I use
it—judgey—even though the only blood we used was mine.”

Thinking back to what I remembered about blood magic, I said, “For
power?”

She glanced back at me for a second, “Partly power. Partly to make it
easier to aim. After you gave me a little bit of your soul, it’s been
easier for me to find you with magic.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, “Oh.”

“Oh is exactly it. Don’t do that again.” She jumped the remaining four
steps to the next landing.

Then she stopped and turned to face me. “Red Hex isn’t all wrong. I
don’t remember if I told you this, but it’s worth saying again. In this
world, Blood magic is used by vampires and allies they’ve taught to use
it. I’m not sure what we’ll see up there and you might need to let me
die.”

I looked down at her. She stared up at me, mouth in a thin line, eyes
narrow. I told her, “I remember that conversation. I’m not going to save
you that way again, but if I’ve got another option, I’ll take it.”

She nodded, “I can live with that. I don’t want to die, but I don’t want
to take you with me.”

“I don’t want that either,” I said.

“Good,” she turned and we kept on running. I called Vincent and Mateo,
bringing Amy in on that channel because now that she was here, she’d
need to coordinate. A moment later, I added
Rod and Samita to the channel, but not this conversation. They didn’t
need the distraction.

“Hey,” I said, “where are you in the tower?”

Mateo’s calm tenor answered, “Close to the top, but we’re not in the
stairwell right now. We skipped out when we heard a lot of them coming
down toward us. They’ve passed us now, but I was thinking we should wait
until you catch up and go in as a group.”

“Good plan,” I said. “It sounds like they might have some blood
magic-based sorcerers up there, but good news, Bloodmaiden’s here now.
Hopefully, she’ll be able to run interference there, and if we’re really
lucky, Red Hex and Troll might show up.”

Mateo and Vincent both laughed at that and Vincent said, “I saw them out
the window. Wondered why they were here. They’re a helluva distraction.
Don’t know how long they’ll last, but they’re more than a bunch of
mobsters can handle.”

Thinking about that, I hoped that they’d have a sense of when to get out
of the fight. I said, “Yeah. They’re good. We’ll meet up with you as
soon as we can. And while you’re waiting, could you tell them where you
are and to join you when they get the chance.”

Mateo spoke up, “I’ll handle it.”

Signing off, I concentrated on running again. I hadn’t lost much ground
on Amy, but I wasn’t as close as I should be. I took a few steps,
getting me closer by half a turn of the stairwell.

But then she muttered, “Uh oh,” over the comm and I knew why—many
footsteps. Vincent and Mateo had been going up as stealthily as possible
and must have heard them first.

The V4 suit wasn’t stealthy at all and Amy and I had been running. I
said, “Maybe we can detour out the door,” pointing toward the doorway to
the 29th floor, but a look upward told me what I needed to
know. They were only two floors above us and if we did, they’d follow.

Amy muttered a few words in a language I didn’t recognize and the red
edges of her armor glowed brighter, adding a layer of what I assumed was
a defensive shield.

She needed it. A rain of bullets came down from above us, hitting the
iron railing, the steps, and the two of us.

Bullets hit the shield, bouncing off, but leaving it a little dimmer.
When they hit my armor, of course, they just bounced, sending the bullet
to a new home—most often the plaster wall next to me.

I fired off my paralyzation weapons, aiming them upward and seeing men
fall onto the stairs with dull thumping noises.

Amy did one better. She made a motion with her left hand and blood-red
lines connected to five men, two of them in powered armor, gave a yank
and the red lines doubled in width.

All five men turned white and sank to the stairs beneath them.

It went a long way toward explaining how Samita might find “normal”
blood magic creepy.

“Are they alive?” I asked as we ran upward.

She glanced back at me, “Yes.”

We turned the corner on the stairwell, our steps echoing, and came
across the bodies. Hers were easy to tell from mine. Mine didn’t move,
but they stared as we stepped over them, some caught mid-frown or
mid-smile. Hers were pale and breathing slowly as they lay there in
their black uniforms, bulging where armor protected them.

On a whim, I checked if they had codpieces. They did.

Anyway, more than that, hers looked drained. I wondered if that’s how
I’d looked after I’d stabbed myself with her spear. I didn’t regret the
donation, but she’d absorbed bits of my soul. That sounded more intimate
than… well, a lot of things.

“They’re really okay?” I said into my comm.

Her reply was almost a sigh, “Yes, but bad news, we didn’t get all of
them. The rest ran over there.”

She pointed toward the door and into the main area of the floor. I
didn’t see people there. My main impression as I looked through the
doorway was of white marble walls (real or fake), a shattered statue of
an unknown subject, chandeliers, and more paintings on the ceiling.

“I guess they know we’re coming, then,” I said, and we started running
again.

“That’s the only reason they’re here. They were sent to find you. The
vampire that survived the fight outside told them you were coming.” She
barely moved her lips,  keeping her voice low.

She had to have absorbed that information along with their soul or
whatever her magic had absorbed.

Taking a few more steps, I said, “You got that out of their heads? I
thought you needed the spear to do that.”

“It’s a new trick. I worked it out with help from Red Hex and the other
Bloodmaidens. And no, Red Hex didn’t like it, but she still helped.”

Then she held up her hand and we stopped, “There’s a mech on the next
floor up. They were supposed to find you.
It’s supposed to get you.”

I thought about it, “Maybe I go first and you hit it with your spear
while we’re fighting? I mean, the last two I fought were piloted by
vampires, so you might want to check that first.”

She frowned, but then said, “Thanks for the warning, but I’m so sick of
everyone worrying about it. It’s on my mind  without help.”

“Got it,” I said. ”I’ll try not to. Did you get anything out of them
about exactly where the mech will be?”

She closed her eyes, muttering, “What’s left of them is already fading…
I think the mech will be on the other side of the doorway on the
landing, watching for you there.”

“Probably waiting for me to come up the stairway, though,” I checked the
repair status. The suit wasn’t at 100%, but the leg rockets could get
fuel.

Looking upward, I decided I could weave between the sides of the
stairwell. “Follow me up, but maybe wait a second.”

I gave the rockets fuel, took off, shooting upward over the other side
of the stairway, and then back over to my original side—which meant
overshooting the next floor a little.

That meant I landed and jumped down a few steps which could not have
been what the guy was expecting. I knew this because I could see his
eyes widen through the mech’s faceplate as I appeared, landed, and
jumped.

He swung his gun arm away from the side I’d have walked up and started
firing even as I ran at him, hitting the railing, causing at least one
bullet to ricochet, others to shatter the window behind me, and make
holes in the stairway.

In the background of my mind, I’d half-expected to find that the man was
in powered armor as opposed to being what I thought of as a mech, but I
was wrong. Even though it wasn’t much taller than a normal human, it was
wider and longer—a kind of tank mech with treads instead of legs.

I wasn’t sure how it got up stairways, but I didn’t have time to think
that through as I ran at it, pushing the gun arm to the side and
punching it, watching as the first punch smashed into the side. Whoever
had designed it had an interesting approach. The armor wasn’t metal. It
was some kind of ceramic that imploded inward with my punch but didn’t
fall apart, staying together enough to keep the machinery and man inside
alive.

At the same time, he didn’t think much of this development. He appeared
to be shouting something. The armor blocked most of it, but what I did
hear sounded like, “No, no, no!”

More than that, he appeared to be leaning away from me inside the
pilot’s capsule, not with the mech—so, total panic on his part, making
me think he shouldn’t have been piloting it in the first place.

He did manage to release an explosive, though. Don’t ask me from where.
Using explosives that blow up on your mech seemed like a questionable
choice. At the same time, it didn’t seem to do any more damage to the
mech than I’d already done and it did knock me sideways into the wall
and off of it.

So, maybe it wasn’t a bad design for fighting supers, especially when
you considered that it gave the operator time to turn the gun arm to
face me—which he did with eyes still wide and his jaw dropped in an
expression that left me thinking he expected to die at any second.

He wasn’t all wrong, but not in the way he assumed.

That’s when Amy’s spear phased through the armor, hitting him in the
side. He slumped and the gun arm turned toward me, passing without ever
firing a shot.

Amy flew over moments later, pulling the spear out.

Past experience told me that Amy hadn’t killed him.  As she took the
spear back, she shook her head. “Do you think you can fly the rest of
the way up? They’re about to send down Nanosecond and that dragon wizard
to take out Blue Mask and the hamster–permanently.”

“I…” Checking the armor’s status report, I learned that while the rocket
fuel systems had been fully repaired, I had less fuel than I thought.

I hadn’t designed it with as much fuel as the Rocket suit to begin with,
so losing some made more of a dent in the total supply. Did I have
enough to fly up ten floors, maybe a little more?

Yes. Probably.

I told Amy, “I’ve got that much fuel. I think.”

She raised an eyebrow. “What do you think about dropping 30 stories? I
can’t carry that thing.”

I frowned even though she couldn’t see it, “The fuel gauge works. If it
gets really low, I’ll land on the stairs or something.”

She nodded, “It’s your life.”

Activating the main leg rockets and the directional rockets, I opened up
the comms, “I don’t know where you guys are, but Chromatic and
Nanosecond have been told to kill you. We’re flying up to help—you, not
them.”

Breathing heavily, Mateo’s voice came over the comm saying, “We know,”
followed by more breathing and the sound of air.

Not waiting to ask if that meant that if he was in the middle of
fighting them (that seemed obvious), I gave the rockets fuel enough to
fly.

Weaving from one side of the stairwell to the other at a speed that felt
a little too fast, I still managed to avoid hitting anything—well,
mostly. I hit one railing with the V4 suit’s shin. It didn’t damage the
shin. The iron railing bent and broke.

I decided not to think about it. After trashing the building’s
electrical system, what was one railing? I just hoped no one would get
hurt fixing it.

My helmet’s peripheral vision showed Amy flying after me, the red
glowing accents on her black armor making it easier to pick her out. She
was a couple of stories below me. Whatever magic she used wasn’t as fast
as my tech. On the other hand, she hadn’t hit anything.

Not that I spent a lot of time comparing our relative speeds. That was
pointless, except that it meant that I’d be arriving first.

Checking my HUD, I tried to use the comms’ tracking feature to figure
out whether I’d reached the correct floor.

It turned out that I didn’t need to.

A lightning bolt arced across the stairwell two floors above where I
was. To be fair, it could have been Samita, but it wasn’t. She was still
outside. Also, I heard Vincent yelling, “Chromatic, dude, you know me.
I’m your friend!”

That was a clue.

Unfortunately, Vincent’s attempt at talking sense with Chromatic wasn’t
working. A second lightning bolt followed the first and Vincent jumped
from one side of the stairwell, dropping at least ten feet, and swinging
over the railing onto the stairway.

I passed as he came out of a roll, turning around, and standing with his
arms in a guard position facing the direction he’d come from.

He waved at me as I passed, “Hey V4, good to see you! Hurt him, but
don’t hurt, hurt him, right?”

I didn’t get to answer. Chromatic’s orders didn’t leave him any options
except for hurt, hurting people and he’d decided to include me. The
good news, though, was that he appeared to have an affinity for
lightning.

That said, I didn’t feel like it was that wonderful as the first bolt
hit, searing brightness making it hard to see through my helmet. The
suit dimmed the light, but there’s only so much that you can do when
lightning surrounds your head.

I’d done what I could. Like the Rocket suit, the V4 suit had been
designed to route electricity around the suit and not allow any to go
through it. Better, it worked. Nothing shorted out and I didn’t get
electrocuted.

The rockets didn’t stop when I got hit, sending me upward, and I had
enough presence of mind to zig to avoid another section of the stairway
and zag back, putting me a little higher than Chromatic who stood on the
landing—the one that led into the rest of the floor.

He raised his reptilian claws and electricity gathered around them. I
didn’t hesitate. I blasted straight for him. His tail twitched as I bore
down on him, knocking him over as lightning shot out of his hands toward
the ceiling, burning the mural above us and downing a chandelier.

It crashed to the floor, glass shattering and metal bending.

Meanwhile, Chromatic and I hit the marble wall next to the doorway out.
The marble cracked. I pushed myself up, realizing from the angle of
Chromatic’s forearm that I’d probably broken it. Nothing was sticking
out, but it wasn’t straight.

I’d been trained in first aid, but for humans, not draconic immigrants
from alternate universes. I aimed my sensors at him, giving him as much
of an exam as I had time for, learning that he had two hearts and they
were both beating.

Deciding that that was good news, I tried to think of what to do next.
Elevate his arm?

The roar of wind from the hallway told me that I didn’t have time.
Nanosecond appeared in the doorway, turning her head toward me.

I aimed my paralysis weapon at her, hoping I’d connect.

I didn’t. With the new suit acting at the speed of my thought (where it
could), I might be faster than normal people, but Nanosecond was faster
than I was.

I’d been hoping her name was just marketing.

She ran at me, moving too quickly for me to see much more than a blur of
long hair and fists. Her hands hit the suit in a string of blows that
reminded me of the sound of rain but weren’t doing much of anything to
my armor.

That told me something about her. There are two kinds of speedsters, the
ones that are fast because they’re physically fast and strong, and the
other kind, the ones that manipulate time or space to appear to be
faster even though technically they aren’t.

She was the second kind.

Okay, maybe she was a mix, but she was definitely on the physically
human end of the pool because nothing she threw hurt the suit or even
made me stumble.

That didn’t change the fact that I couldn’t hit her if my life depended
on it. Not even a wide area spray of paralyzation combined with a turn
did any good. That or her armor included countermeasures to both methods
of paralyzation. Either way, I had another option, courtesy of Chromatic
who’d charged me up.

I’d turned the outer skin of my suit into a taser by releasing some of
the energy I’d designed the suit to absorb.

She punched the suit only once before discovering the change, saying a
word that stood in for ouch but wasn’t. It was four letters long but had
only one letter in common.

It didn’t take her out though.

Not wanting to kill her, I didn’t feel comfortable swinging my arms
around in hopes that I might hit. Even if she had armor in her costume,
the V4 suit could generate tons of force and if I wanted a chance to hit
her, the more force and the more speed, the better.

I adjusted the paralysis weapons to the widest possible settings and
pumped more power into the weapons than they were designed for, swinging
around even as she began to back away from me.

She must have been assuming that I was trying to hit her because it was
the right move for that, but it put her into the path of the weapon.

Even as the suit informed me that the weapons were overheating and I
began to lower the power, she fell, her momentum carrying her in the
direction of the stairway and worse, the direction of a more than 30
story drop.

She didn’t drop. I wasn’t quick enough to catch her, but I didn’t have
to. She fell before she reached the railing, rolling into it as Amy
floated over it.

The whole thing would have been more dramatic if Amy had to catch her,
but disappointing in the extreme if Amy had tried and missed.

Amy looked down at Nanosecond’s body and asked, “How long until she’ll
be able to move?”

Thinking about how I’d overpowered my weapons and not knowing if
Nanosecond generated a field that warped time around her, I said, “I
have no idea.”

Shaking her head, Amy said a few words and waved her hand at Nanosecond.
Blood red tendrils appeared in the air around the speedster, joining
together in a spiderweb of veins.

“I know it looks gross,” Amy flew over her and landed next to me. “But
she shouldn’t be able to get out—not unless she’s secretly trained in
magic.”

“I hope not,” I began, but noticed movement in the hallway behind me my
helmet’s peripheral vision.

Turning, I found Mateo stepping through the doorway into the stairwell.
He didn’t look good. Aside from limping, dust-covered his blue cape. His
wide-brimmed hat had been dented. The blue mask, of course, was
pristine.

Unsure in the first instant I saw him of which leg was limping, I
realized that the answer was both of them. And the pain or soreness must
not have been limited to his legs. Every limb moved like he’d had a
grueling four-hour workout.

He stared at the red threads encasing Nanosecond first but then said,
“She hit me more times than I could count. Do you think you can bring
her back to herself?”

Amy took a breath and stared down at Nanosecond’s body. In a moment so
brief I couldn’t guess its length, I felt something around me move. It
might have been air, but I was encased in the V4 suit. Blood magic
seemed more likely in that Amy stopped staring as I stopped feeling it.

“No,” she said. “I recognize the power source, but not the technique.
It’s blood magic designed to affect the mind. I could take it apart, but
not quickly.”

She turned to look at Chromatic, “He’s affected too.”

Raising her right hand, she said a few words, and the red tendrils
wrapped around Chromatic as well.

Mateo blinked and looked from Nanosecond to Chromatic, “All the red
stuff makes sense now. Give me a second and I think I’ll be ready to
fight again.”

Leaning back against the wall, Mateo closed his eyes. His lips may have
moved, but if they did, I didn’t hear anything he said.

I did feel something though, a warm wind—except bearing in mind that I
was covered by armor, it was impossible for me to feel anything of the
kind. I had a suspicion of what it might be, but I didn’t have time or
any realistic direction to explore it.

In front of me, Mateo pushed himself away from the wall, still walking
stiffly for the first two steps, but normally by the third. He took a
deep breath and smiled, “Ready?”

Amy shook her head, “No. You couldn’t do that in school.”

His smile wavered, “Actually, I could, but healing isn’t something I can
do a lot. If it becomes a ‘known power of Blue Mask,’ in the V&V
database, people will come after me for help like they do Paladin and
Preserver. If I keep it secret, I’ll have it on missions when we need
it.”

Her eyes narrowed for a second, but she said, “I’m no one to talk. If
I’ve got enough power to work with, I can do things that I’m never going
to admit to.”

In an even voice, Mateo said, “Like what?”

She laughed, “Assume they’re all creepy as hell and that I’ll use
everything that isn’t someday.”

Vincent walked up the stairs, his claws clicking on the floor, “Nice.
They’re okay, right?”

He waved his paw at Chromatic and then Nanosecond.

“Should be,” I said.

Amy turned toward him, “They’re alive. My spell will keep them bound for
a few hours or until I let them go.”

“Good enough,” he said. “You guys ready? I don’t know what they’ve got
up there, but Syndicate L’s main base is a few floors above us. It’s got
to be vamp central.”

He turned to look at Mateo, “You’re looking better than you did last I
saw you. After Nanosecond hits people about a million times, they
usually go down.”

“I know,” Mateo walked over to us. “I took a rest. I’ll be okay.”

Vincent laughed, “I wasn’t that far away when you said you could heal.”

“Alright,” Mateo said, nodding. “I healed myself. Please don’t tell
anybody.”

Shaking his head, Vincent said, “Don’t worry about it. We won’t tell,
but my brothers and I might bring you along on missions more often.”

Mateo frowned as Vincent chuckled.

Stepping back from us, Amy looked up the stairwell, “I don’t want to
interrupt anyone, but we’ve got a little more to do.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Vincent glanced upward. “I don’t hear anything.
We’ve got a second. Do we have a plan or are we going to run up there
and wing it?”

Mateo glanced over at Amy and then Vincent, “We’re not winging it. I
think Vincent and I should go a little ahead of the two of you and see
if we can scout the area. Then once we know what we’re dealing with, we
call you in and attack.”

Amy glanced toward the windows in the stairwell. From this height, we
could see Detroit’s skyline, but not much of anything below us. Rod and
Samita were down there somewhere.

She said, “I’ll call in Troll and Red Hex and see if they can make it up
here. They’ve done everything they need to. We’re in and a little more
help can’t hurt.”

“Do it,” Mateo said.

“I was just thinking,” I began, “that if we could wait until sunrise,
we’d have the advantage. It’s 6:05 am, and we’re only twenty minutes
from the sun coming up. It wouldn’t be that long to wait.”

Amy shook her head, “I don’t think we can wait. If we attack now, we’ll
see all of them. If we wait and they have coffins somewhere else,
they’ll leave before sunrise—“

“—And if we fight them now, they might not make it to their coffins even
they get away from us,” Vincent said. “I like that.”

Nodding, Mateo said, “Me too. The sooner we get there, the better.
Besides, Barrington can walk in daylight.”

“I know,” I said. “I was thinking that if we fought him alone, that
would help, but maybe that’s what happens in the end. Attacking them
when they think they have time to fight might be better.”

Moving his hand to his chin, Mateo stood quietly for a moment, finally
saying, “I think we’ll do best if we move now. We don’t want them to
escape and for all we know, they have captives they’re going to…
convert. For that matter, maybe their coffins are up there. We don’t
know enough and we can’t risk waiting until it’s too late.”

Stepping out of the group, he waved toward the stairway, “Let’s all go
for now. I’ll tell you when Vincent and I should go ahead.”

Amy and I looked at each other for a moment, but we followed.

It wasn’t as if he was wrong. The V4 armor wasn’t made with stealth in
mind. I felt lucky that Book Tower had high ceilings. Otherwise, I’d be
bumping my helmet against the ceiling constantly.

Amy didn’t make any noise that I noticed. Given that it appeared out of
nowhere when she transformed, I had no idea what it was made of. Mystery
magic stuff was my best guess so far–with the distinct possibility that
it was the physical manifestation of the remains of souls that the
Bloodmaidens had consumed over the millennia of their service to Amy’s
family’s empire.

Her ancestors weren’t nice people.

Anyway, Mateo and Vincent walked ahead of us, Mateo with rapier in hand
and Vincent walking behind him, one step at a time, nose sniffing the
air with all the caution you’d expect of a rodent.

It struck me that the two of them together, a masked swordsman
accompanied by a humanoid hamster, seemed like something that should
appear in a children’s book—not one about vampires though.

Anyone putting those ingredients together had a poor understanding of
genre.

“What’s amusing you?” Amy glanced up at me.

“Nothing worth mentioning,” I told her over the comm. Explaining
cultural aesthetics to a warrior princess and magical girl from another
universe seemed like it would take too long.

As Mateo and Vincent neared the next floor, Mateo held up his hand and
spoke into his comm, “We’ll take a quick look at this floor.”

This floor looked more intimidating than the last one somehow—it might
have been the windowless, grey metal door. Whatever construction they’d
done had also replaced the early 20th century paintings from the
ceiling, replacing them with flat, white ceilings with no molding.

It didn’t take long for Vincent to pick the lock on the door. The two of
them left, their footsteps impossible to hear even on the concrete
floor.

Amy and I waited for them to come back. We could have talked, but
instead looked up and down the stairway for people coming to kill us.

They came back a minute or two later. Mateo still had his sword in hand
and Vincent closed the door slowly, letting the lock’s click be the only
noise it made.

Mateo kept his voice low as he talked, “The whole floor was some kind of
guard post, but it’s empty now. There’s still equipment, guns, partial
suits of powered armor, and some armored uniforms.”

“Powered armor?” I looked toward the door.

“We don’t have time,” Mateo said.

“I know, but you’re saying it was empty?” I checked my suit’s sensors,
trying to see what I could get out of a ping.

It turned out not to be much. Even when I put my hands on the wall, I
only got a few rooms worth of echoes. He was right. The computer
assembled composite didn’t show anything human. From the map it created,
I got the impression of closets, beds, and shelves. So, basically, the
floor was a barracks.

“Empty,” Mateo said. “They’ve got special rooms for mechs. If you want
to go through them, I’d wait ’til after.”

I didn’t argue and followed him up to the next floor. This time, I
pinged the place as I walked up the stairway, using my HUD to view the
reconstruction. It didn’t make a lot of sense.

Unlike the last floor, this one was one big room. If it wasn’t, the
other rooms were on the far side of the room that took up most of the
floor. At that same time, the room wasn’t empty, and judging from the
density of the material around the edges of the room and some parts of
the floor, it was organic.

There was more organic material in the middle of the room, but those
were human-shaped.

I spoke into the comm, “Before we go in, you should know that there’s
something in there and that it’s all over this side. Also, there are a
bunch of people in the middle of the room.”

Vincent turned back to look at me, “What do you think it is? The big
thing, I mean.”

“I don’t know. Mold? A fungus? We’ve seen vampire watermelons. It could
be anything.”

Mateo stopped, staring ahead at the doorway outside the stairwell. This
one hadn’t been redone in a modern style. If anything, someone had gone
out of their way to recreate the feel of the lower stories, touching up
the original art, the ornate moldings around the ceiling, and restoring
or replacing the golden chandeliers.

Also, the stairway ended. I knew we weren’t on the top floor, but this
was the farthest up we could go without going deeper into the main area
of the floor.

Shaking his head, Mateo said, “You’re right. There’s something in there.
I’m not sure what to even call it. It’s got similar energy to vampires,
but I don’t think it’s undead. There are undead in there, though.”

Amy pushed her way past me on the stairs, beginning to say, “Let me take
a look—“

The door opened, blood-red tendrils exploding out of it, grabbing Mateo
and pulling him through the air before he could jump out of the way. He
struck one tendril and then another with his sword, cutting one through,
but it wasn’t enough, and within seconds, he’d been pulled through the
door.

He disappeared.

Jumping over the tentacles, Vincent dove into the room, but not before
drawing two curved knives which he used to chop at the tentacles that
tried to grab him even as he landed.

Knives were his weapon, I remembered. I’d always wondered why, but this
didn’t seem the time to ask.

Stopping out of reach of the tentacles, Amy muttered, “Don’t go in
before we know what this thing is—“

I did stop, but I wasn’t listening. Instead, I was getting an unasked
for data dump from the depths of my implant’s database. Sudden visions
of blood red blobs with tentacles and multiple mouths, some without
teeth, but most with disjointed, unmatched teeth set in layers around
circular mouths.

Along with the visuals came the words:

*Excerpted from the Encyclopedia Extra-Galactica

_*_The earliest mentions of the Xosk place them at the core of the X.79
galaxy. Linked to Artificer ruins found there, the Xosk have since
spread to at least five other galaxies, causing the extinction of at
least fifty spacefaring species. Their ability to drain psychic energy
from their victims has prompted advancement in the area of psychic
defense technology in multiple civilizations. Despite being a genderless
species with asexual reproduction, they have complex cultural beliefs
about reproduction and social hierarchy…

After that I stopped paying full attention, shouting, “Lovecraftian,
psychic space vampires!” into my comm.

It made sense. It felt like the only kind of vampire we were missing.

“Sure, why not?” Amy pointed the Bloodspear ahead of her and ran for the
door. I started after her, picking up speed with every step. I could
have blown past her, knocking her out of the way and going through the
door first, but that would have been rude, so I stayed behind her.

Some part of my brain whispered that tentacle monsters posed a special
risk to anime-themed magical girls, but I kept that to myself. Amy
wouldn’t get the cultural reference and I didn’t ever want to explain it
to her.

Aside from which, she didn’t have much of a problem as she entered the
room.

Stabbing the first tentacle that snaked toward her legs with her spear,
Amy’s blow turned it to dust. I didn’t know what exactly she’d done, but
given that her spear drained people’s souls/life essence/whatever, the
Xosk couldn’t be happy.

In the next second, I knew that I was right.

==PAIN!==

==DIE WITCHLING!==

Coinciding with the second telepathic communication came unbearable
pain. I’d never had a migraine, but I guessed that the pain in my head
must be something like that. It hurt so badly that I wanted to throw
up—except I didn’t want to because I was inside the V4 suit.

Ahead of me, Amy stumbled.

Hoping it would do some good, I pulled energy from the well of energy
I’d learned how to tap in the spring. This thing was related to the
Artificers and it was an Artificer technique.

It might work. The only bad thing was that if it did, I didn’t have much
energy to work with before I hit the bottom of the tank.

Also, I hadn’t ever tried this exactly. I was going to use the energy to
juice the mental defenses Daniel set up in my head years ago, the ones
he’d drawn inspiration from Lee’s defenses to create, leading to madness
on the part of the telepath that tried to break into my mind.

But anyway, the side effect of growing up as the best friend of a
telepath was that I had a clue of how to do it. Though I hadn’t known
how to do it when he’d set them up, Daniel had taught me how to feel my
defenses. Now I sent energy into them, extending them, expanding them,
hoping that none of my friends would be affected.

As Amy stumbled, tentacles stretched toward her from all directions, but
she never fell, she flew.

In the same moment, the creature began to wail telepathically. I could
feel its pain, but it didn’t hurt. Either my defenses took the edge off
or it was too involved in its own pain to attack.

Not sure of how long I could keep it up, I took advantage of the moment
and followed Amy into the room.

It wasn’t much different in shape from what I’d seen through the suit’s
sonic view, but the details mattered. The room was large, taking up most
of the building’s floor. It must have been a ballroom at some point in
the building’s history. The ceiling was twice the height of the floors
below and covered in paintings and golden decorations. Chandeliers hung
throughout the room with the biggest in the middle.

The walls of the room were another story. If there were windows, the
body of the Xosk covered them. Its uneven blobby mass stretched around
the room, thicker in some spots than others, but all mouths and
tentacles the entire way around.

Mateo and Vincent fought them to my right, Mateo being pulled in toward
a mouth full of uneven teeth half of his height, but he was still
fighting, cutting one tentacle after another. Vincent dodged between
them, slashing with his knives.

That would have been bad enough, but the middle of the room was worse.
It was filled with coffins and with the coffins were vampires, some
standing, others sitting on the lid, still others halfway inside as if
they’d been about to lay down. I didn’t know how many there were, but
more than twenty for sure.

It was near dawn, and no light could get in.

Oh, yeah. We had them right where we wanted them.

Sarcasm aside, the one good thing about being completely surrounded by
your enemies is that your enemies are easy to find. At the same time, if
you want to survive, it’s good to have a strategy that’s better thought
out than, “kill everybody.”

Talking over the comm, I said, “Let’s help Blue Mask with the xosk.”

Off to the side and above me, Amy glanced over at the vampires in the
middle of the room and then over to where Mateo and Vincent fought off
tentacles. “Is that what it’s called? Yes. Let’s free up Blue Mask to
fight the normal vampires and maybe open up a window.”

She’d said everything I was thinking but didn’t want to explain. I
didn’t know whether that was because of years of training together, some
kind of lingering connection because of how I’d saved her life, or the
more than one thousand years of fighting experience she had access to
through past lives.

Whichever it was, we turned toward the xosk, Amy flying downward toward
Mateo while I ran parallel with her except that I was on the floor.

The xosk noticed, shooting out tentacles that ended in bony spikes.

Mind you, they weren’t much of a threat to me. Between whatever juicing
my psychic defenses did and my armor, the tentacles wavered as they grew
closer to me, bouncing off my armor in a series of clicking noises.

Amy didn’t get quite so lucky. Her armor stopped most of the xosk’s
shots, but her armor wasn’t airtight. The helmet was open-faced.

One bone-tipped tentacle sunk into her cheek. Her face went slack and
she began to fall.

I turned to grab the tentacle if I could, but I didn’t have to.

Grimacing, she stabbed the tentacle with her spear and it erupted into
flame, starting from where she struck it and burning most of the way
back to the xosk’s body. By the end, the tentacle had been turned to
dust except for the bone tip and a few fatty bits.

A small part of my brain wondered if the fatty bits were alien bacon,
but I brushed the thought away, asking Amy, “Can you do that to the
whole thing?”

She raised an eyebrow, “Not all at once, but I can try.”

Ahead of us, the xosk wasn’t waiting to find out what we planned to do.
Whether or not it guessed our intentions, it aimed dozens of tentacles
at Mateo and Vincent.

It’s a tribute to their skills (and maybe Mateo’s mask) that they didn’t
go down in the first barrage of bone-tipped flesh. Both of them moved
with an agility I didn’t have in most versions of my armor. Even in this
version of my armor where I had more than normal, I couldn’t swing a
sword with the speed Mateo used, chopping half a dozen at a time in
half.

Vincent did as well or better with his knives, but neither of them could
keep it up.

By the time Amy and I came close enough to strike, the xosk had wrapped
tendrils around their legs and arms and begun to pull them toward its
mouths. Though they still pulled this way and then that, both had a
dazed look on their faces (though I found the hamster’s face harder to
read).

==Back!==

A mental wail seemed to fill my consciousness.

==Or we WILL devour them!==

As if to illustrate, it pulled Vincent and Mateo so far forward that
Vincent was all but in its mouth.

Amy didn’t hesitate. She loosed her spear, throwing it into one of the
mouths even as the alien opened it to take a bite with its mismatched
teeth.

It would have been convenient if the whole creature had burned up then,
but it didn’t. It screamed as blood and fire erupted from its mouth.
Vincent, however out of it he’d appeared, slashed one tentacle after
another, pulling himself halfway free, pushing away from the xosk one
step at a time.

As much as I didn’t want Vincent to be eaten, I was barely aware of any
of it as it happened because I was aiming for Mateo.

Tentacles grabbed my body as I moved between Mateo and the xosk’s
nearest mouth. They weren’t strong enough to slow me down and even if
they had been, I’d begun to realize that they hesitated before they
tried to strike me.

I felt sure it had to be because of what I was doing with my mental
defenses, but I was beginning to tire—not physically, but whatever part
of me could tap into power outside myself? That felt tired, but only a
little.

Ignoring the tentacles around myself, I grabbed the tentacles that were
pulling on Mateo and started pushing away from the alien, figuring that
if I ripped part of its body away it could only be an improvement.

It didn’t like it. I mean, I don’t think anyone would enjoy having their
limbs ripped out of their body, but it attacked me. I began to breathe
in short shallow breaths, feeling like something was about to strike.

If it had been the first time I’d ever felt someone else’s emotions try
to masquerade as my own, I might have done something stupid, letting go
of the tentacles and running, for example, but it wasn’t new at all.

Concentrating on moving, I pulled as hard as I could, hearing a sound
somewhere between a snapping rubber band and tearing clothing with the
addition of a splash.

I moved forward as something behind me gave—maybe I’d torn part of it
away? I wanted to turn to check, but I couldn’t.

Ahead of me, Mateo’s eyes had changed from half shut to wide open. It
was in that moment that I noticed that one of the tentacles holding him
had sunk into the back of his neck.

He pointed his sword at me.

I didn’t want to hurt Mateo, but I also didn’t want to discover that
he’d figured out Amy’s trick for ignoring armor. The question then
became how to stop him. Lashing out with the full strength of my armor
might kill him, but yanking the tentacle out might scramble his brains.

Deciding to go with what I was already trying anyway, I directed my
mental energies toward the tentacles. Knowing that for Lee, they weren’t
directed anywhere so much as everywhere around him. Of course, it could
be that he didn’t try to direct them.

Either way, I did, and I didn’t stop there. Though I’d already been
grabbing at the tentacles around Mateo, I grabbed harder and stepped
sideways, putting the mass of tentacles between me and Mateo.

Mateo’s face tightened in what might have been pain, but maybe not his
pain, and he slashed at me with his sword.

I’d trained with Mateo over the summer and I’d seen him when he wanted
to hit. He struck in the same moment that I realized he was striking.
This wasn’t that fast.

Better, it cut into the tentacles around me, but not into my armor,
hitting it with a solid thunk, but not going through. Mateo might still
be in enough control of his body that he wouldn’t go for the kill.

Even as I had that idea, a mass of cut tentacles fell off the front of
my body and out of my hands. Better, they fell off him—including the
ones in his head. There were three and they all had blood around the
white bone tips.

“Take the regular vamps. Bloodmaiden and I will handle this guy—I hope.”
I glanced over at Vincent to see how he was doing.

The answer? Surprisingly well. He’d avoided getting taken over by the
xosk and more tentacles lay on the floor around him than I’d have
thought possible.

Hearing me, he chopped away another two out of the air, and said, “Go
for it. We’re not getting very far here and Blue Mask told me a couple
of tricks I’d like to try on the regular ones.”

He wasn’t wrong. Cutting tentacles off the alien wouldn’t bring it down
any time soon.

I didn’t know what kind of tricks he was talking about, but it looked
like he’d have the opportunity. A crowd of vamps had broken off from the
group by the coffins. In the little time I had to watch, I found myself
staring at the group. They didn’t look like vampires. They looked like a
motorcycle gang. Big bearded men in leather jackets with long canines
ran toward us carrying knives and chains.

I supposed that it only took one vampire gang member to turn the rest.

Instead of attacking the regular vamps, it looked like Mateo and Vincent
would have to keep them off us while we fought the alien.

I didn’t like those odds. I mean, the two of them were good, but…

With Mateo behind him, Vincent ran forward and as he got close to the
vamps he shouted, “Today’s slaying has been brought to you by the letter
S and the number 4, you overgrown muppets!”

Then he threw a handful of ball bearings across the floor, followed by
another handful. The first vampire slipped on several at once, pitching
himself face forward into the floor. Another ran into the first, tried
to stay up, but stepped on more ball bearings and went down.

The rest started to count the rolling balls even as Vincent pulled out
what looked like a piece from a broken broom handle and stabbed the
nearest vampire in the chest.

“S stands for stake,” he said.

The vampires backed away from him, not wanting to get stabbed but unable
to do anything else but search for and count the balls.

Mateo ran through the one next to him with his rapier—which flashed with
a bright light, burning the vampire’s body and turning him to ash.

Mateo and Vincent were getting better at this. Maybe we did have a
chance.

Turning away from a chorus of vampires counting ball bearings broken up
by the occasional screech as one got stabbed, I gave the alien my full
attention, running toward it, hoping whatever was radiating from my mind
would confuse it more if I were closer.

Tentacles tried to grab me, but either didn’t have the strength or at a
gut level didn’t want to touch me.

Why they kept on trying was a little bit of a mystery in the instant
that the thought came into my head, but in the next instant, I
remembered a bit from the alien encyclopedia entry the implant had
force-fed my brain. The xosk was a consciousness composed of many lesser
identities. So, it was possible that the main intelligence had enough
control to use them to grab me, but that the individual tentacles had
enough control to decide not to once they got a taste of my artificer
inspired psychic defenses.

That was fascinating in its own way, but it didn’t change my backup plan
in case disorienting psi wasn’t enough.

I planned to punch my way through its body to the outside and let the
sunshine in.

Of course, the xosk wasn’t under any obligation to let me punch a hole
in its body, and however much the tentacles had a mind of their own,
they might have had an inkling that if the body lost everyone lost.

That’s my best theory why, after shrinking away from me as I charged the
xosk, they got it into their minds to surround me and try to grapple me
as I reached the body. It was at the same time not too bad and
terrifying. The tentacles were everywhere around me and pulling me in
toward the mouths.

At the same time, I was stronger than they were or at least my armor
was. Even though they tried to pull me, I could stop and hold myself in
place. They tried to be clever about it, pulling my legs in opposite
directions, but the V4 suit was too heavy and had the ability to deliver
tons of force with a punch or kick.

That was a good thing because it had somehow escaped me how malleable
the xosk’s body was.

I’d aimed for a spot that didn’t have any mouths, but as I ran for, it
developed at first a small mouth, and by the time I was within a few
feet, a mouth large enough to swallow a full-grown man. Worse, it had at
least three layers of teeth, each a few inches further down the throat.

It didn’t seem likely that it could bite through my armor, but it would
be a bad time to find out that I was wrong.

So, how to handle the mouths? As the tentacles tried to pull my feet out
from under me, I stepped to the right, breaking a few tentacles off, but
avoiding the mouths. Standing in front of a section of empty wall save
for some broken tentacles, I started punching.

It felt like punching jello, muscular jello.

When the suit hit, I felt an initial give and then a tearing as the
suit’s hand penetrated its body. A dark liquid, more viscous than blood,
flowed out and around my suit’s forearm.

If it sounds gross, that’s because it is.

My second punch hit, penetrating like the first. I didn’t feel a wall
behind it at all. I needed to punch harder to get through. I also needed
to not think about the tissues that I felt ripping as I pushed the suit
to smash whatever was in the way.

All the while, the xosk screamed in my mind. My defenses dulled the
effect, but I could still hear it.

Through the noise and the weird, blood-like substance, Amy asked, “Are
you doing okay?”

“Kinda?” My world appeared to be all tentacles.

Amy made a noise somewhere between a grunt and a sniff, “I can barely
see you and I don’t like it. I’m giving you some help. Don’t move left.”

I had less than a second to think about the last sentence. Then the xosk
screamed loud enough that it felt like I no longer existed and that the
only thing that did exist was its scream.

At the same time, the tentacles cleared to my left, blackening and
turning to dust along with a huge hole where the mouth used to be.

The destruction gave me time to notice something that I’d missed in the
process of trying to punch through the xosk. While I’d been tearing it
to shreds directly ahead of me, it had spilled outward below me. I stood
up to my suit’s knees in xosk. I’d noticed that I couldn’t move as well
as I wanted, but I’d assumed it was tentacles.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I wondered what would happen if the
xosk absorbed me and if any of the xosk’s multiple minds were once other
creatures.

I started moving my legs, trying to get out. I didn’t plan to run, but
staying in the same spot while fighting this thing wasn’t a good idea.
It wasn’t as easy as it should have been. I lifted my legs to find the
xosk’s body clinging to them and when I put them back on the ground,
they were as caught as they’d been before.

Turning on the rockets didn’t work either. They didn’t turn on. All I
got was error messages about connection issues.

That led to the obvious conclusion—it was in the suit and it would reach
me soon. I’d designed the suit in layers, but it wasn’t as if the
materials for any given layer was all that different than the others.

I hadn’t designed it with the idea that I’d be facing something that
could worm its way between the nanotech that held the suit together.
There wasn’t supposed to be space to squeeze through.

Could I open the suit and jump out? Maybe, but the V4 costume under the
suit wasn’t going to be much protection and I’d be jumping into
tentacles whatever direction I went, even left. Amy might have killed a
spot to the left, but the tentacles were still on my armor everywhere.

Something warm and gooey touched my feet.

Then I felt pinpricks of pain as needles pierced my skin. I had a sudden
vision of mini-tentacles with bone tips and suspected that I’d made a
good guess.

But could they control me through my feet? It didn’t seem likely, but
bearing in mind that I was an engineer, not a xenobiologist, I had no
idea.

It became a moot point as I felt more pinpricks of pain further up my
leg. Could it reach my brain given time? Yes.

Remembering that the earliest xosk had connections to the caches of
technology the Artificers planted and knowing that Artificers saw me as
a young member of their species, I wondered if I could somehow control
it.

Then I felt pinpricks of pain above my waist.

I didn’t have time for subtle ideas right now. If I spent any time
thinking through a clever way to (I don’t know) convince the xosk that
it was my servant or find some hidden Artficer control mechanism within
its psyche, I’d probably find that I was on my way to being converted
into a new mind among the many.

I did not want to be assimilated.

For lack of a better idea, I went for everything I’d been doing, but
more so. Step one was counterintuitive. I stopped extending my mental
defenses as far out from me as I could. Except for within my own brain,
they were off.

The wisdom of this strategy felt questionable in the extreme in the next
instant. I’d no idea how effective it had been in keeping the xosk back.
The moment I stopped, I felt pinpricks everywhere, from my feet to my
head.

Worse, I could feel its mind or more accurately, minds. A vast horde of
whispering voices chattered in the background of my psyche, uniting into
one and speaking to me.

==You’re not like the rest of them. I sense Xiniti technology within
you, but there’s something else. What is it? It seems familiar.==

That was the part where I could have tried the, “Do you know who I am,”
option, but I didn’t. I was trying to concentrate. To do that I had to
block out the many minds of the xosk, Amy trying to contact me over the
comm asking, “Nick, are you okay,” the pain from the xosk’s touch, and
the numbness I was beginning to feel in my feet.

I’d been given exercises to practice earlier in the summer. They were
supposed to teach me how to control the small amount of power I had
without destroying myself like I almost did the first time I used it. I
hadn’t practiced every day, but I’d practiced enough that I knew the
basics.

I pulled all the power I could out of whatever extra-dimensional space
it came from and released in a burst, powering my mental defenses, and
directing them as best I could through my connection to the xosk.

As the power released, I hoped I wasn’t wasting my time. If it was
somehow immune to whatever Daniel imitated in Lee’s mental signature, I
was about to die mentally if not physically.

I needn’t have worried. It worked, but it wasn’t pleasant.

The power flowed out of me and the strain on my mind only felt worse
when all the xosk tentacles started moving, some of them pulling out of
me, others driving in and moving around inside me. Others raked across
my skin.

When people looked me over later, they pointed how small the holes were,
how short the tentacles, and how shallow the cuts.

All of that might have been true, but it
hurt. I’ve called it pinpricks, but it was
more like my entire body was covered with cat claws and they all sunk it
at once.

I screamed and I wasn’t the only one. The xosk’s thoughts mirrored mine,
but amplified by being repeated over and over, overlapping each other,
rippling outward through the many minds in its body.

Along with the screams came images of different worlds, memories of
humans and aliens being absorbed by the xosk as I’d almost been along
with some of their thoughts. My implant labeled the aliens, but I
ignored them in favor of keeping the power flowing through me.

I could get the implant to replay all of it later.

More interesting was the point at which it stopped being able to
identify them, meaning the memories were from too deep in the past or
too far away for the Xiniti implant to have come across them. As the
shrieking stopped, the last memory I experienced was of someplace cold
and dark and a long wait before a shaggy, blue-furred creature opened a
lid, showing me (no, not me) the first light I’d ever seen.

I came to myself then, stumbling backward, released from the tentacles,
and almost falling over. Amy grabbed my left arm, steadying me as the
xosk’s tentacles slumped and its body seemed to shrink, the top of it
falling away from the wall.

I could see the top of a window frame ahead of me even if I couldn’t see
the windows.

“You killed that thing? Great!” Vincent’s voice broke through my mental
haze. “You want to help with these guys?”

Without wanting to, I checked my HUD. All the vampires from the middle
of the room were coming our way.

Strictly speaking, all the vampires I’d seen when I’d decided to face
the xosk weren’t coming. The implant volunteered that bit of
information. It had counted them earlier and counted them again once I
turned away from the xosk’s hopefully dead body.

Mateo and Vincent had taken the number of them down from 41 to 23—which
was pretty impressive. How they’d done it became obvious as I looked the
scene over. Ball bearings were scattered across the floor and as
vampires came across them they stopped to count.

As they did, Vincent stabbed them through the chest with one of the
thin, knife-like wooden stakes I’d made last night. I’d given twenty or
so to Mateo and he must have given them to Vincent. It made sense. The
last I’d seen of him, he’d been stabbing vampires with pieces of a broom
handle. You’d run out of those pretty quickly.

That isn’t to say that the vampires were stupid. A few of them were
picking up ball bearings as they counted them and passing them on to the
next vampire near them, saying the number to the next one in line, and
rushing toward Vincent and Mateo in a blur.

Of course, they weren’t stupid either.

Mateo ran the closest vampire through with his rapier while Vincent
reached out, knocking the ball bearings out of the next vampire’s hands
before he could hand them off to the vampire behind him.

The ball bearings fell to the floor and the vampires hissed, diving to
the floor to prevent them from rolling too far away.

I turned to Amy, “I’m going to pull the Xosk away from the window and
see what happens. Can you help those guys?”

She raised an eyebrow and said, “Sure. Don’t take too long. I don’t know
how long they can keep up knocking ball bearings out of their hands and
then stabbing them—“

She stopped as the sound of another cascade of metal balls fell to the
floor and a vampire gave a scream that turned into a death rattle. She
stared, “Okay. They’re good. The women in my head are comparing them to
ancient warriors that I’ve never fucking heard of. But anyway, hurry up.
Do it.”

I turned and covered the few steps I needed in seconds, reaching the
xosk’s body and then facing the challenge of the moment. Where exactly
was I going to grab the thing? It went all the way around the room to a
height of ten feet or more.

Looking up to where I’d seen the top of a window frame before, I grabbed
a handful of tentacles in one hand and stuck my other hand partially
into one of its mouths, getting a grip on a tooth in the second layer of
teeth.

Then I pulled back, hoping that it wasn’t too heavy for me and also that
it was really dead. Sure, the V4 suit could move tons, but there was a
lot of xosk. Still, I only had to move the nearest part.

It didn’t come free in an instant. I should have expected that the xosk
would have stuck tentacles into crevices in the floor and wall in the
same way it had my armor, but my life had been busy since the moment I’d
realized it existed.

On the bright side, dead tissue didn’t hold on as well as live aliens. I
heard snaps as I pulled it back and it scraped across the floor. I did
my best to turn it sideways as I pulled it in, hoping that the sunlight
would destroy the whole nest.

I didn’t know where Barrington, their leader was, but if he were in the
middle of all the others, we’d only have him to deal with when sunlight
burned all the rest away.

I looked up from pulling on the xosk’s remains to see the window. It was
disappointing. While the sky looked a touch lighter, I could still see
stars in the sky. I checked the time in my HUD. It was past the point
where I should be seeing the dawn.

What was going on? Had vampires found a way to block the sun, throwing
us all into a world of endless night?

A closer look put a lie to that idea. Though the world seemed to be all
night, I could see sunlight hitting the buildings. That prompted another
realization that I checked on the HUD.

The GPS location showed what I suspected—we’d fought the xosk on the
west side of the tower. The east, of course, was where the sun rose. The
sun would be there soon enough, but not yet.

I froze, considering what to do next. Then I gave the xosk’s body one
last yank, let go, and flew across the room, relieved to find that the
suit’s repair mechanism had cleared out xosk remains well enough that
the rockets worked.

Everyone stared upward at me as I flew over the fight and the coffins,
landing next to the other side’s piece of the xosk. Giving it the most
powerful yank I could, I pulled it away from the east side’s windows,
hearing a sound that reminded me of frying bacon as sunlight entered the
room.

Of course, frying bacon smelled good. While I couldn’t smell through the
suit, I did notice that Amy’s lips curling in what I assumed to be
disgust. So maybe it didn’t smell like bacon frying unless it was the
smell of rotting bacon.

I’d ask Amy later, or maybe never.

Either way, I didn’t feel much of an urge to open my facemask and find
out for sure. Plus, I had another responsibility—making sure there was
nowhere for the vamps to hide.

I pulled the xosk’s body as far away from the wall as I could, checking
as I did to see if I was doing what I intended to, drawing the body away
from the northeast and southeast corners of the room, letting sunlight
in from multiple directions.

I did okay.

Better than I could have expected, in fact. Pulling it inward happened
to flip the body downward, letting in a maximum of light.

That’s not to say that the vampires didn’t try to head for the shadows
in the room created by being right next to the xosk. They did, but that
meant running across the floor a good thirty feet or more, depending on
whether it was in the middle or whether they’d been counting ball
bearings near Amy, Mateo, and Vincent.

Running from the coffins in the middle was the best-case scenario, but
even that meant watching the vampire bubble in the sunlight, expelling
liquid fat out of its body, staining its clothing as its skin shrunk,
and then it all caught on fire.

It made me wonder how many of those cases of “spontaneous combustion”
you saw reported in the tabloids were vampires.

It would have been the stuff of nightmares if it weren’t such a relief
to see. At least ten of them went that way.

The rest were by my team. Of those, the ones counting ball bearings were
in the worst shape because they couldn’t stop. All they could do was
count more quickly. Around six or seven started burning while shouting
numbers as if they were in a distinctly Not Meant For Children episode
of Sesame Street.

One of the vampires had collected a handful and was counting furiously,
flinching as Vincent came near, expecting the hamster to knock them out
of his hands.

Shaking his head, Vincent said, “Nah, go ahead man, but you did miss a
few.”

Vincent pointed toward the ground. The vampire lit up like a candle as
he dove for them.

The rest of them ran for the coffins, which was actually a good idea.
Within limits, I mean. There are some obvious drawbacks. The ones that
sprinted and pulled the top of the coffin closed did shut themselves
away from the sunlight—for a few seconds.

Amy and Mateo followed them, flipping the coffins sideways, turning the
vampires into vampire briquettes one at a time. In one case, Mateo even
managed to run one of them through while he was getting into the coffin,
the light of his blade burning into the vampire as the sunlight hit its
outside.

In instants, the vampire was little more than cinders floating through
the air.

The only nerve-racking moment came when Amy flipped a coffin over,
starting the vampire inside on fire except that a coffin behind her and
to her left had a vampire in it that we hadn’t seen—maybe one that had
been in there before the fight started.

Worse, when it opened its coffin door, sunlight didn’t seem to affect
it. It did shade its eyes with its left hand, but with the right, it
pulled and sword out of the scabbard at its hip. Then it pulled the
sword back to slash at Amy, who was at that moment watching the vampire
inside the coffin she’d knocked over burn.

She heard something as the vampire moved toward her, but not soon enough
to do more than shrink back and pull up her spear.

I fired a burst of stakes at him from the gun under my arm. One missed,
the second got him in the chest, but too far to the right for the heart,
and the third hit an inch to the left of the heart.

It did knock him off his stride. He looked down, as anybody might when
they’ve been stabbed a couple of times. That gave me another chance to
fire, which was less another chance than a continuation because I’d
never stopped firing.

All three of the second group hit him in the chest, one of them sliding
into the lower part of the heart. That turned out to be good enough. The
sword bounced off Amy’s armor and he fell forward, bursting into flame.

So, his vulnerability to sunlight appeared only after being staked? That
was interesting. If we were lucky, maybe that had been Barrington.

Amy stared down at the body, “I should have seen that one coming. That
was the only closed casket.”

I left the xosk’s body and walked toward her. “Do you think that might
have been Barrington? The clothing’s gothic. It kind of fits with the
name.”

“I’m not holding my breath,” she said.

Vincent and Mateo walked up behind her. “There’s no way we’d be that
lucky,” Vincent said.

Mateo turned in all directions, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

Glancing in his direction, I asked, “Are you trying to make a Star Wars
joke? Or are you sensing something—“

Five figures materialized out of the air, all of them carrying swords
and wearing armor—metal armor—chain mail or plate. That was annoying.
Weirder (at least after all the vampires I’d seen so far) was that they
were all, for lack of a better word, hot.

They all looked like they came from the covers of romance novels or
maybe the cover of a boy band’s album.

Worse, in the words of Vincent, “Is there something wrong with my eyes?
Why are these guys sparkling?”

Amy laughed, “Of all the books to be based on reality…”

Vincent muttered, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

One of the sparkling vampires stepped out in front of the group. He had
short, black hair, a pale face, and wore black armor with silver rivets.
The shape of the armor either emphasized or created the illusion of a
lean, muscular physique.

In short, someone cared enough to pay for a suit of brigandine that had
some style.

The man held a sword pointing upward, letting it lie on his shoulder.

Though I wasn’t a great swordsman, the pose struck me as dangerously
casual.

He looked us over, giving a thin smile as he did. “I’m Barrington,
vampire king, protector of vampires from those that would hurt them, and
leader of this band of warrior vampires.”

“Oh,” I said, thinking about the vampires around us, all of which were
dead, many of which only existed as oily, ashy messes on the wooden
floor. “You protect vampires? Um… Nice to meet you.”

Amy glanced over at me, raising her eyebrow. Since she was some sort of
princess in her native world, I guessed that I’d violated some sort of
royal etiquette.

Not sure what it was, or if she’d just been thinking he and his band
were a little bit late to protect anything, I decided to introduce her,
“I’m V4. This is Bloodmaiden, she’s a princess and kind of related to
vampires where she comes from. Plus, I’m sure you know Blue Mask and
Vincent.”

Amy frowned in my direction for an instant before facing them with a
smile, “V4 is correct. I’m an heir of the House of Sacrifice. In my
world, the sun never sets on our empire. I haven’t heard anything about
a vampire king here.”

Barrington smiled, turning his face from a caricature of a tortured
artist to one that would sell magazines and whatever clothes he happened
to be wearing, “I only heard of the vampire king and our order of
warriors within the last few years myself, despite having been a vampire
for a century before that. I was lost and lonely and hating what I was,
but this brotherhood of warriors has given me purpose.”

Nodding, Amy said, “And how does that make you a vampire king?”

He glanced back to the others, grinning, “I’m the last scion of a great
vampire line. I didn’t know it, but the others did and they were
searching for me. When they found me they told me what I was and
everything changed. Now, as for you, I knew you for what you truly are
the moment I saw you. You’re one of us. Tell me about this world where
vampires rule.”

“Rule?” Amy looked at him. “It’s not exactly what you’re thinking. In my
world, there aren’t vampires the way they are here. There’s a race
called the Elder that mixed with humanity before they were destroyed.
Their descendants rule in many nations, but not in all.”

As Amy and Barrington talked, I heard Mateo talk through my comm, “What
are you doing?”

Keeping my voice quiet and hoping it wouldn’t escape from the V4 suit’s
helmet, I said, “I don’t know. I was trying to get a second to catch my
breath. Maybe we don’t have to fight them. The guy seems a little
deluded, but not evil so far.”

As I paid attention to the conversation around me again, I heard
Barrington say, “That’s how it is with us too. While there are other
vampires, true vampires are a race within a race. We mix with humanity,
but we aren’t truly of them. It might be that your Elder visited this
world too. Wouldn’t it be amazing? It’s been a great mystery to our
people where we come from. If you join us, perhaps you can clear it up.
We have writings in languages even the oldest of us don’t understand.
Look at this—“

He pulled a black metal dagger out of a sheath on his belt. Red veins
spiderwebbed across it. Some of the veins had been shaped into letters.

Amy drew in a short breath as she looked at it and muttered, “Dammit.”

She looked away from the dagger to Barrington, “I need to talk to my
team. Give us a second.”

Turning around, she led us a few coffin lengths away from the vampires,
stopping and looking back toward Barrington. He and the rest were
talking in low voices.

“That dagger,” she said, “I’ve seen them before. We’ve got them at home.
They come from wherever the Elder came from before they reached my
world. They made more when they reached my world, but they’re not the
same. That’s an original.”

Mateo glanced over at Barrington before saying, “And what does that
mean? Do you want to go with them?”

She shook her head, “No, but this is important. I’ve known since I came
to this world that blood magic here was similar to mine, but wasn’t the
same. If this is true, it might be that it’s because less developed and
more like the kind the Elders used when they first came to our world.
Some of the past Bloodmaidens are telling me I need to find out more and
the others are telling me I need to kill all of them and destroy the
dagger.”

Mateo met her eyes, “What do you want to do?”

Frowning, Amy twisted her head in the vampires’ direction. Turning back
to Mateo, she said, “I don’t trust them as far as I can throw them. The
earliest Bloodmaidens, the ones I know the best, fought the Elder and it
was near thing. It might be easier right now because the sun’s dawning,
but not much. The Elder mated with humans. They were both undead and
alive at once and they knew how to use magic.”

Looking at Mateo, she said, “What do you think?”

Not hesitating, Mateo said, “Kill them.”

Giving me a look, he continued, “I can see their true nature through the
mask. They may look human, but undeath permeates every part of them.”

Amy’s mouth twisted, “What do you see when you look at me? From what
they said, we’re practically the same.”

Flashing a grin, Mateo said, “The mask approves of you. It sees darkness
and light mixed, but mixed in a way it finds useful.”

Saying nothing for the moment, Amy muttered, “Hmmn. That’s not what I
expected. Look, if we’re going to fight these guys, expect soul-sucking
magic. And that dagger? You know how my spear ignores armor. The dagger
does too and when it hits, well, there’s soul-sucking magic again.”

“So, basically it’s exactly like your spear,” I said.

“Not quite, but close,” Amy took a breath. “Alright, the huddle’s over,
but know that if something more comes up about the Elder, I might have
to investigate because if my guardian gets wind of it who knows what’ll
happen.”

Vincent pulled some nuts out of a pouch on his belt and started chewing
them. “Sure, no idea who that guy is, but that sounds bad.”

Amy gave him a look but turned around to face the vampires. We all
walked next to her. It might seem that we had no plan, but after years
of Stapledon, we knew how our power sets worked together. Vincent hadn’t
attended while we were all there, but he seemed flexible.

Mateo spoke first, “I know that you want to talk to Bloodmaiden, but
I’ve got some questions that I’d like answered. I’m part of a team that
protects Detroit and you just tried to take over organized crime in this
city and brought in vampires from all over to help. You can say it’s
because you protect vampires, but I protect people and people have been
dying here. What’s the point? What are you getting out of this?”

Barrington smirked, “Isn’t it obvious? We need food and this city offers
us places where we can hunt without interference. I know you must feel
threatened by this, but don’t be. We’re higher on the food chain. It’s
natural for us to take over. Think about yourselves and how you get your
food. You herd cattle and then bring them to slaughter. If you think
about it, we’re kinder than you. You
control your meat for their entire lives. We let you indulge your dreams
before we feed off of you, and we don’t always kill you. Some of our
kind even invite you to join us. Can you say the same?”

So, that didn’t take long. I’d had Barrington pegged as deluded, but
maybe not so bad. After one question from Mateo, he’d started talking
about humans as food.

Except for a twitch of the lip, Mateo didn’t move, giving Barrington a
long look. Finally, he said, “You really believe that?”

One of the other vampires stepped forward. The man had a square jaw and
short curly hair. He was a little short, maybe as short as five and a
half feet. He was muscular, though, wearing plate armor that made me
think of Roman Centurions. It had metal abs and a skirt.

The man shouted, “That’s my king, show him respect!”

Vincent stood a little shorter than the guy, cocking his head and
looking up as he asked, “And who are you?”

“I’m Lhust, his most trusted warrior, rodent.” The man glowered down at
him.

Vincent let out a sigh, “Are you saying your actual name is the word
lust, but with a completely unnecessary ‘h’ added in? Because I’m
hearing an h.”

Lhust made a growling noise.

Barrington put a hand on his shoulder, “Relax, we’re all friends here.”

“No,” Mateo said, “we’re not friends. You’re here to feed on people and
I’m telling you that you can’t do that here. If you tell me you’ll leave
and that you won’t try this again, we’ll let you go, but you have to
mean it. I’ll know if you don’t mean it.”

Even with dawn’s red and orange light coming in the windows, the rapier
in his hand glowed bright enough for the glow to be visible.

Another vampire, this one tall and thin with a thin face, said, “He will
know. I’ve fought the Masks before.”

This one’s plate mail was white and gold. He held a golden metal staff.

Amy looked him over, “And your name?”

“He’s called the Loremaster,” Mateo said. “I’ve never seen him before,
but he’s fought other Masks.”

Vincent chuckled, “That’s without an h, right? I wouldn’t want to call
him the Lhoremaster because that would be disrespectful.”

If we were imagining the hypothetical boy band that the vampires were
members of, Barrington would be the conventionally attractive guy,
Lhust, the manly guy, and Loremaster, the geeky guy. Maybe those aren’t
really boy band tropes, but I don’t listen to boy bands.

Anyway, that left the other two.

Barrington smiled at us, “I think we can be friends, but since we’re
introducing everyone, I shouldn’t skip Leo and Bobby.”

He nodded at each of them as he said their names.

Leo turned out to be dressed in black metal plate mail and wore a black,
leather cape. On his waist hung a black sword in a black scabbard. If
that weren’t enough, he had long black hair and a goatee.

If “bad boys” were a thing, and I was pretty sure they were, Leo fit the
bill, though he might be more of a “goth boy” than a bad boy.

“Lheo,” Vincent said, “Nice to meet you. What’s up with all the L’s? Is
it some kind of mystical vampire thing? I mean sure, Loremaster’s
probably not his real name, but still two out of five. With Loremaster,
that’s three out of five—sixty percent. That’s a lot.”

Leo pulled on his goatee, “That’s a deep question—very deep. How, out of
infinite possibilities did these five people come together? Did the
universe conspire to put such personalities in one place? And if so,
why? Did it intend to save the vampire race or was there some deeper
purpose? Perhaps it was a way to allow it to know itself?”

Vincent nodded, “You know, that’s pretty deep. It wasn’t quite the
question I was asking, but I’ve got another. Can vampires get high? I
feel like I already know the answer, but I want to be sure.”

Amy covered her mouth with her hand.

I didn’t hear Leo’s response because I was paying attention to Bobby.
Bobby couldn’t have been more than fourteen when he turned into a
vampire, assuming that that’s how it worked with these guys. Babyfaced
and blonde, he was maybe five foot eight and waiting for a growth spurt
that would never come.

Mind you, he still wore plate mail. His was painted gold with black
accents. Despite that, he held a morningstar in two hands. Unlike most
morningstars, the ball wasn’t grey. It was golden, and whether that
meant it was made of gold or merely painted gold, it matched his armor
and was very shiny.

Taking one hand off the weapon, he waved at us and said, “Hi, I’m
Bobby!”

Then he smiled at us. His fangs were larger than I expected.

Not sure what else to do, I said, “Hi Bobby,” and looked over at Mateo
to see if he was about to cue us to fight.

He wasn’t.

He was facing Barrington, “Alright, we’re introduced. What I said a
moment ago still stands. If you and your group say that you’ll leave and
that you won’t try this again, we’ll let you go. We’ll know if you don’t
mean it.”

Barrington turned to face the rest of the vampires, “Well, what do you
think of that proposal, my friends? The man’s made an offer. I’d like
your opinions. Advise your king.”

Lhust leaned in toward him, “It’s an insult, my lord. Your subjects need
a constant supply of more blood and flesh and this was the best plan
anyone’s devised in one thousand years for getting more. Still, there
are benefits to be had from it. The Bloodmaiden’s one of our kind even
if she’s allied with the humans. If she were to consent to join us,
perhaps as a bride for the king, we could consider it.”

Next to me, Amy shook her head, muttering, “That’s not happening.”

Barrington held up a hand in our direction, “Wait until my advisers are
finished and then we’ll talk. For now, we’re permitting you to watch.”

With that, he lowered his hand and turned to the Loremaster, “And what
do you say?”

Loremaster eyed us all, but especially Mateo before he spoke, “Taking
the proposal would get us out of a fight in the short term. And let’s be
clear, it’s not a fight that I’m completely certain that we’ll win. The
Masks are a force to be reckoned with alone, but adding in a woman that
wields an unusually sophisticated form of blood magic and an armored man
capable of killing the xosk and we have a hard battle.

“It might be wise to take the offer so that we live to fight another
day. We’ll live long enough to create a new stratagem.”

“Interesting how I don’t even rate a mention with him,” Vincent leaned
in to whisper at me. “Think he’s upset about that Lhoremaster joke?”

Loremaster didn’t even look at him.

Barrington nodded, “Thank you, Loremaster. And what about you, Leo?”

Leo bowed deeply, “As you know, my lord, I always counsel you to fight
our darker natures and find a new way. This may be a start, a path to
move beyond the needs of undeath.”

Lhust spat, “And what, have us drink animal blood? No. That’s absurd. We
don’t need to fight our natures. We need to be proud of them.”

Holding up his hand toward Lhust, Barrington said, “Please don’t
interrupt others, Lhust. Leo, are you done?”

Leo nodded.

Barrington grinned, “Well then, only one more of my councilors needs to
weigh in. What say you, Bobby?”

Looking over at us and then turning back to the king, Bobby said, “I
love love. I love blood. Blood and love.”

There might, I thought to myself, be something wrong with Bobby.

Barrington nodded, “That’s another one of my councilors against a fight,
but still a major change of course. I need a moment to think. I’d like
some silence while I consider the situation. I’m going to go over to the
corner. Don’t start fighting while I’m gone.”

He walked away from everyone, standing next to the body of the xosk
where it had once been a corner. It kept the sun off him, a point I
decided to note for future reference. He might be able to walk in
sunlight, but he didn’t like it.

Using my communicator, I said, “Bloodmaiden, Blue Mask, can either of
you make any sense out of the blood and love bit? I think I understood
the rest of the advice.”

Mateo gave a quick shake of his head.

Amy spoke softly into her comm, “It’s not too hard to figure out. Back
home, people used blood as a symbol for life. I’m sure some people here
do too.”

If I substituted life in for blood when Bobby spoke, it made some sense.
It still didn’t make complete sense, but I suspected there was something
wrong with Bobby. Still…

I considered that. “So he was basically saying that he loved love and
life. Therefore, don’t fight?”

With a hint of a smile, she met my eyes and said, “Exactly.”

Looking at her at that moment and knowing that she’d just put her life
in danger to show up here to help, I could understand how some other
version of me back in her home universe had fallen for her.  It was an
uncomfortable feeling.

Well, at least Amy and I could be friends here.

That thought didn’t stop me from replying, “You know, the whole blood
means life thing only works if you ignore the fact that it comes from
other people.”

She shrugged, “I’ve told you my ancestors weren’t exactly wonderful to
their subjects. They were even worse to their enemies.”

Behind us, a door creaked open, and all of us, Vincent, Mateo, Amy, and
I plus all the vampires turned toward the doorway.

Rod and Samita walked in. Rod was in troll form and ducked until he came
out of the doorway, stretching to his full height in the main room.
Samita’s red, hooded robes were unstained. They looked like they’d just
come off the rack, but she did specialize in enchanting objects. Her
staff glowed, sparks of electricity running down the length of it.

The vampires’ hands went to their weapons. I held up my hands, “Red Hex,
Troll, it’s okay. We’re talking.”

In the corner, Barrington turned to watch them as they joined us.

Every one of Rod’s footsteps thumped against the concrete. As he got
closer, I could feel each step.

As they reached us, he grunted and scowled down at the vampires. Lhust
scowled back. Bobby smiled at him. The rest took a step back. It wasn’t
all at once. It was more of a small shift as they talked that left them
a foot or two farther away.

“Sun, bright,” Rod muttered.

Even as a troll, he wasn’t stupid, but he liked being underestimated.
Samita eyed them as she squeezed in between him and the rest of us,
“He’s right,” she said. “They’re not affected. Does that mean they’re
dhampirs or extremely old?”

“Don’t know for sure, but it sounds like they’re similar to
Bloodmaiden’s people,” I said.

Amy nodded. Samita glanced over at the vampires, “Oh.”

Taller than the other vampires, Loremaster looked over them to eye
Samita, “Pardon me, but are you a student of Reliquary?”

Staring at him for a few seconds before she replied, she turned toward
him, staff in hand, “I don’t think I should answer your questions.”

He laughed, “Don’t worry about it. He and I go back. We’ve tried to kill
each other and fought by each other’s side as well. I recognize some of
his techniques in your gear. Well done. Say hello to him for me.”

She pursed her lips, “If I do ever see him, I’ll pass that along.”

Smiling wider than before, Loremaster said, “Excellent.”

Leaving the corner, Barrington walked up to stand between the vampires
and our group, “Don’t let me stop the two of you from catching up, but I
should let you know that we’ve decided to take your offer. Come on,
boys. It’s daytime, so there’s no misting away. We’ll have to walk and
then catch an Uber.”

Turning to look at Amy and me, Samita said, “You’re letting them go?”

Barrington turned toward the door, waving the other vampires to follow,
“Yes they are. It was a kind offer. I’m not excited about the idea of
fighting my way out of here. Nor do I love the idea of hurting mortals.
I want a better life for my people, but I don’t want to kill anyone. We
need you and I think you need us.”

Vincent’s ears twitched, “Do we?”

Too far away to hear, or deciding to pretend not to, Barrington and the
vampires walked away.

Catching Mateo’s eye, I said, “Did we do the right thing?”

Mateo began to open his mouth, but he didn’t get to say anything.
Vincent started shouting at the retreating vampires.

“Hey, you guys are going to call off the cops and everybody, right?
Because if I go back to Unity Base and find that we’re still under
siege, you and I are going to have words.”

Barrington turned around and gave him a bow, “Your wish is my command,
largest of hamsters.”

Then he grinned, “Besides, this wasn’t the only Syndicate L base we
controlled in Detroit. While you were fighting us here, other heroes
went to the other base and wiped out the vampires that were doing our
political operation. All they’ve been saying to us for the last half
hour is things like, ‘Send help, they’re killing us!’ And we’ve been in
no position to help because we’ve been fighting you. So in a roundabout
way, you already solved that problem yourself.”

He gave us a wave and followed the rest of his crew through the doorway,
leaving us standing in the middle of the ballroom with the xosk’s dead
body.

After they disappeared, Troll grunted, and even as the grunt ended Rod
stood there instead. He wasn’t in his civilian clothes. He appeared as
“costumed Rod”—a heavyset, bearded, blond man wearing a black trench
coat and a mask over his eyes.

From what I understood, Samita had placed some heavy enchantments on the
costume to keep him relevant when he wasn’t a troll.

The way Amy looked him up and down after he transformed made me suspect
that Samita had added a few things for this fight.

“I’m sure you all had enough to do in here, but you missed a hell of a
fight outside. I’m glad it’s over, but the troll part of me loves the
chaos.”

Samita shook her head, “I’m grateful to be alive after all of it.”

Taking a breath, she looked over at me and then at Mateo, “Should we go
or stay for debriefing?”

Mateo and I looked at each other. He had to be thinking what I was. They
should stay, but after everything Working Man had said about not
bringing in friends of mine, I almost wanted to sneak them out of
Detroit. Given that they’d been the ones outside at the beginning of the
morning commute in the heart of downtown Detroit, pretending they hadn’t
been there wasn’t an option.

That said, Amy had been inside with us, and we’d never been outside when
they were around. V4 had no connection to them. Maybe we’d be able to
sell that.

Mateo said what I was thinking, “Stay.”

Then he sighed.

Samita looked between the two of us but didn’t ask any questions.

Then my mind jumped back to what Barrington had said about their
political operation, “Do you think it might have been Working Man who
took out the other vampires?”

Nodding, Mateo said, “I’d count on it. I know he likes the idea of
having a team, but when the going gets tough, he withdraws or works with
people he’s known for years—V8, some of the people in Detroit Unity, the
Skunklord, I bet. It works for him, but sometimes you want to play Robin
to his Batman. He’s been doing this for years and he’s one of the best.”

I shook my head, “I didn’t even know there was another Syndicate L base
until now.”

With a slow smile, Mateo said, “Yeah. We probably didn’t ask the right
question at the right time. Working Man wouldn’t make that mistake.”

Amy frowned, “Are the two of you worried that he’s going to be angry at
you for bringing us in? You couldn’t have taken all of these people on
without us. Even with us, it was a near thing. If you thought there was
any chance I wouldn’t stick around for debriefing, you’re wrong. I’m
sticking around to argue with him if he throws a fit about this.”

Samita eyed Amy, “Are you sure you want to do that? I do think we should
stick around, but I don’t want to get them in more trouble by making
Working Man angrier.”

Folding his arms across his chest, Rod said, “Bloodmaiden’s right,
though. V4 didn’t do anything wrong by bringing us in. The rationale for
not doing it is that we’re going to lead the Heroes’ League’s rogue’s
gallery this way, right? Well, we don’t know V4. We know Blue Mask.
That’s what we tell the press. Plus, Bloodmaiden’s been going after
vampires ever since she showed up. Of course, she’ll help Detroit out.
It’s easy to explain away.”

Vincent looked away from Rod and over to me, “Okay, now I get it. I’d
wondered about you, but yeah, I see it now. Don’t worry about it. You’ve
got my support and my brothers’ once they’re back to normal. Besides,
Working Man’s not that bad. I mean, yeah, he’s kind of a hardass, but
he’s not stupid. He’ll get why you had to bring people in. If he is
worried about fighting the Cabal, yeah, I get that, but you didn’t bring
in the League. When people think about the League, they don’t think
about these guys. They think about the Mystic, Captain Commando,
Accelerando, the werewolf twins, and the weather guy.”

Mateo sheathed his sword, “Thanks for the support, Vincent. I hope
you’re right. Working Man’s not a bad boss, but he’s stubborn. If I’ve
ever changed his mind on anything, no one’s told me about it.”

Our comms started beeping. Working Man’s ID showed as the caller.

Mateo and I looked at each other. My helmet covered my face, but Mateo’s
frozen expression hinted at the same dread I felt.

Not letting Working Man wait, Mateo took the call, “Blue Mask here. Are
you okay?”

In a hoarse voice, Working Man said, “We’re alright. What’s your
situation?

Taking a breath, Mateo said, “Good. The vampires left in Book Tower are
dead including an alien. We didn’t kill them all, though. We’ll have to
discuss what’s next there.”

With a tired laugh, Working Man replied, “I’m not worried. We got a lead
on the group directing the police and media and hunted them down. We’d
have called you in, but we didn’t know how
far their communications expertise extended. V8 couldn’t know for sure
that everyone with access to our comms was uncompromised or we’d have
brought you in. From what I’ve been seeing since, it looks like Book
Tower saw heavy fighting, more than I’d have expected you to handle.”

“We had some help,” Mateo said, his tone calm and even as if he didn’t
expect to be reamed out for it.

“Saw it,” Working Man said without any hint of anger. “The troll and the
wizard. I heard one of Unity’s hamsters was with you too. Bring them
back to home base for debriefing. We’ll meet you there.”

“Understood,” Mateo said. “We’ll bring everyone over. It’ll be at least
30 minutes.”

The call ended with Working Man saying, “I know it. See you there.”

After the words, “Connection Closed,” appeared on my screen, Mateo said,
“I know I skipped a few things. I didn’t want to go into the deal over
the comm and I really didn’t want to go into who helped us.”

Amy raised an eyebrow, “You did tell him you had help. I heard that
much.”

“He even seemed to notice Troll and Red Hex,” I said. “I half-expected
him to explode right there.”

Mateo shook his head, “He may have seen them, but I’m pretty sure he
didn’t recognize them. He’s up on supernatural heroes and villains if
they’re a known big threat or if they’ve ever come to Detroit. If
they’re not a threat here, he doesn’t pay attention. It’s a blindspot of
his and he knows it. I’m the one who’s supposed to keep track of that
sort of thing. He knows about Bloodmaiden. Expect the explosion when we
get back to base.”

I sighed.

On the one hand, it’s not as if Working Man could punish me much.
Theoretically, he might assign me to clean the base (including
bathrooms) for the rest of the internship. Aside from that, it wasn’t as
if he could prevent me from being part of the Heroes’ League without his
approval.

In a worst-case scenario, I might have to do this internship all over
again with someone else. No denying that would be annoying. It would set
back the timetable for finishing my required period of post-Stapledon
service by three months.

What we’d done didn’t seem bad enough to repeat an internship, though.
Beyond that, Isaac Lim and other higher-ups in the Stapledon program
gave me more credit than I deserved due to the original League. They
might allow it to count anyway.

On the other hand, in a world where supers needed help from other supers
more than they needed government approval, Working Man’s disapproval
would count. If I left him angry, it might mean that teams that were
friendly to him might not make helping ours a priority.

We wouldn’t have any idea how much that might hurt us until it did. And
it did matter. We were already seeing how much the old boys’ network
hurt Tara by preventing her from finding an internship until the League
gave her one.

It didn’t take much to guess that there were already people out there
pissed at us because of that. I just didn’t know who or how many.

For that matter, if I really pissed off Working Man, he might fire
Mateo. He hadn’t threatened to, but Mateo was the guy most in charge of
me, which meant that whatever I did was on him.

Come to think of it, if Working Man did get upset about us letting the
vampires go, that had been Mateo’s idea.

Oh boy. If it came to that, maybe I could take the blame.

Amy looked over at me, “I don’t know exactly what you’re thinking, but
if it involves self-sacrifice, don’t. You don’t know what Working Man’s
going to say yet.”

I looked over at her, “How did you come up with that?”

She stared up at me, “I’ve known you for a few years now, and I’m more
aware than most people of how far you’ll go to help.  Plus, remember how
I pick up powers from people I stab? I stabbed the xosk, so right now
I’m a little telepathic.”

“Okay, then. I guess we’d better go back to base,” I said.

With that, we started down the stairs, walking down more than thirty
floors. I don’t know exactly how many. Book Tower had 38 floors and I
knew that we were close to the top, but not there.

The implant could have told me, but I didn’t care enough to check.

However long the walk felt, and it did feel long, we made it to the
ground floor before the police took control of the building. As we made
it down to the empty room by the front doors, a few police stood inside
amid the concrete floors and walls, the ornate ceilings, and the exposed
wires and cables from the construction.

Their hands moved toward their weapons as we stepped out of the
stairway, but dropped away as they recognized us.

Mateo raised his hands as he stepped into the main room, “It’s okay,
we’re not vampires. If we were, we’d be on fire by now.”

Sunlight glinted on the hilt of his sword and a few of the cops laughed.

He stepped forward, adding, “You’ll get our reports through the Motor
City Heroes as usual. V4 and I will be available for questions.”

A tall, beefy cop asked him, “What’s the status upstairs?”

Giving him a smile, Mateo said, “Vampire free unless they made it to a
closet before the sun came up. Watch out, by the way, it’s a Syndicate L
base that the vampires took over. There’s more to worry about than
vampires.”

The cop nodded, “That’s what I heard. For now, we’re just keeping people
out. We’re not going in until the feds arrive.”

Leading us toward the door, Mateo said, “Sounds like a good plan to me.”

We walked out into downtown Detroit in the early morning. Cars drove
past the police cars parked next to the sidewalk. Further down the
sidewalk, officers were putting up yellow police tape.

Mateo walked over to his motorcycle, swinging his leg over the side and
sitting down. I walked around his bike and transformed back, feeling the
pieces of the V4 suit fall off me and reshape themselves into a
motorcycle.

I felt a little naked standing there with only the normal V4 armored
jumpsuit to protect me, but I knew there wasn’t much to protect me from.

Turning to Amy, Vincent, Samita, and Rod, I said, “I don’t know who
wants to ride with whom, but that’s where we are now.”

Amy touched the bottom end of the Bloodspear to the sidewalk, “I’ll
fly.”

She floated into the air, hovering at about ten feet while Rod and
Samita figured out where to sit.

“Tell you what,” Vincent said, “V4’s got the longer bike. We’ll put more
people there. I’ll ride behind Red Hex and
Troll rides with Blue Mask. What do you think?”

It took a moment for everyone to get on, but everyone fit. Within
minutes, we were cruising down the street and then the highway.

Detroit’s traffic moved faster than Grand Lake’s, closer to 90 than the
official 70 miles per hour highway speed limit. For a long part of the
drive through the city, the highway seemed to be in a concrete trough
below ground level. Between that and the cars, it felt cramped. I knew
it would become a normal highway soon enough, but I didn’t like it.

From the way Samita’s grip on my waist tightened, I suspected she didn’t
either. She’d said, “I’ve never been on one of these before,” as she got
on, adding, “They don’t have seatbelts. I mean, of course they don’t
have seatbelts, but I wish they had seatbelts.”

Riding at close to 90 down the highway for her first time might not have
been ideal. “I’m not hanging on too hard, am I?”

“The costume’s armor. Don’t worry about it,” I said.

Her grip tightened.

Behind her, Vincent shouted, “V4 knows what he’s doing. We’re going to
be fine, assuming some asshole doesn’t forget to look when he’s changing
lanes. Then we’re road pizza.”

“Does that happen often?” She shouted back.

“All the damn time,” he said. “People don’t look for bikes. I don’t know
what’s going on in their heads.”

It wasn’t the moment to tell Vincent not to say things like that, but I
wished he wouldn’t.

It didn’t matter in the end. The highway came up to ground level and the
cars spread out. Twenty or thirty minutes later, we were pulling up to
Motor City Heroes’ tower-shaped base.

It felt like an age since we’d left. It felt good to see it, dirt
driveway and all. “It looks like a rook,” Samita said as we pulled in.

Assuming she meant the chess piece and not the bird, she was right. It
did.

By the time the doors opened and we rolled into the elevator, it felt
like the night had ended and we didn’t have to worry about fighting
vampires anymore. That feeling lasted for a few seconds. Then the doors
to the elevator opened and my stomach cramped up.

Working Man stood in front of us in his blue and grey costume, face
hidden by his mask. On a gut level, I doubted that he was smiling
underneath it.

Amy landed next to me as Samita and Vincent got off my bike and I pushed
it into the “garage” off of the elevator circle in the middle. In my
peripheral vision, I saw that Rod had slid off Mateo’s and that Mateo
was pushing his bike over as well.

Working Man waved everyone down the hall, “Conference room.”

Counting the people in my head, I stifled a groan. The conference room
held six people on a good day and four comfortably. There were seven of
us. Vincent wasn’t quite human-sized, but he wasn’t much smaller.

This was going to suck.

We walked out of the gray metal and concrete section of the base and
into a hall with beige walls that could have passed for the office of a
small business. That or maybe the hall that leads you from the lobby of
an oil change shop to the bathroom?

The conference room wasn’t much larger than a bathroom.

It probably smelled better, but bearing in mind that everyone in the
room had been up most of the night doing heavy exercise, that might not
have been true.

Vincent eyed the small room with its round conference table, six chairs,
and the wall of grey filing cabinets that covered one side, muttering,
“Maybe I should sit under the table…”

I’d been wrong about the number of people. It wasn’t seven. It was
eight. V8, or as I knew her, Willa, sat at the table already. She wore a
black and red jumpsuit, the kind you’d imagine a NASCAR driver wearing,
but with only one logo—hers, “V8” in red.

Though she wore a mask, she’d taken her helmet off, making it obvious
that she was in her forties, dark-skinned, and had black, curly hair
shorn less than an inch long.

“Welcome everyone, please sit down,” she looked around the room, “I know
it’s a little cramped, but we won’t take too much of your time. When we
designed the base, we didn’t think we’d need a conference room.”

She shook her head, rolling her eyes, “We were young and dumb. We didn’t
think anyone but Working Man and I would use the base. We thought we’d
meet in an office or the lab. This used to be a closet.”

She laughed, “But please, sit. Most of you will have chairs.”

“I’ll stand,” I said, partly because I felt I should and partly because
standing meant I was that much less likely to bash my head against a
file cabinet as I did during the last meeting.

Amy gave me a look as she sat down, possibly retaining enough of the
xosk’s telepathy to know that I wasn’t being entirely altruistic. She
sat in front of me, putting her in a position to bash her head against
my stomach or my solar plexus if she aimed well.

Samita sat down next to her, putting her in line to hit the filing
cabinets too. I wondered if her hooded red jacket amounted to armor or
if the ring she wore, the one that contained a spirit of luck or
something would help prevent her from getting hurt? On the other hand,
it wasn’t as if she’d die from hitting a filing cabinet.

Mateo said, “I’ll stand—“ but Working Man waved at him to sit, saying,
“No. Sit. I’ll stand.”

Face tightening as if he wanted to argue, Mateo sat and so did Rod and
Vincent.

Taking out a bag of nuts from his utility belt, Vincent put them on the
table, “If anybody wants some, you’re welcome to them.”

No one else reached into the bag. It might have felt a little weird, but
it also might have been that Vincent was the only one not wearing a mask
or gloves or both.

Personally, I was wearing a helmet.

Working Man looked over the group, “Let’s hear what happened. V4 and
Blue Mask can start from the first vampire victim they looked at. Start
from the beginning.”

That wasn’t exactly going to make for a short meeting, but it wasn’t a
bad idea. Mateo and I swapped off telling what happened, starting with
the very dead man through to the vampire in the marketing firm, the
vampiric vegetables, and the annoyed cop in Farmington.

Vincent laughed through the battle with the watermelons. I couldn’t
exactly blame him for that. Rod and Amy struggled to keep straight
faces.

He stopped laughing when we got to the bit where he and his brothers
were serving the vampires.

Working Man nodded along through all of it. He seemed to trade off
asking questions with V8, sometimes stopping to say, “Good job,” or in
the case of the xosk fight, “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Please don’t tell anybody,” I said. “I feel like it’s barely a power.
It mostly just stops things from happening. I’m not saying it’s
worthless, but I can do more with straight-up tech.”

Working Man nodded and didn’t make a big deal about it. It wasn’t until
the very end that we seemed to get an emotional reaction out of him.

It came when we came to the point where we offered the vampires a deal
that Working Man said, “You let them go? Do you know where they went?”

Mateo shook his head, “We didn’t follow them. We’d fought all the way up
the tower, destroyed I don’t know how many vampires by then, and they
were fresh. Offering them a way out kept everyone alive.”

Chin jutting forward, Working Man said, “Including them. They’re
monsters that live off of humans. They literally took over the city’s
police department and influenced the local media to keep it quiet as
they had the police lay siege to Unity’s base. That’s a significant
level of power to let loose in this city. What’s to stop them from
starting up where they left off?”

Meeting Working Man’s eyes, I said, “They can’t. Between your group and
ours, there’s barely anybody left. You took out the people that
Barrington said were in charge of that. We killed a lot of others. I
don’t know how many, but up until the vampire king and his advisors,
everyone we saw—including one that worked with the Dominators. I’d be
surprised if he wasn’t the guy that planned out the part of the
operation that influenced the police and the media.”

Raising a hand, Amy cleared her throat as if expecting that everyone
would stop so she could talk. Even if that was a leftover from being an
heir to an empire in another universe, it worked. “I know I’m not part
of this team, but I was part of this fight. Mateo was right not to fight
them. From what I learned, they’re similar to my people. We’re like
vampires but not the same. We’re descended from a race that came to our
Earth and the closest thing I can compare us to in your world is maybe
dhampirs—all of the strengths of vampires and none of the weaknesses.”

Almost talking over Amy, Samita added, “And Blue Mask and V4 were
prepared for normal vampires from what I saw, but holy water, garlic,
bags of rice wouldn’t have helped. Worse, one of them, Loremaster,
fought my teacher, Reliquary, and survived.”

Staring at her, Working Man smacked the table, “That was the time to
call for help. I know we weren’t available before but if you had called
us then, we would have been.”

I sighed and I knew it was loud because everyone looked at me.

Working Man nodded, “Do you have something to say about that?”

“Yes. We had no way to know that. You’d said you’d meet us earlier, but
you didn’t show up or respond to anything we tried. For all we knew, you
were dead or too busy to answer. Either way, there wasn’t any reason to
think that calling you at that moment would have brought you over.
None.”

“They told you I was alive,” he said.

“Right,” I tried to keep my voice from rising, “which showed that they
weren’t trying to put one over on us. When Blue Mask asked them to call
off the police, they could have just said yes. Instead, they told us
that you’d taken care of it, basically telling us that they had no
support and no backup.

“I have to admit, Barrington didn’t seem like the brightest guy in the
world and some of his people may have lived a little too long to think
straight, but Loremaster seemed to know what he was doing at least. As
for the rest of them, I don’t think they were bright enough to pull this
off without all the help they had. I think they were just convenient
figureheads that happened to have one good idea—calling all the vampires
they could find together.”

“Help from the Dominators, you think, and for all you know, the Nine?”
He didn’t shout, but the volume ticked upward as he talked.

He’d seemed to gloss over the fact that I’d brought in people associated
with League members to help earlier, but it sounded like that wasn’t
going to last. In the back of my head, I knew that he might not bring it
up and that the best thing to do was try to calm things down, but trying
to connect the vampire with Dominator connections to problems from
bringing in Amy made no sense.

“The vampire worked with the Dominators, and yes, they do work for the
Nine, but I didn’t see anything that said the Dominators were involved
here. And if you’re trying to imply that bringing in Bloodmaiden means
that the Nine will come after all of you, no. He was dead before we got
any help.”

“Besides,” Rod piped in, “if it comes up, we’re going to tell the press
that we know Blue Mask from Stapledon—which we do. News reports will
back us up.”

Ignoring Rod, Working Man started talking, “That’s not good enough.
Anyone who looks at the big picture—a techie working with Bloodmaiden,
Troll, and Red Hex will wonder if it’s the Rocket. I would.”

V8 turned to look back at him, “Working Man, V4, I think we all need to
remember that this fight was successful. There might be problems that
come up tomorrow, but today we need to remember that we won—“

Working Man talked over her, “We also need to remember that I gave
strict orders about bringing in others—“

I didn’t need to hear more of that, “Orders that were irrational and
likely to get us all killed.”

In the back of my mind, I wondered how long it would be before I lost my
temper or if I had already and hadn’t noticed?

That didn’t stop me from continuing to talk, “Look, you literally
weren’t available to answer questions and it was deliberate. You had the
technology to contact us even if all you did was send a short text. I
know this. I made it. In fact, I’ve been in situations this bad without
losing contact with my team. Sometimes I’ve ignored them long enough to
get out of a bad situation, but you were unavailable for hours. And I’ve
got the experience to know when I’m out of my depth.

“You’re lucky I’ve got that kind of experience and that I’ve got friends
who will show up to get me out of a jam. If I didn’t, I might have died
and you might have too. Barrington told me that the vampires you were
fighting were calling for help and that if we hadn’t been fighting him,
he’d have given it. Maybe you’d have won anyway, but it would have been
harder. Also, maybe you’d have died too.

“So, if you think about it, my disobedience may have saved your life.”

Vincent cleared his throat, “You’ve got to admit that the kid has a
point. Speaking as someone who’s been in the middle of some big fights,
we needed the help. Everyone I knew who could have helped was either
busy or too far away to call.”

Turning toward Vincent, Working Man said, “I’ll keep that in mind. V4,
come to my office.”

Mateo began to get up from his chair, “I was in charge of the two of us.
If V4 is coming to your office, I should as well.”

Working Man held up his hand, “No. Stay in here. We’ll talk later.”

Amy’s eyes narrowed and I wondered if she was going to say something,
but I moved toward the door, saying only, “Okay.”

If he was going to kick me out or fail me, I could deal with it.
Repeating the internship with someone else might be a pain, but it
wasn’t the end of the world. And besides, it wasn’t as if I needed a
license to be a hero. The internship was a requirement for the Stapledon
program, but I’d been training before I ever started with them.

Everyone watched as I followed Working Man out of the room. We walked
down the hall without speaking, passing Mateo and Holly’s offices and
ending at Working Man’s, the door at the end of the hall.

Like the others, it was made of reinforced metal and didn’t have a
window. Painted green, it gave the hall an industrial look, as if this
were the office area of a factory.

I followed him in, thinking back to the last time I’d stepped inside—on
the day I’d started my internship. The decor hadn’t changed. A wide
poster of the Detroit skyline hung on the wall behind him, showing the
city’s skyscrapers, including Book Tower. The posters on the other walls
depicted cars—the Ford Mustang, the 57 Chevy, the Ford Model T, Dodge
Charger, and even one newer model, the Dodge Viper.

All the cars gleamed.

The rest of the office didn’t. Papers, some of them in folders, covered
his desk. An old black laptop lay off to one side, partially covered by
a folder. It wasn’t plugged in.

I’d suggested he might want to replace it once. He didn’t want to.

Four beige filing cabinets ran down the side of the wall on my left. A
model of a factory covered the tops of the two farthest from me. A big
brick building with cars rolling out one end, accompanied by workers, I
almost recognized it, but didn’t think this would be a good time to ask
about it.

A glance backward reminded me of the map of Detroit that hung there. A
few pins stuck out of it. I wondered what kind of crimes they
represented. Murder? Rape? Robberies?

I sat down as Working Man sat behind the desk, his bulk filling the
chair. Whether he had low-level powers or a high level of natural,
physical potential, he had at least half a foot on me.

He started with, “You did what I wanted you to—ignored me—and that’s a
good thing. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve passed this internship.”

I thought about that, and then said, “If you were trying to teach me
something, don’t you think a life and death situation might have been a
bad time?”

He shook his head, “V8 showed me how to monitor the situation
discreetly. If you’d followed directions, I’d have called to tell you to
bring people in, but I didn’t think I’d have to. You do have enough
experience to gauge whether or not you can handle a situation.”

Keeping my voice under control, I said, “Then what was the point of
putting me into a position like that if you thought I’d make the right
choice anyway?”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, “I’m not a teacher by trade,
but I’m good at reading people. You trust authority figures, maybe not
all of them, but most. That’s not all bad, but it’s a common failing of
kids coming out of the Stapledon. In fact, I’d say that it’s an intended
failing. The government can’t control vigilantes directly, but it’s
doing what it can.

“I can’t even say that I think Feds are wrong to try, but I do think
we’re losing something important when people like us get too comfortable
with the powers that be.”

Sitting there, I still felt everything I’d been feeling before he’d told
me this was a test and I’d passed. My stomach still turned and my heart
may have slowed a little, but I could still feel it beating. I didn’t
know what to do with my arms.

It wasn’t as if I needed to punch someone, but it didn’t feel right to
place them on the arms of the chair. I didn’t know what would feel
right, but up in a blocking position was the first thought that came to
mind.

I’d spent too much time fighting people today.

Letting myself take a breath or two, I said, “You sound like you’d
prefer it if we were living back in the 50s when my grandfather’s team
was sometimes fighting both the criminals and the cops.”

Working Man shook his head, “I don’t want to fight cops. They’ve got a
hard enough job. It worries me that the Feds set up a program that sends
supers into government service. It seems like it’s designed to pull as
many people permanently into the armed forces and other agencies as they
can. Even the ones that don’t will have a positive impression and
personal connections inside.

“I’ve got to say that I like the idea that they’ll be better trained and
not have to pick everything up the hard way. They teach you the basics
of being a combat medic. I don’t even want to think about how much that
would have helped me when I started.

“My problem comes when I start thinking about the Nine and the
Dominators. I’ve heard that you’ve faced their handiwork.”

I nodded, “More than once, I think, and as I said, not just on Earth.”

Images popped into my head of a woman’s head exploding and of the head
of the engineering department. He’d been fine in the end, but I’d heard
from Daniel that the man had been working for the Nine for years.

“Right,” Working Man said. “We know they have people in government. We
suspect they’ve reprogrammed a few heroes. We don’t know how many, but
exposing new heroes to government means exposing them to an unknown
number of the Nine’s agents, both willing and unwilling. That’s what I’m
afraid of. Even if we didn’t have the Nine to worry about, I’d still be
nervous because I think the supers serve as an important check on anyone
in government who wants to take more power than they’ve been given
already.

“With the Nine to worry about, my fear is that supers will be recruited
before they even know it.”

“Yeah,” I said, thinking back to the Mayor and how he’d taken over
heroes who’d come to Grand Lake as well as people in the federal and
state government, calling out the National Guard to fight us. The
impression Daniel had was that the Mayor had taught himself with some
help from the Cabal. If that was what a low-powered telepath with a
talent for mental manipulation could do, I could only wonder what the
Dominators could do over time.

I made a mental note to check on whether the man was still in prison.
Even if he had no connection to the Nine or the Dominators, he’d be a
prize recruit and even more so if someone ran him through a power
impregnator.

Resisting the urge to do an internet search on whether or not he was
still in prison, I asked Working Man, “So, now what? Are you hoping I’ll
go through my post-Stapledon program residency with enough fear and
suspicion to avoid having my mind messed with? We’ve already got our own
mental defenses that the Mystic set up. I don’t know if they’ll be
enough against the Dominators. We haven’t ever gone up against them
where they’ve been the main enemy as opposed to shadowy background
figures.”

Working Man nodded, “It’s worth trying. They’re everything I fear most
in an opponent. I’ll take fighting Syndicate L over them any day. The
worst Syndicate L gets is finding out your true identity and threatening
those you care about in your normal life. The Dominators can make you
serve them without even knowing it.”

As I absorbed that statement, I realized that somewhere over the
conversation I’d relaxed. It didn’t say good things about my life that a
conversation like that could be relaxing, but there we were, “I’ve got
another question. I get that you wanted to leave me suspicious of
authority figures, but doesn’t telling me what you were doing afterward
work against that? If you’d really wanted to traumatize me, you might
have fired me after all that and let me find out that I’d passed the
internship later. It seems like explaining yourself might make me
reinterpret the whole thing.”

Working Man shook his head, “No. I wanted to teach a lesson you’d
remember. I didn’t want to be cruel. I respected your grandfather more
than that. Besides, it wasn’t all an act. I really am stubborn and I
prefer to do things my way. Bringing in your friends is a risk and I
don’t want them here, but in this situation, it’s a risk that kept you
alive and I respect that. All I want is that you use your own best
judgment and not let authority figures intimidate you.”

He pushed his chair back and stood up, “We should rejoin the group.”

A part of my brain that might be referred to as my inner smartass
suggested that I might start thinking for myself by refusing to leave
the chair in his office.

I stood up. My inner smartass doesn’t get much use.

It didn’t take long before we reentered the conference room. It was a
straight shot down the hall, after all. As we stepped inside, V8 was
saying, “Unless any of you have something you’d like to add, all we’re
waiting for is Working Man and V4.”

That’s the moment when Working Man opened the door. V8 turned to him,
saying, “I was just about to end the meeting. Do you have anything you
want to say?”

Working Man shook his head, “I’ll talk to Blue Mask in a moment, but
everything’s fine. I’m happy with the work that everyone’s done. You’re
all free to go.”

Amy shot me a look as he said that and I nodded. With that everyone
stood up and filed out. Working Man and I didn’t even get fully inside.
I only had a foot in before I had to back out.

I found myself standing in the hall as Amy, Rod, and Samita stepped out.
After they stepped into the hall, Working Man walked into the room,
closing the door as Vincent said, “I’d like to stick around a second.”

The door shut behind Working Man and Amy asked me, “What happened?”

I nodded toward the lab, “Let’s talk about it over there. It wasn’t bad,
but I think I’d like a little privacy.”

When we made it down the hall and over into the lab’s spoke, I sat down
at the desk, took off my helmet, and leaned back in the chair.

Amy did the magical girl thing. Black and red colors swirled around her
along with writing similar to both Gothic and Celtic scripts. It left
her a foot shorter, thinner, and wearing jeans and a green t-shirt
instead of black armor.

“I wanted to be in my own body,” she said in response to my unasked
question. “So, what happened?”

I sighed, “Working Man was doing some kind of test. He’s actually fine
with me calling everyone in. In fact, he’d have been disappointed if I
hadn’t. He said he did it to encourage me to question authority.”

Amy blinked, “Are you kidding me? He did that to you deliberately?
That’s crazy. My ‘guardian’ or whatever he was supposed be deliberately
taught me as little as possible. I came to hate the man. Unlike him, I
suppose Working Man’s at least trying to teach… But he doesn’t do that
kind of thing all the time, does he?”

“No,” I sat up in my chair. “Mostly I’ve been working with Mateo. He’s
been straightforward.”

Amy shook her head as Rod laughed, “I’m not sure I’d have ever done it
that way, but you won’t forget it.”

Nodding, I said, “True. That’s an understatement.”

“No doubt,” Rod turned toward the door as footsteps echoed from the
hallway. Mateo walked in with Vincent close behind him.

Mateo had taken off his mask and tucked it into the pocket on his shirt,
“Sorry about that. I didn’t know he was doing that as a teaching
technique or I’d have told him not to. I thought Working Man was just
being his normal level of difficult.”

He took a deep breath and might have been about to say more, but Vincent
spoke first, “Could be worse. I’ve heard stories about martial arts
masters that are much crazier. You know what I mean, right? The kind of
guys who don’t teach you anything at all for a year or something. They
just have you clean their house and make their meals? And then when the
student asks what the hell is going on, they explain how the student
should have learned some great martial arts principles from doing dishes
and shit?

“I don’t know if anybody really does that or if those are just
folktales, but that’d be more of a waste of your time. Anyway, I was
just stopping by on my way out. Unity sent a car for me and they’re
almost here. Great fighting with you kids and I hope things stay vampire
free for a while.”

He gave a wave and walked back out to where the elevator waited.

After the elevator doors shut and the motors began to haul it upward,
Samita turned away from the noise to look back at the rest of us, “My
sixth-grade homeroom teacher had hamsters in her classroom… I was
tempted to pet him the whole time he was here. I hope that’s not just
me. Anyway, we should go back, or I don’t know, we did let them know we
were going. I think they’d understand if we slept here.”

Rod nodded, “Hell, yes to that. I’m going to fall asleep standing.”

“I’ve been sleeping here,” I said. “It’s okay.”

Mateo smiled, “We can clear out a guest room or two if you want. It’s
nicer than the conference room.”

“Nicer than the conference room?” Amy asked. “Is it bigger? I hit my
head on a filing cabinet getting out of there. If I hadn’t been wearing
a helmet, it would have hurt.”

“It’s bigger,” I said. “Not that that would be hard. And by the way,
thanks. None of you had to come, but you did because I asked you to and
you’ve done this more than once, Amy especially.”

She looked up at me, shaking her head, “Of course, we
did. You needed help and you’d do the same
for us. That’s what friends do.”

I didn’t doubt that she meant, but in the back of my mind, I wondered
when, or if, she’d someday go back to her home. “Sure,” I said, “let me
know when you all get up. We should all go out to eat or something
before you leave.”





The Power


        Sean Drucker stepped out of the Uber in front of the building. He didn’t
know the place. He’d never been there in his life, but now it was all
the home he had in Grand Lake.

At least six stories tall and red brick, it looked like a big
rectangular block with a smokestack—like the factory it must have once
been. Now a bronze metallic sign identified it as Cityview Luxury
Condominiums.

It seemed like a dumb name, but he wasn’t going to complain. His family
had a forty-nine percent stake in the business that owned the building
and the Hardwick family owned the other fifty-one. Complaining about the
name in front of the wrong person would cause no end of trouble and his
family had had enough of that in the last five years.

The Uber driver, a lumpy, sixty-something man wearing a worn blue jacket
opened up the trunk, “Your mom lives there? She must be doing pretty
well. I like how they turned the old Karlson factory into something
nice.”

“Yeah,” Sean said, taking his suitcases out of the trunk, “she says it’s
nice. I’ve been out of town.”

The man grinned, waiting until Sean had removed the second suitcase and
closing the trunk. “She moved while you were away? Good luck, betcha all
of your stuff is still in boxes.”

Sean imagined blowing out the car’s electrical system. It wouldn’t be
hard, but he didn’t. Losing his temper over small things wasn’t worth
it. It caused too many problems and it wasn’t like the guy deserved it.

“Could be,” he said. “Thanks for the ride.”

The man gave him a wave, got back into the car, and drove away. Sean
opened up his phone and pressed the tip button.

He found himself staring after the car and then, after the car
disappeared into city traffic, at the city park across the street. Some
other factory had been there, but now it was all green lawn with picnic
tables, trees, paths leading from one flowerbed to another, and a cast
iron and steel gazebo. Past it rose more
factories and the highway that ran through Grand Lake’s downtown. Past
that, though he couldn’t see it, lay Grand Lake itself and the city’s
beach.

It wasn’t a bad view, but it wasn’t home.

It did come with perks, though. He wasn’t far from Chuck’s Pizza, a
restaurant owned by an ex-girlfriend’s family. Haley had been dating
Nick for years now, but Sean remembered visiting her when she worked
there. He’d liked the pizza.

Whatever. There was no point in thinking about any of that, he told
himself and walked toward the apartment’s front door. Holding his phone
up, he tapped on it, found the program for unlocking the door, and
tapped on it. Facial recognition activated and the door unlocked.

He could have flown up to the roof, but he walked inside, finding the
elevator to the right of the lobby, and pressed the button for the roof
level. The elevator car rose more slowly than he would have flown. He
occupied himself by looking out the windows as the elevator rose.

By the time he reached the top floor, he could see Grand Lake and
further in the distance, the darkness of Lake Michigan.

The door opened and he turned around, leaving and walking down the dark
red carpet to a door marked with the number 801. Clicking the
notification on his phone, he reached for the doorknob as he heard the
click, opened it and walked in.

Ahead of him lay a wide room with tinted glass walls, a wooden floor,
and thin, elegant furniture that might have appeared in the background
of pictures in a fashion magazine.

“Sean?” His mother’s voice came from the left, out of his sight.

In a few steps, he passed the short section of wall and closet to his
left, standing in the main area of the room.

His mother walked toward him. In her early fifties, she had light skin
and blond hair beginning to turn gray. She wore dark gray and purple
exercise clothing.

“You’re home! I didn’t know you’d be here so soon. I just came back from
a run and I was about to shower. I was hoping not to stink when I showed
you around the new place.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll go and sit on the couch. Maybe I’ll watch tv
or something.”

She smiled, “Wait for me before you go looking around. Half of our
things are still in boxes. I don’t want that to be the first thing you
see.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll wait,” he said.

“Good,” she grinned and walked down the hall.

What was he going to do to kill time? He opened his phone and held down
the button long enough that it changed modes, wiping the screen and
replacing the apps with the ones he used professionally. He clicked on
the “Communicator” app, finding that someone he wanted to talk to was in
town.

He clicked on a name and the comm opened a channel. Vaughn picked up,
“Hey, Sean. How’d your internship go?”

Sean groaned, “Boring. Nothing happened. I told you I was assigned to
the Southwestern Defenders Unit. I thought it would be crazy. You hear
all kinds of stories about the border with Mexico, but it was quiet. We
saw some action in the cities, but, it’s not like we fought any major
supervillains, just a bunch of also-rans. Oh, and we also visited the
cities where the zombie plague started in Arizona? That’s been over for
15 years.”

Vaughn laughed, “Maybe quiet is good. I heard Nick fought a bunch of
vampires in Detroit. Me, I ended up with Cerebus—it’s this team out of
Texas that watches over the Dreadportal. They keep on fighting a magical
weather guy and they wanted to see if I could help.”

“How’d that work out?” Sean thought back to his own experiences fighting
a dragon and an entity called The Thing That Eats. He could do without
more of it.

Vaughn laughed, “I helped but not maybe not in the way they were
expecting. We both controlled the weather and there we were evenly
matched, but it’s not like the guy was alone. There were a bunch of
nature spirits and the Dread Knights… You probably haven’t heard of
them, but they’re scary. My team, Cerebus, I mean, had fought them
before so they could keep them under control, but that left me going
mano a mano with the weather guy—“

Sean interrupted, “What’s his name? You can’t just call him ‘weather
guy’.”

Barely seeming to pause, Vaughn continued, “But I can. See, Cerebus
doesn’t know his name either. They’ve fought him a bunch of times and he
keeps on coming back in a different costume, different face, different
name, but the same powers and he remembers the past battles. Oh yeah,
he’s also always a he. When I fought him, he called himself The
Stormmost—“

Interrupting again, Sean said, “Are you fucking kidding me? The
Stormmost? That is the dumbest—“

“Yeah,” Vaughn said, “but you asked for it. And anyway, it doesn’t
matter at all. Maybe he’ll stick around for a week, but next it’ll be
the same guy only now he’ll be calling himself The Mother of All
Hurricanes. That’s what he called himself in the 90s. In the 70s, he
called himself Weatherbomb for a couple years.”

Sean walked over to the couch in front of the tv, “Anyway, you fought
him and?”

“Right,” Vaughn said, “We’re in the air throwing lightning at each other
and directing it away from ourselves, trying to slam each other into the
ground with gusts of wind, when I realize something—he’s a wizard.”

“Dude,” Sean stared at the phone for a second, “wasn’t that the whole
point?”

Sean could almost hear Vaughn shaking his head, “No. You’re missing the
point. He’s a wizard. They’re magical geeks. He probably comes out of an
apprenticeship with some old guy or like that school Amy almost went to.
Those guys don’t do cardio. They study old books, learn languages and
everything, but that’s it. And that’s what I’ve got over him—Stapledon’s
physical training. That, and Dr. Nation’s experimental physical
improvement program. It worked for me, at least.

“We were in the air, pretty much matched in power, but then I flew
through a rain of hail and got my hands on him. It took one punch, maybe
two, and he went limp.”

Adjusting the phone as he leaned back on the couch, Sean grabbed the
remote from the next cushion over, “How did those guys not think of
punching him? It seems kind of obvious.”

Over the speaker, Sean heard Vaughn sigh, “They thought of it, but they
couldn’t get close to him. Plus, they’re not very physical themselves.
Cerebus is a bunch of archeologists and they got their powers from
Hades—“

“The Greek god? Like in the Hercules movie?” At the same time, Sean
began to wonder where this call went wrong. He’d been calling Vaughn to
ask the guy a question and he was nowhere near asking it.

“Exactly,” Vaughn replied. “Some version of Hades anyway. Anyhow, the
group’s a bunch of archeologists with powers like the ability to speak
to the dead and touch souls and stuff like that. They can do some crazy
shit, but straight-up fighting isn’t really their thing. The Stormmost’s
a wizard. He’s protected himself against soul poking and eldritch
attacks, so they—“

Sean couldn’t stop himself from asking, “Soul poking?”

“Let’s not go there,” Vaughn said, “I don’t even really know what
they’re talking about but what I do know would take way too long. The
short version is that they can do stuff to your soul that’ll affect your
body. You don’t want to mess with them, but mages can protect
themselves. That makes the whole problem physical, not magical. If it
were magical, they wouldn’t have needed me. So, the end of the story is
that The Stormmost is in magical jail or something. The North American
Wizards Council got involved. After that, I don’t know what happened.
So, why’d you call? I know you’re in town again, but we’re all just
about to get sent wherever they want to send us.”

“That’s the thing,” Sean said, relieved to finally get the chance to
talk, “I told you about the investors we got. They’re going to fund
Jody, Dayton, and I. They’ve got some pull with the government. So we’re
going to have official superhero mentors during our residency and
government service, but we’re going to get to start our own thing. I’m
thinking we’ll bring back the Justice Fist name, but it’ll mostly be
different people. You don’t have to join, but if you want to at least
talk about it, the investors are coming by tomorrow.”

On the other end of the phone, Vaughn made a sound that might have been
a groan, “I already said no to this. I’m not going anywhere right now.
I’m in the Heroes’ League and you know what’s going on with my family,
right? We’ve practically got a civil war going over Hardwick Industries.
Uncle Russ is in jail, but he’s appealing and he’s got people in the
family that are still on his side even though he was working with the
Nine.

“It’s crazy right now. My parents are working to organize as much of our
family and as much of the board as possible to put the right CEO in
place. It isn’t easy. It’s so bad that they’ve got me making calls
sometimes—as myself, not as Storm King. Plus, my sisters are doing
everything they can. It’s a mess. I don’t have time for anything more
than what I’m doing.”

Sean bit back a response that he knew wouldn’t make anything better,
finally saying, “Look, I know you’re not leaving the Heroes’ League, but
you guys already have a board and I know you know more about business
than I do. Could you look over things before we sign the papers?”

The pause from Vaughn’s end of the conversation stretched long enough
that Sean wondered if he was still on the line. Finally, Vaughn said,
“I’m not a lawyer, but if you want me to look at what you’ve got, I’ll
look. Plus, the League’s got lawyers we can call in.”

“Great,” Sean said, “I’ll send you the appointment.”

“No problem, I’ll watch for it,” Vaughn said. “The thing is about
business is that it’s all about people in the end. Get in bed with the
wrong people and you get crabs or something. I mean, seriously, Uncle
Russ made a deal with the Nine and he’s going to be paying for it for a
long time even if he doesn’t go to jail.”

Ignoring the cascade of memories of Russell Hardwick and his father,
Sean said, “Yeah. I’ll keep it in mind. I don’t want crabs.”

Vaughn laughed and after a little while they hung up.

Sean slid his phone back into his pocket and sat on the couch, remote in
hand, not turning the tv on and breathing quietly.

He’d called Russell Hardwick “Uncle Russ” too back when he was a kid.
The man had seemed like a superhero to all of them, “them” being all of
the descendants of Red Lightning’s superpowered army. He’d told them
what they all knew, that the Cabal was hunting for them, but that he’d
keep them safe. Red Lightning had taken the fruits of the Cabal’s
breeding program and added his own efforts to the mix, activating their
powers with power juice and eventually the power impregnator that had
made his own powers permanent.

The Cabal wanted the results, but Uncle Russ kept his father’s
followers’ sons and daughters secret, gave them jobs, helped them learn
about their powers, and organized a defense against the Cabal when they
showed up.

His father had worked for Uncle Russ, had trained with Uncle Russ, and
helped him keep their small group of the descendants of supervillains
safe—for a time. In his senior year of high school, the Cabal had shown
up again, killing Sean’s father during his class’ graduation ceremony.

Sean still remembered turning after hearing a muffled pop to see his
father slumped, head partially gone from Ray’s gunshot.

Sean had run out of the stadium to see if he could find the assassin in
the parking lot around the stadium, but he hadn’t seen him anywhere.

In the weeks that followed, he’d blamed a lot of people for his father’s
death, Vaughn for telling him that Ray was not only his team’s trainer
but also an escaped criminal, forcing his team to try to attempt Ray’s
capture during a training session. He’d blamed his own team for not
being fast enough to capture Ray then, and his father for not helping.
He’d been watching, after all.

For a time after that, he’d settled on blaming himself. Ray was an
experienced assassin and he’d been a high school student. How could he
have thought a spur-of-the-moment decision to take the guy down would
work?

With some help from the therapist he’d been assigned in the Stapledon
program, he’d come to see the bigger picture. He did have some
responsibility for what had happened. It was his decision to attack Ray,
but it was Ray’s decision to kill his father in response and beyond
that, it was Russell Hardwick’s decision to hire Ray, an escaped
criminal famous for murdering superheroes, to train and protect Sean’s
group of beginning heroes.

They shouldn’t have ever been put in that position in the first place.

If Russell Hardwick spent years in prison and lost his reputation due to
working with the Nine, good. The man deserved it and more.

Sean looked down at the remote in his hand and up at the tv. The screen
was still black. Thinking he could use the distraction, he pressed the
“on” button. To his relief, the screen lit
up. Combining magnetic powers and strong emotion had led to the
accidental death of so many electronic devices, he tried not to think
about it.

The first image on the screen was of a woman pulling a mask off of an
unconscious man and looking at his face in horror, saying, “Bobby?”

The next scene showed her running as a man in the same purple and green
mask with a matching costume chased her. Over the scene, the announcer’s
voice said, “Stalked by a Stranger in a Mask. Friday night on Lifetime!”

As the voice faded, the commercial ended with a picture of the man and
woman together, the woman saying, “I’m pregnant…”

Sean changed the channel, flipping until he reached SuperTV which
appeared to be showing, “Fifteen years of the Hamsters. No longer
teenagers, America’s furriest martial artists joined the Detroit Unity
team last year. Let’s remember the most exciting moments since their
founding. Named after Dutch artists, the Hamsters seem to be the product
of a radioactive accident involving a Van Gogh painting…”

It was better than nothing, he decided. Besides, from what he could see,
they were good fighters.

He watched for a good fifteen minutes before the door opened. He heard
Sydney’s voice first, “Mom said Sean was coming home today. I wonder
what he’ll think of the condo?”

He turned in time to see Sydney step out from the entrance followed by
Camille, who said, “Why don’t you ask him?”

Sydney had been looking back at Camille, but in response to Camille’s
question, she turned to look past the closet next to the door and into
the main room.

Tall and thin with long blond hair and pale skin, anyone who saw Sydney
with Sean assumed that they were brother and sister. Sean knew this.
Seeing Camille with Sydney made him wonder how he’d ever missed that
Camille was also his sister.

Even though Camille had long, dark brown hair and tan skin, courtesy of
her mother, her face had the same oblong shape and lips as Sean and
Sydney. Her height was only a little shorter than Sydney’s.

He could see an echo of his father’s face in both of theirs. It wasn’t
the only way his father had disappointed him, but that wasn’t Camille’s
fault.

For reasons known only to themselves, Sydney and Camille wore blue jeans
and matching t-shirts. Sydney’s pink shirt labeled her “the quiet one,”
and Camille’s white shirt said, “the loud one.”

Walking over to the couch, Sydney said, “Sean? I didn’t know you were
already home. How did your internship go?”

“Boring,” Sean said, “but it’s done and I can get back to the rest of my
life.”

“There’s the mandatory government service,” Sydney began.

“I know,” Sean said, “but the way they talk about that, it’s emergencies
and projects where they think I can help. It’s not 24/7 like my
internship. That sucked. Not much happened, but in case something did, I
couldn’t go anywhere. For the next few years, I could get called in at
any time, but I’ve also got the freedom to build up my team and do our
own stuff. Being called in by the government gives us a chance to build
up our reputation without having to sit around in the base all the time
and train.”

Camille grinned, “The way I hear it, that’s what the top teams do.”

It felt weird to have her here, knowing who she was. He also knew he
should be over it by now, but he’d barely seen either Camille or Sydney
these last few years—his fault but still…

“Well, yeah, they do, but they can leave when they want. When you do
your internship, you’ll know what I mean.”

“If it’s anything like Nick’s, I can guess. It sounds like he lived in
the Motor City Heroes’ base and it was worse than the Heroes Leagues’
base before the cleanup and renovations. Except for the end, though, he
had a good time. I’m hoping for a nice, boring internship somewhere fun
and warm—like Miami or Los Angeles.”

Sean shook his head, “You won’t see any of the fun parts if your
internship is anything like mine—not unless you have to go undercover
and they didn’t let me do that at all.”

Camille laughed, “You’re not an undercover kind of guy. You’re the kind
of guy who destroys electronics everywhere for blocks around you.”

Keeping an urge to tell her that she wasn’t any different, Sean said,
“I’m a lot better now.”

Was she trying to needle him? First bringing Nick up and then reminding
him of how badly he lost control sometimes. He shook his head. Maybe he
was being oversensitive.

Sydney looked over at Camille and Camille nodded. Sean didn’t know what
he’d missed, but he’d missed something.

Her tone light, Sydney asked, “How is everything going with the new
team? You told me that the investors were coming here? Like to the
condo?”

Sean shook his head, “No. I don’t want to get Mom involved with
superhero stuff. We’re going to rent a space in Grand Lake, but it’s
only going to be a little office. The Heroes’ League has Grand Lake sewn
up. No one’s going to call us in if they’re around. We’re thinking that
we’ll put our main office in Lansing, Battle Creek, or Kalamazoo,
whichever city sounds most interested. I wanted to put us in a big city,
but big cities attract big teams. Our investors said that the best thing
we could do is be big fish in second or third-tier cities and make
connections in Chicago and Detroit. That way people will pull us in when
things get tough and we’ll get more exposure.”

Sydney frowned, “Are you going to move to Lansing or wherever your main
office is?”

Getting off the couch, Sean said, “I don’t know. Maybe. I think we’ll
want to be close to our main office. We were thinking about trying to
recruit a teleporter if we could find one. That way we could be wherever
we need to in a blink, but those guys are expensive. They can write
their own ticket anywhere. So my bet is yeah, we’re probably moving.”

Stepping closer to the couch, Camille said, “Who are these,” she made
air quotes with her fingers, “‘investors’. You make it sound like a
superhero group.”

Sean laughed, “They kind of are. They don’t have powers, but it’s a
business called, ‘Future-men Capital.’ The name is a little weird, but
they’re the biggest capital organization that invests in superhero
groups. They help new groups that they think have potential and with
everything that happened here in Grand Lake, that’s us.”

Sydney frowned, “You’ve checked them out, right? I mean, we spent our
whole childhood with Dad telling us about people who wanted us for our
powers. You checked and made sure it’s not connected to the Cabal.”

Camille pursed her lips, glancing over at Sydney, and then back to Sean,
not saying anything.

She never seemed to stop talking normally, but Sean knew why. Even if
she hadn’t grown up with them, her mother had been part of the same
group as his dad. She’d known that she could be snatched away and
murdered or brainwashed from childhood.

“Of course,” he said. “I couldn’t check everything, but I checked with
the school and that means with Lim and a bunch of supers. Future-men
Capital has a good name in the community and no one’s found any links
with the Cabal or the Nine. I mean, seriously, I remember what that was
like. I remember Julie’s mom. She was on a mission to find out about the
Cabal and the Cabal killed her. I wasn’t going to take that risk.

“Not that there’s that much risk from the Cabal. I know a few of their
troops survived, but these days I’m more worried about the Nine or
Syndicate L. Think if those guys owned a piece of a superhero group. You
know they’d do their best to twist us.”

Nodding, Sydney crossed her arms over her chest, “That’s one of the
things I’m worried about. I really think you’d do better talking to Nick
about being part of the Heroes’ League.”

Sean rolled his eyes, “You’ve got to be kidding me. Nick and I kind of
get along now, but I don’t want to push it. Yeah, I’ve fought on their
side a few times, but being on the same team with Haley would be weird
and a bunch of them didn’t like me even before power juice and
everything. Travis, Jaclyn, Chris, I mean seriously—Man-Machine’s
grandson, and Cassie have all told me that they were going to kick my
ass at least once. I don’t need that. Even Vaughn and I have our
moments.”

Sydney sighed, “You could get along with them if you wanted to. I bet
Nick would even support you if you asked to join and if he supported
you, they’d probably take you.”

Thinking about it, Sean had to admit that it might work out that way. If
Haley was okay with it, Nick might be okay with letting him in, but he
knew he couldn’t do it, “Look, Nick might let me in, but what about
Jody? I know Dayton wouldn’t be a problem, but none of them would take
Jody.”

Shaking her head, Sydney said, “That’s because Jody’s an asshole. No one
likes Jody. I don’t know why you like Jody. There some childhood friends
that you grow out of. He’d be a great place to start.”

Looking her in the eye, Sean said, “He’s one of my oldest friends and
his parents were part of the group just like ours were. I know you don’t
like him, but he’s gone through hell with all of us. His parents were
just as close to being killed by Ray as ours were. He deserves to get
the good stuff as well as the bad.”

Camille frowned, “Dayton deserves good things. Jody makes everyone
around him miserable for fun. Didn’t you tell Sydney that he only barely
made it past the Stapledon psych screening?”

Sean wasn’t sure Jody had made through the psych screening. He’d seen
Jody’s score. Someone had taken pity on him or maybe they’d thought that
throwing him out of the program made it more likely he’d turn
supervillain than keeping him in? Sean had no idea, but he wasn’t going
to tell anybody that.

He said, “Right, but he made it. That’s the important thing.”

Sydney let out a breath, muttering, “I’m sure his future victims will
appreciate it.”

“Hey,” Sean’s voice rose, “he’s not that bad.”

Camille looked up at him, “He really is. I don’t hate him, but he’s… not
nice to be around.”

Sean’s phone rang. Pulling it out, he saw the red dot that meant it was
using the superhero comm network. That was fine. He was done with this
conversation anyway, “Dude, you’re back too?”

Dayton’s deep voice came through the speaker, “We got back before you
did. You know how Jody and I ended up with the same internship? They
wouldn’t let us use our regular comms except we didn’t know that until
we got there. They confiscated them and someone delivered them to our
houses a few minutes ago.”

Sydney’s lips curled, “I hope that’s Dayton.”

Camille laughed.

Sean ignored them, “Where did you go? You guys didn’t know when I left.”

Dayton chuckled, “I know. It was pretty crazy. We went to space—kind of.
We were on the Jay and Kay, which meant that we mostly orbited Earth. We
did visit the Xiniti base near the jump gate. That was pretty cool, but
I bet you did more fighting than we did. We did train on how to use our
powers up there. You know what was crazy? The Xiniti knew who we were.
Oh, and you know Gunther, Lee, whatever he’s called? The Jay picked him
up from the Xiniti base. I asked him what he was doing out there and all
he said was, ‘I don’t want to kill you, kid, and I don’t feel like
lying. Ask a different question’.”

Sean thought back to their fighting classes, “There’s something wrong
with that guy.”

Dayton laughed, “Yeah, but he’s good at fighting, better than anyone
else we’ve trained with. I do feel like he’d kill just about anybody if
he felt like it—including us, but, he hasn’t. That’s a point in his
favor.”

Thinking back to his father’s death, Sean forced a chuckle, “Yeah, you
remember that we’re officially signing the contract tomorrow, right?
Make sure that Jody remembers. He’s got to be there or he’ll have to
sign later. They’re in and out in a day and if we’re not all there, it’s
going to look bad. Maybe they’ll cancel everything. I don’t know.”

Not laughing, Dayton spoke in a calm, deep voice, “I get it. This is a
big deal to you. It’s a big deal to all of us. Me too, believe me. We’ll
be getting professional football player salaries. I know Jody’s
interested in that.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Sean saw Camille lean toward Sydney,
grinning, “There you go. It’s Dayton.”

Sydney shook her head, “That’s good except that it means they’re both
going show up. We should leave.”

Dayton must have caught some of that because he said, “And say hi to
Sydney, okay?”

Giving her a scowl, Sean said, “I’ll tell her, but remind Jody it’s
happening.”

“You know,” Dayton didn’t lose any of his calmness as he talked, “you’ve
got Jody’s number too.”

“Yeah,” Sean said, “but he listens to you. When I tell him to do
something, it’s like he decides to be a dick about half the time.”

“Mmmn-hmmn,” Dayton gave a short laugh. “I don’t tell him to do
something. I try to give him a nudge in the right direction—remind him
how much money the contract’s worth. Maybe I’d call him, offer him a
ride over and happen to mention the time when I’m asking when to pick
him up—that kind of thing.”

Camille and Sydney had walked around the couch as Dayton’s voice came
over the phone’s speaker. Now they stood to the left of the tv. Camille
pointed at the screen, asking Sydney, “Aren’t the hamsters cute?”

Sean took a breath, “That never works for me. Just let him know it’s
happening and when. I’ll call him later. Maybe I can end the call with
‘see you tomorrow at 2 pm?’ That seems like enough.”

“It might work,” Dayton said. “I think it’s when you nag that he gets
pissed off.”

“I don’t nag,” Sean said. “I do tell him more than once when it seems
like he’s not listening.”

“I don’t think it’s a question of what you’re trying to do. It’s more
what he hears. I think if you mention it once, everything will be okay,”
Dayton paused, finishing with, “I’m glad you’re back. It’s been a long
summer.”

They said their goodbyes and hung up. Sean put his phone in his pocket,
seeing that Sydney and Camille had started walking down the hall,
turning and disappearing into a room—probably Sydney’s, Sean guessed.

On the television, SuperTV showed footage of what it described as, “a
team-up between Vincent Hamster and members of the Motor City
Heroes—Blue Mask and V4, the mysterious new member of the team.”

The grainy video looked down toward Blue Mask, Vincent, and V4 fighting
vampires in what appeared to be the stairway of an old hotel. A flying
woman in black armor crossed through the frame. Sean recognized her as
Bloodmaiden—which meant that Nick had called her in to help.

He didn’t know where her internship was, but he knew it wasn’t Detroit.

A few years ago, he knew he would have found a way to get angry over it,
but his therapist had helped him see that he was angry over other
things, most of them surrounding his dad. There may have been some
jealousy too—not just over losing Haley, but also how easy Nick had it.

As a descendent of the Heroes’ League, he’d been trained from birth and
had their good name to call on when he needed it.

Sean had to live with knowing the Cabal wanted them, a father he
couldn’t please, and then knowing that his mistake with Ray cost his
father his life. He’d been angry after that and while he knew Nick had
nothing to do with it, trying to outdo Nick had kept him going.

By the time Sydney had nearly died in an alien attack and Nick arranged
for Preserver to save her life, Sean had come to accept that their lives
were on different tracks. Neither of them deserved it. All either of
them could do was do the best they could with what they got.

He turned off the tv. He didn’t need to think about what other people
were doing. He needed to think about tomorrow. He hadn’t inherited a
base. If he was going to achieve anything in life, he needed more money.

Future-men Capital had a good track record of guiding teams to
greatness. From what he’d been able to find online, they didn’t have a
record of screwing people over. He’d have to be careful, but from what
he’d seen of them, he could trust them.

He hoped he could trust them.

Walking over to the window, he looked out on Grand Lake. It wasn’t a bad
view, The top floor of the building hadn’t ever been part of the
factory. It was a collection of metal and mirrored glass built on top of
what had been the roof. This section was close to the edge.

Over the fence around the edge, he could see all of Grand Lake’s
downtown, Grand Lake itself, Lake Michigan, and where the city turned
into suburbs.

From one spot, he could see boats on both lakes, cars, and trucks on the
highway that ran through downtown, and people, some adults in suits,
others in shorts and t-shirts, and children.

If he made an effort, he could see places where he’d fought people—the
junkyard where he’d fought Nick and Daniel, the county jail where he’d
fought Izzy back when she’d been mentally influenced by the Evil
Beatnik.

He tried to look for places he’d fought supervillains instead of heroes.

His mother walked up and joined him, her hair still drying from the
shower, but wearing a blue, flowered blouse, and white slacks, “It is a
beautiful view,” she said. “I like it that it’s mostly sky. Do you want
to see the rest? We’ve got the largest penthouse suite. It better be,
given what we were planning to sell it for.”

Before he could think about it, he blurted out, “Why did you sell our
house?”

She sighed, “Sean, the only reason I stayed there after your father died
was that Sydney was still in high school, and you were about to start
college. I didn’t want to throw a move on top of being kidnapped and
nearly murdered by the Cabal in addition to your father’s funeral.”

Her face reddened as she spoke. Sean took a step back from her,
remembering her temper and his parents’ fights, “Okay. I get it, Mom,
but no one told me until maybe a week ago. I didn’t even know our house
was for sale.”

She took a deep breath, “You weren’t here and neither was Sydney. I
needed a smaller place than that house. This condo is big enough to
entertain, big enough for the two of you to visit and bring friends, but
it’s small enough that I can be here alone and not feel…”

She shook her head, “It’s memory-free. That’s enough for now. I can even
be sure that your father never brought anyone here because the
renovations only finished last year.”

Sean might have argued that his father was better than that, but his
father’s will made the answer to that question clear enough. Camille’s
mother got an apartment building. Two women he’d never met inherited
jewelry.

“I’m sorry,” he wondered what else could he say.

“It’s not your fault. He was a complicated man. Now,” she said, “let me
show you around our new home.”

He followed her out of the combined living room, kitchen, and dining
room area and down the hall.



The next morning he woke up in a room he didn’t recognize—his room. His
dresser and his bed were there. His clothes were still in the dresser,
but mostly clothes from high school. Boxes lined one wall, joined by his
suitcases. He still hadn’t unpacked from his trip. He wasn’t even sure
if it would be worth it.

His room looked out onto an open area on the roof with benches, chairs,
tables, and a counter that could be used as a bar.

His phone beeped. He picked it up from the table next to his bed to find
a message from Jody, “Yr mom’s nu place. 2 pm?”

Jody was taking it seriously. Sean let out a breath and typed back, “2
pm. See you.”

Now all he had to do was entertain himself until 2 pm. Getting bored of
checking his phone, he threw a sandwich together for breakfast and found
himself without anything else to do. He didn’t want to sit and watch tv
until 2 pm. He didn’t want to stay in the house. Too many more
conversations with his family and he didn’t know what he’d say.

He walked back into his bedroom, pulled his suitcase onto his bed and
took out his costume, a green, multi-layer unitard made out of materials
that turned it into armor. His included a thin iron frame, allowing him
to get a solid hold and fly himself.

It was one way to get out of the house. If his mother’s new condo had
any good points, at least it allowed him to get into the air without
getting too much attention.

Once it was on, he stepped out of his room, walking back into the hall,
and passed the kitchen, going out the door into the courtyard outside
his room.

No one was there, so he flew straight up into the air, feeling his
uniform pull him upward. His suit’s comm turned on, allowing him to be
available for emergencies, but he didn’t expect any, and he was right.

The flight turned into a nostalgia trip. He flew past the blocky set of
rectangles of his old high school, the house he’d grown up in, the many
spread-out buildings of Grand Lake University, and on his way there, he
passed the stadium where Ray shot his father.

He barely looked at it, deciding to make a few circles around the city.

An hour into his flight, his comm beeped and vibrated. He tapped it and
Sydney’s face appeared on the screen. She stood in the hallway outside
his room, “Where are you?”

“Flying. What’s going on?”

Her voice a harsh whisper, she said, “Those guys you’re supposed to sign
with at 2 pm? They’re here already. They said they’ll wait, but they’re
sitting in the living room. Get back here.”

“Are you kidding? It’s like,” he looked at the time on his comm device,
“11:23 am? They’re almost three hours early. What’s going on?”

Sydney scowled, “I don’t know. Do you want me to ask them?”

He shook his head, “No, but this is a complete pain in the ass. What the
hell is wrong with these guys? They didn’t do this last time.”

Looking up from the screen and down the hall in what he guessed was the
direction of the living room, Sydney said, “You’re repeating yourself.
Just get back here, okay?”

Then she cut the connection, leaving him to stare at the default comm
screen showing the names of his favorite connections. He pressed the one
that said, “Team,” using the text message option, letting it translate
speech to text, “They’re here now! I don’t know what’s going on, but get
to my place.”

Then swept around through the air in a wide arc, flying around the spire
of a downtown church and back toward his mom’s condo. It didn’t take
long to get there, maybe ten minutes of flight.

He landed on Cityview Luxury Condominiums’ roof, pulling out his keys
and unlocking the door to find Jody waiting on the other side.

Wearing a silver costume with accents and the fist logo in black and
white, Jody smirked, “You’re slow, dude.”

“Compared to you, everyone’s slow,” Sean said, and they fist-bumped.

“Don’t you know it,” Jody backed out of his way and let him in.

“What about Dayton,” Sean asked as he noticed the two suits sitting at
the table. One was tall and blond and with his size could have passed as
a bodyguard. The shorter, dark-haired one tugged on strands of his
mustache. He remembered that guy. He’d talked with him in the past. He’d
have his name in a second. It was a geek name.

As they walked toward the table, Jody said, “Dayton’s still driving. He
shouldn’t be long.”

“Hope he’s not,” Sean said and made for the shorter lawyer, “Good to see
you, Mr. Winslow. I’m a little surprised to see you here.”

Mr. Winslow stopped pulling on his mustache and stood up, holding out
his hand. “I’m sure you are. I’m surprised to be here right now myself.
We were expecting to meet you at the arranged time, but we got a call
today. Apparently, one of Future-men’s board members wants to meet you
and this is the only time he has. We’ll be happy to come back at the
expected time, but we thought we should be here when he is.

“Honestly, none of this is standard in any way. I hope you won’t take
offense at the inconvenience, but it is a great opportunity. Most of our
clients never get to meet anyone this high up. Frankly, it’s a surprise
that he’s taken an interest in your team, but I’m afraid I can’t account
for the whims of those above me. You know how it is.”

“Sure,” Sean looked over at Jody who shrugged and then back at Mr.
Winslow. “Is he still coming? He’s not in the bathroom or something, is
he?”

Mr. Winslow and the other lawyer laughed. Then Mr. Winslow said, “No.
He’ll be here when he’s here. I’m sorry.”

The doorbell rang and everybody jumped. Before Sean could take a step
toward the door, Jody stood next to it, pressing a flashing button on
the intercom. A voice came over the speaker, “This is Dayton. Can you
guys let me in or something?”

“What’ll you give me?” Grinning, Jody looked back at Sean.

“Let him up,” Sean said.

Dayton’s disembodied laugh echoed in the room, “At least I know you’re
there. Good on you for beating me.”

“That’s me,” Jody said. “I’m a responsible adult.”

Then he pressed a button on the intercom. “This looks like it’ll open
the door.”

“That’s it,” Dayton said, “the door’s unlocked. Be up in a second.”

“Doubt it,” Jody said, and stepped away from the box, covering the
distance back to Sean without seeming to move. He was simply back where
he’d been before the doorbell rang.

Sean knew that Jody’s power wasn’t so much super speed as making the
speed of time around him faster. He hoped Jody hadn’t pulled a prank on
the way back.

Moments later, he heard the whirr of the elevator’s motors and the sound
of doors opening. Then from the other side of the door, Dayton said, “I
don’t know the place either, but I’m pretty sure Sean’s mom’s place is
801.”

Sean walked over to the door and opened it, thanking whatever power in
the universe cared that Jody hadn’t decided to screw with this too. When
he pulled the door open, Dayton stood there, all but seven feet of him,
in a blue and white costume that showed his muscles.

Dayton wasn’t alone.

Behind him stood a man in a black suit. Sean didn’t know suits, but he
knew what expensive suits looked like. The look of this man’s reminded
Sean of the suits his father would wear when he wanted to impress.

Outside of the suit, the man wasn’t that impressive. Grey-haired, he had
to be less than six feet tall, but he had an intense gaze that moved
over Sean in an instant, seeming to take in every detail.

With a glance back toward the older man and a frown, Dayton said, “Hey
Sean, I didn’t get his name, but this man says he’s here to see us.”

Clearing his throat, the man said, “I’m Martin Greatson. From what I’ve
heard, you have great potential.”

Sean couldn’t place the man’s accent, but he knew the man’s first
language couldn’t have been English.

Ignoring that for the moment, Sean said, “Thanks, I’d like to think we
have great potential. Come on in,” and waved them forward, continuing to
hold the door for them.

Dayton walked past, saying, “Thanks, man.”

Martin Greatson walked past without saying anything, ignoring
everyone—including the lawyers, and walked with quick, efficient steps
toward the wide windows, staring out at the city.

Sean looked over at Dayton and Dayton shook his head, muttering, “I
don’t know what’s up with him either.”

After a few seconds, Martin turned away from the window to say, “Come
here, all of you.”

Mr. Winslow and the other lawyer began to stand up, but Martin motioned
them to sit down. “Not you,” he said, “the boys.”

Sean felt his mouth frown but reminded himself that he only had to put
up with this guy for a little while. Off to his right, Jody chuckled.
Dayton kept up the easy smile he normally wore, but Sean thought he saw
his mouth twitch.

Whatever the three of them thought, they walked across the wooden floor
to look out the window.

Now that it was nearing noon, the mirrored glass of the city’s newer
skyscrapers gleamed with the sun’s light while the older, brick and
concrete buildings from the Grand Lake’s eighteenth-century boom stood
in their shadows.

“What do you see,” Martin asked.

Jody glanced over at him with a small smile, “Stuff the Hardwick family
owns.”

Nodding, Martin said, “Land, wealth and power. Vital things.”

He turned to Dayton, “What do you see?”

Dayton stared out the window, “The lakes, both of them. My dad used to
take us waterskiing when I was a kid. We used to have a small cottage on
Lake Michigan which was pretty expensive for its size. My aunt sold it
after my parents died. It was too much work and too expensive to keep
up. Still, great memories, you know?”

“Family,” Martin said. “Also important.”

He turned to Sean, “And you?”

“A lot of things, places we fought people, sometimes the right people
and sometimes the wrong people. We fought the Maniacs downtown and the
Cabal up north by all those factories. We had a fight over in that
junkyard that we lost, but that was better than if we’d won, considering
that we were fighting the Rocket and the Mystic.”

Martin’s mouth widened in a wolfish grin, “Battles. I’ve fought many and
I’ve made many mistakes. If you survive, you learn better. What have you
learned?”

Shaking his head, Sean said, “I don’t know. I guess, maybe that I’m not
always right and a lot of shit is more complicated than it looks.”

Martin laughed, “A good start. Now, here’s what I see—reinvention. You
see the older buildings replaced by the new even as the older buildings
replaced small shops and before that wooden shacks. I’m an old man, but
I continue by never staying the same. I adjust. I learn even now.

“I’m here to find people, strong people, the first citizens of a
humanity that will reinvent itself.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Sean noticed Jody grinning. He caught
Jody’s eye and gave the smallest shake of his head that he could. He
didn’t want to find out what would happen if Jody decided to take Martin
down a peg.

Dayton tilted his head to look down at Martin, “I’m not sure what you
mean by that. Could you explain it?”

With the smallest nod, Martin said, “You and others have powers. Someday
everyone in the human race will have powers, starting itself on a new
journey. In that sense, you’re unlike the many out there without them.
You need to make the most of them. For now, that means keeping the worst
of our people in check. For the future, perhaps you’ll be more than
that.”

“So you should know,” Martin stepped away from the window, “that I
approve of this place and I approve of you.”

He turned around, walked across the room, and out the door, shutting it
behind him.

At the sound of the elevator doors closing and the hum of its descent,
Dayton said, “Well, that was pretty strange.”

At the dining room table, the lawyers laughed. Mr. Winslow pushed his
chair back and said, “He’s eccentric. Please don’t judge the company by
him. He won’t be part of the team we’re going to assign to help you. To
be honest, I’m not sure you’ll ever see him again.”

With a shake of his head and a grin, Dayton said, “I can’t say I wasn’t
a little thrown by the guy. Why do you keep him around? I can imagine
you losing potential investments if he randomly shows up and asks him
what they see out the window.”

Mr. Winslow sighed, “I know. Fortunately, as I was telling Sean and Jody
before you arrived, this is the first time I know of that he’s done
this. We’ll be reporting it to our supervisors. However it’s handled, it
will be handled by the board.”

With that, both lawyers got out of their chairs and walked toward the
door. “Again,” Mr. Winslow said, “our apologies. We’ll be back at 2 pm,
assuming this hasn’t scared you off.”

Sean looked over at Dayton and Jody. Dayton gave him a nod. Jody
shrugged, “Whatever.”

Sure only that he wanted to be alone with his team, Sean said, “We’ll be
here.”

The lawyers left and the door locked behind them with a click.

For a little while, no one said anything. Then a door opened at the end
of the hall and Sydney walked into the room, blond hair bouncing on her
shoulders.

She looked over at Sean, “I can’t believe that guy was real, and then
how the lawyers were like ‘yeah, I know he’s crazy, but what can you
do’?”

Sean blinked, “You heard all of that from your room?”

Shaking her head, she pulled out her phone, “I bugged the
room.”

Then she pressed on the screen and four small objects buzzed out from
the corners and flew past her down the hall.

Dayton laughed, “Nice.”

A touch of red colored Sydney’s cheeks, but that disappeared as Sean
asked, “Did you get those from Nick?”

Keeping her voice level she said, “I am part of the Heroes’ League.
Anyone can grab a few for their utility belt. Besides, technically, I
got them from Chris. He’s been making them based off of Nick’s designs.”

“Wait,” Dayton said, “is Chris the Rocket now? Thanks to my mimic thing,
I can tell that it’s not Nick in the suit lately.”

Sydney shook her head, “Chris covers for him when he’s not around so
that there’s always a Rocket in Grand Lake. Nick’s been in Detroit this
summer and all the seniors said last year was rough at Stapledon. Plus
Nick was in outer space and doing special government stuff during his
junior year… Chris ended up in the suit a lot more than anyone expected
he would.”

Holding his hands in the air, Sean said, “Wait. Everyone stop talking.
That can wait. Syd, what the hell? Why were you bugging us?”

Her lips twisted, “What do you mean, why? I was worried for you. The
lawyers showed up out of nowhere and said some random guy was going to
be here. I wanted to be ready if you needed help. We lived through years
of wondering what stranger was going to be the Cabal—“

“That’s over,” Sean began, but Sydney kept on talking.

“But it doesn’t mean that guy’s safe.” She stopped, frowning.

Sean wanted to ask her how she’d know, but managed, “Okay, I get it. He
seems pretty messed up and that’s what I was about to bring up to the
group. Are you guys still okay with signing?”

Jody shrugged, “They money’s the same, right? It’s not like they’re
making him the team leader. They said we’re never going to see him
again.”

Dayton grinned, “They said they didn’t think we’d see him again, but
they also said he never did this. I’d say that I’d like to see the
contract. Weren’t you going to get that looked at?”

Walking over to the kitchen counter, Sydney pulled up a stool. Sean
considered asking her to get out of the room but decided he didn’t want
to go through another argument. “Yeah, I sent it over to Vaughn last
night. He said he’d have someone look for it—one of the League’s
lawyers.”

Nodding, Dayton asked, “When are they supposed to get back to you?”

Sean shook his head, “I don’t know, before the meeting? We didn’t set a
time. I did tell them when we were supposed to sign.”

With a quick grin, Dayton said, “Hey, that’s good enough for me. They
seem like the kind of people who will get back to us on time.”

Half-expecting to have to argue about whether he’d done the right thing,
Sean said, “Uh, yeah. That’s what I thought.”

“Works for me,” Jody looked over at the tv. “You think we can get lunch
or something while we wait? We’ve got almost three hours to kill now.”

Sean shrugged, “I guess we could order pizza.”

“Cool, cool,” Jody sat down on the couch, put his feet on the black
table in front of it, and picked up the remote.

Before he had a chance to press the on button, Dayton’s, Jody’s, and
Sean’s comms all beeped at once. Sydney looked up from her phone, “I
didn’t get that. What’s going on?”

Ignoring her, Sean looked at the comm screen on the arm of his suit. He
had a message from Vaughn, “Do you guys have time to look at the
contract now?”

Dayton looked up from his comm, “That’s convenient.”

In a spooky voice, Jody said, “Heeee’s psyyychic…”

Muttering, “Asshole,” Sean typed, “We’re all here.”

On the screen, Vaughn texted, “Great. Sending you the contract with
comments. Lawyer incoming.”

Before Sean had time to ask what that meant, a tear ripped open in the
air behind the couch, pulling sideways to become a human-sized hole. A
man stepped through, turning back as the hole dissolved to say, “Thanks,
Guardian.”

As the web of sparking energy around the tear in reality disappeared,
becoming a normal spot in the living room, but one that was now occupied
by a man in a navy blue costume with a small Greek letter to the left of
the man’s heart.

Sean knew who this was. It was the man who’d first talked to him about
going into the Stapledon program.

Mindstryke looked over at Jody, “He’s not psychic, but I am. Let’s talk
about this contract and unless I miss my guess, something important just
happened here. Sydney, if you could send me that video you took, I think
we should talk about that as well.”

With a brief hesitation, Sydney nodded, adding, “I sent it to the
League’s server. You should be able to just pull it up.”

Before Sean could think, he found himself already talking, “Wait, you
recorded us and put the video on the League’s server. That’s private!
It’s none of their business—”

Interrupting him, she said, “It’s on my private folder on their server.
I’m not sharing it with everybody—just Mindstryke. And I let the AI
watch too because he was going to whether or not I said he could anyway.
Besides, he said he’d help.”

Dayton looked over at Sydney, “They’ve got an AI? That’s… Wow. I mean,
it’s the Heroes’ League. So I’m sure they’ve got everything, but I had
no idea.”

Sean frowned, “They’ve got two. The gun and the jet. Which one listened
in?”

“The jet,” Sydney said. “Cassie’s gun only cares about killing things.”

“Yeah,” Sean thought back to the time it fired at him, “the gun’s an
asshole.”

Mindstryke’s smile was visible under his mask. “I won’t argue with you
and don’t worry about keeping this confidential, Hal won’t tell anyone
and I’m going to consider you a client, which means that I’m not telling
anyone either. Why don’t we all sit down at the table and talk about the
contract first? After that, I’ll take a look at the video and see what I
get out of that.”

Dayton grinned, “That sounds good. Thanks for taking a look at it. I
think we’d have been happy even if one of the League’s lawyers had just
sent us an email. Having Mindstryke show up is far beyond anything we
expected.”

“Uh… yeah,” Sean said, realizing that Dayton was right, “Thanks for
coming.”

Walking over to a chair next to the table, Mindstryke said, “Don’t worry
about it. Remember the summer after high school when I dropped by and
told you about Stapledon and talked you into coming? I feel like I owe
you a little bit for following my advice. I want to see you on solid
footing and I don’t want to see you get taken advantage of. This life is
difficult enough.”

He pulled out his chair and sat down, waving everyone over to join him
and even nodding over at Sydney who had continued to stand in the
hallway, “You’re already involved. Come join the rest of us.”

Once everyone had sat down, he pulled out a roll of plastic from a pouch
on his belt. Fully rolled out, it covered half the table. With a tap, it
turned into a computer screen. A few taps later, everyone had an image
of the first page of the contract in front of them.

“Before we go through it in individual sections, I’d like to give you
the big picture. The big picture is that it’s their standard contract
for a new hero group. If anything, it’s a little more generous than
most. Thanks to being here in Grand Lake and being involved in
everything that happened to the Cabal, you’re more than just a new,
regional hero group. You’ve got national and even some international
name recognition. They clearly expect to make money off of you—which is
why they’re taking a slightly lower percentage of your merchandising
than usual.

“And while you’re expected by law to turn over any supervillain or alien
tech, you acquire, they’ll be getting a percentage of any money you get
as a result of discovering it. They’ve also got the usual provisions
regarding things you might invent while you’re working with them. They
haven’t given you a break on that at all, but there aren’t any inventors
in your group, so no big deal.

“You’ll get their support in the form of salaries and assistance in
setting up a base, hiring staff, and additional heroes if needed.

“They’ll manage the business end and own the majority of the company,
but you will be able to buy them out if you want. There are provisions
for terminating the agreement if you decide you don’t want to be heroes,
but it will be expensive. You’ll be able to do it, though and it won’t
financially ruin you with these salaries. That’s the important thing. Do
you have any questions?”

“Sure,” Jody said, “what’s the point of going over the rest of it? I
know what I’m getting paid and I know the big picture. That’s all I care
about. I’m done.”

He pushed his chair back and began to stand up.

Mindstryke shrugged, “Honestly, you don’t have to if you don’t want to,
but the details are important and if you don’t listen, you’re going to
want to hope your friends do. It’s the details that will hurt you in the
end.”

Jody looked over at Dayton and Dayton nodded. Jody sat down.

For the next hour, they went through the contract section by section
with Mindstryke answering questions. It wasn’t the most fun Sean had
ever had, but before it was over, Sean knew that he’d needed it.
Whatever his business degree had been good for, it hadn’t made him a
lawyer.

When it was over, Mindstryke said, “If there aren’t any other questions
on the contract, let’s watch the video.”

There weren’t any questions and so they did. The plastic screen showed
the conversation from four different angles at once. It didn’t seem any
less weird to Sean the second time around.

He couldn’t help but notice Mindstryke, though. The hero watched as if
lives depended on it and maybe they did. As Martin left, walking toward
the door, Mindstryke stopped the video, suspending Martin Greatson in
the moment.

Tapping on the screen, Mindstryke said, “Hal, have you identified this
man?”

An emotion-free voice said, “Of course. This man’s image is associated
with many other names, the best known of which is Martin Magnus.”

Jody looked up from the rollup screen on the table, “That name does not
ring a fucking bell.”

Shaking his head, Dayton said, “I don’t know who that is either.”

Sean felt sure he’d heard the name before, but he couldn’t say where or
when.

Sydney spoke up while he was still thinking, “Nick’s mentioned him. We
were talking one time about the Cabal and he mentioned that Martin
Magnus was someone he still hadn’t figured out.”

Mindstryke nodded, “Martin Magnus is still on our list of leftover
business from when all of you fought the Cabal, but this dates from even
earlier when the League exposed the Cabal’s existence to the wider
world.”

Sitting up in his chair, Mindstryke smiled, “If you give me a second,
I’ll tell you everything we know about Martin Magnus. It won’t take
long. We don’t know much.

“Martin Magnus seems to have been associated with the Cabal at least as
far back as the Roman Empire, possibly farther. We don’t know when the
Cabal began, but it could date to prehistory or whenever the Abominators
first started splicing in new genes and taking some humans to space. He
split from the Cabal about five years ago, but not before recruiting our
last mayor into the organization. While the League was fighting the
mayor, Magnus called Nick at least once, trying to recruit him and the
League into his service.

“After that, we don’t know what happened to him. We have theories that
even though we defeated the Cabal, there might be a remnant still out
there. Even if that’s not true, we know through Lee that there’s a loose
association of immortals in the world. All of them know the Cabal at
least a little. Some of them, like Magnus, used to be in it.

“My bet would be that if we try to get a hold of Magnus through
Future-men, we’ll find it impossible—or that we’ll meet with a similar
man who’s not Magnus even if he looks the same. From what Lee’s said,
the immortals are wealthy and socially powerful. Many have powers in
addition to immortality.

“Even with this lead, I’m not optimistic about catching him because they
trade favors and each of them, including Magnus, have thousands of years
worth of favors to cash in.”

Mindstryke sighed, “So that’s it. I’m going to report this lead to the
Defenders and we’re going to chase it down, but that’s all I know.
Knowing that Magnus has a connection here, you’ve got to make a
decision. Do you sign or not?”

Dayton leaned in over the table, “What would you do?”

Mindstryke frowned, “Good question. If you want to know what I’d do now,
I’d contact the Defenders and we’d decide as a group whether going
undercover was worth the risk. It might be, but if Magnus or any of his
friends have a connection to the Dominators, you could find that you’ve
become a Dominator asset before you even realize it.”

Smirking, Jody laughed, “Sure, but you don’t know the Dominators are
involved. They might control anybody, but if we’re thinking that way,
any one of us could already be a Dominator asset.”

Nodding slowly, Mindstryke said, “In theory, yes. I’d say it’s unlikely
because we’re familiar with their techniques and we’ve done everything
we can to vet Stapledon students. The Stapledon block was constructed
with the Dominators in mind.”

Sean watched as Mindstryke exhaled, his expression unreadable. “But we
don’t know he’s got a connection to the Dominators, right?”

“Right,” Mindstryke said, “but if I were working for the Dominators, I’d
get someone into Future-men if I could. You’d have access to new heroes
without the experience to recognize or resist them. Even if they can’t
take you, Future-men would help pick your staff–which means there’s an
easy in there.”

Feeling like the whole dream was about to disappear and that they’d be
forced to start with whatever money they could scrounge up on their own,
Sean checked Dayton and Jody’s faces. Jody scowled. Dayton was biting
his lip.

Could he justify signing somehow? In a real way that made sense? He
didn’t want to fool himself into doing something stupid.

“Before this,” Sean asked, “was there any reason to worry about
Future-men? Did you have any hints of a connection with the Dominators?”

Mindstryke shook his head, “Not that I saw. I’m part of the group that
vets these sort of companies for Stapledon students and we didn’t have a
hint of it. We didn’t mind scan every single employee and board member,
but they do have to pass unannounced mental audits among other things…”

Taking a breath, Mindstryke said, “I know where you’re going with this.
You’re right in thinking that this is just a guess on my part, but it’s
a guess informed by what I’ll call appropriate paranoia.

“Still, given our security precautions, it’s possible that the
Dominators don’t even try using Future-men and that all you have to
worry about is Magnus, someone that we want to find—badly. I’ll make a
deal with you. If you’re going to sign, we can run this like an
undercover mission against the Nine. You’d have to agree to weekly
check-ins and unannounced mental audits for your own safety, but that
would give you part of the help you’ll need.

“Put bluntly, Sean, you took mostly combat courses. Dayton and Jody did
take courses in espionage and deep cover, but you’re the weak link in
this. I don’t get to decide it for you, but when the three of you
discuss this, you’ll have to keep that in mind.”

As much as Sean wanted to argue, he knew better. He’d said so himself,
“Yeah. You’re making it sound like you’re leaving.”

Mindstryke tapped the rollup screen and the end farthest from him rolled
into the shape of a cylinder. Then the cylinder shrunk enough to fit
into the pouch on his belt. “I am. The group of you need to talk about
this and make a decision. This is your team and I’m not on it. You need
to start making big decisions as a group and with this one you’ve at
least got a few hours to think about it.”

Then Mindstryke stood up, “By the way, there’s one more reason that
Magnus might have shown up that I didn’t think of until just now—bait.
He might be trying to push the Defenders to investigate Future-men
Capital, possibly to distract us from something else he’s doing.

“Despite that, we’re still available to help if you do sign. The
possibility that he secretly runs Future-men is too big of a risk to
ignore. We need to know what kind of connections he has there.”

Putting the screen into a canister on his belt, Mindstryke said, “That’s
it. Call me whether you sign or not and tell me about it. We might want
to have someone on call to see what they do if you ignore them.”

With that, a door-shaped hole in reality opened behind Mindstryke. He
turned, stepping through, leaving a silhouette of colors.

Jody looked back at everyone else, “I don’t remember him being able to
do that.”

Dayton continued to stare as the colors faded away, “I don’t think it
was him. It must have been Guardian, or maybe the Defenders have a
teleportation device? I don’t know.”

Sean shrugged, “It’s the Defenders. They’ve got cash.”

They sat there for a moment and then Sydney pushed her chair back and
stood up, “If you’re going to make a team decision, I don’t need to be
here.”

Eyes narrowing, Sean said, “You’re not going to watch us with the bots,
are you?”

She shook her head, “No. I want to know what you do, but I’m trying to
be nice. Besides I was only watching before because something weird was
going on. This isn’t weird at all.”

Backing away from the table, she walked down the hall to her room, “Good
luck.”

With that, they were alone in the room. Sean looked from Dayton to Jody,
“What do you guys think? Do we sign or don’t we? And if we do, are we
going to be the Defenders’ spies?”

Jody shook his head, “We sign. Look, I think that if Magnus wants us
he’s going to go after us whatever happens with Future-men Capital, but
if we sign, at least we get the money.”

Dayton cocked his head, thinking, and then sat up, making it obvious how
much taller he was than Jody, “You know, Jody might be right, but not
just for the reason he said.”

He put his hand on his chin, “Think about this… What if Magnus is
showing to make us nervous about Future-men Capital? Because if we don’t
sign and we have to raise our own money, we’ll be more likely to sign up
with him when he shows up again.”

Sean thought about it, “Yeah. Could be, but why does he want us in the
first place? That’s the part I don’t get.

Dayton raised his hands, “I don’t know. All we’ve got is what we know
just happened and what Mindstryke said, right? I don’t know anything
more than you do.”

Nodding, Jody said, “That’s what I don’t get either. We can do cool
stuff, but we’re not the most powerful people out there.”

Shrugging, Dayton said, “Maybe it’s a way to get at the Heroes’ League.
They’re in Grand Lake. We’re in Grand Lake.”

Jody didn’t move for second but then nodded, saying, “Might be. I mean,
we shouldn’t get too precious about ourselves. We’re not that important.
There’s got to be a bunch of people in Grand Lake with powers, right?”

Looking over at Sean, Jody asked, “What do you think?”

“I’m about half and half. I like your idea that we might as well sign
and get the money because Magnus will go after us either way. I mean,
Dayton could be right that Magnus is trying to prevent us from signing.
I just don’t know why he’d bother. On the other hand, if we don’t sign,
we don’t talk to people at Future-men. If contact with them were the way
to mess with our heads, then we should stay away, right?”

Sean felt he could have said it better, but that was good enough.

Jody tapped on the table, “So then we sign, right? I don’t hear anyone
saying don’t.”

Dayton frowned, “I’m kind of saying don’t. If it’s a way to get at the
Heroes’ League and we don’t sign, we avoid it.”

Voice raising, Jody said, “I don’t want to give up my future to save the
Heroes’ League. They can take care of themselves.”

Shaking his head, Dayton looked Jody in the eye, “This isn’t just about
saving the Heroes’ League. We don’t know that’s even on the table. This
is about the bigger picture. If we can’t trust that these guys are on
the level, we shouldn’t go into business with them.”

Jody’s mouth twisted, “But that’s the thing, it seems like these guys
are on the level. We’re considering dropping out of this because maybe,
just maybe, they’re going to be taken over by evil people so secretly
that we’re not going to notice and then take over us. Right?”

Dayton paused, but then said, “Pretty much, but I don’t think that’s as
dumb as you’re making it sound. We know the Dominators have done it.
That’s exactly what people pay them to do.”

Jody spoke the instant Dayton stopped, “Yeah, but we’ve got the fix. I
mean, we literally just had the best telepath we know of say that if
we’re going in, we’ve got not only him behind us, but the Midwest
Defenders, one of not just the nation’s, but the world’s big teams. And
he’s not telling us to stay away at all. He’s telling us we can make
this decision on our own. He wouldn’t be doing that if he thought we
were going to become Dominator drones. He’d be telling us to stay the
fuck away.”

Raising his hands in the air, Dayton said, “I get it. I know we’ve got
support, but we’ve heard heroes talk about facing the Dominators. It’s
not easy to recognize their assets and Mindstryke himself has said that
it’s hard to fix them. When he visited one of my classes, he literally
told us that he’s failed before. We don’t want that to be us if we can
avoid it. No money’s worth that.”

Hitting the table with his hand, Jody screamed, “Fuck! We are so close
that we can taste it. It’s crazy to give up here. We don’t know that
we’re ever going to see this guy again and what did Mindstryke say?
Magnus went after Nick and Nick said no. You know what happened after
that? Nothing. Nick said no and Magnus left him alone. We can do that.
We’ve got more balls than Nick does.”

Turning toward Sean, he said, “Can you talk some sense into this guy?”

What was he supposed to say? He’d asked Dayton how to handle Jody, but
right now Dayton wasn’t handling Jody and anyway, how was he going to
handle Dayton?

Sean looked from one to the other, “Look, I think both of you guys have
good points—“

“Oh, fuck,” Jody shook his head so quickly it blurred. “Are you fucking
kidding me? This is obvious. We sign and take the Defenders’ help.
That’s all. I’ll come back before the signing. I’m doing it even if you
aren’t.”

Then he was nothing more than a human-shaped blur. They heard the
condo’s front door slam, followed by a second slam in the hall.

Dayton turned toward the noise as Sean stood up. “Don’t bother,” Dayton
said. “He took the stairway. We’re never going to catch him.”

Sean looked down at the comm unit on his costume’s wrist. It wasn’t
worth the bother of trying to talk the guy down. Jody wouldn’t come back
until just before the signing—if he came back. Sean shook his head. No,
Jody would come back. He wanted this to happen.

Sitting back in his chair, he asked Dayton, “Do you really think Jody
would sign without us?”

Dayton sighed, “I don’t know. You know how he is, though. It’s not the
first time he’s gotten angry and run out of a room. At least this time
he didn’t punch anybody.”

Taking a breath, Sean thought back six years, “No shit. Even with Sledge
on our side, we all still got detention for that one.”

They didn’t say anything for a few seconds as Sean tried to put
everything together in his head, “I’m thinking Jody might be right this
time. I don’t want to argue with you because that doesn’t make you
wrong. This is a hell of a risk even if it’s not likely. I don’t want
the Dominators to take me over and I’ve got to admit, I’m not sure that
Mindstryke can protect us as much as he wants to.

“Still, Magnus might just disappear or show up later even if we don’t
sign, right? So I’m thinking maybe we sign because I don’t have a plan
for what happens next if we don’t sign.”

Dayton nodded, “I don’t have a plan for what we do if we don’t sign
either. I know there are other groups like Future-men, but Future-men’s
the biggest name. Did any of the others even try?”

Clenching his right fist, Sean said, “Yeah, I got a few other calls, but
that was after we were pretty sure about Future-men. I told them no.
Maybe we should have followed up on them.”

Dayton frowned, “It looks like that now, yeah, but it’s not your fault.
If you’d told me before meeting Magnus, I’d have told you not to
bother.”

Opening his hand, Sean nodded, “I’m glad you think so. I’m pretty sure
my dad would have talked to all of them and used them to push Future-men
Capital for a better deal.”

Laughing, Dayton said, “You’re probably right, but you’re not him and
you don’t have to be. We don’t have to scrape for every last cent they’d
give us. That pisses people off.”

Sean grinned, feeling some of the tension release, “Yeah, Dad pissed a
bunch of people off. He’d tell me about it and then how he’d put one
over on them in the end.”

Beginning to open his mouth to speak, Dayton stopped and then started
again, “I’m sorry, but that’s the kind of thing I don’t miss about him.
Still, it does remind me of something I’ve been meaning to bring up.
Even if Jody was right this time, we don’t want to encourage this crap.
I’m not pushing for it, but if he keeps on pulling this kind of thing,
we might have to kick him out someday—especially if we bring other
people in.”

Sean blinked, “Whoa. I didn’t see that coming.”

Dayton averted his eyes, but then looked up, “I know, but I’ve been
thinking about this lately. I love the guy like a brother because he
pretty much is, you know, but sometimes you love your brother even
though you don’t always like him. Jody’s touchy and he bullies
people—still.”

Stopping, Dayton frowned, “We all did that in school, but we grew out of
it—even Jody. He doesn’t do it as much, but he’s still doing it. I’m
hoping he does better in the future, but if he doesn’t, he’s going to be
the guy giving the group a bad reputation. If our group takes off, that
means he’s going to be the founder that everybody hates. And by that
point, if we don’t take care of it, no one working for us will have the
power to complain.”

Stomach sinking inside him, Sean knew Dayton had a point, “Yeah. I want
to give him a chance, but I get it. If we start thinking about this as
an organization, he’s a lawsuit waiting to happen.”

Turning his head toward the window, Dayton said, “That’s right, and
worse, if he gets pissed at us mid-battle and runs off, maybe someone
dies. I’m not saying that we have to kick him off the team right now,
but I think we’re going to have to think through our rules for it when
we set up the Justice Fist charter.”

Sean nodded, “Which we’ll do as part of Future-men’s package. This is
going to feel weird. We’re going to be talking about how to throw him
out right there and he’s going to be throwing out ideas for how to
handle it.”

Shrugging Dayton said, “Or he’ll decide it’s all stupid and watch a
video on his phone. It won’t just be for him. We really do need it in
case we make a mistake as we expand or if one of us wants to leave on
good terms too. A good policy helps everyone.”

Not even aware he was doing it until his hand slapped the table, Sean
muttered, “Shit. I always imagined the three of us starting our own
thing after graduation and having it be like being on the basketball
team together, you know?”

Dayton smiled, “There’s no reason it can’t be like that. We can keep it
small at first. I think we can handle him if it’s just us.”

Sean found himself staring at the black lacquer of the dining room
table, remembering playing with Jody and Dayton as kids, roaming the
playground of their elementary school, playing other teams on the
basketball court… “This sucks.”

He looked up to find Dayton nodding, “I don’t like it either, but I
can’t think of any other way to handle it. Keep him around as long as we
can and hope he gets better over time. After that… Well, at least we can
make it clean.”

“Ok,” Sean tapped out a message on his comm, “I’m telling Jody that
we’re going to sign. He probably won’t come back right away, but he’ll
know.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Dayton shook his head. “But it’s not the
way I’d hoped this would go.”

“Me neither,” Sean checked the window, half-expecting to see Jody
standing outside or to hear a knock on the door. “I feel worse that
we’re even talking about kicking Jody out than I do that we might be
facing Magnus somehow. It’s crazy.”

Dayton pushed his chair back and stood up, “No, it’s not. Facing
supervillains is part of the job. Fighting with your friends isn’t. For
all that I’ve heard about the Dominators, we might be able to win that
one. If it gets to the point that we have to kick Jody out, we’re going
to feel like we lost even if it’s good for the group.”

Sean stood up, walking with him toward the window and looking out over
the city. Jody was running somewhere out there and Future-men’s lawyers
were getting ready for the signing. Magnus might still be out there too
if he didn’t have someone to teleport him out.

In the distance, the sun sparkled on the water of Grand Lake. Sean had
spent most of his summer in the desert. He should go to the beach. Maybe
Dayton and Jody would be up for it after the signing. He wondered if
he’d be able to find his swimsuit in all the boxes in his room.

As they stood, Jody ran up the side of the building, coming over the
edge in a blur and walking across the roof to knock on the condo’s side
door.

When Sean let him in, Jody smirked at the both of them, “Thought you
guys would make the right decision in the end.”

Dayton grinned, “We’re slower than you are. I’m glad you’re back.”

With a shrug, Jody joined Dayton at the window, “There’s nothing to do
out there. I mean, sure, I could run around, but it’s not like I’m going
to go get coffee dressed like this.”

He waved his hand across his costume. “I could have changed into normal
clothes, but since you came to your senses, I’d rather wait in here.
What changed?”

Dayton threw up his hands, “Nothing much. I just needed a little time to
realize that we don’t have a plan b. We didn’t talk to any other
investors.”

Jody nodded, “We should have. Maybe we could have gotten more cash out
of them.”

“Maybe,” Sean thought back to his father. “What do you guys want to do
tonight? I was thinking maybe we go out to dinner. Maybe go to the
beach?”

Looking up at him, Jody said, “Whatever you guys are doing. I don’t have
any plans.”

Dayton nodded, “Both of those sound good. It’ll be nice to do something
normal. A couple of days ago Jody and I were both in space, followed by
riding a rocket home, moving back in, and all of this drama. Now I’m
ready to walk in the sand.”

“Cool,” Sean couldn’t disagree. After this afternoon, it did sound good
to hang out as a team, whatever the future might hold.

Jody’s comm rang. Jody tapped the screen on his wrist, taking the call.
Sean heard only Jody’s end of the conversation, “Bad timing, man. Talk
to you later, okay?”

With another tap, Jody ended the call. “Stupid. It was someone from
Stapledon.”

Sean had a gut feeling that Jody wasn’t telling the truth, but he didn’t
feel like pushing it. They were going to sign with Future-men Capital,
the premier investor in superhero teams.

Sometimes you needed to let a good moment be good.





Interlude: Too Close


        I’m on vacation and will be posting a story that a few of you may have
seen in one of The Good Fight anthologies. It’s about one of the ways
that the Heroes’ Leagues’ secret identities remain concealed.

Ben walked down the hall to the front lobby. It was his last day, and he
wouldn’t miss the place. It felt too happy. He passed posters on
leadership, inspiration, and teamwork before stepping into the room.

The receptionist, a woman with peroxide blond hair and blindingly white
teeth gave him a smile as fake as the rest of her. “Leaving early for
lunch, Mick?”

He offered her a fake smile of his own. “I’m meeting a vendor. We’re
going to run some numbers on servers.”

He’d made that part of his character here. He was the guy who was always
looking for deals on equipment, a bean counter of the first order.

“That’s you,” she said, “saving the world one dollar at a time.”

He smiled, pulled a silver pen out of his blue suit coat, and signed out
for the last time. “Mick” would never come back from lunch, and by the
time they realized it, he’d be long gone.

As he turned around, he brushed the front pocket of his pants,
reassuring himself that the thumb drive that contained the biggest score
of his life (both financial and personal) had not been forgotten.

It hadn’t.

Without any further hesitation, he walked out of the lobby. No one
waited in any of the chairs. Why would they? Certainly they had
legitimate clients, but it was a front. The receptionist had to know it
as well as he did.

He didn’t look back as he walked out the door and into winter, pulling
his iPhone out of his pants pocket, and checking his email.

Only his peripheral vision kept him aware of when he moved in front of
the next building leaving Lister Data Management’s glass front behind
him. He had a little more than a block to go before ducking into the
hotel room he’d rented last night, and shaving his hair and mustache.

Walking down the sidewalk with hundreds of Chicago’s professionals, he
tried to blend in while keeping enough space around himself that anyone
who wanted to grab him would be obvious.

It wasn’t as if he had any reason to be afraid, but it had saved his
life before–more than once. Better to be cautious than not. If the real
owners of Lister Data Management found the real Mick Jones’ body, Ben
would need all the help he could get.

He began to hurry a little. It wasn’t far, and hurrying wasn’t out of
character. He’d be fine.

Between hurrying and stepping into deep slush, the kind that went over
the sides of his shoes, he let someone enter his space.

As he looked up, he recognized the man–one of the techs from Lister.
Round faced, and wearing a black trench coat, the man had multiple
ear-piercings and hair that was short on one side and long on the other,
covering a quarter of his face.

Ben remembered the tech’s name–Seth. The guy hated him–as Mick at least.
They might have gotten along if weren’t in character.

Ben stepped out of the slush, wondering if Seth would say anything.

He didn’t, giving him a glance, but then turned toward the window of the
nearest storefront. It advertised “Segway Tours of Chicago.”

Ben was suddenly relieved that he was already hurrying because something
about Seth felt wrong. Seth would have said something even if it had
been accompanied by a smirk.

Calming himself, Ben took a breath even if he didn’t slow down. He
wasn’t being rational. That might have been Seth, but simply not in a
mood to play games. Even if it wasn’t Seth and it was some kind of
shapeshifter, illusion generator, or a hallucination, it might not be
after him.

But it might.

He turned on his camera, switched the view so that saw himself, and
angled it to get a good view of the crowd behind him.

Seth walked toward Lister. Whatever was going on, Ben was in the right
place–outside the building.

He’d had to avoid using his powers for the last month–too easy to be
identified. Now it was over, but he’d still have to be subtle. He
reached out with his mind, feeling cellphone networks, business wifi,
and mobile hotspots, followed by a connection to all the devices with a
command line interface.

He ignored most of them, centering his attention on systems with
security cameras pointing at the street. He gained control of the
nearest in seconds, copying the stream of information, redirecting it to
his own server and from there to the display inside his sunglasses.

Sending one command after another, he flipped between pictures of the
street, still walking forward. No one was coming after him. The route
between here and the hotel was clear.

Using a back door he’d put in place, he took over the hotel’s system,
checking his room and the halls, finding no police or obvious hitmen.

Reminding himself that it wasn’t over until you’d gotten away and gotten
the money, he ignored the relief he felt.

It wasn’t until he reached the front door of the hotel that he noticed
the body. It lay in an alley between the hotel and Lister. It lay on its
side, curled up as if sleeping, but he recognized the hair cut–Seth’s
hair cut, the long side covering his face.

As his heart started beating faster, he pulled up recent pictures from
in front of Lister. To judge from the time stamps, no one had left the
building since he had.

He walked out of the lobby and up the stairs to his room, deciding to
check Lister’s internal network. He’d left himself a back door in case
he needed one.

He couldn’t connect. Nothing responded. He requested a picture from the
security system of the building across the street. Lister had no lights
on.

He considered abandoning his plan, running to his getaway car and
leaving. Then he dismissed it.

Taking a breath, he pulled out the key card, and put it into the slot.
The light turned green, and he walked in.

In the bathroom, he shaved his beard and his head. Taking off his suit,
and put on jeans, an AC/DC t-shirt, and leather jacket.

Then he picked up the cowboy hat he’d planned to wear with it. Was it
too much? It probably was, but it changed his profile, and he hated
being outside with an entirely bald head in the winter.

Screw it, he told himself, and he put it on.

Then he packed up the suit in his luggage, and left, putting on a
different pair of sunglasses before he walked out the door.

The new ones had small lenses and a metal frame.

He spent his walk to the car watching security cameras, barely noticing
the hotel he’d stayed in with its red carpet and ornate gold colored
decorations.

He found the car in the car garage under the hotel. Though he half
expected an ambush to come from the other side of every car he passed,
none did. He made it to his car without being attacked.

Throwing his suitcases into the back of his small Toyota, he took the
car and drove toward the suburbs.

He listened to Chicago’s all news radio station on the way out. Their
need to fill every second of the day with information had saved him more
than once.

Chicago’s midday traffic wasn’t easy to deal with, but it could have
been worse. He took regular streets instead of highways. That way if
traffic slowed down, he could turn onto a side street in a block instead
of being immobile on the Dan Ryan.

Overall, he knew he’d be slower, but he liked his chances better.

The streets were mostly clear of snow at this point. It was late enough
in the winter that not much new snow was falling, and if it did, it
seemed to melt and turn into slush or ice. That was worse when you were
walking than driving in his experience.

He checked the rear view and side mirrors to see if any vehicles were
following him, made a few turns onto barely used side streets to see if
anyone followed. No one did.

He didn’t see anyone pick up the tail when he came out the other side
either. That meant that it was possible that no one was following him.
He didn’t stop looking, but he did relax enough to actually listen to
the radio.

Half an hour into his drive, and after the obligatory news about car
crashes and politics, the announcer said, “Chicago police officers were
called out to local business Lister Data Management where more than
thirty people were found dead. The receptionist, Nancy Papadopoulos,
called the police after finding the first body. When asked, she stated
that she didn’t know there were more. She’d left the building, fearing
that the murderer might still be on the premises. Police have not
released any more details, but eyewitnesses claim that the bodies’ limbs
had been severed and even decapitated. According to the police, there
were no survivors of the attack. The police are following up on several
leads they claim to have discovered.”

Ben nearly crashed into the back of a delivery truck.

This was bad. It wasn’t a question of if this would come to the
attention of the police. It had. It wasn’t that he hadn’t considered the
possibility, but he knew better. Lister had been owned by Syndicate L.
Even though they had been a legitimate business, they’d mainly been a
front for Syndicate L’s data center.

That’s why he’d been there. They knew the Rocket’s secret identity, and
he knew what a superhero’s real name was worth to the right buyer.

He’d counted on having to hide from the mob. That didn’t bother him.
He’d done it before and he had plans for that. The police would be a
problem.

He hadn’t gotten new fingerprints. There were people out there who could
have provided them, but the price was high, and he hadn’t thought he’d
need it for this job.

Still waiting behind the delivery truck, he hit the steering wheel with
one hand.

He’d never been caught, but every time he left a fingerprint at a crime
scene, he gave away another clue to who he was. With all the impossibly
brilliant intellects out there, the risk that one of them could connect
all the places where the police had found his fingerprints was
high–eventually. For now, the question was if any of them were in
Chicago.

As the light turned green, and the truck ahead of him groaned into
movement, he considered the local superhero scene.

The Midwest Defenders didn’t have an intellect at the moment, but they
did have a telepath–Mindstryke. Fortunately they didn’t usually get
involved in street level crime. Mindstryke had, though–before he’d
joined the Defenders.

Fortunately Chicago Hawk, who had specialized in the streets, retired
ten years ago. Dark Cloak had followed on in his tradition, but no one
had seen him in the last couple years.

He’d heard stories about a girl and a big, black dog appearing around
Chicago and the suburbs. What little he’d been able to unearth about her
hinted at magic. That was no good. Magic didn’t play by any rules he
understood.

That, combined with Mindstryke’s rumored ability to sense the immediate
past, told him what he needed to do.

He gritted his teeth. This was going to suck.



He parked in front of the house. It looked like every other house on the
block–two story with a three car garage, an inoffensive beige coat of
paint, and a tall window above the front door that showed off the
candelabra in the hall.

Built in the 90’s boom, it had been built with more attention to cost
than architecture. Tiffany Sanchez, professional wizard, had bought it
for a quarter of the original asking price during the bust.

Snow covered the lawn as well as the flowerbeds. As he walked up to the
house, he wondered if she’d gotten around to planting bulbs this year.
She’d been talking about it before she’d thrown him out.

The door opened before he had the chance to knock.

She looked like she had when he’d last seen her–light brown skin, black
hair, and black business suit.

“Business or personal?” The tension in her jaw, along with the way she
only held the door halfway open, made him wonder if she planned to shut
the door whichever way he answered.

“Business.” With anyone else, he might have stuck his boot in the door,
but here he knew better. What he didn’t know was exactly what would
happen if he stuck his foot past the threshold without permission.

She nodded. “Okay, then come in. If it were personal, I’d have shut the
door.”

She let him pass, and then, as he watched, made a few quick motions with
her fingers.

Nothing changed that Ben could see, but it felt like a door had shut.
That done, they both walked into the open room that combined kitchen,
dining room, family room and living room. In short, except for a bedroom
and the bathroom, practically the whole first  floor was one room.

He’d been told that for certain rituals she needed the space.

All the curtains had been drawn. Candles lined the shelves on the far
side of the room. Magical tools and symbols, the kind that could pass
for decorations hung on the walls. She kept the ones that caused
nightmares in the basement.

They sat down at the kitchen table.

“So,” she said, “what’s going on?”

“A big score,” he said. “The biggest I’ve ever been involved in, and
it’s gone wrong. Badly wrong.”

She nodded. “Go on.”

“I got a call from Our Mutual Friend–”

“Stupidest codename ever, but never mind. Keep talking.”

“He said he had a job for me. He had a client who wanted to know the
Rocket’s real name, and he knew who had the Rocket’s real name–”

“And you took the job?” Her hands shook, emphasizing every word.

“Your sick obsessive man-crush on that hero could kill you for real this
time. You don’t play in that league.”

She got overdramatic. He’d hated that about her. And why had she chosen
now to care? It’s not as if it would affect her beyond increasing her
bank account.

She took a deep breath. “I know that look. I’m stopping.”

He shook his head. “It’s okay. I knew it was a risk when I took the job,
but I also knew I had the skills, and I did. I know the Rocket’s real
name–both Rockets, the old one and the new one.”

Her voice lowered. “Wow. So that’s how much?”

He named the figure.

Her eyes widened.

“This is it,” he said. “When this is over, I’m out. I’ll live off it, or
maybe I’ll go legit, and find security holes for a living. I don’t know.
I only know I won’t have to think about the next job.”

“You’re getting out? For real?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Weren’t you listening to me? I’ve been talking about this for years.
I’ve got a plan. The plan says I’ve got to raise a certain amount of
money. In combination with what I’ve saved so far, I’ve got the money.
That’s it, when I get the money I’m out.”

She blinked. “I’m sorry. Everyone says that, but no one ever does it.
You’re really getting out when this is over.”

He grimaced. “Why is that so unbelievable? You know this is a hard life.
Jail is the best case scenario. Death is more likely than anybody wants
it to be, and if even if you don’t die you know that at any minute now
some bastard with a hard-on for justice could blast through the door and
beat you unconscious. Yeah, I want out.”

“It’s unbelievable because that’s all I ever saw of you was the job–the
current job or the next job. No breaks. No vacations. When you were done
with one, you planned the next.”

“Look, I told you what I wanted. Not my fault if you didn’t believe me.”

She stood up, pushing her chair back so far it nearly fell over. “Well,
fuck you then.”

He got up as she did, stepping out from behind the table to block her in
case she stormed out. “Please don’t go. I know you’re angry at me. I
know I deserve it, but I need you because I need someplace to hide, and
not only someplace to hide. I need someone who has the skills to keep me
alive.”

She looked up at him, mouth closed, jaw unmoving, but she was listening.
He kept on talking. “I’ll pay you, and I’ll pay you a lot. Here’s why:
Syndicate L had the information. I stole it from their data center. I
covered my tracks there, but if they find out it was me, they’ll try to
kill me. I don’t know what they’ve got on their side, but they’re
organized crime. I can’t take them on alone.

“That’s not all either. Today a shapeshifter killed almost everyone in
their data center after I walked out the door.”

Tiffany’s mouth twitched in what might almost have been a smile.
“Problem solved,” she said. “Are you sure you need me?”

He glared at her, and she laughed. “You know better. The cops can’t
ignore that many deaths at once. Neither can the local heroes. I’ll have
all of them on my tail. Plus the guy who killed them all? I think I know
who he is. I think he’s that guy from the Rocket’s team–Gunther–you
know, ‘Immortal’.”

“I’ve never heard of the guy, but expose him. He’s a hero, and he’s
committing mass murder? Prove it and they’ll be too busy going after
him.”

“That’s not the way it works. I can’t prove it because he took down the
power and there are no pictures of what happened next.  Even if there
were, he looked like someone else while he did it. Besides, attention
slides off him. The boards are divided as to whether that’s a magic
thing or whether he’s just that good.”

He pulled out his phone. “Look at this.” He clicked a few times, and
held it up to show a World War II era poster promoting war bonds.
America’s “League of Heroes” was composed of The Rocket in golden
powered armor, a woman in ghostly white, and several men in army
fatigues. One of the men in fatigues carried two short swords.

“Look at the guy with the swords. Now look at this.” He scrolled down,
and it was obvious that he was viewing an online forum, pointing at
pictures in one post after another–a medieval tapestry showing a battle,
a wall from an Egyptian pyramid, a Sumerian tablet, a cave painting.

“Oh, come on.” She tapped twice with her finger. “Typical internet
conspiracy bullshit. How many people must there have been in history who
carried two short swords, two knives or whatever he’s got.”

He held up a finger. “One more picture. If you don’t believe me, I’ll
go.”

She sighed. “Fine. One more, but I’m telling you it doesn’t take much to
look like you’re immortal. Plenty of sorcerers manage it. They could
easily manage the shapeshifting too.”

He showed her the last picture.  It was of a page from a book. It showed
several men. Each of them carried two identical swords. Each had
different facial features, skin tone, build, height, and clothes. The
background illustration’s colors changed to match the clothes, implying
a progression.

Ben couldn’t read the calligraphy, but from the way her eyes widened, he
guessed that Tiffany could.

“I have that book–not an original, but a copy. One of the Dark Circle
made a pdf.”

She grabbed a tablet off the kitchen counter.

Ben stood next to her so he could see the screen. “Didn’t they try to
kill you? When did they start sharing pdf’s of spell books?”

Tiffany frowned as she touched the tablet. “There are so many things
wrong in what you just said it’s hard to know where to start. First,
it’s not a ‘spell book.’ It’s a guide for summoning and negotiating with
demons and other supernatural creatures–

“Gunther’s a demon?”

She narrowed her eyes and said, “No. Damn it, listen to me for a second.
There are more creatures out there than demons, and he’s not a demon. I
think he’s in the chapter called ‘Lesser Mysteries.”

“Second,” she looked up from the tablet and caught his eye, “I’m going
to be joining the Circle. My initiation is next month. They’re under new
leadership. If one of them comes here, please don’t mention the past. It
makes things awkward.”

“I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

“Please.” She turned her eyes back to the tablet, dragging her finger
across it several times, and then stopping.

“Found him.” She grinned. “He’s barely worth mentioning. Yes, he’s
immortal, and he’s a killer, but he’s only a little better than a human.
He can be captured, and bound, and this book has circles for summoning
him, and wards to keep him out. He works as a mercenary and sometimes a
musician. He’s been observed to help certain individuals and even
families without being formally bound.

“I’ll take the job,” she said. Then she named her figure.

He nodded. “Good enough. I’ll send the money to your account.”

She stopped looking at the tablet. “You’re not trying to argue me down?”

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Between what I saved before and what I’ll
get out of this, I’ve made more than enough. I don’t have a problem with
paying you. When it’s done, I’m out, remember?”

She stared at him for a long moment. “I remember. I don’t believe it.”

He didn’t say anything.

She shook her head, took a breath, and held up the tablet as if to read
it. After a few seconds she put the tablet down. “If we’re going to beat
him, we’ll need a sacrifice. We”ll need something with strong emotions,
and a deep attachment to this place. A child would be best.”

He turned away from examining the junk on the counter–rubber bands,
twist ties, piles of leather bound books, chalk, and candles. She’d
never been especially into keeping house, but she’d gotten worse since
they’d broken up.

He’d considered cleaning up, but it wasn’t as if he lived here anymore.

“No,” he said. “Not a child. I’m trying to hide here, not start a
manhunt. Besides, should we even be here? Shouldn’t we be running?”

She turned, her mouth tightening. “Did you just hire me? I think you
did. As the resident expert on magic and mysteries lesser and greater,
I’ll make the decisions here. My life is on the line too. What that
means, is that when I tell you I’ll be strongest here with my own house,
and all my materials, you listen, and when I tell you we need a
sacrifice then you get a sacrifice. Got it?”

“Killing a child won’t get me off the radar right now. After all those
murders downtown–”

“Fine. Then get a dog. I don’t care.”



An hour later found him carrying the neighbors’ miniature schnauzer into
the house’s back door. He’d stuffed into a pillow case, and held its
snout shut. It growled constantly, struggling to get away, and managed
to scratch him even through the fabric.

He didn’t mind. This was the most quiet the dog had ever been.

When he’d lived here, the stupid thing made a nearly endless racket
every time anyone walked down the street.

They’d never know, but he was doing the neighborhood a service.

Tiffany stepped into the room as he shut the door to the outside,
struggling to keep control of the dog, and shut the door. A bark escaped
before he got it completely shut. When he grabbed for its muzzle, he
unthinkingly stuck his hand into the pillow case and it bit him, drawing
blood.

She held out her hands. “Give it.”

He handed it over, “Good riddance.”

She stilled it with a touch and it gave a muffled whine.

He followed her into the main area of the house. She’d rolled up the rug
in the middle of the room, revealing a ten foot wide circle that she’d
burned into the wood years ago.

She’d taken the wooden cap out of the middle of it. He didn’t know where
the dark hole that the cap covered went to, but it wasn’t the basement.
He had no intention of ever finding out.

Over the next twenty minutes Tiffany lit candles, chanted, screamed, and
finally gutted the dog above the hole.

Even as he turned his head away, a darkness billowed out of the hole.
The dog turned to dust and disappeared.

“It’s over.” She walked past the counter, and rinsed off the bloodied
blade of her knife above the sink with the sprayer. Unrecognizable
symbols on the blade glowed slightly red.

“Over?” His own guts felt like they’d twisted around inside him. He
tried to ignore it.

“I completed the ritual. The house is hidden from anyone who doesn’t
already know it. Beyond that, we’ll have warning any time anyone gets
near, and more defense than I normally keep active.”

Drying off the ritual blade with a dish towel, she gave him a quick
grin. “All there is to do now is to have a quiet night at home. Want to
watch a movie?”

“What have you got?”

She shrugged. “Whatever’s on Netflix.”

He glanced toward the television. It stood on the other side of the
hole. “I can’t believe you’re joining the Dark Circle. You used to make
fun of them.”

She tilted her head toward him. “You used to tell me to keep a distance
from clients. You told me that not knowing their secrets would keep me
safe. Yet, years later, you know the Rocket’s real name.”

Frowning, Ben said, “I know. It wasn’t smart, and I know that, but I
couldn’t ignore it, and I knew I’d never get another chance.”

“It’s your life.” She glanced toward the windows. “As for mine, the
Circle’s different now. It’s gathering power. When things come together,
we’re going to dominate the magical scene. If ‘getting out’ doesn’t
work, look us up. We might need a tech.”

He didn’t say anything.

“Think about it.”



He woke up on the couch. He couldn’t have slept anywhere else. It wasn’t
as if he could use her bed, and the other rooms were full of magical
accessories piled on top of each other or in boxes.

He didn’t like to think about what was in the boxes.

He sat up, picked his jacket off the floor, and pulled out a burner
phone.

As he dialed, he had to agree. “Our Mutual Friend” was one of the odder
codenames. He’d thought of it as OMF for years. It wasn’t human after
all. It was an attempt at a difference engine from the late 1800’s that
had somehow achieved sentience. He’d visited it once, and remembered the
automatons loading coal into its bins, the hiss of steam, and the
constant clacking of its gears. It filled a warehouse, and had for more
than a century. While it had automatons to do its work in the world, it
supported itself by acting as a bank, advisor, and connection between
groups in the underworld.

He’d tried to connect when he was there. He couldn’t. It had no command
line.

When it answered the phone. Its voice was little more than the whirring
of gears, clicks, clacks, and whistles. He had no idea how it managed to
be understandable, much less sound like it had a upperclass British
accent.

A high whistle turned into words, sounding like a gasp for breath.
“Sss-sorry, Ben. I had no choice. He threatened to burn down the
warehouse, and I, as you know, have limited mobility. He destroyed most
of my automatons and burned down the north shed with a flamethrower.”

Ben gripped the phone harder. “When was he there? How long do I have?”

“I don’t know, but wherever you are, run. He’s unstoppable. He found me
through our client, the one who wanted you for this job. I don’t know if
he’s still alive.”

Ben hung up, running toward the upstairs bedroom shouting.

Tiffany met him in pajamas–a red top with Spongebob Squarepants bottoms.

“What?” She stood in the bedroom’s doorway, hands clenched. “Is he
here?”

“Yes. Er… No.” He looked down the stairway and out the window next to
the front door. “I don’t know, but he’s coming. OMF told me. He sounded
damaged.”

Her face tightened, mouth turning into a line. “He sold you out. What
about the client? Are you still getting paid?”

“Don’t know.”

Flickers of white light leapt from her fingers. “I’ll burn him.”

Ben didn’t know whether she meant OMF or the immortal. Before he could
ask, something began to bark. It sounded like the neighbors’
schnauzer–if they had not one but one thousand dogs, and if the dogs’
barks were being distorted like an electric guitar.

Ben met Tiffany’s eyes and then they both ran down the stairs.

Ben’s awareness expanded to include cellphones, the neighbors game
systems, all the tablets and laptops on neighbors’ wifi networks, and
most importantly, everything he’d brought in his jacket and installed in
his car.

For a moment when he got his powers he thought he might be able to
create super-technology. As an adult, he knew where to buy it. He
grabbed his jacket, pulled out his sunglasses, and started flipping
through the streams of video from his car.

It looked like a normal winter morning in the suburbs–snow glistened
under the sun, icicles dripped one drop at a time, and no one came
outside. It was too cold. The kids were inside playing video games–or so
Ben assumed.

Tiffany whispered, “What do you see?”

“Nothing.” Ben flipped through the car’s camera’s again. “You?”

“Nothing. They’re upset. That’s all I know.”

“Does it have to bark like that?”

“You chose the dog. I wanted something that could talk.”

Ben glared at her, and then he saw it. A man walked down the street. He
did not fit anywhere except maybe on the cover of a fantasy novel that
had been set further south. Around five feet tall, he had light brown
skin, black hair, and wore brown and green clothes could have come from
a renaissance fair, or the cover of a Green Arrow comic book. He didn’t
have a bow though.

He carried two short swords.

Ben told the car to arm itself and then to track the man’s movement.
Picture after picture updated, all of them now showing the man in the
crosshairs of a sight.

His stomach flipped and he faked a grin. “I’ve got him.”

Tiffany stared out the window. He wasn’t visible. “Then take the shot.
Don’t wait for me.”

50 caliber fire burst out from a hole in the car’s trunk, one shot. after another.

The man fell down, lying with his back on the sidewalk.

“I hadn’t thought it would be that easy.” He zoomed in on a picture the
car’s camera’s took. The man didn’t seem to be moving.

Tiffany went to the front window. “Overrated,” she muttered, and
continued, “Even if you did take him down, you still owe me for asking a
favor from a demon.”

“Did I say I wasn’t paying?” He checked the camera feed again. The man
still wasn’t up. He began to feel relief for the first time since
yesterday morning.

“No, but you might have to find your own buyer now, and I insist on
being paid.” She turned away from the window.

He shrugged. “Look, I’ve got the money for you even without the sale.”

He flipped between the car cameras again, realizing as did that the
man’s body wasn’t on the sidewalk anymore. He was running across the
snow covered lawns, and doing it even though one shot appeared to have
taken a chuck out of his lower leg, opening it up down to the bones.

It didn’t even seem to slow him down.

In desperation, Ben considered setting the car to fire whenever it had a
shot, but that was stupid. A few shots might pass without notice, even
as loud as these had been, simply because people here didn’t expect to
hear gunfire. Lots of shots, and they’d call the police.

He flipped through the cameras’ streams, trying to find him. He’d be
willing to risk another shot if was a good headshot. Even magical
creatures generally did worse without brains.

He saw flash of metal, and then the car stopped sending pictures. Ben
pulled off the sunglasses only to see the man standing on top of the
car. Every light on the car had been broken, taking out the cameras.
Even as he watched a two handed sword appeared in the man’s hands and he
chopped into the trunk, cutting it in half along with the back axle.

The car’s rear end fell to the ground. As it hit, the dogs’ barking
increased to cacophonous levels and shadowy forms began to appear on
Tiffany’s front lawn. All of them stopping at the curb–the exact limit
of what she legally owned.

Faces began to appear at the windows of the two story house across the
street. Ben could already sense phone calls beginning. He shut them
down. Even if it didn’t normally have a command line available to users,
he knew how to find it.

He started with the phones, and went from there to the computers and
game consoles. He should have started the moment the dogs started
barking the first time. Trying to calm down, he reminded himself that
most of the people hadn’t noticed anything until now. Chances are they’d
be fine if they ran soon, or if Tiffany called the Circle.

He didn’t want to owe them, but if it meant not going to jail, he could
handle it.

In front, the immortal stared at the lawn. In a voice loud enough to
hear inside, the man said, “Demonic schnauzers. It figures.” He shook
his head.

Then he said a word. Guttural, and harsh, simply hearing it made Ben
want to run. Tiffany’s face showed all the fear Ben felt, but she ran to
the window shouting, “No, I forbid you to listen to him. I bound you and
I bind you again–“

Then she said the word herself.

The schnauzers tilted their heads, some looking at her, some at the man.

The man smiled, and the two handed sword appeared in his hands again. He
drew it back above his head, and before Ben could activate any of the
devices in his jacket, the blade came down where the lawn met the curb,
taking out a chunk of the concrete.

A sound not unlike an electrical short filled the air. The lawn and even
the house vibrated. The dogs disappeared, exploding into bits of black
soot.

Tiffany screamed and fell to the floor unconscious.

Then the man ran directly toward the front window shattering it with the
blade of his sword. This time Ben activated the jacket, feeling the heat
as the lasers hidden in the arms burned, hitting the man, blackening his
flesh, and doing no good at all.

The sword disappeared at some point after breaking the window, and Ben
felt a fist hit his midsection. He couldn’t breathe. As he gasped, the
man knocked him over on his back, pulled his hands together, and sprayed
some kind of glue on them before Ben could muster any resistance.

“Hey there,” the man said. He’d changed form. In this one he appeared to
be a hulking, brush cut man in army fatigues.

“You can call me Gunther now.” He smiled. It was a little too wide to be
human. “I see you recognize the name. Excellent. You steal data. You
copied data from Syndicate L’s servers onto something, a thumb drive,
probably. Did you read the data?”

“No.” He coughed the word out.

Gunther shook his head. “You’re lying.”

Ben felt like his heart had stopped. He didn’t say anything.

Gunther’s lip twitched into a hint of a smile. “So, both of them I’m
guessing. That’s unfortunate. What about her?”

“She doesn’t know anything.” It came out as a loud whisper. Ben was
surprised at how vehement he sounded.

Gunther raised an eyebrow. “The truth, finally. That’s good news. That
means I don’t have to kill her. As for you… Well, let me tell you a
story. A long, long time ago in a land far, far away, a man was raised
to kill things, and he liked it. His family liked it too, and they
thought they’d use him to destroy anything that might be a threat. He
enjoyed that, but after a time it began to wear on him. He began to
wonder how threatening the beings he’d killed really were. When he asked
about it, no one had a good answer, and after a time he left.”

Ben nodded. He wasn’t dead yet, and the man was talking. If the man kept
talking, maybe he’d survive this. This thing used the name Gunther when
he worked with heroes. He couldn’t afford the bad press.

Gunther continued. “The man wandered for a time, but eventually he
decided that what he needed to do was stop his family from doing what
they did. He made a plan, and by following that plan he’d rid the world
of his family and their followers. You know what’s funny? He wasn’t then
and isn’t now a good man, but he likes good people, and if he can make
the world better for them, he’ll do it.”

Gunther looked into his eyes. “I think you understand this a little.
I’ve heard that you admire the Rocket. Me too. I know both of them, the
original and his successor, and neither would kill you if they knew what
you know.

“Unfortunately, I’m not them. The dog and the girl are almost here, and
the police are on their way. I don’t see any way that what you know
won’t leak, so I’m going to kill you now.”

Ben’s eyes widened and he said, “Wait,” as swords appeared in Gunther’s
hands. Gunther raised one sword to swing as if he hadn’t heard anything.

Ben’s life didn’t flash before his eyes. He was still trying to connect
to his devices when the sword hit.

Fortunately, his death was quick, and he barely screamed at all.





The Legion of Nothing


        









	1

Rebirth

	2

Powers

	3

Dueling

Powers




	4

Alien Machines

& Evil Beatnik

	5

Freshman

Year

	6

Glory




	7

Compound

Kids

	8

Infection

	9

Xiniti

Gambit




	10

True

	11

Motor City

Intern

	12

Relics




	13

Division

	14

The Galaxy

Core Device

	













About the Author


        Jim Zoetewey grew up in Holland, Michigan, near where L Frank
Baum wrote The Wizard of Oz and other books in that series.
Admittedly, Baum moved away more than sixty years before Jim was
even born, but it’s still kind of cool.

Jim didn’t attain his goal of never leaving school, but did
prolong his stay as long as possible. He majored in religion and
sociology at Hope College, gaining enough credits to obtain
minors in ancient civilizations and creative writing—had he
thought to submit applications to the relevant departments. He
attended Western Theological Seminary for two years. He followed
that up by getting a masters degree in sociology at Western
Michigan University.

Once out of school, he took up the most logical occupation for
someone with his educational background: web developer and
technical support. Simultaneously, he finished all but three
credits of a masters in Information Systems, a degree that’s
actually relevant to his field.

He’s still not done.

In the meantime, he’s been writing stories about superheroes and
posting them online at https://inmydaydreams.com. He’s still not
sure whether that was a good idea, but continues to do it
anyway.

He’s also not sure why he’s writing this in the third person,
but he’s never seen an author bio written in first person and
doesn’t want to rock the boat.





Excerpt from Relics


        I wouldn’t have even attempted to rent this hotel room on my own. It
appeared to be the size of the house I’d inherited from my grandfather,
but with a better view and air conditioning. That ignored the base under
the house, but even considering that, the hotel room was less a room and
more of a suite—which was good because I was sharing it with two other
people.

I stood next to the window. I could have gone out onto the balcony, but
the less chance I had of being seen, the better. Also, it was at least
90 degrees outside and humid. Ocean breezes might make it better, but I
wasn’t holding my breath.

Daniel walked up, joining me, and telepathically asking, Enjoying the
view? He didn’t need to ask. It was a given that he already knew. He
was using it to start a conversation.

I replied, “Mostly. It’s a great view, but I think I’d enjoy it more if
we were on vacation.”

Outside the window, it looked like someplace out of a James Bond movie.
Square, shiny modern buildings were surrounded by huge green lawns
complete with palm trees, wide sidewalks, fountains, and no motorized
vehicles larger than golf carts. Colorful birds sat in the palm trees.

In the distance, the ocean glistened. Our building wasn’t next to the
beach, but it was taller than the hotels that were. Below us, some
people walked past in shorts and short sleeved shirts, others in bathing
suits—very small bathing suits.

Switching to the spoken word, Daniel said, “I know. I feel like we just
got pulled into something out of our league, courtesy of the US
military.”

Behind me, a door shut and Cassie said, “You didn’t say no. You know
what they used my dad for and I told you it would be something like
that.”

She walked across the carpet to join us at the window. We had plenty of
space. The tinted windows were two out of the room’s four walls. Daniel
shrugged, “I’m not against doing the job. It needs to be done, but I’ve
heard what other teams are doing. They’re getting supervised. We’re not.
They’re not treating us like students.”

Standing at a spot to the side of the balcony, Cassie leaned toward the
window looking down, “Is that your opinion as the kind of guy who pokes
around in people’s heads?”

Daniel sighed, “We haven’t talked to anyone who knows anything in person
yet. I think we can all guess why.”

We were working with the CIA with input from other agencies including
the FBI. Intelligence agencies didn’t let their people get close to any
telepaths but their own if they could avoid it.

Cassie turned away from the window to smile at the two of us, “They
trust us. They wouldn’t give us something that could blow up if they
didn’t.”

Shaking his head, Daniel let out a breath, “That’s what my dad said
before we left. I still don’t like it. Not being able to sense anyone’s
motives leaves me more nervous than I’d like to admit.”

Cassie laughed, “Welcome to everyone else’s world… We should probably
get down to business. It’s safe, right?”

She looked at me.

“If it’s not,” I said, “we just tipped them off, but yes. If we’re
bugged, they’re so good that I’m not going
be able to do anything about it. So far as
I can tell though, no one was listening in. “

“Alright, then,” Daniel grinned. “Let’s get rolling.”

We walked over to the metal and glass table and chairs and sat down.
Whoever had designed the room liked things that glittered. Between the
tinted windows, the glass and metal table, the mirrors on the wall, and
the hot tub, it felt like everything in the common area of the room
either acted as a mirror or could be seen through.

I decided that I was grateful that the fluffy, white carpet on the floor
was an exception to the rule.

Once we all slid our chairs forward, Cassie started talking, “Since I
roped you into this, I’ll go first. My handler told me that we’re here
because they think that whoever makes Syndicate L’s mechs, paralyzation
guns, and other technology does it here. They want us to bring him in
and they’re not doing it themselves because it’s outside US territory.
Since we’re vigilantes, they think it will cause less problems if we do
it. Did Lim tell you anything different?”

I grinned and Daniel laughed, “I don’t want to steal Nick’s thunder, but
yes. Nick?”

Watching Cassie scowl, I said, “It turns out that Larry and Lim came
here back in the 1980s. A former superhero named Armory was making
powered armor for anyone who wanted it, including criminals, and Larry
was here to tell him to stop.”

“And…” Cassie said, “is it still the same guy?”

I shrugged, “Don’t know. The last Larry saw, Armory was being pulled
into the earth by an earth elemental that sank most of the island a few
minutes later. At the same time, Larry never saw him die. So it might be
the same guy.”

Cassie shook her head, “My guy didn’t tell me any of that.”

“It might be that he didn’t know,” I said. “Lim was there. What I’m
wondering is why there’s an island again.”

“As it happens,” Daniel said, “I did a little research on that while we
were flying here. A group of investors hired Earthmover to raise the
island again. It’s bigger than it used to be. Back in the 80s, there
wasn’t too much more than a small airport, a resort, and a stadium for
supers fighting supers that they called the Metafight Games. Now there’s
a few casinos, an amusement park, a larger resort, a rebuilt stadium,
and a small city. I’m guessing that’s why they renamed the place Renewal
Island.”

“Alright,” Cassie nodded slowly. “Who were the investors?”

Daniel raised his hands in the air, “A bunch of rich guys. I’ve never
heard of them. Rumor says it was Syndicate L, the Nine, the Lords of
Destruction, the Devil Coven… You know, the usual suspects, but there’s
no proof.”

Cassie started laughing—which she did for a while—and then shook her
head, “What my guy said is that it was a straightforward mission—locate,
extract, and get away. That’s all. What BS.”
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