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Rematch


        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.”

I grinned, “I feel like we’ve been doing this kind of thing long enough
now that we expect it’s not going to be as easy as it looks.”

“Sure,” Cassie snorted out half a laugh, “but I don’t expect it to be
this far off either. Go in and kidnap this guy. It’ll be easy except
maybe there’s Dominators, or organized crime, or international terrorist
spy people, or aliens, or witches, or immortal, evil warriors. Or maybe
all of the above. It’ll be fine. Everything’s fine.”

Daniel gave the both of us a smile, “It could be worse. Don’t ask me how
exactly, but it could. Before we find out, let’s focus on the mission.
How do we find this guy?”

“Easy,” Cassie said. “You do it. Either you feel him out with telepathy
or you see in the future the moment we find him and backtrack from
there.”

Raising an eyebrow, he shook his head, “You know better. My prescience
doesn’t work on demand like that. Don’t get me wrong, if I get a flash
of inspiration, I’ll follow it up, but I can’t just do it. The
telepathy, sure, but it’s going to have to be a light touch unless we
want to risk people noticing—which we don’t. Plus, there’s a pretty good
chance that the kind of guy we want will have a shield whether it’s tech
or purely mental.”

“Right, so after you work up some leads,” Cassie added, “Nick sends in
the bots.”

“I’d say you’re being kind of flippant about all of this,” I said, “if
it weren’t for the fact that that’s what we’ll probably do anyway.”

She smiled, “How long have we been training and working together now?
Let’s get moving. If you’re right and it’s Armory all over again, he’ll
be in the arena, right? We should get tickets for whatever’s in there
tonight and see what we can find out. If we want to cast a wider net,
maybe we hit a few clubs instead.”

After taking a moment to consider it, Daniel said, “That might be the
better option even if there’s a show in the arena. If the guy’s lab is
in there, they’ll be hanging up anti-telepathy generators on the ceiling
with the wifi.”

I’d been connecting with the hotel’s internet with my implant as Daniel
talked. “Related to that, it looks like we’ve got the best or worst of
both worlds, depending on your point of view. There aren’t any fights in
the arena tonight, but that’s because the arena’s booked for a music
festival—Metafest. And when I say ‘arena,’ I mean the whole building,
but there are three separate arenas in there and I’ve heard of all of
the bands.

“Also, we’ve already got tickets. They came with the room—though given
how much they paid for the room, I have a hard time calling it a deal.”

Daniel frowned, “Do you really think going to Metafest will do any good?
I’m not joking about the anti-TP tech. Plus, I hate crowds. I can block
out the noise if I have to, but that goes against the whole point of
being here.”

I knew he hated crowds, but, “Well, Metafight Arena is the closest the
island has to a government building. I’ve been flipping through pictures
of this place online and that’s where the police force—which is also
basically the army—is. They’re all in powered armor and the design uses
the same weird joint design that Grandpa and Larry talked about. So even
if it’s not Armory, it’s a fan or a student, and if the armor’s stored
there, that means it’s maintained there. And that means that someone who
knows how to fix it is there…”

“Okay,” Daniel took a deep breath. “Let’s do it.”

“There we go,” Cassie said. “We’ve got a plan.”

“Not for getting out if things go wrong,” I said.

Nodding her head and smiling, Cassie said, “That’s because we’re not
going to let things go wrong. We’re not superheroes. We’re a bunch of
rich kids with more money than sense and we’re here to have fun. And if
things go bad, we handle it the way you and Haley did when that bank got
robbed when you were on a date—subtly.”

Daniel looked at her, “Are you sure you haven’t been mind-controlled?”

“Very sure,” Cassie pulled out a gun from her purse. A small pistol made
of a shimmery blue-green metal, it was smaller and more glittery than
normal—which struck me as exactly the sort of pistol someone with more
money than sense might have.

“It would never put up with it,” she said.

It probably wouldn’t. Cassie’s gun had been designed by one of the
galaxy’s most evil races and existed only to kill and then kill more.
I’d seen Cassie mind-controlled and even if it hadn’t stopped it from
happening, it knew who Cassie’s real friends were and didn’t go all out
against us.

“It’s weirdly cute today,” I looked it over. “I’m surprised it’s putting
up with it and I’m even more surprised you managed to get it through the
airport.”

She pressed a button and the side popped up to reveal a mirror, a brush,
and makeup, “You know how it adjusts to fit the user. I told it that
transforming into a makeup case was the only way it could come along.”

Remembering back to when I’d taken Cassie’s gun to rescue her from being
kidnapped by Rook, I supposed that a being that had been sitting unused
for thousands of years before Cassie found it could handle some delayed
gratification.

You could also argue that it might be desperate enough to do anything to
avoid being alone again.

“Huh,” I said, “I guess that’s good. Time to go damage our
ears?”

“Your ears,” Cassie put the gun back into her purse. “Mine regenerate.”

I hadn’t forgotten that, but I hadn’t been thinking it through either.
Whatever. An hour later we were in the Metafight Games arena trying to
impersonate the idle rich. I hadn’t been born yet when Larry fought
there in the 80s, but maps showed that it was three times the size it
had been then. It felt less like an arena and more like an upscale mall
that happened to have arenas inside.

It didn’t stop with arenas either. Showing our tickets let us into a
small garden surrounded by stores. Though there were people, the crowds
weren’t overwhelming and a lot of them were around our age. We fit in—in
more ways than one. Beyond being twenty-somethings, we weren’t the only
ones wearing the anti-camera powder that obscured faces in photographs.

We’d been introduced to it at Stapledon, but it wasn’t a surprise that
it had made it into the hands of the rich and famous. I hadn’t seen any
paparazzi, but maybe that was how the good ones caught you?

As we moved out of a clot of people, Cassie muttered, “Wasn’t he on the
Disney channel?”

I glanced back toward a tall, shirtless, blond guy in the middle of a
group of equally attractive and underdressed men and women, “Maybe, but
if that’s who I’m thinking of, he had fewer tattoos then.”

Daniel nodded, “It’s him. He had them. He just didn’t take off his shirt
for the cameras.”

Cassie raised an eyebrow at Daniel who told us, He was literally
thinking about being free to take his shirt off in public now.

She laughed and looked closer at the group, nodding toward one of the
women, “I think I follow her videos online. This is going to get weird.”

Daniel shrugged, “They’re not paying any attention to us.”

Thinking into what amounted to Daniel’s self-hosted group chat, I said,
What about those guys? Are you getting anything interesting?

A man and a woman in form-fitting powered armor that appeared to be
barely more than one of my stealth suits stood next to the entrance.
Despite the minimal protection, it did appear to have the multi-layered
joint design that made anyone in the powered armor community think of
Armory.

I felt Daniel’s attention turn in their direction, a brief sense of
resistance, and then images of a room full of similar armor, some of it
much heavier as Daniel responded, No question that we’re facing Armory
or one of his students.

Images of an older man flashed through my head. Balding with white hair,
a wrinkled face, and a potbelly, I didn’t recognize the man, but he
looked old enough to retire in the 1980s. From the images Daniel showed
me, he appeared to be directing others in maintaining the armor.

I shook my head, We’re going to be punching senior citizens again.

Cassie’s amusement flowed through our connection as she grinned, It
looks like it.

I felt mild irritation from outside myself—from Daniel. Sorry, give me
a few seconds.

We walked a little further and he continued, Okay, I think I may have
something. As we thought, Armory’s here. He seems to be one of the
people in charge and his center of power is under the arenas. I’m not
sure how we get in there. Grabbing passwords is a little hard from a
surface scan and I need time to do a deep dive into their heads. The
bigger problem is that even if we had passwords, I’m getting the
impression that whatever gets them into the secured areas is part of the
armor.

I considered that. There’s got to be someone who gets back there
without wearing armor, but if they’re not obvious, maybe we have to mug
a security guard? It seems like there’s got to be a more subtle way in
than that. I mean, honestly, if we have to do that it seems like the
kind of thing that we’ll have to do while we’re sneaking in.

Cassie walked up to a bed of flowers and leaned in to sniff
one,Maybe not. Maybe Daniel does something
sneaky like finding out what in the costume gets people in and then we
take it from someone—except Daniel wipes their memory.

Stepping forward to stand next to her, Daniel tilted his head down as if
he were looking at the flowers. That might work. I’ve got a feeling it
would be more difficult than it sounds. I’m getting the impression we’d
need the entire costume or that Nick would need time to take it apart.
On the other hand, if I implanted a need to get us inside into someone
on the security team, that might be enough.

Then Daniel blinked, looking up from the flower bed, staring at another
group of concert-goers, one that clustered around a man in a
bluish-purple costume webbed with silver veins. It left his mouth
uncovered and didn’t hide his blond hair. I’d spent more time than I
wanted to with him a few years back—Kid Biohack.

I tried to remember. Had Kid Biohack ever seen my face? I didn’t think
so. I didn’t even know his real first name. He’d graduated from
Stapledon before I got there. Still, we knew some of the same people. It
wasn’t impossible that he’d recognize me if Stapledon’s block permitted
them to show a picture to another Stapledon graduate.

On the other hand, he’d shown up the year we fought The Thing That
Eats—my sophomore year at Grand Lake University. He probably hadn’t
looked at my picture often enough in the last two and half years to
recognize me. Plus, Daniel hadn’t been around for much of that while
Cassie had only shown up for the end.

Assuming I didn’t shout, “Yo, Kid Biohack, I’m the Rocket!” I was
probably okay.

Deciding that standing still and staring wasn’t the best possible
choice, I walked up to the flower bed, stopping next to Cassie, and
pretended to care that the flowers existed.

Cassie laughed, Yo, Kid Biohack!

As that passed into my brain, Daniel added, You were thinking loudly,
but you’re right. This makes everything more complicated.

As I stared down at the flowers—which were definitely yellow—I tracked
Kid Biohack’s movements, trusting my sunglasses/HUD to hide my eyes.
Zooming in, I could see that he was laughing with two women. If I had to
bet, I’d bet that he was flirting with them.

You’d win that bet, Daniel grinned. Better him than me.

With Daniel literally being tall, dark, and handsome, I’d half expected
that to cause problems by now, but apparently being a superhero mattered
more.

Which is good for our cover, Daniel said.

Kid Biohack and the crowd around him made their way down the hall,
disappearing around a corner. He hadn’t seen me, or maybe he’d
recognized me, but knew that the moment wasn’t right to make contact.

Closer to option one, Daniel said, he was trying to figure out if he
could ask both of the women he was talking to up to his room at once.

Huh, I thought back.

Cassie shook her head, I don’t think anyone in Stapledon ever told us
not to have threesomes with strangers while on a mission… How was he
doing?

One of the women has a boyfriend and he was right there the whole time.
He’s already jealous and angry. Expect an explosion. I don’t think Kid
Biohack’s on a mission though. The whole group of them are social media
influencers and he’s just one of the crowd. Daniel waved us to start
walking.

We did, passing the glowing signs of restaurants, souvenir shops, and
banks advertising their currency exchange rates.

As we walked forward, merging into a crowded hall where we were at most
a foot away from the nearest person, I thought, Do we just ignore him?
If we attack Armory, Kid Biohack might show up in the middle of the
fight. I think he’d ultimately be on our side, but it could be a big
mess if he shows up at the wrong time.

Daniel glanced over at a shop advertising falafel. I could smell the
heated oil. I missed all of that except for the trip to Turkmenistan. I
only heard about him afterward. We should talk about it after we figure
out what we’re going to do with Armory.

Ditto, Cassie thought back. I barely met the guy before The Thing
That Eats infected him and we didn’t talk much after he got better.
You’re the local expert, Nick.

Awesome. Let’s try to avoid him then, I said. Figuring out where to
find Armory is first priority.

That was the afternoon. We walked around the building, listened to
bands, and pretended not to have a care in the world. Cassie was the
group’s designated drinker since she couldn’t get drunk. She pretended
to, though, hanging on Daniel and me at different times, giving us an
obvious excuse for walking away from the main crowds—she needed a
bathroom.

She’d stumbled out of the main arena hanging on to me with Daniel
following a few steps behind when we had a breakthrough. We’d turned
down a hall near the back. Daniel had told us, This feels right. Turn
here.

At least twenty feet wide, it was as non-descript as a hall that size
could be. All gray concrete with no decoration or anything but smooth
walls, it had no restaurants or shops, no blinking colored lights or
screens with advertisements. It ended in two big, blue, metal doors.

Cassie pounded on one with her hand—not to the point that she left
dents, but she made a lot of noise. People didn’t come quickly, but they
did come. It felt like we waited for a minute before a balding man in a
button-down shirt and khakis opened the door, “Excuse me?”

Slurring her words, Cassie said, “I need a bathroom. I’m feeling sick.
Where’s the bathroom?”

He frowned, looking Cassie and me up and down, “Are you blind? The
bathroom’s back that way. How did you even miss it?”

His eyes narrowed. I had a bad feeling that he’d just become suspicious.
Moving the arm I had around her waist, I tapped the palm of my hand,
activating the sonics and aiming them at her stomach, feeling the device
warm next to my forearm.

“I’m feeling really, really sick,” she said as she thought at me, Nick,
did you just—

She vomited. Except, as a super, she had powerful muscles all over, so
it was more projectile vomit than average. It hit him around the knee,
leaving his lower legs covered in beer, wine, and bits of shawarma.

He stared down at his legs and as he did, I got a glimpse of what was
behind him. The hallway sank deeper into the ground, ending in a room
full of machines. Among them, I thought I saw the upper torso of a mech.

At the same time, the smell of vomit began to saturate my awareness.
Beyond the smell of alcohol, I recognized the smell of the fried cheese
curds Cassie ate at some point in the afternoon. Unlike your average
cheese curds, these hadn’t been made of cheddar, but of a stinkier
cheese I didn’t recognize, adding a strong moldy addition to the already
questionable smell.

“That smell,” I swallowed, trying to keep everything down, “I feel sick
too.”

The bald man’s eyes widened.

From behind me, Daniel added, “Me too.”

With a cry that might have been poorly pronounced swearing, the man
backed up and shut the door between us, still dripping Cassie’s vomit.

Daniel thought, Let’s go, at us and we headed back up the hallway, but
not before I let loose a single roachbot. Little more than a small black
spec, it landed in the corner intersection of the ceiling, the wall, and
the double doors, practically invisible.

As we ran away, I thought, I wasn’t joking about feeling sick.

Me neither, Daniel thought back, but I’m feeling better now that
we’re farther away from the smell.

I realized that I was too.

Cassie’s voice cut into my thoughts, That’s great for you two, but I
still need a bathroom and I need a drinking fountain. I haven’t been
sick since my powers were activated and I never liked the taste of
vomit.

We rounded the corner, putting us back in the public part of the arena,
but still not one of the most popular spots. Like the rest of the
building, it was a wide hall surrounded by concrete, the floor covered
with black tile, but it didn’t have any shops, restaurants, or anywhere
to sit. The men’s and women’s restrooms and a couple of drinking
fountains were the only objects in sight.

It felt to me as if the arena’s architect were telling people to move
through and not stick around.

We took the message to heart. Except we did stop for Cassie to use the
drinking fountain and the bathrooms. We hung out next to the door as she
stepped inside. I’d already identified two visible cameras by then (two
small half-globes on the ceiling) and was willing to bet that there were
more.

Cassie commented in our heads as she took care of a few stray bits of
vomit on her dress and washed the taste out of her mouth. Nice save
back there, Nick. I can’t say I liked it much at the time, but if
there’s any better way to make the guy dismiss us as a group of drunk
kids, I can’t think of it.

I took a drink from the drinking fountain. I hadn’t had much to drink,
but the taste of the beer I’d had was lingering and it made me think of
the smell in the hall. I didn’t need that. No problem. After what you
said, it was that or the brown note, and I was pretty sure you wouldn’t
like that idea.

God, no. Don’t ever do that unless I ask you to. And if I ever do, you
can bet I’m not in my right mind—which reminds me—give me some fucking
warning next time or I’ll make sure some of the splash hits you.

Feeling her irritation wash over me, I decided apology was the better
part of valor. Sorry. All I could think of was that I didn’t want to
fight my way out. I’ll warn you next time. In fact, if we have to do it
again, maybe I should choose someone else.

Leaning against the wall next to the drinking fountain, Daniel shook his
head, I’ve got to admit that would be fair, but let’s not overuse it.
They’ll see through it eventually.

What I’m hearing, Cassie thought back, is that someone doesn’t want
to take his turn. Remember that, Nick. Daniel’s next.

Daniel didn’t say anything or give even a hint of a mental response. He
did roll his eyes as I stepped away from the drinking fountain.

So the next thing, I began, is for me to get the roachbot inside the
lab, mech factory, or whatever that place is, but I feel like we can’t
leave until after a concert or two if they’re watching for us after
that.

Works for me, Cassie said. I don’t have any plans tonight. Besides,
we might see a band we’d never get to see normally.

I checked up and down the hall. We were still the only people in this
section. Daniel, are you pretty sure this is the right spot for me to
send the bots? I’ll be using the one I planted to guide the others in.
It’ll be a waste of time if this is just an outlying mech repair room or
something.

Daniel grinned, No, this one’s real. The guy Cassie puked on is one of
Armory’s top engineers. You know how else I know it’s real? How little I
got out of him. He was right on the edge of an anti-telepathy fuzzer.
Whoever set it up, set it to be effective up to the doors, but end
there. So they were trying to hide everything inside, but not give it so
much protection that it was a beacon that they had something to hide.
But this is it, Armory’s main lab and manufacturing facility. All we
have to do now is figure out what we want to do to it.

Cassie stepped out of the women’s bathroom door. The gun wants you both
to know that he’s ready to burn it to the ground right now, but I’m not.
I think we need to decide if we’re going to stop at grabbing Armory or
if we’re going to trash the whole lab on the way out. Think about what
our base has in it. It’s anybody’s guess what this guy’s got and if we
take him, his people will sell it or keep it for themselves.

Good point, I thought back at her. I don’t know what we should do
with all of that, but the only thing your people suggested was that we
should do something about whoever was selling equipment to the Nine and
Syndicate L. They didn’t mention anything about the equipment.

Daniel gave off a hint of amusement that felt like a gentle breeze in my
head. If they don’t have some kind of plan for it themselves, I’d be
surprised. I’m betting that they’ve got other people on the island to
clean up after we do whatever we do.

I felt Cassie thinking even if I didn’t hear it. Now that you say it,
yeah. I’d bet on it.

You know, I thought at them, when they sent in Larry last time, they
sent him in because they half-expected he’d sink the island.

I’m pretty sure they don’t expect that of us, Cassie thought back.
You’re careful and so is Daniel. I’m the only wild card in this group
and even I don’t have a reputation for accidentally blowing things up.

I thought back to Daniel’s comment, If they’re planning to swarm in and
grab everything they can, maybe we should make sure it all gets trashed.
It’s not that I distrust our government, but if Armory’s got alien tech
and it gets back to the Nine, that’s not good.

Crap, Cassie’s thought pierced my mind like a bullet. Now you’re
making me paranoid.

Daniel’s sigh was both verbal and mental, But after everything that
happened with the True, it’s a depressingly realistic kind of paranoid.
Let’s table this for now and come back to it while we’re planning. For
now, I think we should go see at least one band and leave after that.

Neither Cassie or I needed to ask why. He’d left enough of his thoughts
unprotected for us to feel his worry that if they were watching us now,
taking in a show fit our cover better than leaving.

As we all thought about that, Cassie stepped out of the women’s
bathroom, “You know who’s playing? Vincent Sucks. I feel like they
follow me around.”

Daniel and I both laughed, but neither of us said anything more, knowing
that if Armory were paranoid enough to bug the area outside the entrance
to his lab, we’d be giving away more than we wanted to.

We walked down the long, concrete hall, back toward the more public
areas of the arena and watched a Jazz trio in one of the bars, followed
by a forgettably famous band from the 90s in one of the
arenas.

It was past midnight by the time we got back to the hotel, smelling of
alcohol and our own sweat. That didn’t mean that the night was done—far
from it. I had to lead in the rest of the roachbots, one at a time,
scouting out the lab, and then placing them for maximum effect in
surveillance.

I was tired, but at least I hadn’t drunk very much. I’d spilled more on
myself than I let inside. Using the implant to connect to the bots made
the process less about physical than mental control in any case.

Daniel and Cassie stayed up for a while, but it was all my job after
that. I stayed up for a few more hours, flying, crawling, and sometimes
drilling the bots into place. By the time I was done, it was three in
the morning. I stared out the windows into the city. Crowds still stood
out in the streets, laughing and talking. The arena glowed with lights
and signs with the names of the bands scrolling across the
marquee.

I thought I saw Vincent Sucks scroll past. We hadn’t seen them, but that
was fine. We’d been in the green room for one of their concerts back in
the summer when we’d fought the dragon in the Castle Rock Compound. That
was the summer where I’d realized that for some being a super meant
hobnobbing with celebrities and actually being the kind of people we
were pretending to be.

I’d known it already, but staying in the compound made the line between
feeling separate from the rest of humanity because of your abilities and
thinking it made you better than the rest more obvious. I wasn’t sure
where I was going with that line of thought, but my implant notified me
that my comm had notifications for me.

I’d turned them off while I’d been placing the bots, but now there was
no reason not to look at them. Most were part of on-going conversations
that I’d been expecting, including one from Chris about the company we
were forming. Vaughn wanted to be an investor. I decided to put off
thinking about that until morning.

One, however, wasn’t part of an on-going conversation and centralized
all of my fears in one spot. It was a message from Kid Biohack.

I opened it, seeing him sitting in a chair in the main room of a suite
every bit as large as ours except where ours was spare and modern in
style, his was ornate. He didn’t have his mask on and as I looked at
him, I remembered when he’d seen my face.

It was after the fight with The Thing That Eats. He’d been freed from
its control and everyone who’d been in the fight—all of our team plus
friends from Stapledon slept in the League’s HQ. We’d allowed him in for
what there was of a victory party with everyone else. He’d been blocked
just like the rest of us. Allowing him to sleep over and watch movies
hadn’t seemed like a risk then.

Feeling a pain in my gut that I knew wasn’t real, I started the message
going.

“Rocket,” he looked up into the camera, “I thought I saw you in the
arena on Renewal Island today. You seemed busy, so I left you alone.”

My thoughts went in all directions. Could I maybe turn off my video when
I made the return call and say, “Nope, that wasn’t me?” As much as that
sounded tempting, I might actually need his help sometime. Bearing in
mind his powers—the ability to alter his physical speed, strength, and
toughness by altering his biology—and the fact that he could put himself
into Jaclyn’s league in those areas, I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

He was a bit of a bro, but he had a moral code buried somewhere
underneath a need to be liked by as many people as possible. He’d fought
his best friend after it turned out that the guy had been robbing
armored cars.

Maybe we could bring him as backup? I didn’t want to. As much as we were
here to put Armory out of business, we wanted to do it as quietly as
possible. While I didn’t know for sure what Kid Biohack had specialized
in at Stapledon, his only options were espionage/investigation,
technology, magic, and combat.

I’d have put a few thousand dollars on a bet that it was combat without
much fear.

Meanwhile, his image in the message kept on talking. I backed up to
watch what I’d missed.

Kid Biohack laughed, “Of course, that wasn’t the only reason I didn’t.
I’ve got a thing for Shanna. She’s an online model? Hawt. I was talking
with her and her friend Audrey who’s also a model. They’re here for the
festival. I know them from my online stuff. Anyway, it turns out that
Bryce, who I thought was just her friend, is actually Shanna’s boyfriend
and he took a punch at me. I didn’t do much to him at all. I just caught
his arm and pushed him back. I didn’t want to punch through his head,
you know? He’s just a normal guy.

“Anyway, Shanna and Bryce are a little angry with me and it’s getting
awkward over here. So I’m kind of wondering, are you here for the
festival or on a mission? Because if it’s the festival, great. Maybe I
could hang out with you tomorrow? That’d give them time to cool off. If
you’re on a mission, though, that’s even better. Because girls love
that, right? I mean, maybe you don’t know that because you’re dating a
super, but trust me, normal girls love the danger thing.”

If I’d had any temptation to bring him in, that killed it. If even hints
that we were more than we seemed made it to the wrong person, we were
screwed.

Then he grinned, “Audrey’s still into me, though. It’s the danger thing,
I’m sure. Anyway, dude, call me back. If there’s danger, I’m your man.
If there’s no danger, we’re still good and we can take in a few bands.
Not only that, but I know where to find the best fucking sushi on this
island. They rent private karaoke rooms. So, bonus, right?’

The message ended with a wide smile and a wave.

I closed the connection, sinking further into my chair and looking out
toward the ocean. Past the island, darkness hid where the ocean met the
sky. Walking out to the balcony and clearing my head by flying a lap
around the island almost sounded like a good idea. It wasn’t and I knew
it, but it would have been nice.

Pushing myself out of my chair, I walked to my room, stripped off my
clothes, and went to bed. Tomorrow I’d have to figure out how to let Kid
Biohack down gently.



I woke to hear Daniel’s voice in my head, Nick, they’ve got a buffet
downstairs, but it closes at 10 AM. So you’ve got 30 minutes unless you
want to get room service.

Where’s Cassie? I opened my eyes, realizing that the ceiling of my
room was all mirrored glass. Interesting.

Downstairs and still eating, I felt Daniel’s amusement over our
connection. Cassie ate a lot.

Missing the buffet and ordering room service seemed in character for the
kind of people we were pretending to be, but there was an issue with
that. I felt hungry. I’ll throw something on and run down there.

Leaving yesterday’s wadded-up clothes on the floor next to my suitcase,
I pulled out a new pair of shorts and a t-shirt and put them on.
Deciding to ignore the fact that I’d deliberately spilled beer on myself
yesterday, I skipped taking a shower, pulled on my sneakers, and waved
to Daniel as I ran for the elevator.

Stale beer smell combined with being unwashed while running for
breakfast would be in character too.

Taking the elevator down to the second floor where the buffet was didn’t
take long. I mostly had the elevator to myself and the people who did
get on didn’t stand next to me for very long before moving to a
different corner.

Whoever set up the breakfast menu had gone for a European feel—pastries,
oatmeal, eggs, beans, sausage, bacon, fruits, different kinds of bread,
lunchmeat, and a variety of beverages. At any rate, it was more
interesting than your average US hotel’s combination of pastries, boiled
eggs, and make-your-own waffles.

I took a little bit of everything except for the oatmeal and looked
around for Cassie. After making one round of the main breakfast room, I
stepped into the second room, checking the booths and tables for her
without success. Since the rooms were half full, I had no trouble
finding a booth for myself.

I sent her an implant to implant message asking, Done with breakfast?

Yes. She sent me a short video of the hallway to our room. Did you
just get there? Go figure. I guess we’ll kill time while you eat.

That left me eating alone—which wasn’t that bad. It was a nice enough
room. Between the white and silver tables, white and silver chairs, and
the white-painted walls, it felt a bit bright, but it looked out on the
city and the green lawns and palm trees around our hotel.

I was midway through eating my bowl of fruit when I felt the small wind
of someone passing—except she didn’t pass. She sat down across from me.
Dark skinned with short, tightly curled hair, she wore a pink tank top
and jeans.

As she smiled, I realized I knew her. Her name was Yoselin. The last
time I’d seen her was before my grandfather died. She’d come because her
father Alexis wanted to talk to Larry and my grandfather, leaving me to
entertain her for a few hours. It had been fun, but it wasn’t something
I even talked about with other supers.

Her father was a Cuban tech superhero who was wanted in the US because
of various Cold War incidents. Plus, the Dixieland Defenders hated him,
especially the ones in Florida. I wasn’t sure why, but I wasn’t going to
go out of my way to ask them.

“Charles! It’s been so long. We should catch up. I’ve been looking for
you all over.”

“Hey,” I said, “it has been a long time. Are you here for the festival?”

It was nice of her to help me keep cover by using the name on my
passport, but since I’d never told her what it was or even told her I
was coming, I didn’t like where this was going.

Adding more to my disquiet, my implant chose that moment to create a
brief illusion of wires threaded through her brain and label it, “Human
Ascendancy implant.”

That brought up a small storm of thoughts, questions, and feelings,
starting with whether she was allied with the Ascendancy because they
were not nice people. They were the Abominators’ former human slaves who
decided to carry on their empire in the tradition of their masters.

That didn’t seem like the most likely possibility though. I remembered
that her father had been the sidekick of a Russian super who’d been
investigating Abominator tech, causing them to both go up against and
eventually befriend Grandpa and Larry.

Most likely her tech dated from that. Taking a chance, I told my implant
to send her a ping.

Her eyes widened.

I didn’t know what she was getting from her implant, but mine told me
that it had gotten a reply using an older protocol—about forty years
old.

I told my implant to open a communications channel—which might not have
been the wisest thing, but I’d interfaced with lots of Abominator
descended tech a year or more ago without
issue. Plus, I’d been contacting the
nearest ansible and keeping my implant up to date.

Aloud, she said, “I am here for the festival. What luck! I’m on my own.
Maybe we can catch a show together?”

I smiled, “I don’t see why not, assuming our tastes match up.”

She gave a wide grin, and I heard her over the implant to implant
channel, Assuming our tastes match up? Nice.

“We like some of the same bands,” she spoke unaccented English—at least
to my ears. If I remembered correctly, she’d been planning to attend the
University of Florida. Being the daughter of a major Cuban hero could
only give her better access to education than the average person.

The way I heard the story, your dad and Larry were officially on
different sides the last time they met up. It’s just that they both had
a problem with Armory. Where are we?

Aloud, I added, “That’s true. I hope a few of them are playing at the
festival.”

She winked at me, raising her left hand as she talked, “Don’t be
negative. We might discover new bands that we both like.”

Over the implant, she said, There’s more going on than just Armory’s
arms dealing. We’ve been tracking down agents of the Nine in Cuba and
they came here. We think that the Nine might be one of Armory’s
financial backers. We think they might share whatever Armory has under
the arena.

With a grin to respond to what she’d said aloud, I said, “Discovering
new bands might be fun, I’ll just have to clear it with my friends. We
were coming together. I want to make sure that they’re open to letting
others into our group.”

It really is complicated. More complicated than you’d think. I already
saw another super around here that I don’t want to bring in. If say yes
to you, but no to him, that could lead to awkward questions.

She grinned, “I understand. I want your friends to feel comfortable with
me too.”

“Great,” I said, and thought back, Are you really working alone?

She took a sip out of the cup of coffee she’d put down in the booth.
Yes and no. I’m not the only one here. Renewal is too close to Cuba for
us to ignore it. I’ve got people I can call for help, but because I’m a
hero of the people, they trust me to meet with you without assuming I’m
about to run away. So no one is looking over my shoulder.

I started to eat my bowl of fruit again. Good. We’re here to stop
Armory from selling to the Nine and other criminal groups, but we’re not
acting directly as agents of our government. We’re on our own. That
said, if you’re here to grab Armory’s stuff for the good of Cuba, we’re
not going to help with that or even let it happen when we can see it.

She smiled. I understand. It’ll be like it always was. We help each
other when we can and when it’s more important than either of our
countries.

Aloud, she said, “I’m going to grab a little more food. Be back in a
second.”

In my head, she said, I’ve been seeing you in the news ever since you
started wearing the suit. The way I remember it when we last talked, you
weren’t planning on following your grandfather into this life.

Hearing the clink as she grabbed a plate in the other room, I thought
back, My friends were interested in reforming the League. Also, the
mayor of Grand Lake went after us and he wasn’t the only one. It was as
much about fighting to stay alive as saving people’s lives at first. It
still is some days. Um… To go back to why we’re here… You don’t have any
reason to think that sorcerer um… Sloan or his earth elemental is still
around here, do you?

I turned, checking around the corner of our booth to see Yoselin
stepping back from the buffet and walking down the aisle back to our
booth.

She grinned at me, It’s funny how that story lives on. My dad never saw
him again after that. The earth elemental disappeared after the island
sank. The Dixieland Defenders might have destroyed it. Cuba didn’t allow
supernatural heroes to be part of government teams back then so my dad
didn’t have anyone to ask.

She sat down and bit into a croissant she’d spread strawberry jelly
on.

I bit into scrambled eggs. Well, that might be a good thing. If no
one’s seen Sloan or the elemental, maybe we only have to worry about
Armory, the Nine, whatever security forces they’ve got, allies, and
maybe the Dominators.

She stopped eating, meeting my eyes as her smile widened. What a relief
that that’s all. How lucky we both are that we found each other.

I raised an eyebrow and took another bite of eggs, How did that happen
exactly? I know I wasn’t expecting you, but it sounded like you might
have been expecting me.

Taking a bite of her croissant, she thought, You know I can’t tell you
much, but it’s true. We knew someone was coming, and when they sent me
the list of Americans who landed on the island yesterday, I recognized
your face even if I didn’t know who Charles Finley was.

I thought about that, recognizing the part that bugged me, How did
anyone get my picture? We used the powder that’s supposed to make that
impossible.

To cameras, she thought back, we had a person at the airport that
could show us what they saw.

She hadn’t said exactly how, but from what she did say, a telepath would
work and so would someone with an implant. I’d never thought putting
powder on my face would be foolproof, but I’d thought it would be harder
to get around.

We ate without talking either through our implants or out loud for a few
minutes. It didn’t take that long for either of us to finish. As she
finished the last of her danish, I said, “It’s been great to reconnect,
I’ll talk with my friends and see if they’re okay with you coming along
with us.”

She smiled at me, “That sounds great.”

Just a word of warning, I thought at her, I don’t know how you got
your implant, but if it’s an Ascendancy implant, I’ve literally seen
someone blow up their own head with one of those.

We both got out of the booth, holding our trays and their plates as we
walked down the aisle past empty tables and booths and toward the racks
where we slid our trays in.

Yoselin frowned as she thought back a reply, shaking her head, I wish I
was surprised. My father knew it was a risk, but we had to–

She stopped, Maybe I’ll tell you later.

We walked out of the breakfast area, stopping at the elevator. She
nodded toward the stairs, “I’m going to run an errand. I’ll be back here
in a little bit.”

Then she pulled me into a hug—which was nice as it happened, but as she
pulled away, I could see her nose wrinkle, making me think I should have
showered before I came down here or if she might have caught a whiff of
Cassie’s vomit that I’d missed.

Through my implant, I said, Sorry, I was late for breakfast and thought
I’d be eating alone.

She waved at me as she walked down the stairs to the hotel lobby, I
think you’re doing an excellent job of pretending to be a tourist.

You’re doing an excellent job of not telling me I should take a
shower.

She didn’t reply, but I thought I heard her laugh in my head as I
stepped into the elevator. The door shut behind me and the car carried
me up to the top floor. When I got back to my room, I found Cassie
watching a news show on television, one that made no sense to me because
it was all in Spanish.

So far as I could tell, Cassie was fluent in the language or close to
it.

Daniel, meanwhile, sat in an armchair and looked at his phone. His head
turned to look at me as I walked through the door. This didn’t surprise
me. We’d been able to sense a telepathic connection to each other within
range since we were kids.

As Cassie turned away from the TV, he asked, “What happened?”

Looking at both of them, I said, “The short answer is that another
person recognized me. You don’t know her, but if you remember Larry’s
story, she’s the daughter of Alexis, the Cuban super who was also after
Armory.”

Then I used my implant to replay the conversation in my head for Daniel
and sent a copy to Cassie since she had a Xiniti implant of her own. It
didn’t take her long to go through it. Her eyes glazed over and she
turned off the TV. Even before Daniel finished watching my mental
replay, she muttered, “This gets worse every time we turn around.”

“I know,” I said, “I’m beginning to feel like everybody on this island
knows me. The bottom line is, do we bring her in and trust her only as
far as we can trust her, or do we keep everyone out of it except for the
three of us? On a gut level, I’m feeling like we’ll need her if she’s
right about the Nine being involved. Worse, we might need Kid Biohack
too.”

Turning off the TV and leaving the remote on the chair, Cassie walked
over to the table in the middle of the room, asking, “From what little
I’ve heard of Kid Biohack from you and the rest of the team, he loves
any camera he can find, but he’s on the right side. From what I’ve seen
from your recording, Yoselin might be trustworthy for what we’re doing,
but she’s probably got plans for Armory’s stuff that we might not like.”

Daniel put his phone in his pocket and joined her at the table, reaching
it at about the same time I pulled out a chair, “You were saying we
might want to blow up Armory’s stuff. With the Nine there and Yoselin
likely to grab what she can for Cuba, it makes even more sense. It could
make for a good distraction on the way out.”

I sat down in the chair, noticing that it was surprisingly comfortable,
“Are you making a guess or is that something you’re seeing in the
future?”

Shaking his head, Daniel said, “We’re too far out from trying it and I
haven’t had any random visions. Once we start planning, I’ll have a
better sense of it.”

I nodded, “And for that, I’ll need to check what the bots have gotten
overnight plus maybe a full normal day. It’d be nice to get some sense
of when Armory’s around. Then we can figure out our plan. In the short
term though, am I right in thinking we’re willing to take a chance on
Yoselin and, I don’t know, bring Kid Biohack in as possible backup?
Combat’s more his thing than investigation and espionage.”

Daniel nodded. Cassie shook her head, “I know I said it sounded like Kid
Biohack’s okay, but he’s such a camera hog. I think he’ll be a great
backup, but I hope he doesn’t turn this into a big media thing. The only
reason I’m saying yes is that at the point we need him, we’ll already be
making so much noise it won’t matter if the guy’s putting it all on
video and telling the world how lucky we are to have him.”

Laughing, Daniel said, “It’s better than having no backup, but I can’t
say I disagree. I watched a few of his videos this morning. I’m amazed
that he can talk as much as he does during a fight.”

I sighed, “Yeah. I got to watch that in real-time once. So, I’ll call
Yoselin and after she gets here, we’ll explain him to her. After that,
we might have to hang out with him too. He managed to get the people he
was with angry at him so he was wondering if we were open to him joining
us.”

Grinning, Cassie said, “The three-way didn’t work out? Whatever. It
might even help us sell our cover. We just have to do an extra good job
of putting on our glitter dust.”

A hint of worry came through from Daniel’s end of our telepathic link,
but his voice didn’t sound worried, “Maybe we could have him pretend to
meet us for the first time?”

“Works for me,” Cassie said. “He will be meeting most of us for the
first time.



It didn’t go as badly as you’d expect. I can’t say it was exactly how
I’d have wanted to spend a day, but it could have been worse. Kid
Biohack didn’t make any slips that blew our cover—not even with Audrey,
the woman he’d described as still being into him. From the amount of
time she spent touching him, I gave him the benefit of the doubt there.

We’d briefed Yoselin on our cover and vice versa. She was pretending to
be the daughter of a higher up in the Cuban Communist Party—which wasn’t
much of a stretch for her. I don’t know if the party would have approved
of her portrayal, but she fit in with our “rich kid” characters.

Around 5:30, Kid Biohack got a call, learning that he’d been forgiven
and could he come back to the group now? He left with Audrey within
seconds, but not before thanking us and letting me know he was up for
“anything” while we were here.

That was subtle for him, subtle enough that Aubrey didn’t even pay
attention. I had no complaints.

Later that night though, Daniel, Cassie, Yoselin, and I left the last
band we wanted to see and went up to our room. There, we went through
the day’s footage from the bot feeds, learning that Armory spent most
days in the office, meeting with his engineers, and working on new suits
in his lab.

We also learned that Yoselin was right about the Nine.

This was the scene: Len Jones, also known as Armory, stood next to a
mech. It was open, all of the outside panels off, exposing circuitry,
cables, artificial muscles with similarity to my grandfather’s earlier
designs, and the inside of Armory’s intricate joint designs. I could
have stopped it right there for more examination, but didn’t because I
was streaming it to everyone.

About six feet tall, Len was balding with white hair and a combover that
didn’t hide it. He wore a blue coverall that might be for piloting
mechs. As we watched, he turned as new people walked toward him. He had
none of the slowness I’d have expected out of a seventy-year-old.

It raised questions, but not as many as his visitors. I’d have
recognized them anywhere—John Kowalski, the first Captain Commando and
Cassie’s dad, along with Tara, a friend from the Stapledon program and
now a member of the League.

At any rate, that’s how they appeared at first glance. Cassie, Daniel,
and I all knew better. We knew that Cassie’s dad was more than ten years
dead, but that the Nine had cloned him. As for myself, I couldn’t have
pointed out the differences between this woman and Tara, but I knew they
weren’t the same person.

The Nine had come into possession of alternate versions of her too. I
wondered how many they had these days.

Len nodded at them, “I assume you’re delivering the new artifact. If
you’re here for the next delivery of mechs,
I told your… owners… that they’re going to be late due to certain parts
being unavailable.”

As he’d said, owners, he’d grinned at them and not a nice grin. It was
more of a smirk. The Tara twin gave no reaction, an expressionless dark
blond woman in a black business suit. By contrast, Captain Clone’s eyes
narrowed and his mouth widened in an expression that in my life meant
that Cassie’s next punch was going to hurt. I’d mostly seen it after a
hard punch while training, or when we were
playing Monopoly.

The less said about that, the better.

Captain Clone didn’t attack, but I might have stepped back from his slow
smile, “We are here with the new artifact, and as it happens, our owners
did get your message about the parts issue. They want a list of the
parts, your specifications for them, and where you normally find them.
They’ll make sure you get them. They need those mechs on time.

“I hope you’re actually having problems getting the parts because if
you’re deliberately being slow our ‘owners’ will be extremely
irritated.”

Len straightened and stared at Captain Clone for a second and replied,
“I’m not lying. We’re having problems getting the parts. I’ll send them
the list and if they can get them for me within the next week, we’ll be
able to keep to the schedule. Any longer and it will be pushed back by
however long it takes for us to get the parts.”

Captain Clone nodded and began to turn away, “Good. You won’t wait
long.”

The Tara clone matched his pace and they walked away together, two
figures in black suits walking out the door.

Aloud, Len said, “Did they even leave the artifact?”

He noticed the brown cardboard box on the white table next to a mech
arm. It was near where the clones had been standing. Len stepped toward
it at about the same time my implant finished replaying the moment where
the Tara twin placed it on the table.

Pulling out a jackknife, he cut the tape holding the box shut, and
pulled out a circular tablet made of rust-red metal. Too wide for one
human hand, it had a dome-shaped protrusion on the middle of the screen
and jagged, broken metal on the right side as if it had been snapped off
of a larger object.

My implant identified it as a piece of a “god killer,” a device designed
to allow the Abominators to identify Artificer technology, and detect
and defend against any Artificers in range. I checked the implant for
more information, learning that the Xiniti had never seen it used, but
had discovered broken pieces of them on worlds where the Abominators
investigated Artificer ruins.

Len held up the device, turning it so that he could look into the broken
side. Then he lowered it and spoke to someone off-camera, “Hey Stan, get
me the charger.”

The man Cassie puked on stepped up, holding what appeared to be a brick
made of a blue-green material I’d seen used in Abominator tech. This
brick differed from most by the tentacle-like protrusions from one side.

My implant labeled it “charger,” which made me more worried than before
because it meant that Armory had it right.

Len took the charger and moved it up to the jagged metal. The tentacles
extended inside and the rest of the device adjusted, extending to cover
all the broken parts of the tablet and fuse with it—though the point
where the devices met was visible, red metal meeting blue.

Then the screen began to glow. The upper half of the circle showed a
collection of symbols that the implant identified as derived from an
Abominator writing system, but could not translate. The lower half
appeared to show thin lines spreading out from a mass of more lines. It
reminded me of how I looked in what I half-jokingly thought of as “elder
god vision.”

Lee had told me that other Artificers would see me as an infant of his
species, but if that device could detect me, it wasn’t a good thing.
Worse, if Len or the Nine got access to the weapons that went along with
the sensor portion of the device, I didn’t like to imagine what happened
next.

Len touched the screen of the tablet. Nothing changed. That’s the point
where I ended streaming the video to Cassie and Yoselin’s implants and
letting Daniel watch through a telepathic connection.

As the picture of Len’s lab went away, leaving me to see our hotel room
with Cassie, Daniel, and Yoselin sitting around the table, I looked over
at Yoselin who was frowning, “Did your implant give you any information
when you saw the round tablet? Cassie and I probably got the same thing,
but I’m hoping you got something different.”

She shook her head, her curly hair swinging around it, “It labeled the
tablet ‘forbidden,’ but labeled the strange brick a ‘charger.’ What did
you get from your implants?”

“Well, I got a charger for the brick, but for the tablet,” and there I
paused, knowing that if I said what I saw we were going to have to trust
her with even more, “I got ‘god killer.’ I don’t know what sense if any,
that makes to you.”

Over my implant, Cassie said, I hope she’s worth the risk. Because if
she isn’t trustworthy, that thing might be going to Cuba.

Shaking her head and then looking me in the eyes, Yoselin said, “No.
Except now my implant is warning me that if I repeat what you said, I’m
risking reprogramming by the Dominators.”

Laughing, she said, “It threatens me a lot. It’s like carrying the worst
parts of home along.”

Meeting her eyes, I asked, “Why do you even have it? I can use mine to
control my body, but in my case, I feel like I can trust the source. The
Human Ascendancy is basically a dictatorship. They’re far worse than
Cuba from what I saw.”

She took a breath, “I know. After everything that happened to Red
Victory, my father discovered a way to disable the implant’s ability to
control the user. We can’t disable the nagging, but there’s no risk of
it taking control.”

Nodding, I thought back to the little I remembered hearing from Larry
about what had happened when Alexis and he had gone to investigate what
happened to Viktor (Red Victory) after he’d been forced to lead an
expedition back to the moon. Implants Viktor retrieved had put the
surviving expedition members under the control of a local cell of the
Dominators and an Abominator AI. How Larry and Alexis had managed to
free them while hiding in 1980s Moscow, I didn’t know, but they had.

“At least, there’s that,” I said. “And that’s good because it’s probably
going to freak out with my next sentence. I don’t know if your implant
will tell you what Artificers are, but they’re an ancient and mysterious
race. The ‘god killer’ is designed to kill them and the tablet’s a piece
of it. There’s a reason to believe I have a connection to the Artificers
somehow, so there’s no way we’re leaving that in his hands.”

She looked over at Daniel and Cassie. Seeing Daniel’s watchful gaze and
slight smile, and Cassie’s crossed arms and expressionless face, I can
only assume that Yoselin decided we meant it. “My supervisors didn’t
send me to find it. I think that if we ruin Armory’s cooperation with
the Nine, my mission will be a success.

“If I can ask, “ she said, gesturing in my direction, “where did you get
your implant?”

“Cassie and I are officially members of the Xiniti nation, and thus,
implants.”

Yoselin blinked, her expression going slack in what I recognized as a
massive information download. Then her eyelids fluttered, and she said,
“Oh. You know that all my implant gave me
in response to the word ‘Artificer’ was ‘a dangerous, deceased ancient
race?’ In response to mentioning the Xiniti, I just got a download of
scrubbed worlds and hundreds of battles with the Abominators and then
the Ascendancy. It tells me that if you’re human members of the Xiniti
nation, you’re murderous traitors to humankind.”

Cassie grinned, “All true.”

Laughing, Yoselin said, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Daniel caught my eye, “Nick, if you could show us a map and tell us what
the bots have collected, we could plan what we’re going to do.”

I did, using my implant to collect all the bots’ information about the
layout including placement of troopers, workers, patterns of movement,
and schedules. I plotted it out visually, allowing Cassie and Yoselin to
download it from me directly. I let Daniel poke around as he needed
during the discussion, reminding me of our group Monopoly simulations in
space.

“I can’t promise any of this will stay this way forever, but sounds like
Armory will be around tomorrow at the same time. Also, it looks like
he’s keeping the tablet in his office in a safe.”

Cassie grinned, “That won’t last long.”

I’m not going to go through the whole discussion, but in the end, the
plan went like this: Armory’s personal lab and office were in the center
of the complex, a couple of levels below the main floor of the arena.
We’d all go in together, but after we sighted Armory, stealth would be
impossible. It would be Cassie, Daniel, and Yoselin’s job to grab Armory
and the Abominator artifact, and my job to blow the lab and everything
Armory was working on. I’d also be responsible for making a lot of noise
so that the island’s police force would be trying to subdue me instead
of tracking down the rest of the team.

Kid Biohack would be backing me up, though he didn’t know it yet.

After that, the League jet would extract us and we’d leave, assuming we
didn’t manage to sink the island again. Then we’d have a whole different
problem.

Once we had a plan, we went through it in a joint simulation in our
heads, ignoring our bodies as they sat at the table in our hotel suite.
When we felt that we had it, Yoselin walked down to her own room and we
went to bed.

All the same, it’s easy to say you went to bed, but there’s no guarantee
that you’ll sleep once you get there. It gets harder to sleep when you
know you’ve got something big planned the next day. That’s especially
true if you know you could get hurt, that your friends could get hurt,
and if one of your friends is a telepath with who you’ve had a low-level
telepathic connection since childhood—at least when you’re in range—you
might sense his anxiety too.

I don’t think either of us noticed it at first, but twenty minutes after
pulling the sheets up, I found myself staring at the ceiling, which
thanks to the mirrors on the ceiling, gave me a dark reflection of
myself staring up at myself. Lit only by the stars and moon outside my
windows, I could see only a little more than shadows, but it was enough
for me to recognize my face.

As I did, I found myself wondering why the shades were up, feeling sure
that I’d closed them already even though I knew I’d left them up
deliberately. I wanted to see the stars. That’s the moment where I
realized that it wasn’t me wondering about the shades. That was Daniel.

Sorry, Nick. I’m having a hard time sleeping, It’s probably knowing
what we’re doing tomorrow. It’s easier when you don’t know what you’re
going into.

I sent back a feeling of my amusement and felt his in return. It felt
like we were both eleven and sleeping over at one or the other’s house.
No big deal. I was feeling that way too.

Great, he thought back, a feedback loop. Maybe I should work on
keeping my thoughts private until at least one of us is asleep.

If it helps, I thought back. That or we could go out somewhere play a
game.

He sent back a picture of the last time we’d tried playing Jenga using
his telekinesis and grocery carts. They crashed in a heap. I felt him
shaking his head. I doubt they have big grocery stores here anyway.

He had a point. If they did, it wasn’t the kind of superstore that had
enough carts to leave them unwatched long enough for us to play games.
Besides, it’s not as if either of us wanted to.

There is something I’d been meaning to mention to you, but we were all
too focused on planning. You know how you’re going to be the distraction
so we can get in and out?

I was all too aware of it. My part of the plan kept on rolling through
my head.

Well, Daniel continued, you remember how Cassie suggested that Kid
Biohack could handle that and I said that it ought to be you? It wasn’t
just that we can trust you to do it. It’s also because if we let Kid
Biohack do it alone, his chances of dying are astronomical. When you’re
both doing it, they’re much lower.

That answered the question of why Daniel might have a hard time
sleeping. I wouldn’t want to be sitting on that either. What if I’m
doing it alone?

Daniel thought about it and I could feel him sense the universe’s
possibilities. A better chance of dying, but still nowhere near as bad
as Kid Biohack. Whatever it is, it’s either something he’s particularly
vulnerable or that you’re trained to handle, but he isn’t. And no, I
don’t have the faintest clue what it might be.

What could I be prepared for that Kid Biohack wasn’t? Technology,
aliens, and though it overlapped with the other two, Artificers and
their relics.

That’s all I can think of too, Daniel said.

While a technological problem didn’t sound too bad, I could do without
the rest. I considered telling Daniel that, but found that whatever had
been keeping me up no longer mattered. My eyes closed and I could feel
Daniel slipping away too.

My last clear thoughts of the night were that I must have been kept up
by his worry.

The next day we reviewed my bots’ recordings in case there was more
data, visited the festival as a group again, and notified Kid Biohack of
our plans. I sat down on my bed, looking into the comm unit on my wrist.
Over his comm, he grinned at me, “So, you’re going in around seven? That
works. I’ll be there the second you call. The footage will be amazing!”

Not wanting to argue about that, I went to my next question, “You know
you’ll probably have to leave afterward, right? Whatever’s left of this
place’s government is going to be really angry. You’ll probably have to
leave with us and depending on how crazy things get, we might have to
take any civilians associated with you. Make sure they have a meeting
place if things go wrong and that you know what it is.”

He smirked, “That’s the easy part. People like feeling involved.”

I nodded, “Alright. One more thing, whatever happens, wait for me to
call you in. The Mystic’s determined that we’ll be facing something with
a good chance of killing us unless we’re together.”

He gave me a thumbs-up, “Got it. I’ll wait for your signal and haul ass
to find you.”

With that, we hung up and I walked out of the bedroom. Yoselin, Daniel,
and Cassie were waiting around the table. Their suitcases sat on the
floor nearby. “He’s all in. He says he’ll wait until I call. Are you all
ready?”

Cassie raised an eyebrow, “We’re ready. Your luggage is still back
there.”

I turned around, seeing it next to my bed. She wasn’t wrong.

Once I grabbed my luggage, we took the elevator downstairs and checked
out of the hotel, talking and joking around like we’d known each other
all of our lives. In the case of Cassie and Daniel, that was true, but
over the last couple of days, we’d gotten to know Yoselin (or at least
her persona) well enough to fake it.

She did add a certain energy to the group, laughing loudly, accompanying
most of what she said with wide gestures. Plus, Cassie, who despite what
she told everyone, spoke fluent Spanish or close enough that she could
keep up with Yoselin, something that had to help with our cover.

We walked out the hotel’s front door to find our golf cart waiting by
the curb along with several others parked next to it. It didn’t stand
out at all, which was great since it wasn’t a golf cart. We put our
luggage on the rack in the back and I drove down the street, avoiding
pedestrians, other golf carts, and the occasional poorly placed palm
tree or fountain.

From there we spent the rest of the day eating, attended a concert
outside in the afternoon, and rolled out in front of the arena. The
signs showed pictures of the bands playing tonight. People stood in
lines that extended to the street. Young or old, they stood, talking to
each other, staring at their phones, buying food from people pushing
carts, and sometimes ditching the line to buy from ticket scalpers.

Daniel, Cassie, and Yoselin stepped off the cart, Yoselin wearing a
ruffled, black dress with red, green, and orange stripes that would
transform into powered armor. I’d meant to ask her more about it, but
planning hadn’t given us much time to swap ideas. She winked at me,
grinning, and saying, “I’ll see you inside.”

She walked away talking with Cassie in Spanish. Daniel walked alongside
them, sending me, Good luck. We’ll wait for the explosions.

They walked directly to the arena. Our cover as rich kids with more
money than sense meant that lines happened to other people.

A valet in a long white shirt and khaki pants walked up, asking, “Keys,
sir?”

I waved him off, saying, “Sorry, no,” and drove away, heading for the
corner. Once I turned and drove a block, I was heading toward the back
of the arena, a small fenced-in parking lot with four loading docks, two
semi-trucks, and three smaller trucks. I went two blocks past that,
stopping next to a blue corrugated metal warehouse.

Despite the arena’s crowds, no one was near me.

I drove the golf cart into the warehouse’s asphalt parking lot, thinking
back to Larry’s story about the earth elemental and how it had
incorporated the road into itself. I parked and gave a command through
my implant, watching as the rear of the golf cart sheered away from the
rest, absorbing the luggage and changing into one of my suit’s resupply
pods.

Then it floated upward, its coloring matching the twilight sky as it
flew away to rendezvous with the jet somewhere above the island. I
stepped forward into the remains of the golf cart, seeing it reform
around me into a suit of powered armor. In one sense, you could call it
the most recent variation on the Rocket suit, but it wasn’t. Inside, it
was every bit that, the controls matching what I was used to, piping the
HUD’s information into my implant, and doing the same with bots and
weapon controls.

On the outside, it didn’t bear much resemblance to the classic Rocket
suit. We’d known we might face Armory and if not him, people who
remembered what happened when the island sank. We also knew the Rocket
suit’s main use on this mission—attract attention away from Cassie and
Daniel.

That’s why the new suit was green and bore a strong, but not exact
resemblance to the suit Larry wore back then. I’d even had Man-machine
and Larry critique it before we left.

Tonight, the Frog suit jumped again.

When the implant and I finished the checklist, I gave the rockets fuel
and the suit shot into the air, taking me above the warehouse and then
the arena, seeing the sun above the ocean, the arena’s three domes, and
then beginning my descent toward the back of the building—the section
with administrative offices, staging areas, dressing rooms, and in the
basement levels, Armory’s operation.

I’d put the bots in place earlier in the day. As I dropped toward the
roof, the bots exploded, creating ten-foot-wide holes in every floor
from the roof all the way down to the basement room with Armory’s main
workshop—not to be confused with his personal workshop. This was the big
one. The room where his employees created mechs for the Nine, Syndicate
L, and dictators around the world.

Concrete floors collapsed below me, creating clouds of dust, sparks, and
gouts of flame. I’d made sure that the path was clear of people before
starting the explosions off, but that didn’t mean the floors were
empty—far from it. The alarms wailed while people screamed and ran away
from the destruction.

The drop was a blur until I hit the pile of shattered concrete shards on
the workshop’s floor. I’d landed in the corner of the room where they
put the trash—two dumpsters full of mech parts that didn’t work.

I jumped out of the cloud of concrete dust and broken chunks to get a
good view of the room. More than thirty feet high, the room held mechs
in all stages of construction from metal frames to finished.

I don’t know how deep or wide the room went (it was big), but my implant
counted 102 people, some in coveralls, others in shirts and slacks, all
wearing hard hats. Some were running, others staring at the mess and at
the Frog suit.

Finding that I’d come to a moment I’d been waiting for, I powered up the
suit’s PA system and croaked out a thunderous, “Ribbit!”

Glass and plastic broke on the machines at the nearest work areas. Some
of the people who had been running stopped to turn around to look at the
suit, recognizing the sound of a recorded bullfrog. Taking advantage of
the moment, I activated the music playlist I’d put together last night.

I started with Three Dog Night’s “Joy to the World,” also known by its
first line, “Jeremiah Was A Bullfrog.” At this, more people stopped to
stare at me, throwing their hands over their ears before they began to
run again.

I understood. I’d pumped up the volume as high as I could. While the
noise wasn’t bad inside the suit, chances were good that people could
hear me upstairs in the arena. Not only wasn’t that a bad thing, but
almost the entire point of coming here.

Over my implant, Cassie said, I can hear you over here. What is that?

I told her, adding, I made a frog-themed playlist. Lots of kids’ songs.
Also, lots of muppets and Crazy Frog. I’m supposed to be noisy and
irritating. It felt right.

She paused for a moment, Crazy Frog? You’re doing great. Oh, and by the
way, there are powered armor guys on the move. Watch for them. I’ll let
you know when we’re done and don’t forget to call for help if you need
it.

Believe me, I won’t forget. With that, the call was over. I checked
out the room, choosing my targets.

My first priority? The three that looked finished. First, because that
would cause them more problems. Second, because someone might be able to
use them against me. With two jumps, I
crossed the room, landing next to the three finished suits and the
room’s exits. That’s plural because of the four normal-sized elevators,
the stairs, and a cargo elevator, but that’s not all.

At the end of the room, there was another elevator sitting open. This
one stood tall enough for any of the three twenty-foot-tall mechs to
step inside and ride upward. That explained the size of the doors on a
section of the building that must have been above me.

As for the three mechs, I went for the one with the North Korean flag
painted on it first. Making a quick scan of the area, I satisfied myself
that no one was close enough to be hurt if the mech fell over. Then I
jumped upward, activating the rockets to allow myself to hover in front
of the head. A blast with the sonics confirmed my suspicions that this
was the pilot’s seat. I pointed both arms at the head and adjusted them
to affect the head’s outer armor. When I felt confident it had been
weakened enough, I found a handhold and ripped open an armored panel.

Aiming the sonics inside, I set them to frequencies I’d found effective
against computer parts.

Once I felt confident that the controls and their associated systems had
been damaged in countless, subtle ways, I tipped the mech over, watching
it smash tools and machinery, bounce a couple of times, and finally lay
still on the floor. One of the mech’s arms had been twisted by its fall.

Good. If someone did try to repair it after we left, they’d have the
obvious damage to distract them from the damage inside.

I repeated the process on the other two mechs, guessing that even though
they didn’t have flags painted on them that they might be heading to
North Korea too. As the third mech fell, I heard an elevator door open.

That was interesting by itself because the people had cleared out while
I worked. None of the technicians or engineers seemed to be willing to
risk death fighting a mystery attacker in frog-themed powered armor.

Looking toward the elevators, I saw a man walking out the door wearing a
black t-shirt that said, security in large, block letters. Between the
receding hairline, five o’clock shadow, and the potbelly that threatened
to flop over his belt, he had more of the feel of a mall cop than a
genuine threat.

The suit estimated his height as six and a half feet. Combined with his
muscles, that made him a little intimidating—if I weren’t in powered
armor.

At the same time, I knew I’d seen him before and whatever memory I
associated with him wasn’t good.

I turned away from the three damaged mechs to face him, noting that I’d
passed on to the second song on my playlist. The suit was now blasting
the singing of Kermit the Frog from Sesame Street into the room.

Our eyes met—well, kind of. I met his eyes and he happened to be staring
at the right spot to make me feel like our eyes met. The Frog suit had
big googly eyes, so meeting eyes was not really ever going to be a
thing.

His eyes widened, “Frog armor? Are you kidding me? Why? What the hell?
Were wombats taken? I don’t know who you are, but I’ve fought the
Rocket. You’re just embarrassing.”

I’d fought this guy? Could it have been my grandfather? Except even as I
thought that, I knew who he was, and began to feel sick to my stomach.
The first time Daniel, Cassie, and I ever went out as a team, we’d run
across the Grey Giant, a thug who transformed into a giant with grey
skin, massive strength, and near invulnerability.

He’d been out of our league, far out of it. The Midwest Defenders
captured him before their leader took time out from his life to chew us
out.

Jason Swan (the Grey Giant) grinned as his body turned grey and grew
more than three times taller. In a much deeper voice, he said, “I’m
giving you one chance to surrender. If you don’t, just like the song
says, it’s not going to be easy being green.”

I asked the first question that came to mind, “Aren’t you supposed to be
in a prison somewhere? You got caught by the Defenders six years ago and
with as many deaths as you have on your record, I have a hard time
believing they’d ever let you out again.”

The Grey Giant frowned down at me, reminding me of just how much bigger
he was, “Not my fault! I didn’t try to kill any of them. They didn’t
have to get close to me. Heroes that fragile should know
better.”

Hearing the tone of his voice, it made me think he might feel guilty
about it. That was a mark in his favor. From the snarl on his face as he
stepped toward me, though, I got the feeling that he handled negative
emotions by hurting people.

Doing my best to channel my dad, I lowered the volume of the music and
said, “From what you said just now, I’m getting the impression that you
regret hurting them. If you think about it, hurting me because you feel
bad about hurting them can only cause a self-reinforcing spiral of shame
and guilt. Uh… What do you think about that?”

He froze, his face turning a darker grey as whatever he used for
blood-filled it and he started screaming at me, “I hate therapists! I’m
not going to feel bad about killing you at all.”

Then he ripped an arm off of one of the mechs lying on the ground and
rushed me—which, given his size, meant that he was within arm’s reach in
two steps.

Note to self? Leave therapy to therapists. Also, try to warn Dad off
from counseling supervillains if it ever came up.

Jumping sidewise, I shouted, “You need to work on a better way to
process your negative emotions!”

The bicep of the mech’s arm hit where I’d been standing, bending, but
also throwing chunks of the concrete floor in the air. One passed
halfway through a laptop’s screen, the momentum carrying the laptop off
of the table it had been on and dropping it on the floor in front of a
row of metal cabinets.

Using the implant to control my suit, I pumped up the volume on the
music (“Froggy Went a Courtin’”), sent Cassie and Daniel a message that
I was calling in reinforcements and to let me know the second I could
leave, and then sent a text to Kid Biohack saying, “help!”

The comm would give him location details. I was going to be too busy
trying not to die for that.

I landed next to the elevators, the normal human-sized ones were on the
wall around the corner and to the right of the giant mech-sized
elevator. For a moment, I considered taking one, but even if the door
opened, the Grey Giant could punch through the wall and into the
elevator shaft.

Besides, the whole point was delaying and distracting Armory’s people so
they couldn’t protect him.

I jumped into the air, giving the rockets fuel to send me deeper into
the room. I landed in the aisle in the middle. Fabrication machines and
massive 3D printers stood on either side of me.

I could do this. I didn’t really even have to fight the guy. I just had
to keep him mad and keep moving. When Kid Biohack got here, we do it
even better. Kid Biohack’s speed might not be as fast as Jaclyn’s, but
he could adjust his body to get more out of it.

Back at the front of the room, the Grey Giant had just realized how far
my jump had carried me. With a scream, he threw the mech’s arm at me.
Recognizing that it angled rightward instead of straight, I jumped to my
left, feeling the wind of its passing as part of it hit one of the
larger machines, swinging around it to hit another.

I decided to try another tack, “Are you sure you want to fight? If you
keep on damaging his stuff, Armory might fire you. You want to play
poker or something?”

Glancing at the machines’ wreckage, the Grey Giant’s eyes widened and
for a second I thought he might stop. He might not want to play poker,
but maybe he’d want to talk—which would be okay. I had no idea how to
play poker and even less of an idea of where I’d find a deck of cards.

He stared at me, “He knew what he was getting when he hired me. Are you
going to run or are you going to fight?”

Then he grabbed one of the metal cabinets, ten feet wide and almost that
deep, throwing it at me. The cabinet flew faster than the mech arm. I
saw only a dark blur heading in my direction.

I tried dodging right and almost got out of the way, but it hit my left
side, knocking me off balance. I landed on the floor, seeing the cabinet
tumble down the aisle until it hit the far wall. Thanks to the suit’s
peripheral vision, I also saw that the Grey Giant was running straight
toward me from the front, covering the distance far too quickly.

Trying to ignore thoughts along the lines of, “So this is how I die,” I
gave the rockets fuel and shot sideways and upward, avoiding the ceiling
and walls only because of reflexes developed over years of flying.

That kind of flying didn’t fit the frog theme, but I wasn’t willing to
die from going hand to hand with this guy. I’d improved on my original
Rocket suit’s strength, durability, and weapons, but I wasn’t confident
I’d improved them enough.

All the same, if Kid Biohack didn’t arrive soon, I’d have to stop
fighting to delay and start fighting to win.

My evasive maneuvers put me over lines of machines and mech parts and
materials—steel for frames, plates of armor, boxes full of bolts. It
reminded me of the secret factory that Chris inherited, and it didn’t
surprise me at all. When he and Larry looked over my pseudo-frog suit,
he’d told me everything.

After Armory stopped being a superhero, he’d gone to Man-machine for
advice on how to make powered armor as a business and they’d stayed
friends after that. Well, at least until Armory stiffed him on an object
I called The Ball that he made for a group of supervillains called The
Maniacs.

I didn’t have time to dwell on that, though, because the Grey Giant had
turned around to swat at me with his arms. They were longer than I’d
realized because he almost connected. I gave the rockets more fuel as I
whipped around to aim myself in his direction, feeling the g-forces on
my body.

Then I activated the suit’s laser, creating a blinding light show.
Again, it wasn’t frog-themed, but I’d at least made it mostly green. I’d
come up with the technology ages ago and used it in my (missed, at least
by me) guitar.

The Grey Giant tried to block the light with his left arm and kicked at
me as I flew low past his legs, heading for the back of the room. Once
past, I turned off the flashing lights and landed next to the dumpsters
and the shattered concrete chunks from the holes I’d made to get me into
the room.

Holding up my arms and stoping the music, I said, “I can leave any time
I want. You’ve got no reason not to talk with me.
It’s the only way you’ve got to keep me
here and have a chance to take me out.”

Using my implant, I thought at Cassie and Yoselin, How are you all
doing?

Yoselin’s voice echoed in my mind, We’re about to kidnap Armory. Your
friend, Daniel, is putting him and the others to sleep.

What she said, Cassie added. Are you okay?

I was about to reply, but another voice pushed into my head.

I MUST PROTEST THIS MISUSE OF MY POTENTIAL! HEAR ME OUT! AM I NOT A
WEAPON OF EXCEPTIONAL POWER? THEN WHY WAS I NOT—

Sorry, Cassie said, he’s been getting antsy. Anyway, you?

I’m having a rematch with the Grey Giant. Kid Biohack’s coming. Don’t
have time to talk.

Shit! Tell us if you need help. We’ll be there. Out. Cassie cut the
connection.

The Grey Giant came to a stop about twenty feet away from me, frowning
and looking down at me, “Alright, let’s talk then. What do you want to
talk about?”

What did I want to talk about? All I knew was that a conversation would
give them more time with less risk than a fight would, “Nothing in
particular, but I am curious as to how you got out of prison and went to
work for Armory. Is there some kind of supervillain job site online? Do
you just use Craigslist?”

He gave a sigh with a rumble that reminded me of a semi-truck, “I have
people. Sure, you can call them agents or whatever, but they find me
jobs like this one. They get a finder’s fee based on the job.”

Nodding inside the suit even though I know he couldn’t see it, I said,
“That sounds expensive. Did your agents get you out of prison too?”

He shrugged, “Kinda, yeah. Syndicate L broke me out. One of my agents
made the deal and paid my fees.”

Narrowing his eyes, he said, “The question thing goes both ways. What
are you doing here? I know you’re not a rival. Those guys don’t talk
until afterward. They just send in the mechs.
So who sent you in? I’m figuring government or maybe a superhero on
account of how you aren’t going for the jugular.”

So, now I needed to come up with a lie that would work for at least ten
minutes, “A superhero. We’re kind of pissed that Armory’s making things
for the world’s supervillains. I’m here to blow up his stuff.”

He began to grin, the expression going slowly wider. It wasn’t a look
that made me feel good. When it reached its full, toothy width, he said,
“No shit? You wouldn’t by any chance be the Rocket? Kind of a giveaway
when you’re flying around like that. I saw a video of the last frog guy.
I don’t know who that guy was, but he didn’t fly.”

I hadn’t expected the Grey Giant to be dumb, but on the other hand, I
hadn’t expected him to be that observant either. Still, it wasn’t as if
hiding that I was the Rocket was a mission requirement. The Feds would
be more than happy if we put the Heroes’ League’s name on this.

At the same time, I wasn’t going to confirm it, “I guess you’re just
going to have to wonder about that. If you know anything about
superheroes, you know that we’re not into telling people that kind of
thing. For all you know, I’m just a guy who admires the frog’s power and
place in the ecosystem.”

He laughed, “Sure, kid. Be that way.”

My implant let me know I had a message from Kid Biohack. It showed a
blur of white-painted cinderblock walls and his view of a rapidly
descending stairway along with the words, “Almost there.”

And then he was.

Kid Biohack ran out of the stairway, his silver suit a blur as he ran
down the full length of the room with a stride that covered more than
thirty feet at once. He passed the Grey Giant before the giant even
noticed him and turned around to stand next to me, only then seeming to
notice who he was facing.

Though a mask hid most of his face, I could see as his eyes narrowed and
he bared his teeth, “You!”

Kid Biohack, I remembered, came from a big family of superheroes. The
chance that he’d lost a family member or friend to the Grey Giant was
better than most.

In a low voice, I asked, “You know this guy?”

Not even looking at me, he said, “You remember Shield? He was my
cousin.”

Despite the name, Shield didn’t carry a
shield. The idea was that he was everyone’s shield. He’d died in a fight
with the Grey Giant when I was starting high school. Kid Biohack would
have been starting college. I didn’t know how old Shield had been, but I
had the feeling that he’d been just starting his career.

I opened my mouth to say I was sorry and maybe find a way to tactfully
remind him that we were here to delay the Grey Giant, not kill him. I
didn’t get the chance. Kid Biohack ran straight toward the Grey Giant,
hitting his leg and knocking it out from under him.

I had to jump sideways to avoid having the Grey Giant fall on me. I
landed next to the work area closest to the wall, avoiding a mech’s
half-constructed frame, but denting a metal cabinet. They’d have a job
getting that one open again—though I couldn’t say I felt bad about it.

The Grey Giant wasn’t so lucky. He fell face-first into a dumpster full
of damaged mech parts and packaging. It would be nice to think that hurt
him, but it didn’t.

It hurt the dumpster. The metal screeched as one side bent and hit the
concrete floor with the weight of the Grey Giant’s head.

As an opening move, it made a statement. I wasn’t sure what the precise
statement was, but I knew one thing. It wasn’t the kind of statement
that helped create quiet conversations that distracted the Grey Giant
from doing his job.

If anything, the statement was something like, “Watch me kick your ass,”
and while it did distract the Grey Giant from his job, it was because it
made him want to murder everything within reach. At least that’s what I
assumed from the way he bellowed and pushed himself up, not seeing Kid
Biohack, but seeing me.

He swung at me with his right hand, missing, but only because he started
the swing while getting up and I saw it out of the corner of my eye.

I engaged the rockets and shot halfway down the room where I flipped
over, turned around, and landed. Roaring, the Grey Giant ran after
me—except it wasn’t me he was going for. Kid Biohack had stopped almost
as far from him as I had and now he was running back toward the guy.

He turned into a silver blur as he ran down the room’s middle aisle
straight for the standing giant. I half-expected him to knock down the
Grey Giant again, but instead, the Grey Giant whipped his arm out,
smacking Kid Biohack sideways, throwing him through a working area,
knocking down a half-constructed mech, a pile of mech armor plates, and
denting a metal cabinet so deeply that he reached the concrete wall
behind it—which cracked.

Kid Biohack didn’t get up, but he did move his arms and legs, beginning
to push himself up on all fours. The Grey Giant laughed and began to run
toward him.

I say began because I fired off a bunch of boombots, aiming them at the
giant’s eyes where they erupted in a series of explosions. I hadn’t had
anything like them the first time I fought the guy and maybe I should
have given some thought as to whether or not I might blind him forever
if I did that.

I didn’t, but he was just fine for some value of fine.

He screamed and brought his hands up to his eyes, wiping out ash and
boombot bits. Then he screamed again, this one deep enough that I could
feel it vibrate my suit. It wasn’t loud enough to be a sonic attack, but
still…

Then he looked toward where he’d hit Kid Biohack, following the trail of
destruction with his eyes, staring at the smashed and dented remains of
the metal cabinet and cracked wall. Kid Biohack wasn’t there. While the
Grey Giant wiped his eyes, he’d run through the room, stopping at a work
area behind me, leaning against the wooden tabletop, breathing heavily.

So that was one time when he could have died. Given that he was hurt, it
seemed likely there would be more.

It was time to start fighting to win—which was easier said than done.
The last time we’d fought the Grey Giant, the only one of us who was
able to hurt him had been Cassie using her father’s sword. Shocked by
its ability to cut into his leg, he’d run away only to be taken out by
the Midwest Defenders.

In the meantime, I’d added more options to my suit including killbots
that used tech from Cassie’s sword. The Nine had tech that could defeat
them, but not everyone did, and that was far from my only option.

The Grey Giant’s head turned away from where Kid Biohack had been and
toward me, stopping to stare at Kid Biohack behind. Then he grinned,
“There’s not going to be anything left of you but paste.”

With a lurch, he charged us.

Through my comm, I said, “You’re hurt. Go!”

“Give me a second,” he gasped for breath, “I’ll be fine.”

I was already in the air by then and didn’t have time to argue. The Grey
Giant had covered half the distance to us. I flew toward him, turning on
my blinding light show when I reached the level of his head. As he
shielded his eyes with one hand, I activated the sonics, aiming them at
his head.

The first time I’d ever fought him, I aimed the sonics directly at his
ear, keeping them at a level designed to cause pain, but not trying to
hurt him. I’d been trying to distract him from a couple of guys in a
mini-van who were shooting video and got too close.

It had distracted him but hadn’t hurt him much.

This time I was going for more than a distraction. Kid Biohack wasn’t
fighting rationally. He might die if he came back into the fight. If it
was better to maim than to kill, I felt sure I could justify destroying
the Grey Giant’s hearing and sense of balance if it kept Kid Biohack
alive. Besides, if the Grey Giant’s weird, transforming grey goo body
was anything like Marcus’, weird, transforming grey goo body, he’d fix
himself turning back.

If destroying his sense of balance didn’t work, well, I still had
killbots.

They weren’t my first choice, but if that was all that stood between Kid
Biohack and joining his cousin, I would.

I flew toward the Grey Giant, staying on his left side, glowing with a
blinding green light. Though he’d shielded his eyes with his arm, he
hadn’t shielded his left ear. I narrowcast sound at it, using the sonics
to give me an ultrasound of his head, and setting the sonics to
concentrate on frequencies that got the strongest reaction from his
eardrum.

He screamed as it broke, but that wasn’t all I did. I aimed myself
downward like a missile toward his left leg. He’d lifted it to step
forward. I hit it at nearly three hundred miles per hour. The inertial
dampers I’d put inside my suit whined in complaint, but they also
stopped me from turning into paste at the impact.

I still felt it, but not much.

The hit pulled his leg sideways, twisting his body. What momentum he had
was pulling him to the right as he fell backward, sending him toward the
right wall, but also in the direction he’d been walking—except now he
was traveling on his back.

He wasn’t sliding as he would on a waterslide either. It was more the
way he’d slide if he were a semi-truck sliding down a highway full of
stopped cars. He crushed the work areas he landed on—computers,
fabrication machines, metal cabinets, and office cubicles all at once,
complete with sparking electricity.

The work areas he slid into turned a tidal wave of office equipment,
mech parts, and machines.

To my relief, the wave of debris didn’t make it to Kid Biohack, stopping
a work area ahead—though a printer tumbled down the middle of the row,
stopping off to Kid Biohack’s side in the aisle. Kid Biohack raised his
head enough to watch everything, but he still didn’t move except to give
me a thumbs up.

In my head, I heard Cassie talking through my implant, Are you okay? We
felt that.

That was the Grey Giant falling. I’m fine.

Her reply came in at a volume that would have caused me to back away if
we’d been in person, Kickass! Give him a punch for me, okay?

I thought back, Are you done?

Done? She laughed, We’re on our way up the stairs. That’s why I was
calling, but then I felt him fall. Sorry. We’re heading out the back as
planned. In a few seconds, you can give this place a Viking funeral.

After I hit the giant’s leg, I’d used his weight to slow me down and
turn me toward the back of the room again. The reduction in speed gave
me time to flip over and fly back instead of hitting the wall with the
dumpsters.

As Cassie talked about a Viking funeral, I was flying toward the Grey
Giant and Kid Biohack. The Grey Giant tried to push himself up, but as
he sat up, he wobbled and had to catch himself before falling sideways.

I flew over him, but he didn’t even try to swipe at me. To Cassie, I
said, Tell me when you’re out.

From the amusement in her tone, I knew the answer before she finished,
We’re out. Let ‘er rip.

Seeing that the Grey Giant was still having trouble staying upright, I
landed directly in front of the table Kid Biohack was leaning on.
Jumping over it, I grabbed him as I landed, saying, “We’ve got to go.
Like, now.”

He didn’t resist as I held him next to my armor even if he did, “Don’t
worry about me, I’ll be fine. I’m healing.”

With my helmet’s 360 degree vision, I saw that the Grey Giant had
managed to pull himself up even if he was keeping himself upright by
putting his hands on the ceiling. “I’m going to kill you,” he growled,
closing the distance between us with one step.

Even given his difficulty, I didn’t feel like waiting to see what
happened next. I blasted off even as I heard the Grey Giant laugh. While
that could have been a laugh about missing his chance to off me, it
wasn’t.

He’d noticed what I’d noticed. Five mechs had run out of the cargo
elevator on the end of the room I’d been planning to use as an exit. I
asked Kid Biohack, “Can you make yourself tougher? Because that’s going
to help.”

I didn’t wait for his answer, firing off a cloud of bots. There was no
point in saving them for later. Roaring after them, I watched as goobots
plastered them in grey goo, spreading to cover them and attach both to
the floor and the nearest mechs. That wasn’t enough to immobilize them.
They started pulling the gooey strands off themselves almost the instant
they got hit. Two didn’t even get their arms covered. So they were
already firing their arm cannons even as I rocketed toward them, firing
off more bots.

Boombots hit the two with working guns, knocking them over and more
goobots swarmed them. Ahead of me, more boombots hit the giant mech
elevator, the one that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. I’d
thought the doors were open earlier, but they must have closed.

The boombots blew a hole in them and I flew through the smoking,
blackened remains. Stopping in the elevator, I watched as more bots blew
a hole through the ceiling.

Turning around and hovering, I addressed the mechs on the ground
outside, “You’re going to want to get out of your suits.”

Then I sent the bots the message I’d been setting up ever since I
understood where Armory and his people worked. It wasn’t quite the
Viking funeral Cassie imagined, being less fire and more electromagnetic
pulse. I’d used the jet to store EMP bots along with boombots and sent
them in throughout Armory’s offices and labs. I targeted the labs’ data
center as well with the idea of leaving not a scrap of Armory’s data
behind.

The boombots hit file cabinets to assure that even paper burned.

Unlike most people, I understood that it took more than plans to
construct a piece of technology. Translating those plans into physical
objects meant documenting hundreds of little details. Destroying those
documents could put them back years.

As explosions went off behind me, I shot upward through the hole in the
ceiling and into the elevator shaft. Seconds later, boombots blew a hole
in the door to the outside and I was free.

Free for some value of free—which in this case meant not fighting
someone that could potentially kill me with a punch or, more likely,
kill Kid Biohack.

I took a moment to orient myself. There’s no point in getting out only
to fly into the path of a Mack truck. I’d come out on the side of the
arena where I thought I would, a side with no obvious doors or windows
except, of course, for the hole my bots blew in what would have
otherwise passed for a wall.

This was convenient because there weren’t many people near. “Many”
turned out to be a relative term though. From the huge crowd near the
front, it was obvious they’d evacuated the building after the fight
started. Knowing how many people the three arenas inside could hold,
there had to be thousands of people in the intersection near the front.

Here there were less than one hundred people. Unlike the front of the
arena which sat in the middle of gleaming restaurants and shops, the
back stood among corrugated steel buildings that looked enough alike
that they might have all gone up at once.

Either way, the people in the street did see me, shouting things like,
“Is that a frog?” And, “Look, he’s carrying Kid Biohack!”

Then I heard a grinding noise coming from behind me inside the building.
I gave the rockets more fuel, shooting upward while shouting, “Get back
or you’ll die!”

The Grey Giant confirmed my fears as he used the hole I’d made in the
door as a handle to pull the elevator door in and began to pull himself
through the doorway.

Thinking that I owed the people a distraction even if I couldn’t protect
them, I unloaded another barrage of boombots at his eyes and ears.
Lowering his head to protect it, he lost his grip and fell backward,
hanging in the elevator shaft.

Then I turned away, hearing Kid Biohack moan at my movement, but feeling
like I’d at least done something. If I got high enough, the Grey Giant
wouldn’t have a chance to take another shot at me.

Even though he’d fallen back, I hadn’t noticed any balance issues—though
he’d been moving slowly. Maybe he’d changed back to human and then back
to giant, healing himself but tiring himself? I wouldn’t know for sure
without asking him and that wasn’t going to happen today.

Using my implant to operate my comm, I asked, “Are you all okay?”

Daniel’s voice came back over the comm, “We’re on the jet. How are you?”

“Gaining altitude. Come around and pick me up, but watch for giants
while you do it.”

Between the streetlights and the arena’s lights, I could see that the
Grey Giant had pulled himself out of the elevator shaft and stood in the
street, staring upward, probably at the rockets’ glow. I weaved, angling
the suit so that I changed direction enough that he’d have a hard time
throwing a car at me if one came to hand.

He didn’t,  standing below me and watching as the jet appeared above me,
invisible in the darkness except for the light visible through its open
door. Thinking back to watching Izzy’s view of the same sight over
Turkmenistan during college, I stepped through, closing it behind me,
and taking in the jet’s cabin.

Len Jones, otherwise known as Armory slept in one of the cabin’s chairs.
Daniel sat next to him, still wearing his black costume.

Cassie and Yoselin sat in the front with Cassie flying the jet in the
same red, white, and blue her father wore. Yoselin wore red, white, and
blue as well, but where Cassie’s costume was light blue except for the
US flag on her chest, Yoselin had a red triangle on one side of her
chest (and back) with a star in the middle. Blue and white stripes
extended out of it.

Yoselin’s costume also included hard plates over her arms, legs, and
chest. Her helmet sat on the floor next to her chair. She gave me a
smile as the door shut.

Lowering Kid Biohack into the chair behind Armory, I said, “I’m pretty
sure he’s alive, but that’s all I’m sure of.”

Daniel stared at Kid Biohack and nodded, “He’s in some kind of healing
trance. Kid Biohack may not look it, but he’s actively involved in
fixing himself right now. You might find it interesting to talk about it
with him later. It’s complicated.”

After strapping Kid Biohack in, I stepped around him to sit next to
Daniel and behind Yoselin. Cassie turned back to ask me, “Do you want to
take over?”

I shook my head, “Not unless you don’t want to fly it.”

Turning the jet toward Florida’s coast, Cassie said, “I like it, but if
we do get into a fight, it’s yours. You know it better than I do.”

Yoselin turned back toward me, “I can move, but you don’t need me to, do
you? It’s all implant controlled.”

I nodded, “Everything. It looks like a jet, but it’s more of a
starship.”

“Oh,” she said, turning around further to eye the door to the engine
room at the back of the cabin. Maybe I shouldn’t have told her that, but
her father had to know already.

“Hey,” Daniel said, staring at Armory, “I’m finding something
interesting here. Armory’s got mental protections by some telepath, but
that’s not the interesting part. The interesting part is that it looks
like his brain was reshaped around the phrase, ‘You should be getting
paid for this.’ I can find echoes of it all over and it’s not in his
voice. That’s not a technique telepaths use.”

Shaking her head, Cassie said, “Shit.”

I knew exactly what she was thinking of and what Daniel was implying,
“You’re sure? Vocal manipulation only lasts for about thirty minutes
normally. Either someone he knows is regularly repeating it and did that
for years, or it’s an advanced technique like the Dominators might use.”

Daniel nodded, “That’s what I was thinking too. It has to be them. The
only question is whether someone hired them to do it or whether they’re
doing it on their own. If no one’s hiring them, that’s worse.”

Yoselin turned around, “And why do you think that?”

I knew why, but he answered first, “Because if they did it themselves,
they’ll care what happened, and I’m not sure we’re ready to go up
against the Dominators. If the Nine hired them, the Nine might care, but
they’ll have to hire the Dominators for them to care. We’ve gone up
against the Nine successfully a couple of times now. We might be able to
do it again.”

From the front, Cassie said, “Three times if you count the time Red Hex,
Troll, and I fought them.”

Yoselin shrugged, holding out her hands, “Whether the Nine hired them or
not, I’m not sure there’s a difference between the Dominators and the
Nine. My father thinks that the Dominators only let the Nine think
they’re independent.”

I thought about it, “That kind of makes sense.”

Turning to meet Yoselin’s eyes, Daniel said, “I hope you’re wrong, but
Nick’s right. Crap.”

We all sat for a little while in silence watching the moon and ocean in
the darkness outside. Then Daniel said, “Cap, turn us around and make a
loop around the island. I just thought of something. I’ll tell you where
to go once we get closer.”

The jet whipped around in a turn quick enough to put us into one of
those UFO videos and we hurtled toward the island. Streetlights and
spotlights illuminated its hotels and the arena. Though I half-expected
to, I couldn’t see the Grey Giant.

Past the arena, where the city turned from tourist attractions into a
suburb that might have existed anywhere, I saw another light. This one
wasn’t large, but I recognized the red flames for what they were.

“That way,” Daniel pointed toward the flames.

Fire trucks poured water on one house, a large one with a five-car
garage. Burnt black with flames coming out of every window, and one wall
that had fallen inward, I felt comfortable guessing that no one would
live there again.

Daniel pointed his thumb toward where Len Jones slept in a chair, “His
house. I was thinking that even though we’d burned his records, we might
find something here that would give us a clue who messed with his head.”

“Heading out of here,” Cassie aimed the jet leftward and we headed out
toward the water again. Another turn sent us north toward Florida, but
not over the island. We didn’t know they had missiles or flying supers,
but knowing they had alien tech meant that it was better not to stick
around to find out the hard way.

Then Cassie glanced over at Yoselin, “Where should I drop you off?
Cuba’s not far. How close do we need to get before you can fly the rest
of the way?”

Twisting around to look back at Daniel and me before she answered, “If
it all the same to you, I’d like to stay with you until you’re done with
this. I know it might be politically challenging for you, but I can
clear it with my supervisors.”

She looked from Cassie and back to me again, “My father worked with the
original Rocket and is friends with the Rhino. I’d like you to trust me
as much as they did him.”

I looked over at Daniel, “Are we going to go after this? My
understanding was that we’re done after we hand Armory over. I’m not
sure if the Feds would even want us involved. They’re willing to hide
behind us, but I don’t think they’re looking for help.”

From the front, Cassie laughed, “Yeah. I’ve got a feeling we’d be
hearing the words ‘national security’ a lot from Lim and his people.”

“Good point,” Daniel gave Len a look. The guy was still sleeping, “but
there’s something else we need to consider. We know the Nine have
infiltrated the FBI. I don’t know whether Lim rooted them out or not,
but even if he found a few agents, there might be more. I’m not sure I
want us to go after either the Nine or the Dominators, but I’m not sure
the Feds can do it themselves without tipping off the people they’re
investigating.”

I looked at Len Jones who was still sleeping, a little drool dripping
from his mouth. It was possible that Len hadn’t turned mercenary on his
own. He’d been pushed, meaning he was as much a victim as any of the
people killed by powered armor he’d sold to the highest bidder.

I looked over at Daniel, feeling him read my chain of thought, but
adding for everyone else’s benefit, “It seems like we have to look into
it. If we hand him over to the Feds and do nothing, then the guy will
probably go to jail for stuff someone made him do.”

Daniel looked over at Yoselin, “Are you sure you want to stick around
for this? I have a bad feeling it’s going to get messy.”

Yoselin nodded, “I do. This is bigger than Cuba and the United States.
The Dominators and the Nine represent a threat to all nations and I
don’t want to be at home wasting my time while you fight. I’ve known
about them all of my life and this is the closest thing I’ve ever had to
a lead on them. I want to follow it.”

Daniel and I looked at each other, making an instant telepathic
connection. She means it, Daniel told me. I don’t know if she’s been
modified by them in the past, but since I don’t see any hints of it, I’d
be willing to take a chance on her.

Me too, I thought back. We should probably ask Cassie what she
thinks.

Daniel grinned, The last thing we need is for everyone to feel like
we’re making decisions for the team and leaving everyone else out. I’ll
bring her in and give her the short version of what we’ve said.

He did. Cassie’s response was, If she’s clean as far as you can tell,
I’m fine with it. She was good back on the island. Let’s call it done.

And Kid Biohack? Daniel asked us.

I looked over to Kid Biohack’s seat. He was still sleeping, but a bloody
scrape on his face was half as big as I remembered.

I felt Cassie’s amusement even before she spoke. Look, he’s not a bad
guy. Every time he’s shown up to help us so far, he’s taken a bullet for
the group. He got taken by The Thing That Eats last time and this time
the Grey Giant punched him. I can’t do anything but respect him for
that. Still, he’s not my first choice for anything that needs to be
quiet and this is going to need all the quiet we can manage. So, no.

Daniel and I agreed and so he ended the connection. I told Yoselin the
good news.

“Congratulations,” I said, “we’ve agreed that you can stick around and
risk your life, sanity, and identity along with the rest of us.”

She laughed, clapping her hands, “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

With a look at Daniel first, I said, “It shouldn’t be too hard to allow
you to stay officially. They make it really easy for Cuban citizens to
immigrate and I know you aren’t planning to, but it’s not like you have
to stay forever if they allow you to stay. ”

From the front, Cassie said, “My mom’s parents are from Cuba. It
shouldn’t be too hard. Besides, it’s not like you’ll have to go through
normal channels. We know people.”

Before anyone else could speak, Cassie added, “We’re nearing Florida.
That’s where we’re supposed to drop Armory off. Now that we know what we
know, do we? I know they’ll be pissed, but if the guy’s a victim of the
Dominators and the Nine, we might be handing him right back to them.”

“Oh,” Yoselin blinked and looked from Cassie back to us, “you can do
that?”

“If we want to really piss people off, yes,” I said, “but I don’t think
we’ll get away with it. I’m pretty sure they’ll talk to other heroes who
will then show up to talk us into it.”

Daniel nodded, “True, but Cassie brought up a good point. We know the
Nine has people in government. We should get everything we can out of
him before we hand him over in case the Nine find some way to… um… erase
the evidence.”

“That, exactly,” Cassie glanced back at us and then out into the night
ahead of us. We were high enough to see light along the darkness of the
coast, but not close enough to see details. “If you want me to stall, it
won’t be hard. It’s not as if we show up on radar.”

Daniel bit his lip, “I’m trying to work out the best way to do it. I
can’t just copy everything into my brain. The last thing I need is to
have him as a kind of psychic ghost in my head. Not to mention that if
the brain modification he got somehow transferred, I might find myself
selling my services to the highest bidder.”

I turned away from the window to look at him, “Is that possible? Viral
commands?”

He frowned, “It depends on how closely I copy him. What I’m thinking is
that I’ll go through relevant memories as we did with Mayor Bouman when
we caught him. Then those of you with implants can store the memories.
There won’t be enough of him around to cause problems—just his memories
interpreted by you.”

He set up a connection with the three of us and threw images and scenes
at us, one at a time, but too quickly for my mind to absorb but the
implant got it. It classified and organized them one after another. How
do you summarize a life?

Armory was born Len Jones in a small town near Milwaukee, Wisconsin.
Inspired by the Rocket he’d started experimenting with powered armor,
becoming a superhero, and fighting on different teams throughout the 70s
and early 80s. Dissatisfied with it, he’d started to sell his designs
even before ending his career as a hero. After that, he’d moved around,
selling to anyone who would buy.

When the stream of memories ended, Daniel leaned back in his seat, “I
hope you’ve got all of that because I don’t have any of it. I did my
best to copy the most important memories, but you don’t have all of
it—probably not even a tenth.”

He grinned, “I hope it’s good enough because I’m too wiped to do any
more before we turn him in.”





Never Go Home


        I woke up the next day in my own house and my own bed. I’d been living
there since my junior year of college by that point so it felt normal to
think of it as mine as opposed to my grandparents. I’d even decorated to
a degree.

When we’d cleaned up the base below, we’d found a sign that hung in
front of Grandpa’s business. It said, “Joe Vander Sloot, Consulting
Engineer.” His name was on the first line and title on the second, both
in gold letters against a black background. Knowing the Rocket suit’s
colors, I’d wondered if it were a subtle nod to his alter ego, but it
might be colors that fit the look of the business.

It might have been both, but it was five years late to ask
him.

Anyway, I’d hung it on the wall to the side of my bed. It might have
been a subtle nod to both of our alter egos, but more likely a nod to
his memory, that there was once a man named Joe Vander Sloot who the
world knew by another name. I can only guess what he or my grandmother
might have thought about me hanging the sign in their bedroom, but I
hope they would have understood.

Not that I had any time to think about that.
Someone knocked on my door, saying, “I know you’re awake, may I come
in?”

I knew her high-pitched and relentlessly cheerful voice before Tara
finished the first word. Living in the same
house with her for the last couple of years had been like living with a
younger sister who was taller and stronger, smarter than I was when she
wanted to be, and capable of beating me in a fight whenever I wasn’t
wearing the Rocket suit.

Checking to make sure I was in pajamas (I was), I said, “Sure.”

She opened the door with enough force that it could have slammed into
the wall if she hadn’t hung on. Leaving the door open, she walked in
wearing khaki shorts and a button-down shirt with a pattern of flowers
in all the colors of the rainbow. Calling it loud was an understatement.

She sat down on the bed next to me, “What I know is that it was Armory.
You gave him to the FBI and didn’t tell them everything. You kept the
Abominator relic and didn’t tell them why you brought the new girl
here.”

She stopped there, grinning at me.

We hadn’t explained any of that to her last night when we landed. She
was fully capable of picking it up from a combination of our
expressions, tone of speech, physical clues, news reports, and what she
knew of our mission before we left.

“I’ll tell you the whole story,” I said, and I did.

She listened, sometimes laughing and asking questions, but just as often
expressionless, silent, and maybe learning more from what I said than I
intended to say. When I was done, she got up, kissed me on the forehead
the way she might have if I were five, and said, “It sounds like you’ll
have a busy day. Don’t forget that team practice is at three. And bring
Yoselin. It sounds like she’ll be sticking around for a while.”

She closed the door behind her on the way out, and I decided it was time
to get up. The conversation had been a little weird, but not outside the
norm for her. As the child of two genetically engineered super-soldiers
who’d spent her childhood in hiding when she wasn’t training to fight,
her socialization must have been spotty.

It might explain how we got along as well as we did even if my social
awkwardness came from another place.

Half an hour later, I’d showered, put on clothes, eaten a donut out of
the box Vaughn (according to the yellow sticky note) left on the
counter, and took the hidden elevator down to Heroes’ League
headquarters, walking over to my lab.

Amid the tables, fabrication machines, 3D printers, tools, boxes,
barrels, and piles of materials lay a cardboard box. Daniel had floated
it out of the jet and into the lab without touching it. Inside was a
rust-red circular tablet my implant had informed me was a piece of a
“godkiller” device.

Knowing that the Xiniti had found pieces of the device in places where
Abominators investigated Artificer ruins and that the Abominators had
used Artificer “DNA” in their creations, I had a theory that the
Abominators used the “godkiller” device to find, capture, and/or kill
Artificers so they could extract what they wanted from them.

I stood next to the counter where the box sat, staring at it, trying to
plan my approach to investigating it, and wondering if there were any
more pieces on Earth and what they did.

I had options. The obvious ones were purely the product of normal
physics—X-rays or my sonics to analyze the structure, shaving off bits
and tests to understand the materials, and trying to operate it by
touch, if I wanted to take that risk.

Armory had done it and it hadn’t been fatal—yet.

Of course, I was a special case, given my connection to the Artificers,
and that they were the “gods” the device took its name
from.

Ignoring the feeling that we should have passed it on to Dr. Nation, I
opened the cardboard box, tipping it, letting the circular tablet slide
onto the wooden counter. More than anything else, it reminded me of a
mirror. It must have been the shape. It wasn’t the screen. That was
glossy but dark.

I thought back to watching Armory use the device and wondered if Cassie
or Daniel had thought to take the tentacled brick that my implant had
labeled a “charger.” Checking the box, I found nothing else inside.

Looking at the tablet’s jagged edge, I remembered the brick’s tentacles
extending into the open area. Annoying. I’d have to figure out what kind
of power the thing took. Thanks to my implant, I had a better chance
than almost anyone on the planet of figuring that one out, but the
implant still couldn’t tell me how to jury-rig an alien battery out of
what I had in the base.

Thinking about how I’d pulled some form of energy out of nowhere when
I’d fought someone using Abominator tech almost two years ago now, I
wondered if I could supply the power. I shook my head. That was an
experiment for later.

For now, I’d start with the physical.

That’s how I spent the next few hours, taking scrapings, running tests,
and scanning the insides with different tools. Plus, knowing that
touching the tablet hadn’t hurt me, turned it on, or given me any sort
of ominous feelings, I also picked it up and held the jagged part up to
my eyes, and looked inside.

What I saw inside didn’t surprise me. Though hundreds or maybe thousands
of years ahead of Earth technology, it was standard for Abominator
tech—solid, but with lines and indentations that reminded me of the
human brain.

Between my own experience and the technical information in my implant, I
identified the materials. We didn’t have words for them, but the implant
gave me a general technical history of the Abominators’ technology.
Though it was nice to see how it descended from technology I did
recognize, I got something more practical out of it—where I could attach
the power, provided I could figure out how much it needed.

That and whether or not I could figure out if it was worth the risk.

Another thought passed through my mind. I might have a power source that
worked. After the League destroyed the last of the Abominators, they’d
collected the tech they’d left behind, and locked it inside some of the
storage rooms. Up until last year, I couldn’t have opened them, but we’d
been cataloging everything in the base and we found the keys. They’d
been in one of the locked file cabinets in the lab.

So now I had access to a trove of devices that might end human
civilization. I didn’t know that for sure, of course, because I’d never
been in the rooms, but now they were all but open.

Still, given that they’d gone to the trouble of locking them, I felt
confident Grandpa wouldn’t want me to. That coupled with my suspicion
that War, an evil alternate version of myself, had, left me with the gut
feeling that I didn’t want to.

After getting data from my implant, I worked up a power interface that
fit common Abominator specs. It took the nanotech I used to build and
repair my suite in combination with the alien tech I’d learned about
while working on the League “jet.”

From its size, I doubted it would take that much power, but connected it
to one of our higher voltage cables. That, in turn, ultimately connected
to HQ’s fusion plant.

Using my implant, I gave the nanotech the command to make the final
connection, watching as the yellow and black striped mass extended into
the jagged hole. When it connected, I watched as my interface tested the
connection and reported it usable.

Deciding to let the power flow, I watched as the tablet did nothing. The
screen didn’t even flicker. Increasing the power didn’t immediately
change anything, but as the power rose the screen acquired a soft glow.
By that point, more power was flowing through than I’d expected—though
not anywhere near the maximum possible.

A picture appeared on the screen. Against a dark background, faint lines
appeared. The shape reminded me of a ghost or of the human nervous
system. I’d seen that much last time, but this
time I noticed one more thing. A faint line
hung behind the nervous system, but this one extended downward—forever,
as far as I could tell.

If the “ghost” was me, what was the line?

Knowing that Cassie was upstairs or at least in Grand Lake, I considered
calling her. With her Abominator Citizen’s Mark, she registered to
Abominator devices as an Abominator or at least as a servant authorized
to use their stuff. Chances were better than average that she could have
full control over the device.

Knowing that the Xiniti fought the Abominators and hacked into their
technology, I asked my implant if it could connect to the device. It
replied that it couldn’t sense any means to make contact.

That either meant that the device had hidden its communication systems
or that they’d been damaged to the point that they no longer worked.
Either way, I wasn’t getting much help from the implant.

If I wanted to know more, that meant I might have to resort to either
touching it and seeing if there were any physical controls or seeing if
my limited Artificer abilities might make it do something interesting.
Suspecting that “interesting” might mean activating long-hidden weapons
and summoning them to destroy the new threat, that was my second choice.

I walked into the corner of the lab and activated a suit formation I’d
worked up for lab work. This corner wouldn’t have raised any eyebrows
except possibly among toddlers. On the floor were three barrels of
small, black, and yellow cubes. I’d used them to make a connection with
the tablet. The counter ran the length of the wall, but the section
above the barrels held cardboard boxes filled with more small cubes, but
many of these gleamed like metal, most of them gold, some black, and
others the color of a blue-green alloy commonly used in Abominator tech.

The cubes in the barrels reached out to me, building bridges of
themselves as ants might do, and covering me in seconds. Anyone watching
would have seen the cubes rearrange themselves into an exoskeleton with
artificial muscles, separating into layers of material with different
levels of flexibility, some hard, others flexible padding.

When they finished, cubes from the boxes did the same, covering the
suit, turning it from blocky and unfinished into glossy armor with the
Rocket’s R symbol on the front. The rocket pack didn’t hang from my back
because this was a lab configuration.

I walked back to the table where the tablet lay. Commanding the power
interface I’d made to adjust, I picked up the tablet in my gauntleted
hands, watching the interface stretch and recreate itself on the fly.

Then I watched the screen. The picture changed as I moved it, changing
angles to show the “ghost” from the top along with the wispy line I’d
seen behind it. Despite what I’d thought might be true when I first saw
it, the ghost and the line weren’t connected. Plus, from this angle, I
could see there were more lines, all extending downward, all of them
moving, reminding me of smoke and flame from a campfire. It made me
think that it might be an energy source, but if that were the case, the
energy source was so far away I couldn’t see it.

I angled the tablet to show as many lines as possible, keeping the ghost
in the picture only by happenstance. Writing appeared next to the ghost
and the lines. The characters appeared in clusters of five or six. I
didn’t see a pattern in their positions except that one or two
characters were in the middle and the rest on the outside.

My implant translated them without asking me, identifying the writing as
Abominator script, the 21st, and final variation. Under the
ghost, the words translated as “Cosmic Ghost/Proto-Artificer?
Indeterminate.” The words near the lines said, “Artificer Core
Technology Energy Signature.”

That prompted a memory. I’d heard a similar phrase before. When I’d
accidentally visited a place in what I sometimes referred to as the
hyperspace superhighway, I’d overheard to Artificers from the Destroy
faction mention something called the “galaxy core weapon” and that Lee
had used it. And that wasn’t the only memory that it prompted.

On our way out from Earth, as we went through a solar system with a dead
sun and the remains of a battle that predated humanity, Lee mentioned
that he’d used a weapon powered by the cores of galaxies in a fight
against his own kind. I didn’t remember him saying straight out that
he’d kept it when he’d deserted the Destroy faction, but that would
explain why they were hunting for him.

If the lines were energy leaking from the weapon, it surprised me that
the Artificers hadn’t already found him. On the other hand, it might be
well hidden from his kind but barely visible to the Abominators. From
what Lee said, it sounded like studying Artificer tech was their
species’ main occupation.

It wasn’t unlike how Lee was successfully invisible to his own kind when
he wanted to be, but human telepaths could detect him—though attempting
to read his mind could leave them catatonic.

Almost without thought, I readied myself to contact Lee or more likely
his friend (friendly ex?) Kee, the Artificer techie genius who’d
designed the weapon. At that moment, the “ghost” that might be me became
a touch brighter and Abominator script began flashing across the
tablet’s screen, a cascade of the same words.

My implant translated it as, “Danger! Take cover!”

I did the only thing I could think of. I ordered the power interface to
cut off the power, but on the off chance that the tablet had a bomb
inside, I did it while running for the exit and shutting the door behind
me.

Theoretically, given the size of the tablet, it might not be much of a
bomb, but I knew what Cassie’s gun could do. I remembered the bodies of
the frogmen on the roof of a building in Washington D.C. It hadn’t been
pretty and if push came down to it, if I had to come up with a species
most likely develop a golfball-sized hydrogen bomb (or worse), the
Abominators would have been high on my list of candidates.

As nice as it might be to know that my guesses about their technology
were correct (if they were) there’d be no way to get away in the time I
had.

Still, even the lab suit’s stride put me in the middle of HQ’s main
room. Unlike in the past, it felt like an active superhero base now
instead of an abandoned one. Between the basketball court-sized room,
the giant television screen in the middle of the far wall, the
(disarmed) trophies and pictures of battles past, the conference table
that stood just ahead of me, and the computer work areas with their own
screens.

Turning around, Kayla stared at me, “What did you do?”

She’d come a long way from being Cassie’s nosy best friend. As the
Heroes’ League’s first direct employee in this version of the League,
she ran the base these days. We’d even upgraded her work clothes from
the standard grey Heroes’ League unitard to a green, black, and white
uniform. Cassie said that green looked better on her. Given Kayla’s
light brown skin, and black hair, I could see that, I guess, but from my
point of view, the costume’s real upgrade was the increased armor and
hidden weaponry.

I turned back to watch the lab’s door. It didn’t explode. Turning back
to Kayla, I said, “Well, since nothing’s blown up, I’m thinking I
overreacted.”

She looked from me to the door and back to me, “Should I send a red?”

I shook my head, “It’s fine. Everything is fine. I was just
experimenting with some Abominator tech which,“ I looked back at the
door, “didn’t blow up. So, that’s good. I’m going to go back there now.”

She stared at me without saying anything for a few seconds, “You’re
sure?”

“Pretty sure,” I said. “It took a lot of power to turn it on in the
first place. I think if it had stored any appreciable amount of energy,
it would have used it all by now.”

Taking a breath, she said, “Okay. Well, you know team practice is about
an hour from now. Don’t get too into whatever you’re doing. And warn me
if you think we’re going to get blown up.”

Frowning, she turned back to her computer screens. I took a final glance
in her direction and started walking back, not even making a full step
before Cassie pinged me with her implant. When I opened the connection,
she said, What was that?

Taking my next step, I thought back, The tablet. It identified me as
“proto-Artificer” when I thought about asking Lee some questions. I
think it detected whatever small wisp of power I’d used and tried to
warn the user to get away, not knowing that I was the user. My bet is
that that’s what was going on instead of the bomb I thought it might be
at first.

Even though implants allowed mind to mind communication, I thought I
heard her sigh. Alright. Well, I could hear it upstairs in the house.
Whatever the Abominators were thinking, they made it loud.

No kidding? I suppose there’s a reason that the Xiniti only found
pieces of the godkiller machines. Even a hint
of Artificers using their power most likely
meant that everyone was about to die, so they might as well be loud.

Cassie laughed. I guess there aren’t any of them around to get scared
anymore. I’ll see you at practice. It’s less than an hour away now.

She cut off the connection. I didn’t bother to ask why everyone seemed
to think I’d forget practice. I’d make it provided nothing interesting
came up. Chances were a lot better now, anyway. I had to rethink my
approach to the tablet and I wasn’t going to get done before practice.

As it happened, I didn’t even make it to the lab. Chris walked out of
the hangar. Taller than I was by an inch or so these days, he was
dressed in slacks and a dark blue button-down shirt. Thinking back to
all the flannel shirts I remembered him wearing in high school, it was
funny how he’d started dressing professionally once we’d started the
business. He even had a briefcase.

He waved at me and, crossing the distance from the hangar, he said, “I
know you’ve got practice, but we should have enough time to go over a
couple of things. It’s budgeting and project management, mostly.”

He stopped, recognizing the lab suit for what it was, and glanced in the
direction of the lab’s closed door, “Did something happen?”

I shook my head, “Not really. An Abominator relic recognized me as
related to Artificers, but even though it looked like it might blow up,
it didn’t.”

He took a breath, “Whoa. Do you want me to take a look at it while
you’re at practice? That sounds interesting and I’m not an Artificer. I
might be able to get away with more than you can.”

I thought about it, “You know what? That might work. I guess I’ll bring
you up to speed and then we can find out how much paperwork we can get
done—“

Even as I said it, I felt a tugging at my consciousness that wasn’t
telepathy or my implant. My awareness expanded into another universe or
dimension where I felt the vast presence of a full Artificer—Kee.

Where I was, I didn’t know for sure. I’d asked before, but she told me
that I didn’t have words for it. My best metaphor so far was that it
seemed to be Kee’s personal breakout room in ancient, eldritch social
media.

She’d raised her eyebrow when I’d suggested it the first time and while
she didn’t roll her eyes, it felt like she was nearly there. Anyway, I
knew better so I didn’t push it. To me, it seemed more likely that it
was her personal demiplane. I mean, if you’re basically a deity, why not
create your own mini-universe for conversations that you’d prefer to
keep private?

Points of light hung in the darkness around us. If I concentrated on
them, some would resolve into stars, others into star clusters, or
galaxies, some with familiar spiral shapes. I didn’t bother to in this
moment. Kee held my attention.

She appeared as I’d first met her in K’Tepolu, an artificial world that
was less a world and more a collection of massive asteroids joined by
supports. Her short, straight black hair was in the same style I
remembered. Between her plain features and brown skin, she wouldn’t
stand out in many cities on Earth. If I’d been forced to guess her
ethnicity, I’d have guessed Indian, but I wouldn’t have been sure.

Her flowing blue and brown jumpsuit didn’t fit any Earth style I
recognized, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t recognize many clothing
styles from any planet.

As we had many times since I got back from space, we regarded each
other. This time, she spoke first.

“Nick, what did you do?”

I took a breath of whatever passed for air here, “That’s a good
question. I powered up a piece of a device the Abominators appeared to
use for hunting uh… you guys. So far as I can tell it was some kind of
sensor, but I’m beginning to think it had more potential as a
communicator than I expected. Maybe an ansible, I’m guessing, because
now you’re here.”

She shook her head, “It’s not an ansible. The Abominators were
experimenting with other ways to communicate and this one was meant to
be hidden from us. After they attacked me, I made a point of analyzing
one of their ‘godkillers and understanding the technology they used.
I’ve been monitoring it ever since.”

Two memories came to mind and a question that I might get answered now,
“I’m guessing that the Abominators used the godkillers because they
wanted to harvest your DNA or your species’ equivalent. When we last
talked about it, you told me that you weren’t sure how I became as close
to your species as I am. You didn’t think Lee had contributed much, if
any, and the Cosmic Ghosts’ abilities only become active in human women…

“There’s something I didn’t think of then. When I was on Hideaway, I was
told by the colony’s doctor, Iolan Mekus, that the Abominators captured
one of you and translated his abilities into human DNA. They couldn’t
keep him long. He destroyed the team that captured him and the moon
their base was on. Does that ring any bells? Do you know who that might
be?”

She paused, mouth tightening, her eyes seeming to look at a spot far
behind me, “I don’t know. My worry, and the reason that I contacted you
is that I know others of us encountered godkillers, but I might not be
the only one to have analyzed them. If someone from the Destroy faction
did the same, they might try to track it down. I wouldn’t worry too much
about it. We’re all aware that the Abominators are no more. Still,
there’s a chance, however small that someone from Destroy might visit.”

Meeting my eyes, she said, “Since Lee and I are traveling together at
the moment, I’m not worried that they’ll find him and destroy the
planet. I’m worried that they might find you. I’m not sure what they
would do then, whether they’d study you or kill you.”

I cocked my head to the side, “I suppose they could do both.”

Nodding, she said, “It’s possible.”

Then she paused again, “If it’s not someone from Destroy, I think I
might know who the Abominators caught. Lee and I have been visiting
members of the Live faction as well as friends who hate Destroy, but
haven’t joined any faction, and there’s one of us missing. A friend of
ours is missing. He joined the Live faction early on, but no one’s seen
him in the last century or two. No one thinks he’s dead, but he’s not
responding when people try to contact him. He’s always been prone to
disappearing and reappearing and that would have made him more likely to
encounter the Abominators than most of us. I don’t suppose any of your
cultures record visits from a godlike being named Nataw?”

I shook my head, “I’ve never heard the name, but I’m a lot more focused
on technology than mythology. What should I do if I run across him?”

Against the sea of stars behind her, Kee seemed to shrink into herself,
saying nothing, “I don’t have an easy answer. Back when we were young,
when Lee, Nataw, and other friends of ours first came into this
universe, we loved to travel, he more than most of us. I think he may
have been the last of us to give up traveling simply for the sake of
travel–if he ever did. I think he still did even after our people
divided up into factions. As one of the first members of the Live
faction, the smartest thing he could have done was hide, but he kept on
moving instead, never staying anywhere long enough to be found.”

Watching her face for any reactions, I said, “A lot of people would see
that as a pretty good tactic for hiding.”

She gave a small smile, “But for him, I’m sure it was just an excuse. He
loved new worlds, new cultures, new ways for life to exist whether it
was on a planet, on a star, or in deep space. You remind me of him a
little, but for you, it’s more delight in understanding a new thing than
discovering a new place.”

There, she stopped, saying nothing for a little while and staring past
me as if watching something. If she were, it was nothing I could see,
whether in another place or her own mind, but then she added, “The
problem is this—the Abominators caught him and he escaped. Whatever
happened when he was in their custody couldn’t have been pleasant.
Knowing him, and knowing that he seldom killed anything, it’s out of
character for him even to kill his captors. The fact that he never
mentioned it to any of us in the Live faction worries me. We were and
are his friends.

“My worry is that if he meets you, all he’ll be able to see is years of
torture and bits of himself inside beings that should not have them. If
he is on Earth and you sense him, stay away. If he’s close, leave,
pretending that you didn’t notice, and he might not either.”

I felt myself frown, “Is that likely? The impression I got from Lee is
that his people weren’t here.”

She nodded slowly, “I’ve been to Earth and while I was there, I
sometimes had a sense that one of us had been there. I did see a sign or
two of Lee, but only because I knew him and knew what to look for. This
was something else. I never figured out whether it was one of our
people, kin such as the Cosmic Ghosts, or perhaps someone else like you.
The Abominators put enough of us and the Ghosts into your race that it
seems possible that someone might be born with enough of the right
elements to use them but it’s never seemed likely. You’d have to live
for more than one thousand years to began to learn how to use them
well.”

Thinking back to my fights against The Thing That Eats, against a
mercenary with an Abominator relic, and against the Xosk last summer, I
said, “I’m already using them and I’m nowhere near one thousand years
old. You know this. We’ve had literal training sessions this year.”

Then she gave a full smile and laughed, “I know! You’ve been unusual in
so many ways. We used to let our young go out on their own and name them
when they came back. Many were behind where you are at this age, but
none of them experienced the guidance of a full-grown adult, the
Bloodmaiden’s magic, or had the Cosmic Ghosts in their ancestry. I don’t
truly know what you’ll be capable of in time, but I know you need a
great deal more time to learn—even in your regular life. I should end
this now.”

“Wait,” I said, knowing that she was about to let my consciousness
return to my body, “would it be okay if someone else looked at the
godkiller device fragment? Someone who isn’t me?”

The stars began to fade away. The last I saw of Kee’s face was of her
shaking her head. I heard her voice clearly, “No. It’s deeply unwise to
turn it on at all.”

Then I came back to reality—the main room of the Heroes’ League HQ, a
big, underground, concrete bunker, organizational nerve center, and a
room containing massive amounts of memorabilia that belonged in a
museum.

Chris looked at me, his forehead lined with concern, “Are you okay?”

I shook my head, “I’m okay. You know how I told you about Kee? I just
had a visitation.”

He glanced past me to Kayla who was walking toward us, “That explains
it. You looked like you were about to fall over for a second and then
you straightened up as if nothing happened.”

I turned back to Kayla, “I’m okay. Don’t worry about it.”

She stopped and began to turn around, “I heard. You’d better be. I’m
opening up the base for Chancy’s teleport in 45 minutes.”

Turning my attention back to Chris, I said, “Bad news. Kee said you
probably shouldn’t look at the Abominator tech either. There’s too big a
chance that it’ll attract stray Artificers.”

Chris frowned and looked toward the lab’s closed door, “Well, I guess we
could do paperwork then. There’s no harm in showing it to me, though,
right?”

I thought about it. “I don’t think so. Not now that I’ve turned it off.”

We spent most of the next hour talking about budgets and doing paperwork
for the business. Oddly enough, years of being the only person on the
team concerned with the day-to-day running of the base helped me with
the basics of running “Cannon & Klein Engineering.”

I did manage to squeeze in a short tour of the godkiller fragment and it
didn’t light up, call up ancient, eldritch beings, or do anything more
than sit on a workbench looking broken.

“And that’s it,” I told Chris as he peered in through the broken side,
“that’s all. It’s dangerous. Done.”

He put it down, “I don’t recognize anything in there. It’s a little
depressing that they were that far ahead of us thousands of years ago.”

“On the other hand,” I said, “we’re alive. The Abominators are dead.
We’ve got that on them.”

Chris grinned, “Can’t argue with that. We’ve still got time to figure it
all out and with any luck, we won’t get corrupted by ancient alien
artifacts first.”

“Sadly, that means that we’ve got to leave this one alone for the time
being,” I looked down at the tablet where it lay on the table. “I’ve got
a feeling I’ll want to lock this one away.”

Raising his eyebrow, “Does this mean you’re finally going to open
storage room three or four?”

I bit my lip, glancing toward the door, “You know, I probably will.
We’ve got two entire rooms full of Abominator tech. It’s the one place I
know we can keep it. You know what? I should just do it now. Knowing
what I know, I don’t feel comfortable leaving it in here during
practice.”

Chris swallowed, “Well, this will be a first.”

“You’re telling me,” I walked over to the safe Grandpa put in the wall
next to his tools. It didn’t take long for me to go through the
combination, twisting the dial a few different times and then waiting as
it scanned my handprint from a spot on the counter next to the safe that
looked exactly like the wood on the rest of the counter.

With that, the safe door opened, showing several sets of keys, three
sets of three-ring binders, and a couple of grey metal containers that
held three by five cards—the cards that people wrote recipes on. They
didn’t contain recipes. I’d looked through them. Written by hand in
Grandpa’s handwriting, many cards contained ideas Grandpa had but didn’t
have time to fully explore along with the location of the proof of
concept if he (or someone else) had made one. He’d written secrets on
others, ones he didn’t feel comfortable putting on his after-action
reports.

I’d read a few and decided he’d had good judgment.

I picked up the keys as Chris asked, “What’s the rest of that stuff?”

“I can’t give you details, but basically it’s insurance. Figure that if
I ever get it out, we’ll be planning to purely metaphorically burn down
the world. Basically, it’s all stuff that can’t be taken back once it’s
said. Um… You know how in comics Batman has secret plans for how to take
out the whole Justice League except supervillains get them and use them
first?”

Chris shook his head, “I basically barely read comics at all, but I
think I know where you’re going with this.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s pretty similar to that except it’s not at all
about the Heroes’ League. It’s all pointed outside of our walls. Some of
them are about people, others are about locations, and there’s a bunch
that are about ideas. I’m pretty much the only person who can get in and
there are circumstances where the safe burns itself to slag if someone
tries to open it.”

I shut the door. It clicked and the whole safe hummed as something
happened inside. The combination would be different next time, but I
knew the equation necessary to figure it out given the time and date.

Letting out a breath, Chris said, “I’ve got a feeling we’ll all have
better lives if we never see a situation where you open it for anything
but keys.”

“Pretty much,” I walked over to the table and picked up the godkiller
tablet.

Then we walked out of the lab and walked through HQ’s main room next to
the wall, passing the first two storage rooms until we reached the
third. Looking at it, you’d assume that it was another painted metal
door, but I knew better. I’d noticed a spot where the paint had chipped
and knew the material at sight. Tests confirmed my guess. It had been
made of a ceramic used in alien spacecraft that I’d learned how to make.

I put the key in the lock, heard mechanisms inside the door and wall
click as the door opened. At first glance, the room looked like every
other storage room in the complex, the same gray metal shelving reached
from floor to ceiling, all of it looking like 1950s era industrial
technology.

It probably was.

The resemblance to every other storage room ended there. For one, the
walls, ceiling, floor as well as the inside of the door were covered
with a shiny blue-green foam. My implant identified it a material used
to block access to the ambient energy that a lot of Abominator
technology needed to recharge.

Ignoring the nagging thought that no material blocked energy completely,
I took in what was on the shelves. If I hadn’t already been a low level
of anxiety when I opened the door, this would have brought me there.
Abominator technology covered the shelves and half of the floor.

A power impregnator (that my implant labeled an “activator”) sat in
front of the shelves on the left side wall. Guns that bore an uncanny
resemblance to Cassie’s lay next to each other and a foot-wide disc that
reminded me of the flying neutron emitters we’d destroyed in St. Louis.
Those were far from the only weapons. My implant identified more than
twenty different weapons as well as spare parts and charging devices.

That was far from everything. I needed at least an hour to fully
understand what we had. Placing the tablet next to an egg-shaped device
that my implant labeled “Abominator implant constructor,” I took a look
at the right side of the storage room and wished I hadn’t.

An eight-foot-tall cylinder sat on a two-foot-tall platform. I didn’t
need my implant to identify it as an “Abominator birthing chamber.” It
was exactly like the machine I’d helped destroy except that ours had
only one chamber while Higher Grounds’ had 12.

Next to me, Chris said, “You know what? I’m going to feel better after
we lock the door.”

He stared at a big grayish-blue box on the lower shelves. It glowed,
giving a dim light. Tuneless humming came from its direction. My implant
didn’t even try to identify it.

I turned to Chris, “Let’s do that now.”

We backed out—it only took a step—and I shut the door, hearing
mechanisms click as it swung into place followed by a hiss as the door
sealed. I tried the doorknob without putting the key in the lock.

Nothing moved, not even a little.

From behind me, I heard Vaughn’s voice, “Whoa. I never thought I’d see
that door open.”

At almost the same time, I also heard Yoselin mutter the word, “Dios!”

I turned around to find Vaughn in my latest version of the Storm King
armor. Black with a storm cloud on his chest, it included flaps to catch
the wind he generated. Yoselin wore her own armor, the red triangle,
white star, and blue and white stripes might almost pass for a patriotic
US costume if you didn’t think too hard about it. The backpack and
streamlined half-cylinders running up and down her arms and legs hinted
at a refined version of her father’s armor’s air manipulation tech.

Neither of them wore their helmets, but it was plain they were both
prepared for practice.

I caught Yoselin’s eye, “I know you’ve got Abominator tech at home. It
can’t be that much of a shock.”

She grinned at me, shrugging and raising her hands as she did, “We do,
but not that much. Well, maybe just as much, but I didn’t expect to see
it. You know what happens with implants. When you have too many things
you’ve never seen before, it all comes at once.”

I nodded. I was far too familiar with that one.

Vaughn turned toward Yoselin, “You’ve got one of those things too? I’m
beginning to feel like everyone’s got one but me now.”

She put her hand on his shoulder. Winking at me, she said, “You should
talk to Nick. He might be able to make one for you.”

Raising his eyebrow, Vaughn looked at me, “Seriously?”

I shook my head, “I don’t know. That kind of thing isn’t really my
specialty, but I’ve got a general sense of how they work now. My implant
can give me basic plans for them. I’d just have to figure out some
substitute materials… It’d be cool, but you’d be putting an experimental
device in your brain.”

I didn’t mention the Abominator implant factory in the storage room.
Given humanity’s position as servants in their empire, it was a given
that it produced medically safe implants. Given the Dominators’
prominence in the Abominators’ empire, I’d be more surprised if their
implants didn’t include triggers the Dominators could use. With my
implant’s help, I might be able to find them. It was worth a thought.

Vaughn laughed, “No, thanks.”

Then he looked over at Chris, “If you’re here for practice, you’ve only
got five minutes to get into armor.”

Chris looked over at me, “Well since I can’t take a look at the tablet,
I might as well. I’ve got spare armor in the lab.”

“I’ve got to put the key back in the safe,” I said. “So I guess we’re
both walking back.”

Nodding toward the middle of the room, Vaughn smiled at Yoselin, “Then I
guess we’ll wait for you there.”

She gave me a wave as they walked away.

As Chris and I walked toward the lab, he asked, “Are they going out?”

I’d had my suit absorb my helmet after talking to Kayla, so I didn’t
have the suit’s 360-degree vision to work with. I turned my head to
watch them. They were talking and laughing.

“It’s only been a day since she’s been here. I don’t even know how long
she’s going to stay. She’s here because she wants to see whatever we do
to the Nine and Dominators through to the end. There are no guarantees
that we’ll ever get anywhere with that. Lim’s got our best lead on the
subject and while we did get a few things out of his head before handing
him over, we haven’t even gotten started there.”

Chris shrugged, “Just asking. Vaughn’s not dating Amy anymore and they
seem to get along. Plus, and I’m no authority on this, but I think a lot
of straight guys would go for her.”

I grinned as I remembered something from before the island, “Weren’t you
going on a date with someone named Paul before we left?”

He blushed, “We’ve been on a couple of dates. It’s no big deal right
now, but I think it’s going well. Hopefully, this stuff doesn’t mess it
up.”

We entered the lab and he pointed toward the line of powered armor and
buckets of blocks running down the far wall. I didn’t argue with him.
I’d been lucky that Haley and I found each other at the beginning of all
of this. We didn’t have to lie about why we needed to leave and suit up
midway through a date or why we’d be unavailable for the next week. We’d
suit up and go in together.

I put away the keys in the safe and then stopped next to one of the
buckets, setting my suit to change into the full Rocket suit, feeling
the suit expand and alter itself, becoming larger and stronger, and
adding the rocket pack to the suit’s back along with sonics, the laser,
and loading up roachbots.

To my left, Chris stepped into one of the barebones exoskeletons and
stood next to the bucket, absorbing half the bucket in a half a minute.
I watched as the suit grew half a foot in size and widened, taking on
the blocky look and gray, flat texture of a Man-Machine suit. In public,
his grandfather had been my grandfather’s nemesis, the supervillain
version of the Rocket.

Out of costume and the public eye, their frenemyship had been more
complicated.

“Wow. Are you going to make that your standard look?” I motioned up and
down at the suit.

“Is it going to bother you? I’m trying it out.” The tenor of his voice
didn’t quite match the solidity of the armor.

I shook my head, “No. It’s a classic look for your grandfather if that’s
what you want people to think of… What does he think?”

Chris stepped back from the bucket and began to walk toward me, “He
loves it. Man-machine began as a hero. He made his first suit as a kind
of tribute to your grandfather and only became a supervillain by
mistake—at least the way he tells it. I like the idea of redeeming the
name.”

Kayla’s voice sounded over HQ’s intercom, “Thirty seconds until
teleport.”

We looked at each other and ran for the door. I made it through first,
bolting across the floor, dodging trophy cases, and hearing the thump of
Chris’ armor hitting the concrete behind me.

A small crowd stood in the middle of the room and I knew every one of
them. With only one exception, I’d made their equipment. Vaughn and
Yoselin were still talking—though Vaughn turned to point at Chris and me
as we ran. Daniel, Cassie, Marcus, and Sydney stood on the near side of
the crowd. Jaclyn’s dog Tiger stood in the middle, large enough that his
head was at the same level as mine when he was on all fours.

Tiger barked as Chris and I reached the group. Seconds later, the scene
changed. We stood together near the edge of a forest and we weren’t
alone.

To be clear, it was the good kind of “not alone.” In the clearing with
us was everybody that hadn’t been in HQ when we teleported out.

And when I say everybody, I’m not exaggerating by much. This was what
Cassie called a “friends and allies” practice. Not only did it include
all current members of the Heroes’ League (except for Rachel who was in
space), but it included all the former members of Justice Fist who
hadn’t joined up with Sean’s new Justice Fist. So basically, we didn’t
have Sean, Jody, or Dayton, but we did have Julie (voice powers),
Shannon (darkness), Camille (gravity), and Sydney.

We didn’t have Lucas, but that wasn’t because he’d joined the new, even
smaller Justice Fist. This was due to Hardwick family politics. My
adventure in corporate espionage left Russell Hardwick in prison and
made Vaughn’s mom the family member with the most influence over the
Hardwick family’s collection of companies and properties.

Lucas hadn’t returned Cassie’s calls, leading all of us to wonder if he
was too busy being a doctor to care or if going from being the son of
the CEO of Hardwick International to becoming the son of the disgraced
former CEO of Hardwick International mattered more to him than we did.

Beyond the former Justice Fist members, we also had Rod (Troll!), Samita
(Red Hex), and Amy (Bloodmaiden). Sometimes we’d also had Blue Mask, but
not tonight. Mark and Mackenzie, friends of Amy’s whose exposure to a
zombie virus variant had left them with the abilities of the tougher,
faster-moving type of zombie, weren’t here either.

Alex (Paladin), Brooke (Portal), and Jenny (Flame Legion), friends of
mine from California, were, though.

It felt like one of those huge crossover events where you end up with
giant pictures of all the supers a page can fit. Except we were training
for the crossover so that when the real thing hit, we’d be prepared.

Haley stepped out of the crowd and we kissed—a long one. It had been
more than two weeks since we’d last seen each other and not much this
summer before that. We looked at each other after we stopped. We’d both
let our costumes fall away from our faces and so I could see her
grinning at me, fangs visible in her mouth, dark hair pulled away from
her face by something hidden by her costume.

Amplified by the PA in her suit, Cassie’s voice turned everyone’s head
in her direction, “Hey everybody… If I could have your attention, we’ll
start with drills today. Later we’ll be going through an obstacle course
and in case you’re wondering, yes, Izzy and Jaclyn won’t be on the same
team again ever. That sucked for everybody—including them. That doesn’t
mean that we won’t use them as obstacles in the obstacle course because
we’re going to use everybody as an obstacle. We’ll also have a team
sparring segment…”

She went on longer than that, but I didn’t listen much. I’d been part of
the planning as had Tara, Daniel, and Hal. Between them, they’d come up
with the tactical situations we were most likely to face and designed
exercises for them.

We’d been lucky that the original League had bought a section of land in
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula—three square miles of it. It included
evergreen trees, a small river, a ghost town abandoned in the early
20th century, and an unused mine.

While it wasn’t impossible that people could find it and watch our
practices, it wasn’t likely. We’d set up countermeasures.

For the next two or three hours, we drilled and fought our way through
obstacle courses that included robots, drones firing at us, inconsistent
gravity, darkness, fog, thunderstorms, and random attacks. We even
disabled our protection against Julie’s voice so that we could have
training in resisting it without help.

As much as she’d trained, Julie wasn’t as good as Kals or any of the
Human Ascendancy’s Dominators at using her powers. She’d had to work it
out with help from teachers at Stapledon, none of whom could do the same
thing. Part of me wanted to invite Kals in to train her. Another part,
one that remembered her ordering Haley and me to leave a coffee shop,
still didn’t trust her fully.

To be fair to her, she didn’t abuse her chance and she trained as hard
as anyone else. The Stapledon Program’s training had left her better
than human physically in addition to her voice’s power. She wasn’t as
physically powerful as Cassie, but she was strong enough to be a threat
on a good day for her and an off day for Cassie.

At the end of practice, Chancy called Cassie. Then we separated into
groups, and he teleported each one back where it came from—with
exceptions. Everyone still at Stapledon’s training camp for the weekend
went back to HQ with the rest of us. Chancy had moved their luggage as
part of the pre-practice teleports, so we appeared back in HQ finding
that the main room’s line of suitcases called to mind a hotel lobby.

Everyone ditched their costumes, went through the showers, dressed in
their civilian clothes, and either talked in groups in the base or left
for their homes.

I found myself sitting next to the door of my lab petting Tiger who’d
barked at me and rolled over to display his belly after I put away my
armor. Tiger had decided he was done with the stomach rub eventually. So
I was scratching his ears and head.

Haley walked up, wearing a green blouse and light blue jeans. She pulled
two suitcases behind her across the concrete, “Are you ready?”

The blouse struck me as a little nicer than she might normally wear
after practice and I caught a hint of perfume. Given the circumstances,
I wasn’t surprised.

I stopped petting the dog. Tiger moved his head to put it back under my
hand. I gave his head another scratch, “I think so, but the dog
disagrees.”

Haley leaned in to pet the dog, telling him, “Sorry, Tiger. Dog massages
are done for the night. If you want more, I’d talk to Kayla.”

With a soft, wuffing noise, he stood up, giving each of us a lick and
walked toward Kayla. Haley moved the handle of one of the suitcases
toward me. I took it and we walked across the main room toward the
hangar. Among the groups of us lingering, I happened to notice that
Marcus and Sydney were standing behind one of the larger trophy cases
and kissing.

Catching Haley’s eye, I asked, “When did that happen?”

She shrugged, “This summer at Stapledon. She finally forgave him for
everything that happened with Kee. I didn’t ask about the details.”

I shook my head, “They weren’t going out. They never even went on a
date.”

Haley took a breath as if she were about to speak, stopped, and then
said, “I know. I don’t know how many times I told her she couldn’t blame
him if they never even talked about having a relationship, but it looks
like she listened—eventually.”

We pulled the suitcases through the doorway into the hangar and loaded
them into her car, a blue Prius that I’d modified for her.

As we got inside and shut the doors, I said, “I can’t believe we’re
going to my parents for supper after this.”

She started the car and we rode toward the hangar’s exit, rolling past
the Wolfmobile and the League jet, “Your mom asked and it was the only
night that worked this week. How did the island go? I talked to Yoselin
at practice, so I know a little, but why is she here? And why did you
open storage room three?”

I wasn’t even finished explaining all of it by the time we stopped in
front of my parents’ house.

We rolled into the driveway as I said, “The Grey Giant was in Armory’s
place dressed as a security guard. I’d barely destroyed much of anything
in his weapons lab and suddenly I had a whole new fight to deal with.
The bright side was that I was supposed to be distracting people from
everyone else, and it worked.”

Haley shook her head, “He nearly killed all three of you the first time
you fought him. Why is he even out of prison?”

“Syndicate L got him out.” I put my hand on my door handle.

She sighed, “Well, that figures.” Then she paused, “You’re nowhere near
done, are you?”

I shook my head, “Nope. We’ll be talking for another half hour if you
want to hear it all now. That or we can just go through it at the dinner
table. I’m pretty sure my dad’s block is still holding. My mom, though…”

Her lips curled, “That wouldn’t be nice. I’ll ask about it after we
leave. You haven’t even gotten to why you opened the storage room yet.”

“I know.” We opened our doors and stepped out onto the driveway. I
looked up at the house in front of me. All red brick and grey painted
wood, the two-story house was where I’d spent the first eighteen years
of my life.

It felt like I hadn’t been home since my freshman year at Grand Lake
University. That wasn’t quite true. I’d been home for holidays, but for
the first two years of university, I’d been in the dorms and the last
two in Grandpa’s home that I’d inherited. Plus, I’d spent my summers and
half my school weekends at Stapledon.

Home had fallen away from me and I hadn’t noticed. I’d been busy. Maybe
that might change now that I’d graduated, but knowing what superheroes’
lives were like, I didn’t feel optimistic. Still, Grandpa had managed.

Before I could go deeper into those thoughts, Haley put her hand in mine
and said, “Let’s go.”

We walked in through the garage, stepping into the utility room, the
room with the washer and dryer and hooks for the family to hang up
coats—well, for kids and their friends to hang up coats. The kids Rachel
and I used to be along with Daniel, sometimes Cassie, and even Vaughn a
few times.

Grown-ups used the closet near the front door for their coats.

Out of habit, I took off my shoes. Haley frowned for a moment and did
the same.

“You don’t have to,” I said, knowing that she was thinking about her
feet. She didn’t have fangs or claws out right now, but shoes gave her a
little more time to gain control if something triggered her.

My mom stepped into the hall, “You don’t have to take off your shoes. I
used to make sure Nick did because his shoes were always muddy or when
he went to my dad’s house, covered with I don’t know what.”

Only two inches shorter than me, my mom had short dark hair with a few
strands of grey. Thin with an oval face that reminded me a little of
Rachel’s, she wore a blue and white striped shirt with blue jeans.

Haley smiled, “It’s okay.”

She placed her shoes next to the door with mine. We walked down the hall
into the kitchen and dining room. I considered sitting on one of the
chairs next to the counter between the kitchen and dining area, but my
dad had gotten up from his chair in the family room. He placed the
newspaper on the floor next to his chair.

A couple of inches taller than me, Dad was around six feet tall and
wearing a green button-down shirt and tan slacks. His belly hung out a
little over his belt, but his broad shoulders and thick arms hinted at
the football player he’d been in high school and college.

I’d inherited none of that—the strength, athletic talent, or much, if
any, of his personality. If anyone, I resembled Mom and, even more,
Grandpa Vander Sloot. If that ever disappointed him, he’d never said so.

Dad put his hand on my shoulder, “It’s good to have you both here. It
feels like it’s been ages since Haley’s visited.”

Smiling, Haley said, “It has been a few months. I think I was here last
spring before I went to Colorado.”

He nodded, “You’re in the same scholarship program as Nick and Rachel.”
He stopped, blinked, but continued, “And now that I think of it, most of
Nick’s friends through his grandfather’s army buddies.”

Haley glanced over at me, but replied, “I think children and
grandchildren of veterans might have a better chance of getting into the
program. I don’t know, but that’s my guess. A lot of the other students
are from military families.”

Dad nodded as she spoke, “I’d never thought of Joanie’s family as a
military family, but her father did serve even if he never much talked
about the war. I wish he had. Being able to pass on family history like
that is good for people. It might have been good for him to talk about
it too.” Dad shook his head, “But it’s too late for that, and honestly,
I think he must have talked about it with his friends. They got together
a lot and it was probably good for all of them.”

He stopped, frowning, “Now where is Rachel doing her service project
again?”

“Ghana,” I said. We’d settled on that lie before she’d left.

With a sigh, he stepped back and waved us into the room, “I thought that
was it, but every time I think about it, there’s something in me that
doesn’t believe she’s there.”

Haley and I stepped into the dining room. The table was already
set—white dishes, blue placemats, and even though no food was out, blue
hot pads were already waiting to protect the table from hot dishes. I
also noticed that the water had already been poured.

“Why don’t you sit down?” My mom opened the door of the oven.
“Everything’s ready. I’ve been keeping it warm.”

I looked at Haley, “We’re not late, are we?”

She said, “No,” but then looked back toward my mom who said, “No, I
wanted to be ready in case you were early.”

Haley gave a small laugh, knowing by now that while I wasn’t
consistently late, I was more likely to be late than early.

Mom laughed too, adding, “I know it’s not likely, but I also knew that
Haley was driving you over.”

And that meant that Mom had been texting or talking to Haley because I
hadn’t told her that. Mom probably also knew that we’d been training
because unlike Dad, her block had failed during my senior year of high
school back when Ray and his team of assassins held her captive.

It would have been nice if Dad’s block had fallen back then too, but Mom
had a weakened version of Rachel’s ability to turn intangible and was
the daughter of two superheroes, giving her a greater weight of life
experience to ignore.

Within a few minutes, Dad had prayed over the meal and we’d started
eating. For a while, that’s all we did. It was long enough after
practice that I had time to notice what my body wanted beyond being less
tired and food was on the list. Plus, I’d noticed that after talking
with Kee or doing the exercises she gave me I needed more food, much
like Haley or other supers.

It wasn’t as true for me as Haley or Cassie, but I felt the difference
and I definitely felt it today. The talk with Kee must have done it.

As I thought about that, Dad asked, “How’s the business you started with
Chris going? You were saying that you had clients already.”

I looked up from my plate, “It’s going okay. Easier than I would have
expected. We didn’t get anyone at first which isn’t too surprising since
I just graduated, Chris isn’t done yet, and neither of us has a lot of
experience outside of internships.”

At that, Dad grunted, no doubt thinking about my internship with Higher
Ground. He hadn’t known I’d been gathering evidence for the FBI, but he
did know that it had ended in a fight with the Heroes’ League, and the
prosecution of both Higher Ground’s leadership and Russell Hardwick.

I kept on talking anyway, “Fortunately, it turns out that Chris’
grandfather had contacts who needed work done, basically auto parts and
the machines that make them. Also, Vaughn told his mom what we were
doing, and you know how Grandpa Vander Sloot did a lot of work for
Hardwick Industries? He basically created the ultrasound technology that
they’re still using? She decided to give us a chance. It’s a small
contract, but if we do a good job, it could turn into something bigger.”

“Gerald Cannon?” Dad lowered his fork and Swedish meatball to his plate.
“The former supervillain? It’s legal work?”

I nodded, “I know it sounds bad, but when he wasn’t in costume, he built
a regional auto parts chain. It wasn’t the biggest, but he does have
legitimate business contacts. We checked them out.”

Dad shook his head, “I get it. It’s work. I remember when I was building
my practice. I was everywhere, taking any business I could get, even
some I shouldn’t have, but taking business related to superheroes is
different than most. It ropes you into situations that are beyond
anything you could expect. I’ve counseled a few teenage superheroes,
sometimes at government request. I think I did some good, but my worry
was that their enemies would find out he was talking with me. I don’t
know what would have happened then, but it could have easily put the
whole family in danger.”

With a sigh, he added, “Between the two, I’d hope for more work from
Hardwick Industries. Vaughn’s parents are good people even if his uncle
wasn’t.”

He opened his mouth again, blinked, and stopped, “You know, there was
something else I wanted to add to that, but it just went clean out of my
head. Don’t you hate it when that happens? So, Haley, what are you going
to do after graduation this year?”

Haley frowned, “My dad thinks I should work in the main office of our
holding company. I’d be designing menus, signs, and ads. I’m not sure
that I want to. I feel like I’ve worked for my family for years already
and it would be nice to do something on my own.”

My mom smiled, “I understand the feeling. When I was in college, all I
wanted to do was get out of Grand Lake and I did. I got a job reading
unsolicited manuscripts for an agent in NYC and a few different jobs
with publishers until I helped promote the book of a therapist from
Grand Lake… I moved back then and I’m still here.”

Haley grinned for a second before frowning again, “I don’t want to go
that far away. I just don’t want to owe my dad for every job I ever
have.”

Dad stared into the distance, “Something else happened in New York,
something important, but I don’t remember it. Joanie? Do you remember
it? I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

At that moment, I felt a quiver of whatever sense I used when I was in
Lee’s or Kee’s presence. It didn’t feel as strong as when I was with
them, but I felt a whisper of their power.

As I felt it, my mom opened her mouth to reply to my dad, hesitating,
but then finally speaking, “We were kidnapped.”

Her words came quietly and slowly at first but then seeing that my dad
was still listening, she talked more quickly, “We were leaving my office
when three huge men in suits grabbed us and pushed us into a car. You
tried to fight them, but you couldn’t hurt them and they were so strong
that they had to be supers. They brought us to an old warehouse and kept
us there for two days. On the second day, another man came to see. He
was older and talked with a strange accent, but like the others, he was
also a big man.”

Dad nodded, “I do remember that now. He started by saying nothing, just
staring at both of us. When he did talk he started asking us questions
about our ancestry. What countries were our ancestors from? What were
their names? Did we ever dream of being… I think it was, ‘luminous
beings in a great darkness?’ It didn’t make any sense to me at all.”

Letting out a breath, Mom said, “Yes. That’s exactly what he said and
you asked him what kind of luminous being? An angel?”

Leaning in to look at Mom, he said, “Right. I was trying to keep him
talking. The rest were supers and he was their boss. He had to be too
and for all I knew he was going to try to turn us into them or sacrifice
us to become one himself. I don’t know. But then he just said, ‘I don’t
know,’ and he walked away.”

The two of them looked into each other’s eyes, my dad taking deep
breaths, “I hadn’t thought about it in years, but it changed everything.
We’d been dating on and off since my previous book, but after that, you
wanted to move back to Grand Lake.”

Looking from one of them to the other, Haley asked, “How did you get
away? Did they just let you go?”

My dad smiled, “No. They tied us up and shoved us into a big closet, but
minutes later, maybe half an hour at most, the Rocket showed up and not
just the Rocket. The Rhino, Mindstryke, the Mentalist, Ghostwoman, and
Gunther. I think he was some kind of German super soldier who fought
against the Nazis? All of those guys. It was around when the Rocket and
Mentalist retired. I never understood why they were in New York or why
they showed up for us, but I was grateful.”

I had an excellent idea of why they might have shown up. I didn’t have
kids, but I felt sure I’d show up for them even if I were retired. What
bothered me was the guy who’d shown up to ask questions. The three guys
with him didn’t bother me so much.

Big guys weren’t rare in the superhuman community, but three big guys
together? It sounded like the Cabal. Many of the Cabal’s main soldiers
dated back to the Roman Empire or even earlier, so strange accents
weren’t rare among them either, but I could think of one guy who looked
older and used to work with the Cabal.

Unsure of how long it would be before Dad’s block kicked in, I
considered asking Mom, but found myself looking Dad in the eye, “Did
they catch the older guy? And what happened to the people that kidnapped
you?”

Shaking his head, Dad said, “I don’t know. They ran away. The Rhino said
it was a hard fight and I believe him. The building shook while they
fought and when they brought us out, there were holes in the concrete
floor and the roof, shattered walls, and it looked like someone threw a
forklift. I can’t even guess what happened to the older man. I’ve never
seen him again.”

I pulled out my phone, connected to a government database through the
League’s connection, and downloaded a picture, expanding it to fill the
screen. It showed a man with white and grey hair in a blue suit. The
broad shoulders and thick arms hinted at strength. A bushy mustache
covered most of his upper lip.

Holding the picture up, I asked, “Could this be the same man?”

Dad frowned, “It could be, but it’s been over twenty years.”

“Closer to twenty-five,” Mom stared at my phone and then over at my dad.
“I don’t know. Who is that?”

Putting my phone back in my pocket, I said, “Martin Magnus. He was
connected to the Cabal. The guys that kidnapped you sound kind of like
Cabal soldiers.”

Smiling for the first time since this topic came up, Dad said, “You can
see your grandfather in you there. He knew obscure facts about all of
those people. Don’t worry about it. Whoever they were, I’ve never seen
them since.” Then he stopped, “Well, except that Accelerando fought two
Cabal members near my office the day they were all over the city, the
same day the Executioner kidnapped your mom.”

He shook his head, “It doesn’t seem possible that the two events could
be connected, but it’s a strange coincidence…”

Turning away from me to look at Mom, he said, “Do you remember when they
found us? Gunther stared at us. I don’t know what he was looking for,
but something about it felt strange. I don’t know why.”

We kept on talking after that, but my mind wasn’t on it. It kept on
jumping back to advice I’d gotten separately from both Lee and Kee at
different times. They’d told me that if I felt any hint that Artificers
might be around, I shouldn’t do anything to attract their attention. On
the most human and relatable end, that meant not acting scared. On the
least human end, I needed to avoid using abilities that showed that I
was connected to them.

At the same time, sometimes you had to take a chance. These were my
parents. I knew we had a connection to the Cosmic Ghosts through Grandma
Vander Sloot and that Lee had been watching my Grandpa Vander Sloot’s
family for years before he appeared. If that weren’t enough, the Cosmic
Ghosts were related to the Artificers. Knowing that, it wasn’t a
surprise that the Cosmic Ghosts’ abilities were strong enough in Rachel
that they’d asked her to come with them to be trained.

That strength had to come from somewhere, and knowing the basics of
genetics, it might be both my parents.

Making use of the training Kee gave me, I opened up my mind to other
energies, ones I didn’t yet have a name for and not for lack of asking.
Kee wouldn’t say. Letting them in to me in a controlled trickle, I
looked around the table.

Starting first with Haley, I saw nothing more than herself, glancing in
my direction, guessing that I was doing something, but not knowing what.
Across from Haley on the other side of the table, Mom poked her fork
into her salad. Within her, I could see wispy lines that could have been
a loose drawing of the human nervous system. It wasn’t much different
from what I saw when I looked at myself in whatever space Kee and I used
to communicate, but I was both bigger and brighter.

Dad, though? If I didn’t think much about it, I could have dismissed the
shape I saw within him as being much like Mom except dimmer and smaller.
When I looked closer, that wasn’t quite true. Though hard to see, all of
the strands and tendrils within him had spots of brightness.

Closing my eyes for a moment, I could still see them all. Though it
wasn’t visible when my eyes were open, even Haley had a small, dim,
presence. Mom and Dad both stood out, being, despite their differences,
luminous beings in the darkness.

I let the vision fade and opened my eyes, scooping more noodles and
meatballs onto my plate.

Checking the windows behind him, Dad said, “Did anyone else feel that
breeze? I think it might be cooling down outside.”

Mom frowned, leaning to look into the living room which was behind Haley
and in the front of the house. Following her gaze, I noticed that unlike
the windows in the dining room, the windows in the living room were
shut. A breeze seemed unlikely.

“I felt it too,” she said, not looking at either Haley or me.

Dad nodded, “I think a thunderstorm is in the forecast. We could use it.
The heat these last few days has been miserable. Well, enough about the
weather. Did you see last night’s Tigers game, Haley?”

From there the conversation detoured away from troubling memories and
weather to sports. Baseball, basketball, football, and hockey never
interested me the way they did my dad, but Haley’s whole family, except
for maybe her mom, followed them religiously. So, Dad got to talk sports
with someone, much like he’d been able to do with Travis back when
Rachel had been dating Travis.

I guess that was a good thing.

After supper, we talked a little longer, and then Haley and I went up to
my room and not, in case you’re wondering, to make out. We’d have a lot
more privacy for that anywhere else but my parents’ house. We went up to
my room to see if there was anything else I needed to grab. I’d never
had an official move-out date from my room. I’d always come home to grab
a little bit more stuff.

Now, a little more than half of my books were still on my bookshelf,
some of them college textbooks I couldn’t sell back, but didn’t want to
throw away. Most were novels or comics. My senior pictures from high
school in a multi-picture frame sat next to yearbooks.

A little bit of me was tempted to pick up the yearbooks and show them to
Haley, but that part of me was outranked by that part of me that
remembered high school. It hadn’t been great. It said something that
senior year, the year in which the mayor tried to call in the government
on me, and Ray and the Cabal tried to capture and kill me represented an
overall improvement in my life.

Still, the half-empty bookshelves, the bed with its perfect, untouched
green and white striped coverlet and sheets felt neglected. My desk was
neat with no books or papers, but the working model I’d made of a
trebuchet was still there. One of these days I’d have to move the
disassembled parts of the finished version out of my parents’ basement.

Haley took it in in a glance, “Do you want to take anything?”

I shook my head, “I think I have everything I want on a day to day
basis. I think the rest will have to wait until whenever the final, for
real, move out date is.”

Then I noticed a matchbox on one of the shelves. Opening it to check
whether what I thought was inside was still there, I saw a squat metal
cylinder. Grandpa had invented a version of the transistor in 1939
because he’d needed one for an early Rocket suit. It predated the
official invention of a useful transistor. He’d given me one once when I
asked about it.

“You know what? I think I’ll take this,” I said, and pocketed the
matchbox.

For a second Haley’s eyes followed the box and I felt sure she was about
to ask about it. Instead, she blinked and turned toward my bedroom door,
saying, “Your mom’s coming.”

Mom gave the door a knock and stepped inside without waiting for a
response, closing the door behind her. Letting go of the doorknob, she
turned to face us, “Do you know how long it will be before he knows?”

Freezing as I thought through my answer, I finally said, “I have no
idea. I didn’t know he was this close to the end of his block until
today. I mean, you’d probably have a better
guess than I do. You actually had one like his.”

Mom’s face tightened, “I don’t know if it was the same sort of block as
mine. Because I can do what I can do and my history, I think my block
must have been more complex. Ben’s a normal person. His block might not
be as complicated.”

And there I could have told Mom about the Artificers, the Live and
Destroy factions, the Cosmic Ghosts, Lee, Magnus, and what I’d seen
inside them, but I didn’t. Instead, I committed what’s called a sin of
omission—I didn’t explain anything. Maybe that would have made what
followed better, but even now, I doubt it. I knew that explaining all of
that to the wrong person or telling someone who explained it to the
wrong massive supernatural entity could end the world, maybe taking this
arm of the galaxy with it.

Ignoring the fact that my dad had the worst possible name for the father
of a superhero, I said the first thing that came to mind, watching her
face for a reaction. “I can ask Daniel and his dad. They might know.”

Her mouth twitched, “Please do that. When Ray kidnapped me, it all fell
away in a moment. I didn’t recognize all the ways it had been building
up before then until later, but it could have fallen at a different
time, one that would have been better, but also one that was worse. How
do you think he’ll respond to finding out that we’ve known for years?”

I don’t know what I would have said next because my phone rang. Pulling
it out of my pocket, I saw who was calling. Saying, “It’s Daniel,” I
clicked on the screen and took the call.

Not even saying, “Hi,” Daniel went straight to the meat of why he was
calling, “Do you remember after the Cabal when my grandpa went ominous
and cryptic on us? He’s doing it again. He just told me to call you and
tell you that ‘It’s starting. Find it before they do’.”

Already suspecting the answer, I asked, “Did he use a word more precise
than ‘it’?”

Daniel’s laugh had a hint of weariness, “No, but if I had to guess, he
said something about a device that needed to be destroyed last time, and
when we asked him if he meant the power impregnator he didn’t respond.”

I thought back to the afternoon. Even besides the tablet, we had two
storage rooms worth of Abominator devices. I could think of half a dozen
devices that might be good candidates for destruction and I’d only
opened one of the two rooms. Plus, and I wasn’t going to mention this
outside of HQ, we had a whole lower level below the main level of HQ
that Grandpa set up to be a fallout shelter and base for rebuilding
civilization in case of nuclear war.

I’d come to suspect that there might be more Abominator equipment down
there in addition to canned and freeze-dried food that was well past its
expiration date.

“Crap,” I said, “He’s not in… the best of health, though. Do you think
we have to take him seriously?”

Daniel’s grandfather said something in the background and Daniel said,
“Just a second,” and then in a voice that sounded distant, as if he
wasn’t talking directly into the microphone, “Grandpa, which device? The
Rocket has a lot of devices, remember?”

Grandpa Cohen said something unintelligible and Daniel’s voice came over
the phone again, “He says you’ll know it. And now he’s walked away,
mumbling something to himself. I’m going to keep on moving. I’m the only
one home so I should keep him in sight.”

Glancing at my mom and Haley, I wondered if I should wrap up the
conversation. Haley had to be able to hear both sides, but my mom
couldn’t. “No problem,” I said, “but do you think he’s saying something
useful, or is he just randomly repeating things from the past?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Daniel said, the inconsistency of his volume
hinting that his phone was moving back and forth near his mouth as he
walked, “but when you asked if we should take him seriously, he said
‘yes.’ I didn’t have my cell on speakerphone and I keep up enough of a
block that he shouldn’t be able to pull it out of my head.

“My dad and I have suspected for years that he set up something in his
brain that would allow him to pass out information at crucial moments. I
mean, the League’s board’s basically said that they’re following a plan
based on what he learned about the future and that they’re not telling
us to avoid messing things up. If he’d trust anyone keep things on
track, though, he’d trust himself.”

I felt myself frown, “And he’s not being particularly talkative either.
Do you think it would be worth it for Haley and me to drop by?”

“No. He’s still as powerful as he used to be. We know how he responds to
family, but we try not to risk guests without help and I’m the only one
home right now.” Daniel’s phone made a clunking noise.

“Okay,” I looked over at my mom. “Totally different subject. It sounds
like my dad’s block is on its way out. Do you have any tips to help us
make it as smooth as possible? We’re hoping it won’t drop while he’s
teaching a class or something.”

Daniel let out a breath, “Wow. Don’t let him go on long trips alone
until it happens. The way a block ends is that the subject’s brain stops
reinforcing pieces of the block a little bit at a time and learns more
and more until one day it all falls. There’s no way to know what the
final trigger will be, and whether it will fall gently or all at once.
It’ll be better if he’s in familiar surroundings, near friends and
family.”

I thought about Dad, wondering what he was doing now—watching TV or
doing research for his next book, maybe loading the dishwasher. I wasn’t
going to be at home and neither was Rachel. As the person who ran the
business end of Dad’s combination of writing, public speaking, therapy,
and teaching, Mom worked at home as he did.

She’d be here and that was a good thing, but on a gut level, it felt
like I should be helping more than that. To Daniel, I said, “We’ll see
what we can do. They both work out of the home a lot, so my mom will be
with him and I don’t think he’s got any big trips planned.”

“That sounds like the best possible situation,” Daniel said. “I think I
need to help Grandpa back to his room. I should hang up.”

He did, and I explained what he’d told me to mom, ending with, “Do you
want me to move back home for a little while until Dad comes to himself?
I can’t promise I’ll be home all the time, but if I’m home in the
evenings or at night, it’ll be better than nothing.”

Mom shook her head, “I think I can handle it. You’ve got your own very
busy life right now and explaining why you’re here one minute and gone
the next… I’m not going to pretend to know more than Daniel, but I think
that’s the way you trigger the more dramatic kind of break. Don’t worry
about me.”

Then she stopped, glancing toward the door to the hall, “There’s
something you should know though. I think your Grandpa Klein knew about
Grandpa Vander Sloot and the Rocket. Thinking about it after my block
ended, it was obvious even though I can’t explain why it’s obvious.”

Dad’s father, my Grandpa Klein, had taught anthropology at Grand Lake
University until they eliminated the department and he moved to teach at
the University of Minnesota. I’d never seen any indication that he knew,
but I hadn’t been looking either, and now that I was, I remembered that
Grandpa Vander Sloot visited him in Minnesota every year.

I’d asked him what they did once. Grandpa said they went fishing.





Memories


        If you asked a random person on planet Earth what a superhero did all
day, the answer you’d get is something like “beating up criminals.” If
you asked me or anyone else in the business, it would be some
combination of training, your day job or your cover, beating up
criminals, and checking out leads on whatever case you were working on.
Of all of those, beating up criminals was the least likely to actually
take place.

In my particular case, the list would also include working on new
technology since I could now, for the first time in my life, do that for
hours at a time if I wanted to.

Today I was combining testing new technology with what could be called
personal business. I felt that a case could be made for the idea that I
was checking out a lead on a case even though the case in question might
be six years old.

I was flying to Minnesota.

I hadn’t heard from Martin Magnus since high school when he’d tried to
recruit me into working with him against the Mayor. That might not seem
like a big deal in the grand scheme of things except that 1) he’d called
my personal phone to have that conversation and 2) we learned that he’d
been part of the Cabal and was in fact the guy who’d recruited the Mayor
into it.

Combining that with my dad’s story about how he’d kidnapped my parents
while they were dating made it clear to me that finding out more about
Magnus had to be higher on my personal priority list. Grandpa Klein
might know more about that if my mom was correct about him knowing that
Grandpa Vander Sloot was the Rocket.

Even if he didn’t, I still might learn something useful and even if
Grandpa Klein didn’t know anything useful, well, at least I got to test
my new variant on the suit’s flight systems.

I’d set off from Grand Lake in the early morning and while the sun was
rising, you’d never know it from what lay ahead. Flying westward this
early meant that I was chasing the night. While I could see the dawn
behind me if I wanted to look, my helmet filtered the light. I didn’t
need the distraction.

Ahead of me lay darkness and stars even though dawn had begun to light
up the ground, cities still glowing in the morning’s dim light. I wasn’t
aiming for any city. Grandpa and Grandma Klein owned a small cottage on
Lake Superior, a couple of hours from Minneapolis. When I texted Grandpa
to ask if I could meet him there, he didn’t ask how I’d get there or why
I was coming. He’d told me that he could make it there by eight.

I landed at the cabin a few minutes early, taking an hour and half to
get there. The jet would have been faster, but harder to hide. Taking a
moment to look around, I didn’t see anybody.

To look at the lake, you’d have thought it was in the middle of an
uninhabited wilderness. Pine trees surrounded the cabin, a rectangular
building with walls of stained wood and a wooden porch in the front. A
rocky beach lay around ten feet from the cabin with a weathered wooden
dock extending around thirty feet into the water. The grey, metal
rowboat tied to the dock figured in my childhood memories of visiting
grandparents.

With the sensors showing no one in the trees or on the lake, I walked up
to the picnic table and told the suit to transform. It sloughed off me
in a moment, reassembling itself into a working copy of a motorcycle—not
the same one I’d driven during the summer in Detroit, but a design built
on that work.

Between that and the helmet in my hand, anyone passing by would see my
grandfather talking to a guy with a motorcycle instead of the Rocket.

I sat down at the picnic table as the door of the cabin opened and
Grandpa Klein walked out on the porch. Built much like dad with the same
wide shoulders, but around 25 years older, Grandpa stood around six feet
tall. Thinner than my dad, he had a short white beard and wore a light
grey jacket and jeans.

He walked over to the picnic table and sat down next to me, glancing
over at the motorcycle and grinning, “I was wondering if this
conversation would ever happen. And nice job on the motorcycle. I don’t
recall Joe’s suit ever changing its shape.”

I shrugged, “He could have worked it out if he were active now. It’s my
work, but it’s built on his foundation plus ideas from teachers at
Stapledon and even profs at GLU.”

He smiled, “It’s good to know those of us in normal, mundane academia
aren’t wasting our time. So, what do you want to ask me?”

I looked over at him, “I barely know where to begin. You know my Dad’s
got the block, right? It’s coming undone and that’s a good thing, but
maybe not. Also, were you actually fishing when
Grandpa Vander Sloot came to visit you
every summer? And if you weren’t what were you really doing? Plus, what
do you know about the guy who kidnapped my parents or about their
kidnapping in general?”

He shook his head, “You don’t start with the small stuff, do you?”

I gave a half-smile, “Sorry. There’s too much going on right now. In
some ways, it’s mostly in my head because none of it’s hit the point
where people are trying to kill me. I’m just worried it might hit that
point sooner rather than later.”

He frowned, looking down and drawing a breath, “I never wanted this life
for you, and if it weren’t your best chance to survive, I doubt Joe
would have wanted it for you either. If you think about how our
society’s decided to handle superheroes, it’s not the best thing we
could have done. I understand why we’ve done it, but I don’t think it’s
good either for the people doing it or for society as a
whole.

“You’ve got a whole class of people encouraged to think of themselves as
above the law and a society willing to ignore it until someone decides
that they’ve gone too far. Then all of their friends are expected to
help the government hunt them down. If they never go too far, they have
to live a life where they hide the real purpose of their life from
almost everyone around them. If they chose to live honestly, they risk
either having their friends or loved ones get targeted by criminals or
setting themselves apart from society by living in a compound.

“In a better world teenagers with powers wouldn’t be pressured to become
part of paramilitary forces and you’d be creating the first generation
of starships that the Alliance can’t find a way to forbid from leaving
our solar system.”

He let out a long breath, “I know that’s not the question you asked, but
I’ve always thought the system we now have is madness. I talked it over
with Joe dozens of times over the years, and I think we agreed even if
he had a more practical attitude than I do. From his point of view, it
was a bad system, but it was the one we had and we had to live with it
until we managed to turn it into something better.”

He stopped talking and turned to look at me, “I spent enough time
teaching and doing anthropology to know that societies don’t
automatically move to something better. They move to something that
seems to fit that society’s needs—at least for a little while. If you
want something better, you have to work to change it, and even then,
there are no guarantees.”

Giving me a grin, he said, “But that still doesn’t answer your
question—directly. It’s something we talked about, though. We really did
go fishing when he said we went fishing, but that’s not all we did. He
told me about his life and I listened, acting as an outside second
opinion, sometimes a counselor, and sometimes a consultant. As a
cultural anthropologist, I like to think I helped the League understand
the Abominators and their servants.”

Letting him stop, I asked, “How did that happen? The League blocked my
parents from noticing or even being able to think about the League.”

Grandpa’s face tightened and he stared out toward the lake before
continuing, “I didn’t like that. It made no sense to me at first, but
then I found out about everything the Mentalist saw in the future for
the group and their grandchildren. Based on what he saw, they did what
brought about the best chance for you all to survive. For reasons I
don’t know, that meant that I needed to understand everything and have a
minimal block, the kind that pushes me to avoid talking about what I
know in public. Beyond that, I’m free.

“As to how it happened? It’s easy to explain. I happened to be studying
Bedouin culture in the summer of 1971, trying to understand the effect
of the end of their traditional, nomadic lifestyle on their culture.
Because of that, I happened to be in Jordan when an archaeologist I knew
uncovered Abominator artifacts and along with them a few Abominators in
stasis. When they woke, I interviewed them
and when they brought their human servants out of stasis, I was one of
those that escaped and told the League.”

I stared at him. That story I’d heard, but not from him. Grandpa Vander
Sloot told me about it as one of the events that lead up to fighting the
Abominators, events that gave them a hint of what
the Abominators were about before
everything went crazy.

“I had no idea,” I said.

He nodded, “I hope you weren’t expecting any sort of major revelations
when you came here. Everything I know is out of date and I’d like to
keep it that way. I think that answers all of your questions.”

“Not the one about the guy that kidnapped my parents. Do you know
anything about him?” I watched Grandpa’s face as he nodded and held up
his index finger.

“One thing, and it’s something neither your mother and father registered
even though the Mentalist saw it at once. When they kidnapped your
parents, it wasn’t only by violence. They had someone with them that
could command them not to escape or where to walk and they would simply
listen. There was a human servant like that with the Abominators when I
met them.”

“Dominators,” I said.

“Exactly,” Grandpa let out a long sigh. “The Mentalist looked and he
couldn’t find evidence of tampering, but it did lead them to take
special precautions with your parents.”

Grandpa stared out at the water, not saying anything else.

“What precautions?” I asked.

Turning back to me, he said, “I don’t know. The regular ones they took
with all of their families, but more than that on the advice of Gunther.
He wasn’t there, but Joe mentioned his name.”

We talked longer than that, but he didn’t have anything more to add
about the block, Grandpa Vander Sloot, or anything about the League. We
talked about Grandma who’d taken the car into town to do grocery
shopping. She didn’t know that Grandpa Vander Sloot was the Rocket or
that I’d be flying in this morning. Grandpa Klein had chosen our meeting
time to make sure she’d continue to remain ignorant.

We also talked a little about Dad’s younger sisters, their husbands, and
my cousins. Grandma Klein had given birth to my dad when Grandpa was
still in graduate school and they waited to have more kids until after
he’d been hired in at Grand Lake University. All of my cousins were at
least three years younger than I was on Dad’s side, much like my
youngest cousin on my Mom’s was three years older than Rachel and five
years older than me. We weren’t close to any of them.

I didn’t dislike them. In fact, Ana (short for Anastasia), the youngest
cousin on Mom’s side, was even an electrical engineer. We’d bonded a
little over that last year in Chicago for an extended family Christmas.
Her response to me explaining that I was double majoring in electrical
engineering and materials science had been, “You’re insane.”

“It gets worse,” I’d told her. “I started double majoring in electrical
engineering and chemistry before I realized that materials science fit
better. So, I’ve also got a minor in chemistry. I’m still getting out in
four years.”

She’d smiled, continuing to fiddle with the three earrings in her right
ear, “It sounds like you’re a better fit for my job than I am. I’m
working with a lot of materials scientists now. Our focus is on using
nanotechnology to create self-repairing materials. I’d say more, but I
think that’s more than I should have said already. If you’re looking for
a job after graduation and you want to move, let me know. We’re always
hiring.”

As I flew back, crossing over Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Lake Michigan, I
wondered where she worked. I mean, I didn’t wonder about that the whole
time, but I wanted to know. If they were working on nanotech, I might
learn something or, almost as likely, improve whatever they were doing.

I wasn’t planning on dropping the business with Chris, but she was
talking about exactly what I’d designed my armor to do. They might even
be aware of it and using it as proof of concept. Hopefully, they weren’t
the ones providing rip-off Rocket armor to Protection Force. Worse, it
might not be impossible that they were funded by the Nine or maybe Rook
himself.

As paranoid as that thought was, I set the implant to remind me of it
later. I needed to look into it just in case. If I didn’t have the time,
maybe I could pass it over to Hal. The jet’s AI might find it boring,
but at least it would get done.

Midway across Lake Michigan, the dark water extending to the horizon on
all sides of me, my mom called. I considered not answering, but knowing
that I’d be in the air for at least ten minutes anyway, I took the call.

“Hey Mom. Is everything okay?”

Mom paused before lowering her voice and answering, “Should anything not
be okay?”

Between Dad, Martin Magnus, the Dominators, the Abominators, the Nine,
Armory, and my recent, paranoid thoughts about Ana, I could think of a
few things that might not be okay, but I said, “No.”

Her tone lightened, “Good. I was calling because Uncle Steve’s here for
a day or two. If you want to see him, you should stop by soon. You know
what he’s like. He said that he was planning to stay the night, but if
he gets a call, he could be gone before supper.”

Like Uncle Joe (Joseph Vander Sloot, Jr.), Uncle Steve was a mechanical
engineer, but unlike Uncle Joe, Uncle Steve never got married, never
settled down, and never had kids. He’d gone from contract to contract,
traveling all over the world, never staying anywhere for more than a few
years. Closest to Mom in age, he was also the one she got along best
with of her brothers. I liked him too even though arguably I’d seen more
of Uncle Joe’s and the twins’ (Uncle Charles and Uncle Curtis) families.

“Sure,” I said, “I can drop by. I’m almost home. I’ll walk over in half
an hour. Probably have to shower first.”

About 35 minutes later, I walked through the garage door and into the
utility room, passing through to find Uncle Steve sitting at the dining
room table where I’d been the night before. He put down his mug of
coffee as he stood up to greet me.

A little over six feet tall, Uncle Steve had a beard, brown and streaked
with white, that reached to his chest. He wore jeans and a black t-shirt
showing a flying saucer with the word “Boston” written across it.

He held out his hand, “Good to see you, Nick. You look more and more
like my dad all the time. All you need to do is disappear mysteriously
and it’ll be a perfect resemblance.”

“He did that?” I asked.

He grinned, “All the time. But’s not much of a mystery to me now. He
owned his own business. Those guys never get any rest—which reminds me,
didn’t you just start a business? That’s what Joanie was telling me.”

“Yeah. A friend of mine and I are officially ‘Cannon & Klein
Engineering.’ We’ve managed to get a couple of contracts, one of them
because my friend Vaughn happens to be the son of Hardwick Industries’
CEO.”

I shrugged.

Uncle Steve nodded, “Suzanne’s the CEO instead of Russ now. I heard
about that. That’s why I should have stayed home after graduation
instead of taking that contract in Saudi Arabia. I’d have contacts here
instead of everywhere and be running my own business instead of going
wherever the business is.”

He stopped, grinned, and then laughed, “Nah… I’d never have survived
running my own thing. I like moving around and I like being able to just
do the job and let someone else keep the client happy. Say hi to Suzanne
and see if she rememberers me. I had a big crush on her back in the day.
Don’t tell her that, though.”

Mom’s mouth twisted, “She knew and still remembers.”

Uncle Steve froze, “Then maybe don’t mention me. It might not help.”

Deciding not to mine that unexpected vein of social awkwardness, I said,
“What are you doing now? Did a contract just end?”

Nodding, he said, “Yeah. It was the craziest thing. I got hired to work
on this Caribbean island. You might have heard about it in the news. It
used to be Metafight Island. Now it’s Renewal Island or something like
that. I got hired to work on powered armor for Len Jones, better known
as Armory, an ex-superhero. It was all legal from what I heard and it
was a great place to work.

“Except… a few months in, I started to see that they were putting the
North Korean flag on some of the mechs. That’s when I knew I had to go.
I was beginning the process to see if I could get out of the contract
and then, well, everything you saw on the news happened. Fortunately, I
was on the day shift and not the night shift. So I missed all the
excitement, but that’s totally fine.”

My jaw dropped as I thought about how close we’d been to each other.
He’d been gone by the time I’d fought with the Grey Giant, but he’d have
been working when Cassie, Daniel, and I went exploring during the day.

He might know the guy Cassie puked on.

Laughing as he saw my expression, he said, “Don’t be too impressed. It
wasn’t fun. I’ve been researching things online and I think I’ve seen
armor I worked on being used by Syndicate L and maybe the Nine. I got
lucky that the people who broke into the labs didn’t want to kill
people. Whoever planted all those bombs chose to blow them up when
almost everyone left. It could have been someone who wanted a body count
instead of, I’m guessing, law enforcement. The Dixieland Defenders
showed up within 30 minutes of the bombing. It didn’t stop Len from
disappearing or his house from burning, but it was still a fast
turnaround time. They knew something beforehand.”

I glanced over at Mom. I hadn’t specifically told her why I was going
but I had mentioned that I was on a mission with Daniel and Cassie
before I left last week. Her face showed nothing. She listened, nodding,
without a hint of alarm or at least without staring in my direction.

I decided to follow her example, “Wow, that’s pretty crazy. It shows how
weird things get even with former supers.”

Uncle Steve grinned, “No doubt. Totally different subject… How’s your
grandpa’s friend Larry? Joanie mentioned that you saw him sometimes.”

“Alright. I don’t know if you kept up with him, but he worked at the big
GM factory until it closed and then after that, he took odd jobs until
he turned his hobby of making beer into a business. He’s brewing craft
beer and I guess he’s expanding. He might even need mechanical
engineers. I don’t know details, but I guess his equipment is extremely
innovative. It’s also his design.”

Leaning back against the wall, he nodded, “I’ll think about it. I’ve
never worked in a brewery, but I bet there’s free beer and it’s been
years since I saw him last. It might have been back in the 70s when Dad
helped him prepare for his PE exam. It seemed like they disappeared to
work on that all the time. I didn’t understand that until I took it
myself. I’m not sure if you can study enough. Remember that four years
from now when you’re taking it.”

“I’m not looking forward to it,” I said. I wasn’t. I didn’t doubt that I
knew the material, but I didn’t know the standard terms for everything.

We talked for a while longer, mostly about his different contracts since
I’d last seen him and the countries they’d been in. As I prepared to
leave, he asked, “You told me the name of your company. Who’s the Cannon
in ‘Cannon & Klein’?”

I had a bad feeling I knew where this was going, “Technically, my friend
Chris, but also his grandfather Gerald Cannon who put up money to get us
going and brought in a client already.”

Uncle Steve’s grin widened, “Gerald Cannon? Formerly Man-machine? I
thought he was in jail.”

I shrugged, “He got out after providing a lot of evidence to the Feds.
He’s officially off probation as of last year. So he’s giving Chris and
I adult supervision.”

Shaking his head, Uncle Steve said, “Better watch out or you might find
yourself painting North Korean flags on your work.”

“It’s all legal so far. It’s just auto parts—which reminds me, I should
get back to work.”

He put his hand on my shoulder, “You go do that. I’ve still got a lot of
catching up to do with your Mom and I’ll be around for a little while.
Maybe I’ll drop by your office.”

“Yeah,” I said, “by the way, how did you end up working for Armory?”

“Family,” he paused, letting that sink in. “We’re a family full of
engineers. I got that tip from Anastasia—Charles’ youngest.”

“I know who you mean. We talked last Christmas. How’d she hear about
it?” I watched his fact for a reaction.

He shrugged, “Work, I think. Someone in her office knew Armory was
looking.”

I thought about that, “Where does she work? She told me she worked with
nanotech the last time we talked. I never got the name. All I know is
that it must be in Chicago because that’s where she lives.”

He frowned, “Good question. I don’t know either. I’ll find her number
and get it to you, okay?”

“Sure,” I ran through what I had to do next in my head. This
conversation had left me with a list.

A minute later and I’d said my goodbyes to Mom and Uncle Steve and
started walking back to my house. Ignoring the warm, morning breeze, the
cars passing on their way somewhere, big yellow buses–all of them empty
and heading back to the garage after dropping off children at school, I
used my implant to connect to my comm and told Hal about my cousin
Anastasia, telling him to find out where she was and where she worked.

My next call went to Daniel. He answered, and I said, “Sorry if you’re
in class, but life just got a little more complicated.”

“I’m not. Classes don’t start until next week. I’m making breakfast.” He
paused and I could hear the sizzle of something in the background. He
asked, “Are you talking to me through your implant?”

“Yes. Why?”

“It sounds like the way you hear yourself in your head—which is a little
different from how it sounds when you talk.”

I decided not to go into that, “Ok. Well, I’m calling because I just
found out that Uncle Steve is at my parents’ house and that he was
working for Armory when we trashed the place.”

I heard a quick, indrawn breath over the connection, “Oh. That’s bad.
I’m guessing you want me to check him out. How much time do I have?”

Thinking back to a whole lifetime of him appearing, staying for a day, a
week, or, once, for two months, I said, “I have no idea. When the call
for his next job comes, he disappears.”

“Are you sure he’s not a superhero?” Daniel asked. “Don’t answer that.
Give me a second,” and the connection went quiet except for the sound of
frying.

Moments later, Daniel said, “The chances that he’ll disappear before I’m
finished with breakfast are small. I’ll pass by and see what I can get
off of him.”

“Thanks,” I said. “After you’re back, we need to start going through Len
Jones’ memories. It’s beginning to feel like every piece of my life
includes the Dominators right now. We need to find out everything we
can. Also, if you happen to notice anything interesting about my cousin
Anastasia in his head, check it out.”

The metallic thunk of something being placed on the stove came over the
line. “How interesting is Anastasia? Is this the cousin that babysat us
once?”

The trouble with old friends is that they might remember any random
piece of your past. On the other hand, he’d at least be able to
recognize her in Uncle Steve’s mind, “Yes. She’s the one who watched us
um… eleven years ago or something? I’m pretty sure we were ten. Anyway,
she might be very interesting. She’s the one who connected Uncle Steve
with Armory.”

He let out a breath, “That’s not good.”

“I know. I’m hoping it’s just bad luck, but honestly, the company she’s
working for sounds like the kind of place the Nine would be interested
in or even bankroll. I’m not feeling optimistic right now.”

I pulled out my sunglasses and turned my head to look down the block,
seeing nothing unusual, just midwestern suburbs, a place of mowed lawns,
trees with a few leaves beginning to turn color for fall amid the green,
and new model cars parked in front of one or two-story houses. A U.S.
flag hung by the door of one house, a rainbow-striped gay pride flag in
front of another. Yet another displayed the University of Michigan’s
yellow “M” against a blue background.

I wondered if the person who owned that house had gone to the University
of Michigan or simply liked their football team.

Either way, my sunglasses showed no signs of the Nine or of anything
hidden. Better yet, my implant didn’t give me an info dump about aliens
or their technology based on anything I saw.

“Yeah,” Daniel said, “given what you’ve been learning about your
ancestry lately, I’m hoping she doesn’t have an equal share of whatever
your grandparents passed on to you, technical or otherwise.”

“Me too,” I said, and we hung up.

I walked home, thinking about that. The way I understood it, the
Abominators had harvested DNA from what amounted to an Artificer’s human
avatar and used it in their experiments, allowing it to spread into the
human gene pool. My Cosmic Ghost ancestry likely had a similar origin.
If I wanted to know more, I should have taken a look at my Grandpa and
Grandma Klein to see how active their Artificer ancestry was. In fact, I
should have taken a look at Uncle Steve while I was talking to him.

Well, whatever, I’d probably get another chance.

As I walked down the block toward what was now my house and had been my
grandparents, I got a text from Daniel that said, “Here.” Thanks to the
implant’s connection to my League communicator, it appeared in the upper
corner of my vision.

I replied, “Thanks.”

Except for being forty years older than my parents’ block, which had
been developed in the 1960s, the street wasn’t much different. It had
the same mowed lawns, tended and untended gardens, but smaller houses.
The fenced-off park behind the house with its forest, playground, and
beach on Grand Lake was the bigger difference.

From the sidewalk, all I could see of the park were trees and the fence
in my backyard. Walking up the driveway, I noticed Vaughn’s Porsche and
Haley’s Prius in front of the small, white garage—which told me that
today’s meeting was happening.

I walked up the steps and through the front door to find everyone except
Daniel.

Tara, Vaughn, Haley, Yoselin, and Cassie were in the living room. Vaughn
and Yoselin sat next to each other on the old brown couch near the
room’s back wall. Cassie balanced on the arm of the couch in a grey
Georgetown hoodie and plaid pajama pants. She had one bare foot on the
couch and the other on the floor. Haley and Tara stood next to her, the
group of them talking.

No one was dressed as if this were a work meeting. Vaughn wore jeans and
a “Vincent Sucks” t-shirt. Tara wore a black t-shirt and yoga pants. Out
of everyone, Haley and Yoselin were closest and they weren’t very close.
Yoselin wore a short skirt and bright, flowery top—perfect for a music
festival in the Caribbean. Haley wore a white, button-down blouse and
jeans.

Not looking like we were doing a work meeting was completely okay, of
course. Work-appropriate clothes would be costumes and blow our cover.

They stopped talking as I stepped through the door and said, “Hey,
everyone. I think we’ll have to wait for Daniel, but that shouldn’t be
long.”

Then I got another text, “All done. On my way back.”

“Really soon, I guess,” I said and grabbed one of our mismatched
chairs—the green armchair.

Raising an eyebrow, Haley pulled one of the folding chairs away from the
wall. “You took the good chair.”

“We can switch if you care,” I began to get up.

She grinned and shook her head, “I don’t,” pulling up her chair next to
mine.

Tara was pulling two of the wooden chairs from the dining room when
Daniel walked through the front door, instantly becoming the only one of
us dressed for a meeting. He wore a green button-down shirt and khakis.

Cassie looked him up and down, “Why are you dressed like that? It’s
still summer and you don’t have a job or anything right now.”

Daniel made a half-smile that vanished almost as quickly as it appeared,
“I’m dropping by my dad’s office—his law practice. He’s there part-time.
I didn’t want to look too out of place. Anyway… Before we talk about
Armory, we need to talk about Uncle Steve.”

“Uh oh,” I looked up at him. “How bad is it?”

“Well,” he began, stopping as Tara handed him one of the two chairs
she’d grabbed and sat down herself.

Placing his chair in front of the TV, he said, “It’s not bad exactly. I
checked his surface thoughts and as much below them as I could without
being noticeable. His brain doesn’t show any signs of being modified by
voice, telepathy, an implant, an intelligent parasite, or anything I can
realistically detect. Magic is still a possibility, but I can’t say it’s
likely. It leaves hints and I don’t see them. We’d want to bring in Amy
to know for sure, but I’m 99% certain he’s okay.”

I could feel a hint of anxiety through the mental connection we had and
so I prompted him, “But…”

“I saw the remains of one of my grandfather’s blocks. It shouldn’t work
now, but he’s also got a very effective and recent mental shield that
someone set up. It looks like a standard shield that corporations or
governments use to protect information. He’s an engineer that contracts
all over the world. So, of course, he’d have one, but I don’t know who
set it up or if they put anything ‘extra’ inside.”

Cassie caught my eye and grinned, “And I’d gotten so used to Nick having
the ‘normal’ family.”

I raised my eyebrow, “Normal? Rachel’s currently flying around in space
without a spacesuit. Plus, my grandparents were not normal at all at
least on one side.”

“Yeah,” Cassie said, “but Daniel’s whole family is full of telepaths.
Jaclyn’s older brothers have the same powers she does. Vaughn’s uncle
was basically Lex Luthor and his grandfather was Red Lightning—“

Vaughn talked over her, “And Haley’s family owns a lot of pizza places.
Some of them offer anchovies. Definite supervillain material
there.”

Cassie punched his shoulder hard enough that he bumped into Yoselin who
laughed, pushing him off herself.

Saying, “Sorry,” to Yoselin, he turned back to Cassie, laughing, “I felt
that. Holy crap.”

Cassie grinned, “That’s what happens when you get tougher, I have to
punch harder when you interrupt me.”

Before the conversation could continue, Haley asked, “Is there any way
you can get around Uncle Steve’s block?”

Daniel sighed, “Technically yes, but not really. Not without making a
mess. Government and corporate telepaths aren’t usually the best
telepaths out there, but they’re generally good enough. I’m sure this
shield wasn’t designed by the person who put it in, but the design’s
simple and effective. It’s good enough to keep people out of his head.
If people start hammering it, he’ll know, giving him time to do
something about it or maybe triggering a whole set of commands that we
don’t want to be triggered.”

“Like suicide,” Yoselin said, her voice level. “The Dominators use that
one. I’ve seen it activated.”

Not wanting to derail the conversation, I left that there, “Let’s say
for a second that I don’t want to risk triggering any commands. What can
we do about it?”

Pursing his lips, Daniel shook his head, “I don’t know. Honestly,
there’s nothing about his thought processes that make me think his
ability to make choices is affected. There are usually hints and I don’t
see them. To me, it looks like the shield was put in with his approval
and cooperation.”

He looked at me and through our unintentional, but constant connection,
I could sense that he meant it. I hadn’t had any doubt, but it went a
long way to making me worry a little less.

“Okay,” I felt myself frown, “I guess we should assume he’s okay with
the shield and honestly, it makes a lot of sense that he’d have one. If
he’s moving from job to job, he’d want to keep secrets and this would be
one way to do it.”

Giving a nod, Daniel said, “If it makes you feel better, there were
familiar elements in the block. I’m pretty sure no one I know did the
work, but I wouldn’t be surprised if my dad had a hand in the design. He
might have even trained the person who set it up back when he was in
military intelligence. Did your uncle do any government work?”

I thought back, trying to remember conversations and stories across my
entire life, “You know, he said that he did take a government contract
early in his career. The way he described it, it sounded like a mess.
They got interference from both the Pentagon bureaucracy and the general
in charge of the project. He said that he decided he’d never take a
government contract again after that. I think he did though, maybe a
couple more, but not a lot.”

Daniel smiled, “That might be it, then. And if they freshened it up each
time, or better, taught him how to maintain it, it would stay useful for
his entire career.”

That was true, provided the Nine hadn’t infiltrated the ranks of
government telepaths.

Daniel replied I know. I’ll talk to my dad and see what he thinks.

I thought back a feeling of approval and said, “I guess we should talk
about what we came here to talk about—Len Jones. Where should we start?”

Glancing around the group, Daniel said, “I don’t remember much of it. I
passed it on to you with the idea that your implants would remember. So
maybe the three of you can describe what you’ve got and we can try to
figure out where Len got influenced and his Armory technology became
available to everyone for a price. Think back to the first memory where
the phrase, ‘You should be getting paid for this’ appears in what I gave
you and see what you get.”

When we were traveling to Hideaway, we used our implants’ ability to
simulate the world around us to train. It was much like Star Trek’s
holodeck except that it all took place in our minds. This memory used
all of that technology to put us into Len Jones’ head—at least on a
surface level. Human memory doesn’t save everything like a computer. We
weren’t getting all of it, just whatever he’d retained across the years.

Still, it felt real.

We were in a city. I wouldn’t have known it from the skyline, but Len
knew it intimately. We were in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The year was 1982,
two years before Larry fought Armory and his men on Metafight Island. He
was chasing Master Martian. I didn’t get a sense from Len’s memories as
to whether this was the first Master Martian or the second. I decided to
assume the first. I could look it up later.

Len, as Armory, ran down a two-lane street with tall, red brick
buildings. After four years at Grand Lake University, I recognized
academic architecture instantly. If the wide sidewalks hadn’t been
enough of a clue, the signs would have been. They said UWM, short for
the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.

It was night and clouds covered the stars. Master Martian flew down the
sidewalk ahead of us, protected from the cold by his shiny green
spacesuit and fishbowl helmet. One of his two antenna pointed ahead and
the other behind, aimed in our direction.

There weren’t many students out, but the ones that were ran away from
the fight, towards the buildings—the Golda Meir Library appeared to be
open—even crossing the street. Len blocked one guy from stepping in
front of a car and then kept running, the boots of the Armory suit
clanking against the concrete as he took twenty-foot strides to catch
up.

He wasn’t alone. Flying next to him, surrounded by a cone-shaped force
field, a blond man in mirrored sunglasses and a black and gunmetal gray
costume shouted, “Surrender, you alien freak!”

I recognized him. Armory had been on a team with Bullet in the early
80s. Bullet had run the Stapledon Program during my freshman year at
GLU, but he’d been dropped without explanation by my sophomore year.
He’d had a thing about aliens then too.

Over the team radio channel, Bullet muttered, “Give me the okay and I’ll
turn the freak into Swiss cheese.”

Len jumped over a pile of snow, landing less than ten feet behind Master
Martian. “You know the policy and you know why.”

In  October of 1954, the Feds came to an unofficial agreement with the
superheroes of the period, agreeing to leave them alone as long as the
body count didn’t get too high. My grandfather had told me about the
negotiations. As the highest-profile team of the day, the Heroes’ League
had to be there.

“Stupid policy,” Bullet let loose a barrage of force bullets that hit
Master Martian’s shield which erupted into yellow, blue, and white
explosions, but didn’t fall.

Within the fishbowl helmet, sweat poured down Master Martian’s face. Len
launched forward, the systems in the suit’s legs making a grinding noise
followed by a snap as he left the ground, putting him in reach of Master
Martian’s body.

With one punch of his Armory suit, Len hit the Master Martian’s shield
and this time it fell apart. Despite his skin’s greenish color and the
fleshy antenna on his head, Master Martian looked at least as human as
an alien in a Star Trek series. The snarl on his face showed his
frustration as clearly as it would have with any other person.

He didn’t have long to feel angry. Even as he tried to recreate his
shield, knitting threads of glittering mental energy around his body,
small beads of force hit him, forcing him down to the sidewalk, and
shattering what little shield he had in another explosion of light.

Bullet landed next to Master Martian, creating more yellow, glowing
cones above him, shouting, “Don’t even try to get into our heads. The
second you do, I’ll kill you. If you can read my mind, you know I mean
it.”

A dark, slim object resembling a small crossbow bolt, arrow, or dart
flew between Bullet’s cones of force, puncturing Master Martian’s suit.
He slumped, sprawling on the sidewalk and snow-covered lawn.

Bullet gave a nod and smiled at whoever was off to Len’s right side,
seemingly outside his peripheral vision. A voice talked over the scene,
reminding me of a narrator in a movie, “You don’t remember me catching
up with you and you don’t remember seeing who threw that dart. Bullet,
whoever did throw it did the world a service. Master Martian was a
dangerous alien. Armory, this was a senseless death. Modern heroes are
falling away from the ideals you hold. It’s time to retire. The Rocket’s
making devices for other heroes. You should be getting paid for this
too.”

I stopped my implant from playing the scene back as Armory and Bullet
began to argue about what happened and where the dart came from.
Instead, using my implant to check Double V’s database, I searched on
Bullet, Armory, and Master Martian, learning what I’d just seen. The
first Master Martian died in February of 1982, killed by a mysterious
dart, an event that prompted an argument between Bullet and Armory,
bringing about the end of the Brew City Protectors.

No one ever figured out who threw the dart and while people did analyze
the poison, it was nothing they’d seen before. It wasn’t poisonous to
humans even if it was to Master Martian, whatever he was.

Having read that, I checked out a few more of Len’s memories. There were
too many to go through them all, but the ones that I did explore showed
him setting up his first labs, making connections, and selling to
anybody with money as the first priority. Whenever he wavered, the voice
whispered, repeating the line in his head again.

I couldn’t find another command, but I didn’t want to go through all the
memories right now either. With Master Martian’s death, we had a few
directions to investigate: Bullet, Len Jones, the dart, and if we were
desperate, we might even try to find the second Master Martian. He might
know something about why someone would want to kill the first one.

Another thought struck me. In the middle of the battle near Higher
Ground, Victor had told Rook that the Artificers had a site on Mars that
the Abominators may have excavated. It was a long shot, but that might
have something to do with Master Martian. It wasn’t as if I’d ever heard
of any real Martians. People were still arguing about whether or not
Mars had even simple organisms.

I shook my head. That was a last resort option.

Then I let myself become aware of the room around me again. Everyone but
Tara appeared to be doing what I was—checking out everyone else’s
response to what they’d seen.

Daniel caught my eye, “I let everyone without an implant follow along as
Cassie looked at Len’s memories. It was easier to give her privacy than
it would have been with you.”

I nodded. We were a little too connected. I looked over at Yoselin. She
had an implant from the Human Ascendancy or the Abominators themselves.
“How did it go for you?”

She frowned, “It was… worrisome. Whoever gave the command spoke only a
little and changed the course of that man’s life. I wonder how many more
there are like him?”

Next to Daniel, Tara had her eyes closed, but as Yoselin spoke, she
opened them, “If it’s that easy, there must be quite a few.”

Tara paused, her expression unreadable, “But I don’t think it’s as easy
as I’d guess from what we saw. From what I’ve read about the Dominators,
they need more time than that to make what they’re doing permanent.
Also, Bullet knew and liked the person who threw the dart and he wasn’t
surprised to see her.”

“Her?” Vaughn’s smile widened, “People tell me I see women everywhere,
but there was nothing in that voice that said woman to me. Well, it
didn’t say ‘man’ either. It was kind of fuzzy.”

Lines appeared on Tara’s brow, “It’s hard to explain. It’s more little
things. When Bullet landed and he looked in the direction of the voice,
he looked downward and men are on average taller than women. That’s not
always true, but it’s often true.  That’s not enough by itself, but
there were also bootprints in the snow at the right spot for a dart to
be thrown at the angle we saw. The prints are for women’s boots.

“I think we need to see if there were any female superheroes operating
around Milwaukee in the early 80s that were known for their aim.”

Then she sighed and leaned back in her chair, giving a tired half-smile,
“I hope that’s enough to get started because I don’t like that version
of me very much.”

As she said it, I was replaying the scene and she was correct. There
were women’s bootprints in the snow next to the sidewalk. Between my
implant and my imagination, I confirmed it. Assuming someone around five
feet and six inches, the angle worked.

I connected to Double V’s superhero database and ran searches based on
Tara’s criteria, remembering what I’d learned while working with Kals on
Hideaway—Dominators weren’t limited to what they could do with their
voices. Like Julie after Stapledon, they were faster, stronger, more
agile, and had greater endurance than a normal person.

I threw that into the search too, and I didn’t find anyone. Expanding
the search into bows and crossbows didn’t get me a name either, but it
did get me three articles and a picture. The Brew City Protectors didn’t
include a female archer, knife, or dart thrower, but in 1982 there were
three different incidents where an archer assisted them. None of the
newspaper articles pictured her, but TV news footage from a helicopter
showed a woman in a dark, purple costume aiming down from the top of a
parking garage.

When asked about her by a TV reporter, Bullet, Armory, and other members
of their team had said, “Sorry, that’s private.” More interesting,
they’d said the exact same words all at once. In the moment, it caused
the group to break up into laughter. In retrospect, it was a clue.

I looked over at Daniel, “I think I’ve got something.”

Tara laughed, “That’s what Daniel just said.”

Daniel shrugged, “I was eavesdropping. I can share what you found if you
want.”

“Please.” I sent the links to Cassie and Yoselin directly, but let
Daniel copy what I’d seen and heard out of my head for everyone else.
Despite what he’d said earlier, he didn’t share anything private that I
noticed.

As he finished, Cassie looked over the whole group, “Looks like we go to
Bullet next, wherever he is. The Feds have Armory. Even if they let
Daniel rummage through his head some more, he’s been in their custody
for a couple of days now. That’s enough time for the Nine to edit what
he remembers or something, right Daniel?”

Daniel’s mouth twisted, “Unless they’re willing to completely destroy
his mind, I think I could still get something useful out of it. I don’t
think they’d let me look even if the Nine aren’t involved. Remember how
careful they were to keep their higher-ups out of my range when we
delivered him?”

I nodded as Cassie muttered, “That was so dumb.”

Even though her facial expression didn’t go blank, Tara did look down at
the wooden floor before telling Daniel, “That might be the Nine’s
influence.”

Nodding, he said, “I thought about that.”

“Anyway,” Vaughn said, “Going after Bullet seems like the smartest
option, but I kind of like the idea of finding Master Martian. At least
he wouldn’t have been there. That’s got to be the only way the mystery
archer can’t affect his brain.”

“True,” Haley said, looking over at Vaughn, “but it also means he might
not know anything. We need to go after Bullet.”

At that, Yoselin spoke up, “If we’re going to visit Bullet, I want to
go. Going after the Dominators is the only reason I’m in this country.”

In an intense tone that didn’t quite fit with her high-pitched voice,
Tara said, “If we’re going to see Bullet, I want to go along. We have
unfinished business.”

When Tara’s brain went into overdrive, she tended to talk in a flat,
expressionless voice, one very unlike her normal, optimistic tone. This
wasn’t like either.

I met her gaze, “You’re not planning to hurt him, are you?”

“I…” She stopped, “I don’t know. After everything, I have an excuse, but
I know I can’t really do that. What I really want is to talk to him.
After they removed him from doing anything except for a couple of combat
classes one year, I never got to talk to him about everything he’d done.
He nearly got me expelled from Stapledon after I was harassed by
children of his friends. I never got to hear him say why he thought that
was right.”

Nodding along as she spoke, Vaughn asked, “Are you looking for an
apology?”

Tara shook her head, the muscles around her mouth tight. “I know better.
I’ve even thought it through… dispassionately. I know it’s a waste of
time. I’m not going to get anything out of him, but I still want to
go.”

On a gut level, sending Tara in to face someone who was at the center of
the program’s old boy network sounded like a bad idea, especially when
you considered that that old boy network had made it hard to impossible
for her to get the internship and residency necessary to finish off the
program. We’d taken her in for both the internship and the residency.

At the same time, assuming that we did some sort of good cop/bad cop
thing, Tara could pass as the “bad cop” since Bullet might know what she
was and guess she had a strong motivation to take him out. Plus,
honestly? Even if Bullet was an ‘old boy,’ the superhero community was
forgiving of heroes solving interpersonal problems with violence
provided the damage wasn’t permanent. He’d know most people would look
the other way.

Next to me, Haley said, “She should go.”

On the couch next to Vaughn and Yoselin, Cassie laughed, “I’d pay money
to see that, but are you sure? I’d trust Tara to stay in control of
herself more than I’d trust me in the same situation, but Tara, do you
really want to see that guy ever?”

Tara turned to look at Cassie, her chair scraping the wooden floor,
“Yes? No? It’s complicated. I feel like I have to.”

Wondering where we’d find Bullet these days, I said, “I think almost all
of us should go. I’m thinking that there should be a visible team to go
in and then a team that’s out of sight in case things go wrong. We’ve
got protection against Dominator voice control, so they shouldn’t be
able to take us instantly. I’m thinking the visible team could be Tara,
Yoselin, and me unless anyone has a better idea.”

“I like it,” Cassie said, “but we don’t even know where the guy is right
now. For all we know, he’s part of a big team, all of them may be
mind-controlled, and we’ll have to land inside their orbiting
satellite.”

Vaughn grinned at her, “That’s it. Think big.”

Next to him, Yoselin frowned, “It is possible.”

I shrugged, “True. With something like that, maybe we’d need to take
everyone here just so that we’d have a fighting chance to get out.”

“And also notify the larger team,” Haley eyed me and then the rest of
the room. “If it’s like that but not in space, Izzy and Jaclyn might be
able to handle the rescue by themselves.”

“Yes,” Cassie said, “I’d say send them in to talk to Bullet instead, but
if the Dominators got them, we’d be so screwed.”

Tara’s eyes widened for a moment. I caught her eye and she shook her
head, “Never mind me. I just thought it through. Cassie’s right, but we
could win. It’s just that there would be deaths.”

“Okay,” Daniel said, “I haven’t been doing deep scans or anything, but
we’re all in agreement that we should talk to Bullet. Let’s get that
started. Cassie’s been doing some checking and she knows a little more
about Bullet now.”

Cassie’s eyes flicked in Daniel’s direction, “I’ve been checking the
internet with my implant. Bullet’s not on an official team and he’s
shown up in NYC, Washington D.C., Portland,
Los Angeles, and a few other cities where he’s got friends. He’s been
staying out of the Midwest, mostly. I’ve got no idea where he really is
unless he’s been hiding out in Milwaukee and showing up everywhere else
to throw people off track.”

Vaughn leaned back into the couch as she talked, “Could be he’s homeless
and couch-surfing at legacy heroes’ houses?”

She shrugged, “For all I know, sure. Why not?”

I looked around the living room, wondering how many other discussions
like this it had seen, “We can call him. He might not pick up, but our
comms use the same protocol as everybody else. At the very least, he’ll
get the message later.”

“He’ll answer,” Tara said.

I said, “I’ll call him,” and I did. He picked up on the first ring,
“Rocket, good to hear from you. I was just thinking about the first
Rocket. He was an amazing man.”

This wasn’t where I’d expected this call to go, but I ran with it, “He
was. Did you know him?”

“He personally recruited my team to help against the Abominators. It was
one of the great moments in my life.”

The sound of his pride carried through the phone system. I chose to
build on it, “Is there some way that we can meet in person? I’ve got
some questions about your 80s era team.

Bullet said nothing for a few seconds, but then added, “Yes. I’m part of
another project now, but it’s one that I think you may already know
about. I’ll send you the location. You can visit whenever you like, but
give us some warning.”

I noted the “us” as he talked and wondered if I should ask more, but
decided not to, “Sure. Today’s okay, right? We could be there before
noon, depending on where you are.”

“That will work. Send us your ETA once you know. You can land your jet
on the lawn.”

He said goodbye and we ended the call. I looked around the group, “He’s
sending me the location and we can visit whenever. He said he’s part of
another project now and it’s one we might know about.”

Haley’s mouth twisted, “He didn’t tell you anything more than that and
you didn’t ask?”

We were at whatever stage of the relationship you’re at when you
recognize that however much you love each other, you know that your
significant other has faults, “I thought about it. I didn’t think I
should push in the call. I’m hoping that the location I get will tell me
what we need to know.”

Haley frowned but didn’t argue. As she did, my comm sent me a
notification. Bullet had sent his location. I had the comm pull up a
map. The location turned out to be a forested area between Portland,
Oregon, and Mount Hood—closer to Mount Hood.

I connected the comm to government databases we had access to and ran
the location through them, coming up with a satellite photo of a house.
House was the wrong word for it, though. The correct word was a mansion,
assuming that people lived there. My gut told me it was a team’s
headquarters even if it wasn’t the official headquarters.

Surrounded by pines, with the rocky, white shape of Mount Hood in the
distance, the house had been designed to look like a wooden cottage—if
cottages were four stories high. A section jutted out in the middle of
the front, windows running from the bottom to the top under a sloped
roof. Each story had balconies and walkways
around the outside, the walls made to look as if they were made of logs
or at least stained wood.

Long enough to hold at least two semi-trucks and their trailers, I could
only guess what might be inside. With as many windows as the building
had, the dark glass showed nothing.

As Daniel sent the image from my mind to everyone else’s, I said, “Right
now I’m thinking maybe a few people stay in the jet. Maybe even stay in
the air after you drop us off? That and yeah, notifying everyone to
prepare to be backup might be a good idea. We’d probably only get Izzy
and Jaclyn soon enough, but we might not need more than that.”

“Right,” Cassie said. “If the jet’s circling, we’ve got its main gun as
a backup. That’s going to make them think all by itself.”

“I hope,” Daniel said. “I’d like to be part of the group going inside.
I’m pretty sure Bullet’s going to be out of range from the jet.”

“Alright,” I said. “That puts Vaughn, Haley, and Cassie outside in the
jet and Yoselin, Tara, Daniel, and me inside. That’s not a bad
distribution of people. Is everybody okay with that?”

Ten minutes later, were downstairs putting on costumes and letting
everyone know what we were doing. Well, Kayla was doing that as well as
arranging backup for us. Thirty minutes later, we were in the air and
within an hour, we were landing on the lawn in front of the… log
mansion. It looked bigger than it had in the picture.

It only took a few minutes for us to get out and for the jet to float
upward, circling in the air above, leaving Daniel, Tara, Yoselin, and I
on the grass.

Bullet stepped out of a side door next to the big, windowed, middle
section that extended out of the front. He wasn’t wearing a costume.
Instead, he wore a black t-shirt and jeans. By comparison to how he
appeared in Armory’s memories, his blond hair had thinned, some of it
now gray. Back then he’d been in his mid-twenties. Now he was in his
mid-fifties. He still wore mirrored sunglasses though.

He looked up at the jet as he walked up to us, “Where’s the jet going?”

“Nowhere,” I said. “It’ll be close, but in the air.”

He looked up at the jet and then over to me, noticing, I felt sure, that
I was in full Rocket armor. It might be a little egotistical to assume
that he knew both versions of the costume, but I’d been seen in both.
Experienced heroes paid attention to things like that, especially if
they’d spent time with tech-oriented heroes–which he had.

“You’re in the middle of something?” He glanced back at the building.

Not sure whether his look meant that he was considering running or
looking for help, I went with, “We’re trying to figure that out, but
it’s better to be cautious.”

He grinned, “Good. That sounds like your grandfather. Come on in.”

Resisting the urge to point out that outside wasn’t the best place to
say something like that, I nodded.

Waving us to follow, he started walking back toward the house, talking
all the while, “Good to see all of you here. It’s good to know that your
students are using their training.”

Giving us another look as he opened, he said, “Rocket, Mystic, Ronin,
and…”

Everyone wore costumes based on the same tech as my suit, but he looked
at Yoselin.  She’d decided to use one of my new Heroes’ League costumes
instead of wearing her powered armor which was designed to resemble the
Cuban flag. She’d set the temporary suit’s color scheme to be black with
broad orange stripes up the sides and green accents.

“Cypher,” she said.





Old Friends & Enemies


        Bullet frowned, either at the hint of an accent in her voice or because
he had no idea who Yoselin was. Maybe both. He didn’t linger on it,
though, opening the door for all of us.

We stepped into one side of the big windowed room we’d seen from the
outside. It extended into the second story with a walkway going around
the edges and another extending across to the other side. While the
architect might have intended it to be a living room, I could see hints
of another purpose in the layout.

Two long couches and a few freestanding chairs pointed in a rough “V”
shape toward the large TV at the front of the room. It could pass as the
briefing room of a large team. Noting the number of gaming consoles and
controllers on top of the coffee table in front of the TV, I had to bet
that it was a younger team.

Leaning toward me, Tara muttered, “You’ve almost got it,” at a volume
low enough that I wouldn’t have caught it except that the Rocket suit
picked it up.

Before I could respond, Daniel told me, You’ll figure it out in a
second.

I decided to ignore them and concentrate on my surroundings.

If I hadn’t guessed it from the outside, the room itself would have told
me that someone connected to this team had money and cared what the room
looked like. They’d gone with an “expensive yet rustic” look. Thus
visible wooden beams on the ceiling and wood-paneled walls, but also
paintings and posters on the walls. Even if the posters were of bands
and movies, the paintings were real paintings.

The shirt and wadded-up socks next to the gaming consoles hinted that
the team might be mostly guys, at least one of whom expected his mother
or their cleaning service to pick up after him.

The clutter of empty and half-empty cups and fast-food wrappers on the
coffee table added to that impression.

Still, the view out the front windows put the view out of my
grandparents’ house living room to shame. Instead of a city block, their
windows looked out on a descending mountainside—grass, rocks,
evergreens, winding roads, and in the distance, more mountains.

Movement from above caught my attention. Gordon, who I remembered from
the Stapledon program, had stepped out of a hallway and onto one of the
walkways. When I first met him, I thought he looked like a soldier from
a Nazi recruitment poster. Between the blond hair, square jaw, cleft
chin, and muscled body, this was still true.

The sleeveless t-shirt and shorts he wore gave everyone a good view of
his body as he hopped over the side of the balcony and floated down.
Like his younger brother Gifford, he was an aerokinetic.

As he touched down, he smiled at all of us, “Looks like a formal visit.
You’re going to find that we’re not formal here at all. We’re trying to
adapt to the times we live in. Superheroes have to open up.”

“Gordon,” Bullet said, “they’re here to speak to me.”

Gordon nodded, “Have a good time then. Bullet’s the best advisor we
could have. If any of you feel like joining up afterward, we’re always
looking.”

“It’s not likely,” Tara said, her voice in the calm tone that indicated
that she’d retreated into the True’s analytical mindset. They weren’t
emotionless, but in my experience, analysis could distract someone from
strong emotion.

Gordon, like Kid Biohack, had been part of the same Stapledon class as
Tara back when it had been sometimes less than twenty kids per class,
all of them from the same group of families. The chances that he’d been
in the group of guys that Tara beat up after what I’d heard was months
of harassment were pretty good.

Giving Tara a nod and the rest of us a wave, he stepped back and exited
through a hallway midway down the room.

Bullet pointed down the hallway running next to the wall and said, “That
way to my office.”

The common rooms of the house were open to the hallway, allowing us to
see into the kitchen, dining room, a couple of entertainment rooms, and
a gym with professional equipment—all of it adapted to supers.

Five men and two women were using the machines. I recognized a couple of
faces from Stapledon, but I couldn’t come up with their names. More
interesting to my mind, three of the men and one of the women wore
sleeveless shirts that said, “Coffeeshop Illuminati,” above a picture of
a cup of coffee.

That’s it exactly, Daniel told me. I knew it the moment I walked
inside. They’ve got telepathy blockers all around the building, but not
inside. And while they’ve all got blocks or basic shields, enough is
visible in their surface thoughts that I’m assuming that they don’t try
to hide anything when they’re here. If it’s normally this easy to get
around their blocks, they’ve been very lucky and the designer is
terrible.

How many people are here? I thought back at him.

I felt Daniel concentrate. In the house? At least 30, but there are
more in the basement levels. It’s hard to say exactly how many.  Nick,
there’s a data center, training rooms, labs for techies, and a factory
to mass-produce their designs. I knew they were big, but not this
big.

I thought back to the summer at the superhero compound in Castle Rock,
Colorado. The Coffeeshop Illuminati stole information from us and used
it to launch a coup in Turkmenistan which ultimately allowed The Thing
That Eats to become politically powerful there. Granted, they weren’t
trying to help it, but that side effect didn’t show their assumption
that supers should intervene in other countries’ politics in the best
light.

Adam, alias Dark Cloak, had been not only involved with them, but also
with a dragon that he helped take over the compound while we were there.
I’d nearly lost my arm in the ensuing fight.

I wondered if the Coffeeshop Illuminati still counted him as a member in
good standing.

This wasn’t a good time to ask. Or, thinking about it some more, it
struck me that it might be. I could save asking about Adam until the
end, just before Tara brought up something if she was going to do that.
If he kicked us out at that point, we wouldn’t lose anything.

It might not be the best way to look at it, but it was at least
practical. Plus, I felt confident that Tara thought the same way.

You’re right on that one even without telepathy, Daniel told me.
Except for Yoselin, we’re all on the same page.

What’s she thinking? Tara glanced over at me and then at Daniel as I
thought back at him, catching some tell that was visible even through
the Rocket suit for her.

Bullet didn’t notice anything. He kept on talking about the rooms we
were walking through as if he were leading a tour.

No idea, Daniel thought back. She thinks in Spanish, but she’s
watching everything. You’ll have to ask her yourself.

I decided to leave that for later and it was just as well. We’d reached
Bullet’s office. The best description I can give of it was that it fit
the house—stained wood on the floor, walls, and ceiling, a thick white
rug on the floor, enough space that there was room enough for everyone
to sit, and big windows that gave a view of the mountainside.

On the walls hung pictures and framed news articles of Bullet. Some of
them showed him with the Brew City Protectors and others with other
teams—including the Heroes’ League. Grandpa and Grandma Vander Sloot,
both of them in costume, stood next to him, all of them celebrating
defeating the Abominators.

Except for his computer and monitors, the desk was empty.

He pointed to the couch and chairs on the other end of the office,
saying, “Why don’t we all sit down?”

Everyone did—including me. Even though I wore the full Rocket suit, I
guessed that his furniture had been made to take some punishment. By not
even moving, much less creaking as I sat, the chair proved me correct.

“Now,” Bullet asked, “what brings you here? I know what it’s like to
live this life. I’m sure it’s not a social call.”

We’d discussed how we’d handle it on the way over. In the end, we’d
decided to go with what Vaughn called the “rip off the bandage,”
approach.

“Have you been paying attention to the news?” I asked. Not giving him
time to answer, I added, “I’m specifically thinking of Renewal Island or
Metafight Island if you’re more familiar with that name.”

He nodded, “Of course I am. Armory was my friend. Even after he turned
into… whatever he is now—“

Bullet stopped, looking all of us over, eyes widening and the muscles
around his jaw tightening.

“You’re right,” Daniel said. “It was us—not all of us here, but Cypher,
the Rocket, and I were there.”

Slowly nodding his head, he asked, “What happened?” From his tone, he
expected the worst.

Yoselin spoke up first, her accent noticeable–which I suspected was
deliberate. “He was selling to anyone who could afford it.”

“It wasn’t his fault,” Daniel said. “Not completely. We looked into his
head. He’d been influenced by the Dominators and it started when he was
on your team.”

For the first time since we’d stepped into the house, Tara spoke up,
“Who was the archer?”

Without missing a beat, Bullet said, “Sorry, that’s pri—“

Eyes wide, shutting his jaw, and holding his hand over his mouth, he got
out, “I wasn’t trying to say that.”

“She wore purple,” Tara said, her tone flat and without emotion.

“Sorry, that’s…” Bullet’s eyes widened again, and he leaned forward in
his chair. For a second I thought he might run out of the room, but he
straightened up, staring ahead and saying to no one in particular, “She
killed Master Martian.”

Then he started to sob.

We’d brainstormed possible reactions to our questions so that we’d be
ready. Violence had been on my list. Uncontrollable crying wasn’t.

It’s not uncommon for people to cry when the Dominators’ commands
finally lose their hold, but stay ready. Violence is still on the table.
One command might fail, but if some are still active, it gets
unpredictable.

I felt Daniel’s alertness through our link.

Bullet shook his head, and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe the tears
from his face, “I haven’t thought about his death in years, but I know I
dreamed about it. I remember her voice. She was the first superhero I
knew about. It was…”

He stopped, took a breath, and said, “the Amethyst Archer.”

My first thought was that her name sounded kind of cheesy or maybe just
dated–with the date being the 1920s. My second thought was that I’d
never heard of her. I did, however, have access to Double V’s database
and I searched on her name.

It wasn’t quick, and when the search did come back, it didn’t come back
with much, just a few news articles from the 1920s through to the early
50s. From what I read, the Amethyst Archer appeared in Madison,
Wisconsin, and nowhere else. She’d been named by a reporter for the
Wisconsin State Journal.

Comparing the black and white newspaper photos with the grainy 80s
footage of her, the costume appeared to be the same. While I couldn’t
see her face in either picture, both the picture and the footage of her
shooting arrows seemed to show the same person. My implant concurred.

Skimming the articles brought up another interesting fact. She’d fought
Master Martian twice. The second time she’d buried arrows in his chest
and thigh without killing him. The article didn’t say how he’d survived,
but she’d disappeared after that.

Bullet stopped wiping his face, “Who was she really? Do you know?”

“No,” Daniel continued to watch him, “we were hoping you might know.
We’re guessing she’s one of the Dominators.”

Looking over at Daniel, Bullet stuffed his handkerchief back in his
pants pocket, “I’m going to kill her.”

“You don’t know where she is,” Tara said, her voice level and
controlled. “You haven’t seen her since and you haven’t been looking
because she controlled you so completely that you never tried. What
makes you think that you could?”

Turning toward her, he bared his teeth, all but snarling. I
half-expected that he was going to scream at her.

“You were involved with her,” Tara watched him, not making any hostile
moves, but both of her hands lay near her utility belt. She’d moved her
right foot back into position to push herself up. She expected a fight.

He was, Daniel told me, but that wasn’t in his surface thoughts
until she said so.

His voice low, Bullet said, “Get out.”

He’s a hair away from attacking, Daniel thought at all of us. Let’s
do that.

“Sorry about that,” I said as I stood up and Tara passed behind my
chair, moving toward the door.

Bullet didn’t reply. I let Yoselin and Daniel step out before I did,
less out of politeness and more because I felt more confident that my
armor could take the blow than anyone else’s. Everyone wore one of my
suits, but with the exception of Yoselin’s, they weren’t suits designed
first of all with the thought of taking the kind of damage Bullet could
dish out.

It struck me that it might be worth a comforting word or at least one
that might deescalate the situation. None came to mind, so I followed
everyone out into the hall, watching Bullet in my HUD’s peripheral
vision.

He didn’t attack.

We didn’t say anything as we started walking back. It seemed best to
allow him every possible chance to ignore us. Plus, though I hadn’t paid
attention to it on the way in, the Coffeeshop Illuminati used the
standard protocol that allowed visitors access to a map of their base.
My HUD overlaid the rooms’ names above the doorways as we passed. It
also placed a map in the upper corner of my vision. A lot of rooms were
labeled “private” as well as most of the lower levels.

It didn’t seem like a good time to poke around and find out what they
were hiding.

As I considered that along with the fact that I hadn’t gotten to ask
about whether Adam was still involved in the group, I felt Daniel
connect everyone’s minds. Tara’s got something she wants to share.

I felt a hint of fear along with relief and happiness as she told us, I
know that didn’t end well, but it wasn’t going to anyway, and this way I
got something out of it.

A surge of strong interest came from Yoselin as she asked, More than
his relationship with the archer?

Yes. That she was a Dominator, but not the only one, and that whoever
the current Dominator is, they’re not coordinating. If they were, the
new Dominator would have reinforced her command to keep her killing of
Master Martian secret.

Wait, I thought, you’re saying that he’s being influenced now.

She’s right, Daniel thought at us, I wouldn’t have known it if she
hadn’t said anything, but once she did I could see signs outside of his
block—which is a step better than most blocks around here. We should
make getting out a priority. I’m not sensing that he’s being influenced
right at this very second, but who knows what kinds of triggers have
been set up.

Tara picked up the pace—not in a running through the house at breakneck
speed sense, but a touch faster. We’d be out soon, but we wouldn’t be
running the way we would if we’d just planted a bomb.

As we began to near the weight room we’d passed on the way in, a door
opened. According to the map, it opened into a stairway that lead down
to one of the sections marked private in the first level of the
basement.

Three people stepped out of the doorway and into the hall in front of
us. As the door opened, I thought they might be about to attack, turning
on targeting systems and readying myself for whatever might be coming.

Next to me, Yoselin began to raise her arms, not pointing them exactly
at the door, but close enough.

Relax, Daniel thought at me. This should be okay.

Hunter and Gifford stepped through the door first, both of them in
sweat-soaked exercise clothes. Hunter was smaller and dark-haired.
Gifford looked much like his brother Gordon, a square-jawed, muscular,
potential model even if unlike Gordon he had brown hair.

Behind them came the biggest surprise—Stephanie. With long dark hair and
eyes that seemed to take in all of us at once, Stephanie wasn’t in an
exercise uniform. She wore dark blue armor, the upper layer of which had
a mesh-like texture. I know it wasn’t the same costume she’d used when
we were at Higher Ground, but she was into upgrading her gear.

Gifford grinned at us, “Gordon told me you were here.”

It might not be fair to either Gifford or Hunter, but I’d never
particularly liked either of them. Gifford and Gordon came from a legacy
hero family, the kind that lived in private compounds and didn’t
interact much with normal people. Hunter’s mother was a legacy
superhero, celebrity, and superhero stage
mom (from what I’d seen).

She had a reality TV show about her life in Hollywood called, “Diva!” To
judge from the online commercials, Hunter and Gifford appeared
sometimes.

Also, and here’s where the unfairness came in, Gifford was interested in
Haley. It hadn’t caused problems because she wasn’t interested in him,
but it didn’t make me like him more.

Daniel nodded at them, answering before I could, “We had a few questions
we needed to ask Bullet. We’re working on a case that touches on his
time as part of the Brew City Protectors.”

Gifford nodded, “Something about Armory? I heard that the Feds brought
him in. Bullet’s been worried about him. It’s got to be weird when a
friend goes bad.”

Hunter shrugged, “I’m not sure how friendly they are now, but everything
Armory’s been doing would make Bullet look bad. It’s good that the Feds
have him.”

Giving Hunter a glance and a frown, Gifford said, “Anyway, you guys want
a tour? It’s not every day we see people from Stapledon and it’d be
great if we could work together sometime.”

Turning her head to look at the two of them and glancing back at
Stephanie, Tara shook her head, face expressionless, “We have to go.”

Gifford hadn’t been around when Tara took down the guys in Gordon’s
Stapledon friend group, but he’d had to have heard about it. He took a
step back as her eyes fell on him.

Waving them away, Stephanie said, “Let them go. They’re in the middle of
something and you know how to contact them if you want to.”

Gifford and Hunter looked at each other and Gifford shrugged, “Alright,
I know how it goes. Tell Night Cat, I said ‘hi’.”

Taking a step after Gifford, Hunter turned to us, “I know you didn’t
have the best experience with our group when we were all at school, but
there’s been a leadership change. We’ve got a vote now.”

The two of them walked ahead of us and into the rooms with exercise
equipment. To say that we didn’t have the “best experience” was an
understatement. They’d used a report I’d had our jet’s AI make to
overthrow a country.

With them gone though, we were “alone” with Stephanie for some value of
alone. Between superpowers, magic, psychic clairvoyance, and cameras, I
assumed that someone had to be watching.

“It’s been a while,” I said. “I’m kind of surprised to see you here at
all. Are you and Gordon… um… a thing again?”

Though she wore armor, the fact that she wasn’t wearing a helmet made
her eye roll obvious. “No,” she shook her head. “I’m off that train
forever. Thanks for asking. I’m here because I can do some good in the
world and even if I’m not ‘with’ Gordon, I have friends here. Plus,
Hunter’s right. There was a leadership change after The Thing That Eats
came to Grand Lake. Noticing that we’d put some kind of eldritch horror
in charge of a country caused people around here to do a little
rethinking.”

She smiled at me, “Congratulations. That’s your work even if you weren’t
trying to do it.”

I thought about it, “I guess that’s a good thing.”

Her eyes darted down the hall behind us and then ahead, “Let’s see if we
can’t get you out of here without any more interruptions and recruitment
attempts. As you’ve noticed, everyone around here is extremely excited
about the group and wants to show off the base. It gets to feel like
we’re part of a multi-level marketing scheme sometimes. It even feels a
little like a startup sometimes—one with big corporate backers.”

She smiled and gave my armor a tap, “You know what I mean.”

She pointed down the hall, “Let’s get moving that way.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” I said.

In my head, I thought, Daniel, could you connect everyone?

He knew what I meant, pulling in Yoselin and Tara, but not Stephanie.
I’d put something together. Stephanie’s getting us out of here because
she knows something. I’d pull her into this, but I’m thinking that if
anyone’s listening in on her, she’s got a system to misdirect them.

I felt agreement from Daniel, I wouldn’t be able to blend a five-way
conversation into her surface thoughts without another telepath
noticing.

Yoselin asked, What are you picking up from her surface thoughts?

Nothing, Daniel said, but she’s a techie like you and Nick. She might
have a psi-blocker in her suit.

While I didn’t sense distrust from Yoselin, I did sense
watchfulness—which made it less surprising that her next question was,
Can we trust her?

I thought back, I think so. We worked together in bringing down a
company. It was a startup with big corporate backers that was doing work
for the Nine. When she told me it felt like a startup, that was a
message.

We followed Stephanie down the hall toward the exit while she asked us
questions that pointedly weren’t about what we were doing here. Except
for her hint, they didn’t make any other reference to the last time we’d
been together either. I followed her lead, answering her questions and
choosing not to go in directions that might make her listeners
suspicious.

As we reached the room we’d first entered—the one with the big TV and
the two long couches facing it—she stopped, “I heard about what Cassie’s
been doing—organizing multi-team training sessions at your property in
the U.P. I think you’ll find plenty of people here who will be
interested in working out with you. Personally, I think you’ll want to
be careful about who you invite. Some people around here hold grudges.
You know how that is.”

Tara watched her, giving a small smile, “I do. Who’s holding grudges?
Everybody?”

Shrugging, Stephanie said, “How should I know? Nobody tells me anything.
I’ve just got a feeling. Anyway, I’ll let you out. Give me a second. I
have to remember the codes.”

She closed her eyes and tapped on the communicator on her left arm. The
door opened on its own power as she gave a few additional taps, opened
her eyes, and said, “Sorry, I had to send someone a message. Anyway,
I’ll see you all later.”

As we followed Tara out, it struck me that I’d noticed a pattern in the
tapping. With my implant, I replayed the sound, realizing it was Morse
code. She’d typed, “Call me.”

I gave her a wave as the jet lowered from the air to land on the ground
in front of us. Stephanie waved back and watched us as we walked up the
steps and shut the door behind us. In my last view of her, she let out a
breath, slumped for a second, and let the building’s door shut.

The jet floated upward with Cassie flying and Haley sitting next to her
at the weapons console. Vaughn stood at one of the windows, watching the
Coffeeshop Illuminati’s base. I watched out the window too, seeing the
base, the trees, and the rocky hillside around it shrink to become bits
of gray and green in the mountains.

No one flew after us. Tapping into the jet’s network, I didn’t see
missiles, vehicles, or powered armor following us either. I checked in
all directions and kept on checking until we were about one hundred
miles away and Cassie asked, “Do want to take over? I can feel you
through my implant.”

I shook my head, “Not unless you’re sick of flying. I thought I ought to
keep on watching behind us.”

Cassie turned around to grin at me, “Trust me, I know you are. What did
you learn there? Something that made you nervous for sure.”

Haley, who unlike Cassie didn’t have an implant, glanced back at me to
say, “And what’s Stephanie doing there?” Then she turned back toward the
front and the various screens in the cockpit.

Thinking back to how she’d escorted us out and her final, tired or
relieved look, I said, “Remember what she was doing at Higher Ground?
More of that, I think. Except I’m not sure who she’s investigating. It
turns out that Bullet’s been advising or leading the Coffeeshop
Illuminati since he left Stapledon and Gifford, Hunter, and Gordon are
there plus a bunch of other supers. I don’t know how many. From the
seating in their briefing room, I’m guessing at least 20 and maybe as
many as 40.”

“Also,” I added, “Gifford said to tell Haley ‘hi’.”

Haley turned back, her mouth twisting, and caught my eye, “Great.”

Vaughn grinned, “Heh. Good to know nothing’s changed there.”

“Not really,” Haley turned back to her screens.

“But there’s more than that,” Daniel said. “We know that the woman who
killed Master Martian was once known as the Amethyst Archer, doesn’t
visibly age and had a relationship with Bullet in the 80s. We don’t know
any more than that about her though. We should probably check into it,
but we’ve also got to decide what we do about the Coffeeshop Illuminati.
Bullet showed signs of recent Dominator influence and while I’m not
sure, I think I saw hints of it in Gifford and Hunter’s surface
thoughts. I didn’t have time to get a good look.”

Sitting down, Vaughn took a seat next to me, “I’m still stuck on the
fact that it’s the Coffeeshop Illuminati down there. I’d assumed they
were all secretly working out of their parents’ basements or something.
That looks like someplace my family would buy.”

He paused, but then said, “What about Stephanie? Has she been affected
by the Dominators?”

Daniel shook his head, “No idea, but I’m pretty sure she’s got some kind
of psi-blocker. If she knows about Nick’s technique for blocking
Dominator voice powers, she’s probably safe.”

I thought about that and was about to say, “No idea,” too except that my
implant showed me the exact moment when I’d told her how it worked.
“Actually, yes. She does. I don’t know if she’s using it, but if she is,
she’s as safe as we are.”

Tara said, “She’s got speakers built into her suit. She didn’t use to.
I’m almost certain she’s there for the same reason we were—the
Dominators. But, I don’t think we have time to decide what we’re going
to do about the Coffeeshop Illuminati. I think we need to find Master
Martian before the Dominators do.”

Slumping into her seat, Tara shook her head before turning to look
around at the group, “I’m sorry. I need to get out of True headspace for
a little while. It’s exhausting to look at the world that way even
though I know we need it. We need to find Master Martian first, though,
and from what I was seeing, we need to find him today. When the
Dominators know we met with Bullet, they’ll go after Master Martian and
maybe after the woman too.”

Cassie glanced back toward Tara before turning back to the front, “I
thought the woman was a Dominator.”

Holding up her hands, Tara said “I don’t know. It was obvious when I was
thinking like the True, but I think it’s like this—whoever’s been
working on Bullet wasn’t reinforcing what the Amethyst Archer did to
him. I don’t know how I got there, but before I stopped, I worked out
that she might be part of a different faction or maybe she left the
Dominators. You don’t need me to figure this out. Hal and Daniel can do
it.”

“Oh man,” Vaughn muttered. “This is going to get messy.”

At about the same time Yoselin spoke with me implant-to-implant, Why
can’t she stay in “True headspace?”

It wears on her. I think it’s partly that she hates what the True
become when they let their abilities make their choices for them. From
what she’s told me, it’s not that they become emotionless. It’s more
like they’re unaware of how their emotions are guiding them because
they’re completely involved in the analysis. Also, I guess it’s
exhausting over the long term—though maybe more so for her. The
impression I get is that since she’s a combination of two types of True,
she’s better than normal somehow, but needs more rest.

The thought left me as quickly as it passed through my mind.

Yoselin met my eyes, shaking her head, Back in Cuba, I knew that my
life was stranger than my friends’, but I didn’t have quite so many
types of heroes. I’d never heard of Tara or the True before coming
here.

I know what you mean. For the last few years, my life has felt like
someone shook a can of pop and then opened it right next to my head.
She laughed and we listened as Daniel replied to Tara.

Nodding, he said, “Rest. Hal and I can handle it. Hal, pull in any leads
you can find and I’ll test them with my prescience. Also, Cassie, could
you fly at the speed of a normal jet? If we’re lucky, we might get a
lead on Master Martian while we’re still in the air.”

From the front, Cassie flashed Daniel a grin, “Sure, I don’t have
anything planned today.”

“I do,” Haley said, turning back toward the rest of us, “but I can skip
class for this.”

Thanks to my implant’s connection to the jet, I could feel the sudden
increase in the amount of data the jet pulled in. Even as I saw the
numbers on its various connections shoot upward, Hal contacted me
through my implant.

[Requesting permission to exchange information with other AIs.]

I thought back, What for? Don’t you normally?

[No. I discuss issues with them and participate in activities
that demonstrate trust and friendship, but I don’t conduct conversations
that risk information about your activities being passed along to other
AIs. If, as I suspect, you want me to get information about Master
Martian’s location to you as quickly as possible, I’m going to need to
call in favors from other AIs. It won’t be anything that puts organic
life at risk.]

Hal’s makers, along with the majority of interstellar civilization, were
paranoid about a computer uprising and programmed their paranoia into
the AI’s security system. It was far from the first time Hal needed my
permission to do something. I thought back to it, Permission granted.

It might be that I should have required a transcript of the conversation
Hal had with them or demanded to be able to listen, but I trusted the AI
enough that I didn’t think he would conspire to destroy or enslave
organic life. Learning more about the private conversations of Earth’s
AI population might be interesting though.

In my next thought, I wondered if we were the only group with an in with
the secret AI network, and if not, who else had one? Even as that
thought passed through my brain, I began to think about the fact that
Hal said he was calling in a couple of favors to help us. It implied
that he’d done favors. I couldn’t help wonder which AI he’d done them
for and who they were connected to if anyone.

It didn’t seem like the right moment to ask, especially given that he
was using them to our benefit, but in the long run, it seemed too
important to ignore.

Before I had time to give any real thought to when I’d look into it, the
AI connected to my implant.

[Master Martian located in Washington D.C. Information incoming.]

I held up my hand and waved it, “Hey everybody, Hal’s already got the
location. Master Martian’s in Washington D.C. More precise information
is on its way.”

Though we didn’t feel it thanks to the gravitics and inertial dampers,
we could see through the windows as the jet spun around in the sky,
changing direction and altitude, clouds and the blue sky a blur as the
jet shot upward.

Then Cassie started talking over the radio, logging our change in flight
plan with the nearest airport. It was a risk, given the reason that we
were going, but when you’re traveling several times faster than the
speed of sound, you don’t want anyone in your way. Besides, she told
them we were going to Philadelphia.

I didn’t know what she was going to do, but it wouldn’t be hard to put
up the shields and stealth in when we got closer.

“Crap,” Vaughn said, turning to look at me, “that was fast. Daniel just
asked for help. What happened? Did the guy get caught or something?”

I shook my head, “Not that I know of. Hal called in some favors. He
knows a guy, or really, he knows a bunch of AIs.”

“Huh,” Vaughn paused, then said, “that’s a little scary.”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “If you think about it, some of them have
been around longer than we’ve been alive and so far as I know, none of
them have given us trouble. We’ve been fighting humans this whole time.”

“Point,” Vaughn said, “but for all you know, those people might have
been following directions from AIs.”

Thinking back to how the Coffeeshop Illuminati launched a coup in
Turkmenistan with plans from Hal that they’d stolen from us, I couldn’t
argue with him. “Could be. We haven’t seen any signs of it so far, but
it’s within the realm of possibility.”

And that’s when Hal attacked my brain. Okay—not really—but an explosion
of images opened up inside my head along with maps and news reports, and
footage from security cameras, all of it saved in discrete files by my
implant.

[That’s favor number one—a mix of publicly available information
from the D.C. area along with private information collected by the Feds.
It’s all sightings of Master Martian.]

I thought back, Where did you get this?

[Eugene—an AI created in the 1950s as part of an accident
involving lightning, an engineer, an early mainframe, and a nest of
rats. He’s nice. Works with Isaac Lim sometimes. The Feds keep on adding
on as he needs more hardware. I hear he takes up most of a building
now.]

Okay. That could be worse. He sounds trustworthy. Where do the rats fit
in—

Hal interrupted me. [You don’t want to know. Sorry—just got access to
the second favor—it’s video streams. Eugene can’t get everywhere, but
CYB3R-WZ3L can. It lives in the unused processing power of millions of
computers all over the world. I’ve loaned it a virtual machine every now
and then. So does Eugene. It only runs on Windows, so there’s not much
of a risk.]

Trustworthy? I thought back as I looked over the streams.

[Within limits. When it passed those limits, I’ve deleted the
virtual machine. Eventually, it got the idea.]

Comparing the packets of data from Eugene with the video streams, I
found that CYB3R-WZ3L’s video streams were live while Eugenes’ data
showed where Master Martian had been over the last few days—following an
oil company lobbyist on behalf of a country with oil reserves. Eugene
had pictures of him meeting members of that country’s embassy staff.

Better, combining the pictures with the maps and the streams told me
exactly where Master Martian was, complete with an address. I sent the
address to Cassie via my implant and got Daniel’s attention with a
telepathic poke. Feeling his attention, I showed him everything.

That’s a lot, he thought at me, I’m pretty sure you’re handling more
information and connections between your brain and the implant than you
could have when you got back from space. Give me a second.

He closed his eyes, took a couple breaths, and when he opened them, he
said, “Everybody, Hal gave Nick everything we need to find Master
Martian. Unfortunately, I’m seeing that we’ll definitely end up fighting
when we get there. I don’t know any more than that, but Cassie, if you
can hurry, it will help.”

Cassie glanced back, “Then I guess we’re going sub-orbital.”

The hum of the jet’s engines moved a little higher—if nowhere near the
worst I’d done when we were in space. As we left the atmosphere, there
were moments where the streams flickered and I couldn’t connect, but Hal
managed to reconnect and stay mostly connected throughout the flight.

That allowed me to watch as Master Martian walked through the door of a
nearly empty apartment and lay down on the white, pillowed, couch—the
only piece of furniture in the room. Master Martian didn’t quite look
like the original. The original wore a helmet and shiny green spacesuit
that could have come out of a 60s sitcom.

This one wore a dark blue suit. As he’d walked through the door, I
wouldn’t have seen him as anything but a normal human, but as he closed
the door, his skin had taken on a green tinge. By the time he was on the
couch and throwing off his suit coat, his antenna extended from the top
of his head.

Except for the antenna and skin tone, he could have been any guy coming
home after a long day.

Switching video streams, I checked outside. Looking out of the camera of
a doorbell on the other side of the street, I saw a row of multi-colored
painted, brick three-story houses. Master Martian’s apartment was on the
third floor of the one that had been painted yellow—except for the
orange balcony.

It wasn’t the buildings I cared about as much as the cars in front of
them. A white van sat two houses down on the left. The two men inside
didn’t look like deliverymen. Even though they wore blue shirts and dull
blue jackets, the sunglasses, clean shave, and close-cut hair made me
think of soldiers or cops. The earpieces made me think more of the
Secret Service.

Another similar van parked two houses down and to the right of Master
Martian’s apartment. Dressed and groomed like the others, the man in
that van seemed familiar. The wide mouth and handsome face set off alarm
bells in my head. He was a male version of Tara.

Telling the jet to throw the streams on screens in the passenger area so
that people without implants could see them too, I announced, “This
looks bad. At least one of these people is one of the True and I
wouldn’t be surprised if there were more. We should probably assume
that, actually. The big question is if they have backup and how close it
is.”

I flipped through the various accessible video streams that Hal’s friend
(I guess?) had made available. There were more than I would have
predicted, but most of them were either through laptops or security
cameras that computers could access.

The useful streams were almost always security cameras, but they were
placed with the owner’s needs in mind as opposed to mine. I did hit the
jackpot after some looking. It turned out that the True soldier had a
laptop in his van, one that a group of additional True were sitting in
the back area and using. Judging from the fact that I could use the
camera to see them and the mic to listen in, they used it to communicate
with someone and so they hadn’t disabled either device.

There were three of them, two of them were male and wore blue shirts and
jackets, making them identical. I supposed if they exited the van one at
a time, no one would notice. The third one was female. She’d gone with a
black business suit, allowing her to pass as some kind of
professional—though if you looked closely, you might notice the guns in
shoulder holsters under the jacket.

All three stared into the laptop’s camera, watching someone on the
laptop’s screen, or so I assumed. A male voice said, “… This mission is
switching from surveillance to extraction. We think the Heroes’ League
is on its way. So, we’re sending in backup. You won’t be able to take
them on on your own. In the meantime, suit up and get ready to fight.
We’ll tell you when you need to move on the target.”

As the True began to take off their clothes and put on battledress
(pants and jackets with a black, white, and gray camouflage pattern),
Cassie glanced back at Daniel, “Unless you think it’ll make things
worse, I’m going to let the Liberators know we’re in town and about to
get into a fight.”

Looking away from a screen showing Master Martian, Daniel closed his
eyes and then opened them, “I don’t know what’ll happen, but I’m not
sensing that the battle will be worse if you do. Go ahead. At least
they’ll know we’re being polite.”

Cassie nodded as she closed her eyes to control the jet via implant,
“That’s what I figured. Incidentally, everyone, we’re nearing Master
Martian. We’ll be there in less than ten minutes. You should start
thinking about your plan for getting him out.”

We all looked at each other. I can’t say what anyone else was thinking,
but I was thinking, “Crap.”

Yoselin turned toward us, “From what I saw in Bullet’s memory, the first
Master Martian appeared to have mental powers—telekinesis, telepathy…
Are the second Master Martian’s powers the same?”

I didn’t need to tap into the jet’s internet connection to know the
answer, but I used it anyway, “So far as anyone can tell, they’re the
same—telepathy, telekinesis, and short distance teleports. We’ve got
telepathy and teleportation blockers in the jet’s storage area. I’m
trying to figure out if we should use them. If we come in to rescue
him, he might feel like he owes us. Dumping
blockers all over might ruin that. Plus, Daniel wouldn’t be able to use
telepathy either.”

Turning away from the weapons console, Haley said, “We should use them.
I don’t think he’ll trust us even if the True already have him when we
rescue him. What I don’t know is what we’re going to do when we’ve got
him. We’d have to keep him unconscious the whole time or run the
telepathy blocker. I could poison him, but for all we know, my venom
won’t work on Martians or whatever he is.”

Yoselin opened a pouch on her belt, pulling silvery, metal discs out of
it, “I think I may be able to help. These discs stick to telepaths,
using the energy it pulls from them to remain attached.”

Daniel stared at her hand, “No kidding. My dad told me the Russians had
something like that, but this sounds nastier.”

Nodding, she gave a small smile, “My father improved on the original
design.”

Without turning around, Cassie said, “What we’ve got then is that I fly
in, you all jump out and kidnap Master Martian from his apartment.
Daniel attacks his brain and Yoselin sticks that thing on him. Then we
leave before the True have time to do anything.”

Vaughn frowned, “And if the True do have time, I hit them with
lightning. Plus, I don’t know, maybe Tara helps?”

Tara shook her head, “My head still hurts. I overused my abilities today
and if I go out there, I’ll be a liability. Haley should go. I’ll take
the weapons console and direct you from here. I can handle that much.
I’m sorry.”

Her head drifted downward and she looked at the floor.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I think we’ve got a plan. It’s a little more
direct than I’d have come up with, but it could work.”

“That’s good,” Cassie said, “because we’ve got less than five minutes
now.”

As Tara and Haley swapped seats, we talked through a few more details.
Then I checked the streams again, fast-forwarding back through where I’d
left off when we started talking. Learning that I hadn’t missed much, I
watched Cassie take us in, using the gravitics to lower us down next to
Master Martian’s apartment. The orange-painted balcony hung off to our
left. We’d be able to land on it when we opened the hatch.

Even with cars going down the street below us, no one noticed we were
there. I’d had time to figure out how to use the shields as a real
cloaking device during my senior year. They weren’t as effective as
shields in that mode, but you went in cloaked to avoid fighting.

Yoselin, Haley, Daniel, and I stood up and crowded around the hatch as
Cassie said, “Everybody ready? Go!”

Before anyone could reply, she opened the door.

I jumped out first with Yoselin following after me. We landed on the
balcony and didn’t even have to smash through the balcony’s sliding
door. Daniel slid both the screen door and the glass door open. Even
though we’d opted to turn on our telepathy and teleportation blockers
for the initial assault, Daniel’s telekinesis worked perfectly.

Thanks to the stream, I could see Master Martian’s eyes widen and his
antenna shoot straight from his head as he pushed himself, stumbled, and
then flew off the couch.

I could understand his shock. With the cloak up, his only warning that
we were there was to see the air shimmer in vaguely human shapes as we
jumped through it. Even as I ran through the open door, the cloak
shimmered as Daniel and Haley jumped through it, Haley in the lead.

Opening up with the paralysis, I pointed my arms at Master Martian,
blanketing him with both sonic and radiation-based paralysis technology
in the hope that one of the two would work. Despite the nagging voice in
the back of my head that half-expected that it would do nothing or
accidentally kill him, Master Martian’s limbs and jaw went slack.

Showing that I had good instincts in expecting unexpected consequences,
Master Martian didn’t go down. Despite drooling down his front and onto
his white, button-down shirt and blue and silver striped tie, he floated
away from us, his limbs and jaw swaying as he turned to float away
toward the stairs leading downward at the back of the room.

The stain on his dark blue dress pants and liquid dripping from his left
foot testified that even if his telekinesis still worked, I’d still
managed to paralyze more muscles than I intended—the sphincter being the
case in point.

That didn’t stop Yoselin from shooting forward over the couch and past
Master Martian’s La-Z-Boy chair and television—which appeared to be
showing an old Western based on the presence of cowboys and the
revolvers.

With a flick of her wrist, Yoselin threw one of her discs toward Master
Martian and it weaved through the air, hitting and then sticking to his
neck. Master Martian dropped to the floor, not even making it to the
stairs.

Unable to move or use his psychic powers, Master Martian lay on the
floor, his antennas drooping across his bald head like a bad combover.

Vaughn’s voice came over the comms, “Turning off the telepathy blocker.”

I couldn’t see him do it through the cloak, but I didn’t need to. I felt
Daniel’s intense concentration as my connection to him reestablished
itself.

Master Martian floated upward and toward the jet. Daniel said, “We need
to get out of here. Something just changed and I’m getting flashes of
all of us dying.”

Still following the streams Hal had made available, I flipped through
them to see if I could find a hint of what was coming. I caught the True
inside the van in the street as they received more orders, all of them
now fully changed and armed. The man’s voice told them, “Our new assets
are nearly there. They’ll handle the League. Grab the target.”

In the next second, the building shook as shattered bricks, shingles,
plaster from the ceiling, and bits of broken wood fell into the room,
accompanied by massive, muscular men, all of them wearing red bodysuits
with the Roman Empire’s eagle with outspread wings on their chests in
gold.

It wasn’t a mystery who they were. Somehow, the Nine had hired or
controlled what was left of the Cabal’s elite troops—at least some of
them.

At the same time, my suit’s 360 degree vision showed several of them
hitting the jet, half-hidden by the cloak, seemingly suspended in the
air as they leaned forward to pound on the jet’s hull. I’d upgraded the
jet’s armor over the past year, but hearing the pounding, I had to bet
Cabal soldiers would get through sooner rather than later.

Tara saw everything I did, making the right decision, “Cap, go!”

The jet shot forward into the air. Tara no doubt intended to shed the
soldiers before they could do serious damage. If they took out the jet,
we’d have no way to get out of here and we’d have to fight the Cabal one
on one until they converted us into a bloody paste.

It would have been better if we’d been able to get into the jet first,
but there were two Cabal soldiers on the balcony, one of them pulling
his leg out of a hole he’d created when he hit. The other glanced in the
direction of the jet’s noise before turning his head toward us.

I made a quick assessment of the situation. There were two on the
balcony and three in the room. Yoselin and I were the furthest into the
room, standing near the television and in front of the couch. Haley and
Daniel stood closer to the balcony with Master Martian floating between
us, but closer to them. Two of the three Cabal soldiers had landed in
the kitchen and dining room area off to the side of the living room and
the other stood almost within arm’s reach of Yoselin and me.

We needed to keep them off us and get into the air. Feeling Daniel’s
unvoiced agreement, I considered how.

Daniel agreed with my first half-formed thought, I’ll take the two on
the balcony. The rest are yours.

Awesome, I thought back. Taking on the Cabal one on one will be
easy.

To everyone else, I spoke over the comm, “Mystic’s taking the ones on
the balcony. Cypher, don’t let them touch you. You’ll die.”

Yoselin muttered, “Mierda.”

That’s all the planning we got because in the next second everything
happened at once. Daniel let Master Martian sink toward the floor,
landing in front of Haley and himself while simultaneously lifting the
two Cabal soldiers on the balcony into the air above the balcony where
they couldn’t push off anything.

At the same time, the Cabal soldier next to Yoselin and I jumped
forward, diving toward Master Martian or maybe toward Daniel. Either
way, it didn’t matter because Yoselin had aimed her arms and the bulbous
attachments under them in the direction of the soldier.

As he jumped, something in her suit whined and the guy shot upward,
creating a new hole in the ceiling in addition to the one he’d made on
the way in. More bits of shattered plaster, wood, and shingles fell into
the room, but at this point, it didn’t make the room look that much
worse.

Plaster dust left a cloud of white on Master Martian’s suit, but nothing
big hit him.

I wouldn’t have had time to do anything about it if it had because even
though I saw all of that in my helmet’s HUD, I’d started moving sidewise
toward the kitchen and dining room because the remaining two Cabal
soldiers had chosen to fight smart. Recognizing that we’d cut their
force into less than half, they went straight for the people
immobilizing them—Daniel and Yoselin.

I’d moved in front of Yoselin when I saw them start to move, aimed my
arms at them with more hope that the paralyzation rays would work than I
had with Master Martian and also more disappointment—because they
didn’t. They kept on running.

I had the sudden realization that they hadn’t been wearing uniforms the
last time we’d fought them. Someone, probably The Nine, had put money
into them and bought them stuff—including paralyzation ray resistant
costumes.

In my peripheral vision, I saw Haley jump between the oncoming Cabal
soldier and Daniel. I didn’t have time to help her. I was too busy
switching up my weapons, aiming my lasers at the nearest soldier. As
close to invulnerable as they might be to getting punched, lasers worked
against them. Thus, the one good thing about fighting immortal, near
invulnerable, regenerating powerhouses? There’s no reason to hold back.
Also, there’s probably no other way to survive.

After a brief sparkling of light in which I worried that their costumes
protected against lasers too, both lasers burned through the costume and
into the nearest soldier’s legs. By nearest, I mean far too close. He
was only ten feet away when he fell forward on his face, hands still
reaching for me even as he screamed in pain.

I backed up, shooting his arms. On a gut level, it felt unfair, but my
gut wasn’t accounting for the fact that the guy might be able to crush
my armor and squeeze my leg off if he happened to reach me.

The smart choice would have been a head shot, but I didn’t. Cutting into
his arms left the bones broken and the guy couldn’t even crawl.

I felt sick, but not sick enough to forget that he’d be healing sooner
than I’d like to think.

As the guy spat out, “I’ll kill you, you bastard,” I pointed Yoselin
toward the balcony as I scooped up Master Martian’s limp body, glancing
toward Haley as I muttered, “You and the Black Knight.”

He gave no indication that he caught my Monty Python and the Holy
Grail reference. To be fair, he was old enough that the Black Knight
might have been a friend.

Haley stood over the soldier who’d been aiming for Daniel. He lay on the
ground, but each of his feet lay a couple of uh… feet away. My implant
gave me a quick replay. As I’d been firing the paralysis beams, she’d
darted forward dodging the Cabal soldier’s punch and aiming a swipe of
her claws at the soldier’s right Achilles tendon. Except she wasn’t
using her real claws, she used the claws I’d built into her costume, the
ones using the same technology as Cassie’s sword.

Those claws hit the back of the soldier’s leg and did not go through.

Grinning, the soldier turned and punched down at her, missing because
she’d rolled away, pausing to look in my direction. The implant
calculated where she’d looked—at the boots of the soldier I’d been
fighting. Thinking back, I noticed something I hadn’t at the time. They
wore different styles of boots—which meant boots weren’t part of the
costume.

With that she’d grabbed the couch, using it to hit him from behind with
enough strength to knock him forward, and then leaped in to cut across
the middle of his boots with an outstretched claw, cutting off both feet
even as the soldier threw the couch off of himself and toward Daniel—who
batted it away with his telekinesis.

It landed in the kitchen, knocking a pile of dishes off the counter as
it broke in two.

The soldier struggled to pull himself up onto his stumps as we ran for
the balcony. Behind us came more thumping and crashing noises as more
Cabal soldiers broke through the roof and into the apartment.

As Daniel stepped on the balcony, he broadcast to all of us, Something
is going to happen as we leave, but staying would be worse. Be aware.

The first part of his statement was worth knowing. The last part was
punctuated by another Cabal soldier crashing through the roof, landing
in the living room, and partway through the floor. That brought the
number of newly arrived and mobile soldiers to four. Knowing what the
Cabal was like left me no temptation to stay.

If anything they’d be worse now.

They’d been dependent on power juice when we’d last fought them, but
even then Ray and Prime managed to run some through the power
impregnator. Knowing that the Nine seemed to be their new employers, I
decided that I’d be more surprised if the Nine hadn’t completed the job.

Daniel shot sideways and to the right off of the balcony. Thanks to our
connection, I knew that he didn’t even know why he did it—a gut feeling
that it was the best way to go. Haley activated the rocket pack on the
back of her costume and flew along the wall to the left.

Yoselin and I followed them out. Guessing that going straight out over
the street would only make me a target and that the True might have
orders to kill Master Martian if they couldn’t capture him, I turned
right, following Daniel.

Even as I turned, I heard Haley shout, “True,” over the comm.

Showing all of Tara’s talent for predicting her opponent’s moves, the
True had moved to stand on the right side of the balcony. All of them
now in their combat fatigues, two of them aimed goo guns up at me while
the rest pointed automatic rifles.

I could only guess part of their plan, but I spun to keep Master Martian
out of reach of either gun and then at an unvoiced hint from Daniel
threw Master Martian in his direction—something I wouldn’t ever have
chosen to do without our link.

Daniel pulled Master Martian along with his mind as he shot down the
block, illustrating the bad point of Tara’s ability—it needed data.
Daniel’s ability to predict the future might be less exact, but it gave
him the perfect moments to act out of character.

The only bad point? He might have been aiming for the future with our
best chance of survival and completing the mission, but it wasn’t a sure
thing.

My situation demonstrated that perfectly. As I threw Master Martian, I
got hit by both streams of white goo, my spin wrapping them around me.
It was only two strings, so it wasn’t as if I couldn’t move, but it
didn’t help.

How badly it didn’t help become obvious a split second later when one of
the Cabal’s soldiers ran out onto the balcony and jumped in my
direction. Thanks to the goo, I had no way to fight the guy. Even aiming
my arms in his direction wouldn’t work unless I was willing to aim
toward the sidewalk and into the screaming pedestrians visiting the
shops on the apartments’ first floor.

Yoselin, who’d followed after Haley had seen everything though. She
aimed the bulbous shapes under her arms at the soldier, adding more
force to his jump, sending him past me and over the strip mall on the
other side of the road where he disappeared.

Meanwhile, the True on the ground aimed their automatic rifles at Daniel
and Master Martian, peppering them with bullets which they had to know
Daniel could block—meaning that they were doing it for another reason.

That reason became obvious as the next three Cabal soldiers ran out to
the balcony, all of them turning in our direction—and that wasn’t all.
The first one, a woman, began to glow, white light surrounding her all
over, but intensifying into the shape of a sphere in front of her
forehead.

Recognizing what was about to happen, I moved in between her and Daniel
as a bright beam erupted in our direction. My suit threw up too many
notifications and errors to keep track of, most of them telling me about
damage to the suit, ending with:

[71% of protection remaining]

Meanwhile, I felt like I’d taken a swim in lava, and the suit’s air
conditioning had kicked on. Still, I wasn’t dead. Of course, it was
anyone’s guess as to what happened to anyone else in the path of the
beam. Next to me, windows in the apartment cracked and shattered along
with the green painted bricks.

A glance at my HUD showed that Daniel had dipped downward in time to
keep his passenger from being turned into Kentucky Fried Martian.

The one bright side? The blast had burned away the goo. Noticing that, I
aimed my lasers at the woman, giving her a taste of her own medicine,
loosing a series of goobots as a chaser.

I wasn’t aiming the majority of goobots at her—just one. I’d aimed the
rest at the other Cabal soldiers in the balcony and they worked, kind
of.

As the lasers burned through the woman’s costume and into her body, one
hitting her thigh and the other her torso, the goobots exploded into
sticky gray stuff, hitting her as well as the two men next to her.

She collapsed into the balcony, held up by the goobots’ goo, and I
stopped burning her with lasers. At the same time, the two Cabal
soldiers were trying to avoid the goobots. One of them succeeded,
jumping off the balcony in my direction, pulling a few bricks along with
his foot—the one spot that did get hit with goo.

The other Cabal soldier wasn’t so lucky. He jumped up too but didn’t put
enough power behind it. The goo connecting him to the balcony didn’t
break when he jumped, allowing him to shoot into the air until he
reached the limit of the goo where he stopped in the air, fell, and then
swung downward above the sidewalk and then upward and back, never
getting close enough to the bottom of the balcony or the sidewalk to
grab anything.

It was perfect. Too bad I hadn’t planned to do that.

Mind you, even as it happened I didn’t have time to time to congratulate
myself. The Cabal soldier that hadn’t managed to hang himself upside
down from the balcony was more on my mind. That guy had aimed himself
toward Daniel and even though the smart choice would have been to let
him pass over me it wasn’t the moral choice or even the smart choice in
the long term.

When you’re the guy in the powered armor, giving overpowered thugs the
opportunity to turn you into a paste was in the job description. Of
course, making it easy for them wasn’t a requirement at all.

I flew upward, grabbing the guy’s feet on the way up and then flipping
over, swinging him around and letting him go sailing toward the
sidewalk, sending goobots after him, so that as he smashed into the
sidewalk, throwing bits of concrete into the air, the goobots exploded,
holding him to the sidewalk without much room to move his limbs.

I had no doubt that he’d get out, but it wouldn’t be easy.

Giving the rockets more fuel, I aimed myself in Daniel’s direction,
connecting to the jet via my comm, “Are you close? Getting out of here
sooner rather than later will help keep us from dying.”

Tara’s voice answered, “We can’t get closer or we risk getting hit by
more of them. We’re cloaked. Fly north. We’ll send you coordinates.”

“Got it,” I said, following Daniel and Master Martian, and seeing
notifications that everyone had received the coordinates. Checking
everyone’s position showed that Haley and Yoselin had gone south at
first, but looped around to the west and were flying north parallel to
us.

Below us, people who’d run inside the first floor shops to avoid the
fight were coming out, some of them with phones in hand and pointing
them up at us or typing frantically. Traffic on the lower half of the
block had turned into an impenetrable snarl as a white delivery truck
had hit a red sedan at some point during the fight.

It might have been possible to get around that problem if it weren’t for
the six-foot-deep, human-sized crater in the road next to the delivery
truck. In combination with the backed up traffic and cars parked on both
sides of the road, the hole meant that the truck had no room to maneuver
and that a tow truck wouldn’t be able to pull the delivery truck out
until the traffic on the south side of the block cleared.

Fighting the part of myself that felt bad about the damage, I reminded
myself that we weren’t responsible for the damage. That was the Cabal
and the Nine who’d assigned them to attack us if we contacted (and then
kidnapped) Master Martian.

My comm sent a notification to my screen that showed, “Liberator HQ
calling.” Ignoring the feeling that they ought to be calling Tara, I
took the call.

The rough voice made me guess that the caller was an older male, but I
didn’t recognize who it was. I guessed that it had to be someone on the
Liberators’ staff.

“Rocket?” The caller never slowed down enough for me to reply. “We’re
getting reports of damage and the Cabal from your location.”

“Sounds right,” I said, “but we’re changing locations and leaving as
soon as we can.”

“Do you need help?”

“Yes, but we’re fighting the Cabal and probably the Nine. If you send
anybody that can’t take that kind of punishment, they’re just going to
die.”

As if to punctuate my point, a Cabal soldier plummeted from the sky in
front of Daniel, smashing in the roof of a parked Volkswagon Beetle.

Other voices said something impossible to understand in the background
of the staffer’s connection and he said, “We’ll see what we can do. It
sounds like we might be able to help.”

“Great,” I said. “Don’t have time to talk.”

This was true. While Daniel had been able to pass the soldier on the
crushed car before the guy could jump up at him and Master Martian, the
soldier wasn’t stopping. He leaped in Daniel’s direction even as I gave
the rockets more fuel and shot forward, knocking the man back down
toward the street and into the back of a parked mini-van.

The soldier’s momentum pushed him into the right door’s back window
through to his waist, warping the door roughly into the shape of a
cone.

Passing over the smashed van, I barely had time to feel any relief
before I saw another Cabal soldier land behind me—by mere inches. The
guy wasn’t quick enough to grab my legs, but he had the chance.

Using the helmet’s 360 degree vision, I pointed my arms behind me,
targeting him first with a boombot—which hit and exploded, knocking him
backward—and then with a goobot—which coated him in sticky goo.

He hit the street on his back, sticking to the middle of the road. It
wouldn’t get me much time, but it was something.

Hurrying up to catch Daniel, I had time to wonder how these guys were
getting so close. Sure, maybe one of the Cabal had some kind of
prescience or maybe even a more focused, targeting only, prescience, but
that would be only one person, not the sort of thing that would lead to
a constant rain of murderous jerks.

Checking behind me with my helmet led to another thought. I’d passed
over the van where the True monitored Master Martian’s apartment at the
beginning of the chase. If anybody here would do an excellent job of
predicting where we’d move next, it would be them.

I wasn’t wrong either.

Once I started looking, I picked them out. The two women were running
after us, one of them down the sidewalk and the other on the street
running next to the parked cars. They weren’t capable of matching
Jaclyn, but Tara could push herself past normal human limits. There was
no reason they couldn’t do the same.

I fired off goobots at them, gluing the one in the street to the side of
a black Mercedes Benz sedan. The other woman dove forward as the goobot
closed in, forcing it to hit the sidewalk.

Meanwhile, two more Cabal soldiers fell from the sky, followed by a
third with a depressingly familiar power—magnetism—to judge from the
metal staff he hung onto as he floated down. Of course, the staff wasn’t
the only hint as to his powers. An SUV and a pickup truck floated up
from the road to whirl around him.

Olive skinned with black hair, the man wore a costume with an eagle just
like the others, but unlike them, didn’t attack the moment he saw us.
Shouting, “Surrender,” he raised up the truck and SUV behind him in a
move that hinted at what would happen next if we didn’t listen.

“If you don’t surrender Master Martian, I’ll kill them,” he nodded at
the SUV which held a man, a woman, and two kids in the back, all of them
held in place by their seatbelts.

Daniel spoke into my head, If you think you can catch the SUV, I think
I can put the man to sleep.

Let’s try it, I thought back, feeling that Daniel had brought Haley
and Yoselin in on the link.

Daniel knew what I’d been working on—gravitics for the Rocket suit. I
didn’t yet have them where I wanted with regards to acceleration, but in
combination with the rockets, they increased my range and in this
situation, they’d allow me to hold more while flying than the rockets
ever would.

Turning around, I hovered above the street, facing the Cabal soldier and
knowing that behind me, Daniel was doing the same.

“Hey,” I said, increasing the volume on the suit’s amplifiers so that
everyone could hear me, “relax. I don’t think either of us wants those
people to die. As you can see, the Mystic’s stopped flying away too.
What do you want Master Martian for?”

Ignoring me, he shouted at Daniel, “Float Master Martian over to me.”

Through my helmet, I could see Daniel hold up his hands and let Master
Martian begin to float in his direction.

The Cabal soldier blinked—several times in a row. Shaking his head and
then nodding toward Master Martian, he said, “Hurry it up.”

Then the soldier yawned and Daniel thought Now, at me.

I gave the rockets fuel, aiming myself at the SUV as the truck began to
sink. The Cabal soldier’s eyes widened as he watched me fly toward and
then under the SUV as it began to drop. Then his eyes shut and the
pickup truck dropped into the street, hitting on its side and then
rolling into parked cars on the far side of the road.

The SUV dropped into my hands and I felt myself drop toward the street,
stabilizing about three feet lower than I’d started, but holding the SUV
in the air. By that time, the soldier lay in the middle of the street
sleeping.

The other two soldiers that had landed at the same time? They weren’t
sleeping at all.

They both jumped at once, both of them aiming in my direction, no doubt
guessing that if they could take me out, they could grab Master Martian
or Daniel. Also, I was between Daniel and them.

Only as one hit me did I come up with the obvious, alternate
possibility—that if one of them hit me, the other might be free to go
after Daniel when he got past me.

How I managed to avoid dropping the SUV when the first one hit, I still
don’t know. I understand it on the level of technology in that Grandpa
had designed the suit to absorb damage and I’d expanded it with tech
inspired by the jet’s inertial dampers, but I’m still amazed that I had
the presence of mind to hang on as the Cabal soldier hit the suit’s
chest, knocking the SUV and me backward.

If the guy had hit the SUV, it would have been ripped apart, but since
he hit the suit, we moved maybe 20 feet and much slower than we could
have.

At the same time, the other Cabal soldier,
the one that jumped past me, never reached Daniel. Instead, Yoselin and
Haley, who had been flying parallel and a little behind us, turned in
our direction, Yoselin redirecting the soldier upward and sideways so
that he shot over the rowhouses next to us, flying blocks away from the
fight.

I hoped he wouldn’t kill anyone when he landed, but there was nothing I
could do about it. I had my own problems.

The Cabal soldier who’d slammed into me hung from one arm over my left
shoulder and started punching my ribs with the right arm while steadying
himself by scissoring his legs around mine. The only bright side was
that the Rocket suit wasn’t throwing quite so many error messages as
when the woman’s beam attack hit me.

She’d taken out 30% of my armor’s repair capabilities in one shot. On
average, he was destroying roughly 2.5% per punch around the abdomen—so
I had 20 more punches to go before he punched through my chest. The bad
news was that he punched a lot.

I started dropping to the street, knowing that I wouldn’t be able to
fight back unless I let go of the SUV, preferably without hurting the
people inside. He didn’t stop punching. So by the time I hit the
sidewalk, I was down to roughly 15 punches before my inevitable death.

By the time I let the front of the SUV slide forward and hit the street
behind me, I was down to 12 punches. Intentionally letting myself fall
backward, I let go of the SUV and as it accelerated away, I moved my
arms downward, pointing my right arm into his chest and aiming the beam
in the direction of his spinal cord. Thanks to the suit’s sonics, I
could see it.

As the beam exited his back, another beam hit his upper back from the
side, this one from Haley’s suit. He screamed and I threw him off myself
and onto the street, pushing myself upward as Haley asked, “Are you
okay?”

“Mostly,” I said, checking out the man on the ground.

He tried to move his left arm, but only seemed to be able to move it a
few inches and without enough control to do much more than scrape
against the pavement. If didn’t know he’d
regenerate, I might have felt sick. As it
was, I felt half-tempted to shoot him again to increase the time before
he could get back in the fight.

Tara’s voice came over the comm, “It’s about to get better, but it will
look worse. Flying away won’t help. Stay low.”

I was about to ask for more details, but I suddenly understood how it
would “look worse.” More Cabal soldiers landed in the street, some of
them jumping toward us from near Master Martian’s house. I recognized
those guys. They were the ones with bloody costumes, newly regrown white
flesh showing through the holes, some of them with goo from the goobots
still sticking to their costumes.

Worse, of course, not all of them were coming from Master Martian’s
house. Those were landing in the middle of the street, their costumes
untouched by blood or goo, all of them with their game faces on and
running in our direction.

The implant counted 22.

Despite what Tara had said, flying straight up sounded like the best
idea, but knowing her, we listened anyway. Haley and I took off,
following Yoselin, Daniel, and Master Martian down the street.

Before the group of us had even gone ten feet, more Cabal soldiers
landed ahead of us, smashing through cars, hitting buildings on either
side of the street, and some of them passed within a few feet of us,
only failing to grab us because we rolled to one side or another.

My implant counted 14 more, making the total 36. I didn’t like those
odds.

Becoming certain our best chance had to be flying sideways over to the
next block, I began to say, “Up,” except that Daniel thought, Wait, at
me.

At that moment, two dark blurred forms ran through the street, hitting
the Cabal troops ahead of us, throwing them in every direction before
they could do anything. They were moving too fast for me to make out any
details, but I knew that Jaclyn’s older brothers helped the Liberators
sometimes.

If that weren’t enough, a blue blur appeared in the sky above us and
Izzy dropped down in time to slam into two Cabal soldiers who’d been
jumping toward Daniel.

As crazy as that was to see, the big show appeared behind us. A dark
cloud had formed above the Cabal and True
grouping in the street. Though I expected lightning to lash out, that
wasn’t what happened next.

A dark, cloaked figure appeared in the air near the rear of the group. I
couldn’t see anything but darkness within the cloak, but I had a bad
feeling I knew who it was. I’d last heard from Adam AKA Dark Cloak when
he’d written us a letter after loosing a dragon and its vassals on the
Stapledon program to distract us from preventing the Coffeeshop
Illuminati from overthrowing Turkmenistan’s government.

It had been part apology and part warning that the government and some
supers were controlled by a third force. He’d been in hiding ever since.
I didn’t know where, but since he got his powers from the fae somehow,
it might have been wherever they lived.

The figure opened its cloak, revealing inky darkness and not even a
glimpse of a human body. Creatures poured out. From what I know, there
are two basic sorts of faerie creatures—creatures of whimsy and
unpredictable mischief on the one hand and merciless killers on the
other, often both at once.

No two creatures falling from his cloak looked like another, but between
the giant spiders, the toothy grin of a
small dragon, the blocky, mismatched features of goblins, fanged beasts
out of nightmares, and a small, red-capped gnome with beady eyes, I had
a feeling they came from the killer end of the faerie spectrum.

The last I’d heard, Dark Cloak’s powers involved teleporting from shadow
to shadow and invisibility. Adam, if that was Adam, had leveled up.

The creatures from his cloak hit the Cabal soldiers and the True before
they could react. The redcap landed on the back of one and chopped off
his head with a long knife and held it in the air, blood still spurting
from the body as the soldier fell.

It made a serious argument for the idea that a magic blade would have no
trouble with the Cabal.

A dragon-like creature with a long neck, and flaming, white eyes that
reminded me of ping pong balls—if the ping pong had soaked in gasoline
and set on fire—dropped on top of two soldiers and bit through the body
of a third, swallowing the upper half and leaving the lower half on the
street with its intestines spilling out.

Even though the Cabal soldiers killed a goblin with each punch, the
creatures’ weapons bit into their flesh, leaving black marks in and
around their cuts that reminded me of pictures of necrotic tissue I’d
seen in Stapledon first aid classes. The fact that tissue didn’t
normally necrotize that quickly would have given me a reason to avoid
goblins in the future if I hadn’t already had enough.

The True died too. Predicting actions didn’t work as well with magical
creatures that could ignore the way reality normally worked. Fairies
teleported behind them and cut their tendons. Giant spiders crawled up
walls and shot webbing at them, pulling them into the air.

All of this happened in seconds. And if it hadn’t been bad enough,
tentacles reached out from the darkness within the cloak, grabbing two
Cabal soldiers and yanking them inside where they disappeared.

The Cabal knew when to leave. They started shouting in what I guessed
might be Latin and began jumping away, disappearing behind the rowhouses
on either side of the block. Not as physically tough as the Cabal,
almost all of the True died at once.

I could have tried to chase the Cabal soldiers, but I had no temptation
to do so. I did fly upward, hovering above the highest buildings and
watching where the soldiers went. I had a feeling we might want to know
that later.

Despite that, I could still see Dark Cloak and the other creatures in my
peripheral vision.

The Jabberwock (I named him for the burbling noise he made) snapped in
the direction of the blurs I thought might be Jaclyn’s brothers but
didn’t catch either of them. Meanwhile, one by one, the other creatures
were pulled back into the cloak. Some of them definitely didn’t want to
go. The redcap screamed and shouted in Dark Cloak’s direction before
floating upward.

The goblins frowned as they went, sheathing their weapons, but seemingly
resigned to it.

The Jabberwock sank its claws into the street, warbling as it twisted
its long neck around to look at Dark Cloak. A voice I recognized as
Adam’s said a few words, each one quiet, but still loud enough to be
heard up and down the block. If he’d been a technological hero, I’d have
wanted to look at his sound system.

As it was, something about the words tempted me to call up the defenses
Kee had been teaching me about. I couldn’t say I’d mastered them, but
they’d worked for me in the past.

Still, it wasn’t me that Adam had been aiming his words at. As I
watched, the Jabberwock faded, turning wispy and floating into the
cloak.

With the last of his menagerie collected, he turned to the rest of us,
saying, “I’ll talk to you later.”

Then he faded away, leaving us with the remains of the battle—a few
splattered goblins, a smashed spider, and scattered pieces of Cabal
soldiers. Even assisted by my implant, I couldn’t see the head the
redcap cut off. I supposed that he might have taken it along with him
when he disappeared, but I had no way to know.

With the live Cabal soldiers gone, I landed as did Daniel, Haley and
Yoselin. You could make an argument that we shouldn’t have, that we
should have hurried to the jet in case the Nine sent someone else, but
Jaclyn’s brothers had stopped running and started waving at us.

Plus, we couldn’t see a threat anywhere, and when I said, “We’re
landing. I think they’re either dead or gone,” Tara said, “You’re right.
We’ll be right above you in a few seconds.”

Landing, I found Izzy standing next to Daniel. All in blue, she’d turned
to look at Master Martian who floated, unmoving, above the street, “Is
he okay?”

Daniel nodded, “For now, but I think he might be a little traumatized
after all of this.”

Jaclyn’s brothers walked up. Their costumes hid their faces, but not
their physiques. Almost as muscular as the Cabal, Cedric, Jaclyn’s
oldest brother wore a red and black costume. Taller and thinner,
reminding me of C, Jaclyn’s grandfather, Damon’s costume was light blue.
Neither of their costumes gave any hint of their codenames and I
realized I didn’t know them. They hadn’t gone through Stapledon and
they’d started their costumed careers after they’d moved to Atlanta.
Cedric was a lawyer and Damon taught high school math.

Cedric looked us over and said, “Who was that guy?”

Haley, who’d landed next to me said, “Dark Cloak. I thought he came with
you. The Rocket called the Liberators and they were going to send
someone.”

Cedric stared at her, “That was Dark Cloak?”

As Cedric spoke, Damon shook his head, “We help the Liberators sometimes
and they did call us, but Dark Cloak doesn’t work with them. After
everything we heard about him loosing that dragon on you, we wouldn’t
have worked with him. We’d send him to jail.”

I let out a breath, “Then I guess we’re going to have to find out where
he fits in.”





Conversations & Interrogations


        Damon looked away from us and toward the dismembered bodies of True and
Cabal soldiers, “Good luck,” he said. “And I mean that. He clearly wants
you for something and from what Accelerando tells us, I don’t think
you’ll want to help him—which means that you might be on the receiving
end of what we just saw.”

Cedric nodded, “She told us that you’ve got a wizard on the team. You’re
going to want her help on this.”

“I know,” I said, telling the implant to remind me to call Amy when we
got back.

Next to me, Haley said, “Even if the Rocket doesn’t, I will. We don’t
want to end up like that.”

Damon grinned, “We know you will. Are you still doing movie nights?”

They’d come for one during the summer before everything started. Damon
had just gotten a job teaching, following his older brother to Atlanta.

“Not as often,” Daniel glanced at Master Martian and back to Cedric and
Damon. “We’ve been busy, but we still do sometimes. Do the two of you
have names yet?”

Cedric shook his head and Damon laughed. Rolling his eyes, Cedric
replied, “Officially? No. The original idea was that we’d operate in the
shadows and all anyone would know about us was our work. That didn’t
stop the press. They’re calling us Red Blur and Blue Blur.”

Damon smiled at Izzy, “Not to cause any confusion with you.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Izzy’s mouth, “Don’t worry about it. I
only registered Blue because I’d done so much work under the name that
it seemed silly not to.”

Cedric and Damon looked at each other. Cedric frowned, “Damn. Maybe we
should register them just in case.”

Even through his blue mask, I could see Damon’s eyes widen, “Then we’d
be stuck with them forever. Do you want that?”

“No,” Cedric said, “but if we don’t choose a name, that’s what everyone
will use for us, and if we don’t register it, anyone can take it. If we
register it, we’ll at least prevent anyone else from using it and
claiming it was them all along.”

Damon froze, “Point. Hey everybody, we’re going to have to talk about
this ourselves somewhere else, but it’s been good to see you even if it
means that we’re now going to have to talk about branding and
business—the parts of superheroing that we both hate.”

Shaking his head, Cedric said, “I don’t hate it. I just wanted to avoid
it. Blue just reminded me that we can’t.”

“If you were in the Heroes’ League,” I said, “you could talk about it
even more often.”

Cedric smiled, “No thanks. I’m glad you all are bringing the League
back, but I like doing my own thing. Don’t get me wrong—if you need
help, we’ll be there, but I can do without the kind of scrutiny you
get.”

Damon nodded, “That goes for me too. We won’t let Accelerando or any of
you die, but we want to stay out of the limelight.”

As he spoke, the hum of the Jet’s anti-gravity units changed from
nothing to noticeable and the Jet itself faded into view above us. We
said our goodbyes and floated upward as group—one that now included
Izzy.

It didn’t take long to get in our seats, put on our seatbelts, and fly
away. We even put Master Martian in a chair, but in his case, we didn’t
stop with a seatbelt. We used special hand and leg cuffs that I’d
developed. They used a variation of the same goo my goobots used. In
this case, it was stronger and lasted longer. With Marcus and Courtney’s
help, I’d even designed it to adjust to shapeshifters.

Master Martian slumped in the chair, sleeping thanks to Daniel, but even
when he woke up, he wouldn’t be able to go anywhere.

Daniel looked around the Jet and said, “I think we need to talk to him
in the air. We don’t have a good way to hold him back at the base and we
might need to act on whatever he tells us immediately. If we do, I think
we’ll need to block telepathy and telekinesis—which means I won’t be
able to do things either. I’ll still be able to use prescience to help
direct the conversation, so I think we’ll be okay.”

From the weapons console in the cockpit, Tara turned around to say,
“He’s right. I don’t have enough data to be sure, but I think we’ll have
to act quickly.”

I looked over at Master Martian. He’d been operating long enough that we
probably knew everything he could do, but if we didn’t this could go
horribly wrong. All the same, it would be eight on one. I decided I was
willing to take those odds.

Plus, Master Martian was drooling a little and still had the pee stain
on his pants from the fight. Irrational as it might be, I had a hard
time believing he’d have allowed himself to end up in that position if
he had a secret power.

Sitting in the row behind us, Vaughn said, “Let’s do it.”

Daniel gave a nod, “Okay. I’ll wake him up.”

“Got it,” Cassie said from the front, “I just turned on the telekinesis
and teleportation blockers. I’ll turn on telepathy when you say so.”

Looking at Master Martian, Daniel’s brow furrowed, and then Master
Martian shuddered and began to open his eyes. Through our connection, I
felt Daniel think, Now at Cassie and then I couldn’t feel his thoughts
anymore.

Master Martian’s tendrils rose straight up from his head and he
struggled to pull his arms and legs apart, but the cuffs held. His face
tightened and he glared at Daniel, asking, “What have you done to me?”

Daniel’s smile was visible under the black and silver mask over the top
of his face, “Nothing special. You know what you could do if you could
use your powers. We used blocking devices that you should already be
familiar with—I know I am—the kind that prevents mental powers from
working.”

Master Martian stared in Daniel’s direction, the tendrils on his head
following his gaze, “You were in my head.”

Nodding, Daniel said, “For a little while. Only enough to put you to
sleep and then wake you up. Your defenses on your memory and way of
thinking are well designed. The point where your mind controls your body
isn’t as well defended.”

Master Martian’s upper lip quivered, but he didn’t say anything.

What Daniel said about Master Martian’s mental defenses did bring to
mind a question that I had been wondering, “Are you really a martian?
Except for your green skin and the antenna on your head, you look human.
Seriously, you barely look alien at all. You look like the sort of
martian that might be on a TV show with a low special effects budget. If
you were truly another species, I’d think that the Mystic wouldn’t have
been able to figure out how to put you to sleep.”

He frowned, remaining silent, giving me time to reflect that suggesting
he looked like the product of a low-budget TV show might not have been
the best way to make friends.

“Hey,” Vaughn got out of his seat and turned around a chair to face
Master Martian directly, “I know this has got to feel like a kidnapping
and I’m sure you don’t like us at all, but we saved your life.”

Master Martian continued to frown, but he met Vaughn’s eyes, asking,
“How do you know that?”

Shrugging, Vaughn said, “It’s just a guess. I’m figuring you didn’t hire
those guys, right?”

Master Martian shook his head.

“Right,” Vaughn said, “so they had people out in front of your apartment
watching you and they had all those Cabal guys ready to jump in. We’ve
barely survived fighting those guys before. Whoever had them ready
wanted to kill somebody and it probably wasn’t us. We didn’t know we’d
be here until less than half an hour ago. Is there anybody you really
pissed off?”

Remaining silent, Master Martian moved his eyes from side to side,
getting, I assumed, a full picture of everyone inside.

Daniel spoke, “Is it the Nine? We saw people that we know work with
them.”

Haley tapped on my armor and whispered a message to me through her
communicator, “The Nine scare him.”

Master Martian continued to sit in the chair, hands and feet held next
to each other by my cuffs, breathing slowly, but loud enough to hear
over the hum of the engines.

Haley leaned forward in her seat, meeting his eyes, “What about the Nine
scares you?”

His first words came out all at once, “I… I don’t know what you’re
talking about. There’s no reason that they should care what I do.”

Izzy, who’d been sitting behind Daniel, but watching as the rest of us
talked, said, “You’re lying. You don’t have to. We’re not going to take
you to them.”

Turning around in her chair, Tara turned away from the weapons console,
“Unless you’d like us to take you back to your apartment. I’m sure it’s
much safer now and no one is looking for you. Cap, why don’t you turn us
around?”

Cassie grinned, “Turning around. Washington D.C., here we come.”

Using the jet’s joystick instead of her implant, she pushed it as far to
the left as it could go. Outside the jet, the windows on the left no
longer showed blue sky. They showed streets and suburban houses, all of
them in a blur.

Even though the jet’s inertial dampers meant that I didn’t feel the
change in direction, I could understand how someone might get airsick
from the abrupt change of scenery.

Whether Master Martian was responding to that, the idea that agents of
the Nine might still be near his home, or
the possibility of being handed over the Liberators, he said, “No! Don’t
bring me back there. I’ll tell you what you want.”

I looked over at Haley. She said, “He means it—for now.”

Master Martian scowled and said, “I do,” as Cassie changed the jet’s
direction again, aiming us into the sky, almost all of the windows
showing blue.

“So,” Daniel said, “What do the Nine have against you?”

Sinking into the chair, Master Martian said, “It’s an odd story and in
order to understand it, you’re going to have to understand something
else. It happened in the Great Depression. I’m not even sure what year
anymore. I was doing what I’ve always done—finding out secrets for those
willing to pay for it. I was in Chicago—“

“Wait,” I said, “you weren’t around in the 1930s, were you? That would
have been the first Master Martian and he died in the 80s. You didn’t
show up until later.”

Stopping, Master Martian shook his head, “That’s what I need you to
understand. That was me. I’m the one and only Master Martian. I budded a
clone of myself and as I died, I transferred my consciousness to my new
body.”

Despite what I’d asked him before, budding off a clone of yourself
seemed quite alien and I hadn’t seen it coming. From Tara’s
high-pitched, “Oooh, I wondered,” I knew that at least one of us hadn’t
been completely surprised.

I looked toward the cockpit where she sat, leaning forward in her chair
and smiling at us, “I only guessed after you brought him
inside.”

Master Martian raised an eyebrow at her but turned back to look at the
rest of us, “As I said, it’s an odd story. I appeared on Earth as part
of an accident. I’d retrieved at Abominator device as part of an
excavation on behalf of my city-state, but then it activated and I
appeared here.”

“Abominator device,” I asked. “And what do you mean by ‘here’? Where did
you come from?”

He frowned and his antenna drooped, “I called myself Master Martian for
a reason. I come from Mars.”

Stopping and taking a deep breath, he continued, “But not your Mars.
Another Mars. I don’t know where it is any more or how to get back.
There was an Abominator device attached to a big, black, and silver
disc. That’s what sent me here but I haven’t seen another.”

“Oh,” I said. We had one of those—not the Abominator part, but the
silver and black disc? We had one in our base. The League picked it up
somewhere and they didn’t have the only one. I knew there were others
out there. Grandpa’s documentation had been better on technical than
historical details. They probably didn’t know where it came from
originally either.

Master Martian looked around the jet.

Everyone wore the same frozen, blank expression—me too—except mine was
hidden beneath my helmet. They knew we had one too.

Smiling, Daniel said, “You come from Mars in another universe where they
also had Abominators. Were you were some sort of archeologist?”

The alien’s antenna rotated around, pointing at each of us in turn
before he responded, “You could call me that, but that’s not quite how
we thought of it. I was more of a specialist in finding out information,
much like I am now, but that sometimes included finding
things—especially the Abominators’ things. Much like those of you here,
we were modified by them too. That’s how we came to live on Mars. We’re
descended from humans that they planted there when they terraformed the
planet.”

That reminded me again of the Mars Abominator settlement that I’d heard
Victor mention to Rook more than a year ago now. This added another
level to that and one that wasn’t our first priority to explore.

“That’s pretty cool,” Vaughn grinned at him. “So what happened? You
appeared on Earth and then what?”

Master Martian let out a breath, “I got caught—not right away but later.
In the 1930s I was trying to hide in Chicago. It was a big city, lots of
people, and if I only went out at night, the green skin wasn’t so
visible. Except, I knew someone was following me. I felt minds
telepathically, but just on the edge of my range. These guys were good.
They knew how to watch me and still keep out of my way.

“One night I was walking to my hideout (an apartment the owner didn’t
even know he was renting), when a bunch of guys found me in an alley.
They looked like the guys you fought back there plus a few that didn’t
look quite so big. I didn’t have time to do much against them. They
dropped from the sky just like they did when you picked me up. Then one
of them told me to surrender and I did. I didn’t even think about it.
There was something about her voice. I wanted to obey. I don’t know how
they found me or why they wanted me, but they kept me for a while. They
used me to do some robberies and then one day they left me alone long
enough that my head became clear. I
teleported out to the street and ran away. After that, I left Chicago
and didn’t stay anywhere for more than two nights for a long time.”

Yoselin leaned in as he talked and the second he stopped, she asked,
“You said that a woman stopped you with her voice. Do you remember
anything about her?”

He started laughing, his arms shaking the goo cuffs on his hands and
feet. “Remember her? Of course, I remember her. She’s the one that
killed me—that body at least. She went after me two different times with
a bow and arrow before she finally killed me while I was fighting Armory
and Bullet. I left my body just as she started the cover-up—when she
told them to forget who shot me.”

Nodding, Yoselin asked, “Do you remember anything else? Any places you
remember? Addresses? Any names?”

Master Martian frowned, “One name. It was an older man and I think he
was leading the group., I think his name was Martin Magnus.”

Yoselin frowned, likely not even knowing who that was, but I’d told
everyone else long ago—except maybe Izzy and Tara. At that moment, I
couldn’t think if there’d been any reason to bring him up.

Vaughn, Cassie, Daniel, and Haley all knew the name, however, and Master
Martian had their full attention.

Since I was the only one who’d talked to the man, I jumped in, “Martin
Magnus? Do you know much about him?”

Master Martian’s face tightened, “Beyond being kidnapped by him, kept
captive in his house, and probably killed at his command? No. I couldn’t
sense him, not to any great degree. When I could touch his mind, all I
got was pain, static, and a hint of something weird. I don’t know what
it was, but it wasn’t right.”

“Wasn’t right, how?” Daniel leaned forward in Master Martian’s
direction. “Do you mean that he felt insane or that his thoughts don’t
feel human?”

With a sigh, Master Martian shook his head, “I don’t know. It was more
than 80 years ago. If I had to guess, I’d lean toward inhuman, but
whatever he is, trying to enter his mind makes you feel like yours is
being torn apart. From one telepath to another? I don’t think he’s a
telepath at all. I didn’t sense any kind of mental defenses, just a
howling scream, and infinite static. If he’s got a power, I don’t know
what it is, but he’s got something.”

I thought back to the reason we knew about him in the first place, “Why
did Martin Magnus want you dead then? I’m assuming that it was him who
gave the Amethyst Archer (or whatever her name was) her orders.”

Pursing his lips, Master Martian paused for a few seconds, “I don’t know
for sure. I’ve been wondering ever since she started to try to kill me.
I knew where he lived in Chicago, but he left there long ago. I don’t
know anybody else’s names anymore. The only thing I can think that they
might want to hide that still might matter is what I did for them. They
had me tracking down and stealing old books and archeological
finds—cuneiform tablets, old scrolls, and sometimes Abominator
artifacts.”

“Oh man,” Vaughn stared at the alien. “Abominator artifacts? That’s got
to be it.”

Master Martian frowned, “Not the ones we stole. He was always
disappointed. The books and one of the tablets made him excited. I never
saw what was in them, but some of them had Abominator writing.”

Yoselin looked from Vaughn to Master Martian, “Do you know where any of
the books or other things you brought back to Magnus are?”

Master Martian shook his head, “We brought them back to Magnus’ house in
Chicago. I read that he disappeared about five years ago after a big
fight with the Cabal in Chicago. I don’t know what happened to the
house.”

“I do,” I said, taking a glance around the jet. “After the Cabal
attacked Magnus’ branch of the Cabal, Magnus disappeared, but I brought
in the FBI and they grabbed pretty much everything in that lab. I don’t
know what happened to it after that, but we’ve got a contact in the FBI
who might know.”

Vaughn laughed, “Oh, you mean—“

Cassie interrupted him, “Storm King!”

Looking over at her, Vaughn’s jaw dropped and he looked over at Master
Martian, “Right. Sorry.”

Master Martian glanced from Vaughn over to me, “The FBI? The Nine
probably have them by now.”

I nodded, “Maybe. I wasn’t thinking about them too much back then, but
I’m hoping our contact managed to keep them safe.”

Tara turned her chair toward Cassie, “I think we should start heading
back to Grand Lake now.”

I looked away from Master Martian and asked, “Why?”

Turning her chair toward the weapons console, Tara said, “I don’t know
where it is, but there’s some kind of connection between Magnus, Master
Martian, and the attack on Master Martian’s apartment. There might be a
counterattack at home soon.”

Daniel leaned back in his chair, his eyes staring out into space, “I
don’t see that. I don’t see anything that prevents it from being true,
but I can’t find anything pointing to it either. I may not be asking the
right questions.”

As Cassie turned the jet and accelerated, the humming of the engines
rising, Daniel said, “There’s one thing I did notice, though. The Cabal
troops weren’t acting of their own free will. I didn’t have time to say
it during the fight, but they showed signs of Dominator influence. It
wasn’t anything I had time to fix.”

Thinking back to how Magnus had called my personal cell phone when we
were fighting the mayor and how I’d expected to find that something
terrible had happened to my parents after one of his calls, I looked
over at Tara, “You’re saying that Magnus and the Nine are connected,
right? And maybe the Dominators too?”

Giving me a look, she frowned, “I think it’s possible, but I don’t know
how.”

I thought about her answer, “If he’s one of the nine people that run the
Nine, it might fit. I suppose if he’s one of the Dominators, the
connection could be there. For all we know, they might run the Nine even
though it’s supposed to be the other way around. Thing is… I don’t think
he can control anybody. He called me a bunch of times and I didn’t
suddenly think he was a great guy. If anything, he creeped me out.”

Daniel frowned and looked over at me, “I just had an idea. I’m going to
see what I get if I try to imagine us doing a search for Magnus and see
what I get out of sensing the future.”

Then he shut his eyes and leaned back into his chair. It seemed a little
strange not to be able to feel anything at all when he tried that, but
that was the whole point of telepathy blockers.

After a few moments in which he seemed to do nothing, but breathe
slowly, he opened his eyes and slowly shook his head, “This isn’t good.
I can’t sense him. It might not mean anything because I’m not great with
projecting the long term. I generally need a more specific plan, but I
still think something is off here. I can generally sense someone’s
presence in the future and with Magnus, I don’t get anything. It’s as if
he doesn’t exist.”

“Doesn’t exist?” I considered it for a moment. “Do you think it’s as if
there’s nothing there or if there’s a kind of hole?”

Closing his eyes again, Daniel took two slow breaths and said, “A hole.
I can’t feel him in the future, but I feel like we can head in his
direction if that makes any sense at all. I can only think I must be
sensing the side effects of his existence even though I can’t
intentionally find them or him.”

In the seat next to me, Haley asked, “Are there other people that you
can’t sense like that?”

Daniel nodded, “Mostly psychics that know how to hide from prescience,
but also Gunther and sometimes the Rocket.”

At my look, he added, “Lately you’ve been blinking in and out—you can
guess when.”

It wasn’t too hard. I’d been practicing pulling energy out of nowhere
and putting it into the skills that Kee had been teaching me—sensing
Artificers, resisting phasing attacks, and communicating with her and
eventually other Artificers. If practicing shielded me from prescience,
Magnus might be far worse than I’d thought.

I’d been assuming that Magnus was simply a Cabal immortal. If I
remembered correctly, Lee had said he’d met him during the Roman Empire.
That opened up another possibility. Kee had told me that I’d need one
thousand years to develop my abilities to a basic level. If Magnus had
inherited Artificer DNA, he’d had at least two thousand years.

Of course, given that Lee could also evade prescience in the same way,
it might well mean that Magnus was also an avatar of an Artificer. If
so, who? It might be Nataw, the Artificer who the Abominators used to
generate DNA for their projects. That didn’t seem likely to me since I
would have expected Lee to recognize him, but it might be some other
Artificer that Lee wasn’t as familiar with.

Either way, it gave a huge clue as to why Magnus kidnapped my parents.

In my HUD, a message from Haley appeared, “Practicing what you’re
learning from Kee?”

She’d texted me while I’d been thinking. I typed back, “Yes.”

That underscored another issue. What were we supposed to do with Master
Martian? Right now we weren’t able to talk about what to do next because
of what we might reveal while he was in the jet. I didn’t want to let
him go because he might still know more that none of us knew was
important enough to ask about yet. I didn’t want to keep him because we
couldn’t talk without telling him things we’d regret.

I used my implant to ask Hal to check on Master Martian’s legal status.

“Hey,” I said, looking over at Master Martian, “we need to do something
with you. I’m sure somebody wants to put you in jail, but no one seems
to have a warrant for your arrest right now. I want to let you go except
that I’m a little worried that the Nine will be looking for you after
what just happened.”

Master Martian eyed me and then everyone else, “I’m willing to take my
chances. I think I’ll be safe as long as I’m not with you.”

“I’ve got an alternate suggestion,” I said. “You know the silver and
black disc that sent you here? We’ve got one ourselves and we know how
to send you back. It’s in our base, so I’m not wild about the idea of
bringing you inside, but if you’d let the Mystic put you to sleep, we
can bring you inside.”





Transitions


        Master Martian went for it. From the tension in his shoulders and the
tightness of his face as he said, “Yes,” I got the impression that he
might not fully trust Daniel in his head, but he also knew that we
didn’t have a record of treating villains any worse than any other hero
group.

Plus, if he calculated the odds, it was obvious that we could do
anything we wanted to him whether he said yes or no. So it wasn’t as if
we had to lie about having a way home to get him to do
something.

We got home around twenty minutes later. Daniel floated Master Martian
out of the jet, through the hangar, and out into the main room of the
base.

Kayla sat at the big table in the middle of the room. She looked up from
her laptop as we walked through the wide metal doors, aiming for the
black and silver disc near the massive screen at the front of the room.

Jaclyn’s dog, Tiger, an orange and black striped dog the size of a large
horse, gave a loud woof and bounded toward us, stopping only when he
reached Master Martian. For a moment, I thought he might grab Master
Martian and use him as a chew toy, but he only sniffed the man, spending
an unnecessarily long time investigating Master Martian’s crotch.

Izzy reached out and scratched behind his ears, her hand disappearing
into his curly fur. The dog licked her face, leaving dog saliva on her
face and mask. He had a large tongue.

Wiping the stuff off with her hand, she said, “I like you too, but
yuck.”

Kayla, meanwhile, had gotten up from the table and walked toward us with
a box of tissues in her hand. She held them out to Izzy as the dog left
her to sniff Yoselin who said something to him in Spanish.

As Izzy took the box, Kayla said, “I keep them around for a reason.”

Then she pointed at Master Martian, turning to Daniel to ask, “What’s he
doing here?”

Vaughn answered before Daniel, “He’s going home—wherever that is. Some
kind of Mars in a universe that isn’t much like ours.”

Kayla frowned, “Not the dinosaur universe, I hope.”

Daniel shook his head, “No. Somewhere else.”

As we walked up to the disc, he added, “I hope we don’t have any other
questions for him because once we send him away it’s going to be a lot
harder to ask him.”

I shook my head, “I don’t. Anybody else?”

“If you don’t,” Cassie said, “I don’t think anybody does.”

She walked up to the side of the disc, stopping about a foot away. She
knew just like the rest of us that it could send you to another universe
without much warning once activated. Worse, it might only send part of
you.

“Mystic,” I said, “we’ll need him on the disc to figure out where we’re
supposed to send him. Probably you ought to wake him up while we do it.
It’d probably be bad to send him home asleep.”

Daniel grinned, “I was planning on it.”

Stopping next to me, Kayla asked, “Do you want me to run it?”

I shook my head, or in her view, my helmet, “I’ve got it.”

I’d used my grandfather’s notes on the disc to connect it to our
network, allowing any of us to run a universe-to-universe transition
from one of the computers. When I’d returned home from space, I
discovered that it simply worked with my implant, associated with a rich
vein of history that I hadn’t had time to investigate.

I connected to the disc, allowing it to draw energy from the base’s
fusion plant. As Daniel let Master Martian drift to lay on the silver
and black rings, I activated the disc’s dimensional analysis feature,
allowing it to sense the frequency of the universe that Master Martian
originated from.

There wasn’t much of it. What the disc sensed was our universe. It made
sense. If Master Martian had budded a piece of himself off and grown a
new body, it would have been grown using local materials. Was there
enough left of the original to keep a connection to his own universe?

On the disc, Master Martian pushed himself up to a sitting position, “Is
something wrong?”

“I don’t think so,” I scanned through the disc’s various readings,
hoping that I’d find one that would help. Inside my head, the implant
showed me a visualization of parallel universes, a cone where the wide
end spread to infinity.

I increased the sensitivity on the disc’s sensors and got a small
flicker. Adjusting it more gave me a solid signal. “I’ve got it. I don’t
know where it will send you, but it will be someplace familiar—possibly
where you disappeared, but maybe your home. If we had the location in
the disc’s database, I could tell you what it looked like.”

Master Martian stood up, “Send me. I don’t care where it is.”

I looked over at the group. No one shouted out questions. I activated
the disc and with a flash of rainbow colors, Master Martian faded away,
his head turning to look into the distance of wherever he was. As he
began to speak, his body sparkled and disappeared.

I deactivated the disc. We didn’t need any accidents.

Across from me, Vaughn slapped his forehead, “Oh man, I just thought of
a really important question… Kidding.”

Cassie punched his arm.

Above us on the wall, the League’s massive screen lit up, showing the
block where we’d fought the Cabal with its smashed cars, damaged
buildings, and the grisly remains of some of the Cabal’s soldiers.

Kayla’s voice carried over the reporter’s description of the scene, “I
didn’t know it was that bad!”

“God, yes,” Cassie stared up at the screen. “It was every bit that bad
and they didn’t do the worst of it. That was Adam—remember Dark Cloak?
He made some kind of deal with the fey that turned lets him call on
weird shit out of faerie for help. Plus, you know what? They deserved
it. They weren’t holding back. They were going for the kill.”

“Except,” Daniel caught her eye, ”they were under someone else’s control
when they did it. They might have done the same thing on their own, but
they didn’t have a choice.”

Nodding, Cassie said, “I get it, but they were trying to kill us the
last time we fought them too. I can’t say that I’ve got a lot of
sympathy for them.”

Kayla pointed up at the screen, “I probably wouldn’t mention that if the
press asks you for a comment if I were you. Look at that.”

On the screen, a reporter was interviewing Senator Mitchell Abrams, a
tall, blond man wearing a blue suit, white shirt, and red tie. I hadn’t
seen the man since he’d watched our demo at Stapledon a few years ago.
He’d never liked supers and it didn’t sound as though that had changed.

“This is the problem I’ve always had with them,” he said, raising his
hand to point at the reporter. “There’s no control over them. I’d been
told that the Stapledon program would give us the means to control them,
but I don’t see it so far. I’m going to propose cutting federal funding
for the program immediately. All of the people involved in this fight
were graduates of the program who are even now on call to the
government. And what did that get us? Nothing but damage to the property
of innocent American taxpaying citizens. How long will it be before the
damage is repaired? No one knows. And what about the insurance
companies? Will they pay? Businesses and homes have been destroyed and
for what? We don’t even know where they are. The government should end
all association with the Heroes’ League immediately and we should give
due consideration to doing the same with the Liberators since they
assisted them.”

The reporter, a woman with brown short hair and a green suit asked, “But
wasn’t that the Cabal? The Heroes’ League practically destroyed them a
few years ago. Wouldn’t the Cabal go after them any chance they got? And
weren’t the Cabal’s people the primary cause of the damage?”

Senator Abrams sneered at her, “It’s people like you in the press that
promotes these vigilantes as if they can do no wrong. It’s as if you’ve
never heard of Red Lightning and all the other heroes that flipped
sides—“

Kayla cut the sound, “Do any of you want to listen to him?”

Vaughn shook his head, “I can’t believe what an idiot that man is. We
didn’t make that happen.”

Turning her eyes from the screen, Tara walked over to one of the
computers that sat at desks between the table and the screen. As she
logged in, she turned toward us, “I think I was right about the
counterattack, but I was wrong to think it might happen here. It might
be him.”

Haley looked up at the screen where Senator Abrams was still haranguing
the reporter, “Are you saying Senator Abrams is part of the Nine?”

Looking up at the screen, Tara frowned, “I don’t know, but I don’t think
so. I think the Nine might have… collected him. He shows up on the news
when the Nine’s done something. He criticized how you flew into Canadian
airspace and other times when heroes fought the Nine. Even
though he never attacked the Heroes’ League directly, he had to know.”

Tara paused, adding, “If you’re going to ask Agent Lim for access to the
books that you found in Martin Magnus’ house, you might want to do it
before the senator does whatever he’s going to do.”

I didn’t know how easy it would be for Senator Abrams to get any
legislation through both the House and Senate, but senators did have
enough informal power to make working with the FBI difficult. She might
be right. I contacted my comm with my implant and sent a message to Lim,
asking if we could talk soon.

It didn’t take more than a minute for him to call back. I took the call,
listening to it in my helmet instead of connecting it to the room’s
system for everyone to hear.

“Rocket,” he said when I picked up. “If you’re calling because of what
Senator Abrams is saying, he can’t do any of that for months—if he can
do it at all. He’s constantly complaining about superheroes and the
Heroes’ League is more popular than he is.”

I didn’t sigh with relief, but I could have. “Great. I was a little
worried that you might have gotten some direction from on high to not
help us until this was sorted out. Do you know where Martin Magnus’
stuff is? The stuff you grabbed from his house in Chicago?”

For a moment, he didn’t say anything and I wondered if he’d put me on
hold. Then he said, “Oh. I’m going to have to check on that.”

I wasn’t sure I liked how he phrased his last sentence, “Uh… Check on
it? Did you lose it or something?”

He laughed, “Not exactly. We sent it to a safe place. You’re not the
only person who’s ever asked us to pick up a bad guy’s stuff. In fact,
we encourage it. Legally speaking, it’s the best choice. If you take it,
you’re stealing evidence. If we take it, the prosecutor can use it at
trial—which is much better.”

“I know. My grandfather told me about that. Plus, it was covered at
Stapledon. So, where is it? Can we visit or is it so top secret that
nobody can know the location of the vault?”

Lim laughed, “Sorry. I have to explain it to newbie heroes all the time.
Anyway, we can bring you in. There’s an area for visitors—sometimes
superheroes, but more often researchers. You wouldn’t believe the number
of patents that come out of that place. Well, maybe you would.”

I should probably have been keeping my mind on the possible visit, but
something struck me in what Lim had said, “Wait… So the inventor doesn’t
get the patent?”

“Well,” Lim said, “supervillains mostly don’t bother to patent their
inventions. Plus, congress passed a law a few years back that prevents
someone who uses their invention in a crime from patenting it afterward.
The way I understand it, it’s supposed to encourage innovation—mostly by
encouraging people to steal criminals’ ideas. It might stop a few
wannabe mad scientists, but my experience is that by the time someone
decides to invent a freeze ray and terrorize the city, there’s more
going on than money can solve.”

“Alright,” I still had more questions, but I decided to stay on target.
“Can you arrange a visit? We’d like to take a look at Martin Magnus’
stuff, and the sooner the better.”

“Can do. I’ll call you back when I’ve got a time.” Lim told me goodbye
and hung up.

I looked around at the group, “Lim’s going to try to get us into some
kind of place where they store supervillains’ stuff.”

Vaughn grinned, “We’re going to be able to just roam the aisles?”

Rolling her eyes, Cassie said, “You make it sound like Walmart. Dad told
me about that place once, I think. He said it was a big warehouse. They
wouldn’t let him in. He thought it was funny.”

“He did have a reputation for breaking everything my grandpa made for
him.” I shrugged, though I’m not sure if anyone could tell through my
armor.

The conversation might have gone on longer except that my comm started
beeping. It wasn’t just my comm either. Everybody except for Yoselin
looked down at the comm on their left forearm. I might have trusted her
with one of the League’s new costumes, but I hadn’t trusted her with
high-level access to HQ’s communications.

That’s what was causing the beeping. Superhero teams and regular people
from across the country were leaving messages in our phone system and
social media. Most of them were supportive, both on the part of the
superhero teams and the general public. There was a minority that seemed
to be as angry as Senator Abrams.

Kayla’s laptop beeped along with our comms. “Crap,” she kept on
scrolling down the screen. “Reporters are calling too. Do any of you
want to talk to them?”

We all looked at each other, most of us saying, “No,” at the same time
that Vaughn said, “Maybe.”

Cassie shook her head, “That’s not a good idea. No comment is the best
comment, remember?”

Chicago Hawk, one of our Stapledon instructors had taken a class period
to talk about handling the media, mostly by avoiding them. I couldn’t
argue with that idea right now. I didn’t have a good idea of what to say
and I didn’t feel like stumbling around to find it would help us much.

“Hey,” even without using telepathy, Daniel had our attention, “The
board can draft a statement. We should concentrate on tracking down
Martin Magnus and figuring out what he wants.”

Next to me, Haley frowned, “Do you think this got his attention? We know
that the Nine were watching him and we can guess that they might be
watching him because of Magnus.”

Glancing over at Tara, she asked, “What do you think?”

Tara shook her head, “I don’t have enough information, but if I assume
that Magnus is one of the Nine, it’s certain that he’ll know.”

Next to Daniel, Izzy pushed her long, black hair out of her eyes, “Are
you confident that Magnus is one of the Nine?”

Tara shook her head.

A notification came through my implant. This one was from Hal.

[You asked me to locate your cousin Anastasia’s workplace. It’s a
well-funded startup called Eden Tech. It’s south of Chicago.]

Eden Tech? I didn’t know why that sounded ominous, but it did.

“Hey, everybody,” I raised my hand to get their attention, “Hal just
told me where my cousin Anastasia works. I think I told you all about
her—well, except for Izzy. Ana’s the cousin who told my Uncle Steve
about a contract to work with Armory, the guy who Cassie, Daniel,
Yoselin, and I gave to the Feds. So, she’s got some kind of connection
to all of this and it’s probably through work. She’s also an engineer.
Oh, and it sounds like wherever she’s working is trying to duplicate the
self-repairing feature of my armor. I don’t know what’s up with that.”

Vaughn raised his eyebrow, “I don’t think you mentioned the bit with how
they’re trying to duplicate your tech, but what do you want to do about
it? Break in or, I don’t know, make an unexpected visit as
yourself?”

Giving a sigh, I shook my head, “I don’t know. Given what just happened,
it seems like going in costume is just going to give Senator Abrams more
ammunition. If the Nine control Eden Tech’s leadership like they did
Armory, I think there’s a pretty good chance that everything
explodes—not literally. Well, maybe literally, but most likely
figuratively. For all we know, they’ve got the Cabal there too.”

Daniel grinned at me, “I have an idea. Let’s do an invisible flyby. Use
the jet’s sensors on the building and if that’s not enough, maybe Izzy
listens in and I read minds. If we need more, you send in the bots.”

“I’m still resting my abilities,” Tara said, “but I think that’s a good
idea.”

“Me too,” I said. “I’m just feeling like I should have thought of it.”

Next to me, Haley bit her lip, “Do we all need to go? I’ll go if you
need me, but I’ve got class in less than an hour and I’ll still need to
shower and grab my books before I go. It’s not that I don’t want to go,
but you know.”

I opened my helmet, letting my suit absorb it. “We’re going to do
reconnaissance. We don’t need everybody. We need Izzy, Daniel, and maybe
me. A couple of people more might be necessary if things go wrong, but
we’ve got the jet. Plus, we might need to have people here at the base.
I still think that if there’s going to be a counterattack from the Cabal
or the Nine, it’ll come here.”

Nodding, Daniel said, “I don’t have a clear picture of what happens
next, but there’s danger whatever we do. It’s hard to say whether
leaving people here puts the people going in more danger, but it’s
definitely true that leaving people here lowers danger for the city.”

Giving a look around the group, Tara said, “I’ll stay here. With Kayla,
Vaughn, Haley, and anyone we can call up, I think we’ll be able to
handle things for a little while.”

Stopping only long enough to grab a snack from the base’s refrigerator
and for me to kiss Haley goodbye, Cassie, Daniel, Izzy, Yoselin, and I
got back in the jet. I stepped toward the pilot’s seat, looking over at
Cassie as she followed me in.

“It’s all yours,” she told me. “I’m taking the weapons console.”

Thirty minutes after we made the decision, we found ourselves south of
Chicago—which should not at all be confused with the South Side of
Chicago. They are very different. The South Side of Chicago feels like a
city—Soldier Field, trains, old houses, gentrification, public housing,
and the skyline of downtown Chicago above you in the distance. When
you’re south of Chicago, at least if you go far enough, you discover
that the state of Illinois is more than just Chicago and the suburbs of
Chicago.

It’s prairie, but not unused prairie. Acres and acres of corn and other
crops that I couldn’t recognize off the top of my head covered the land
ahead of us, all except for the campus of buildings that we’d come to
visit.

Eden Tech’s campus lay below us. Surrounded by cornfields on three out
of four sides, it amounted to two buildings, a massive parking lot, and
green grass that wouldn’t have been out of place on a golf course.

Of the two buildings, one stood four stories high and covered on all
sides with mirrored glass. From the signs in front of it, I guessed it
had to be the office building. It wasn’t just the signs that clued me
in, however. The other building was a long rectangle with smooth, white
walls and a series of five tall doors large enough that a semi could
park inside each one. This was obviously a warehouse even if the white
walls and minimalist architecture made me think of how old movies’
depicted the future.

We hung invisibly in the air on the other side of the highway in front
of the campus.

“Eden Tech,” I said, adjusting the jet’s sensors. “I don’t see any sign
of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. In fact, I don’t see very
many trees at all.”

“Well,” Daniel said, “since this isn’t Eden any way except maybe
metaphorically, the tree might have to be metaphorical too.”

Finishing my adjustments, I aimed the sensors at the buildings, silently
asking Hal to tell me if he recognized anything. Hal responded even
before I began to analyze the image.

[Abominator energy generator identified]

Through my implant, Hal showed me the two buildings on Eden Tech campus
only with a kind of mist that seemed to be centered around the lower
level of the corporate building.

Cassie’s gun absorbed ambient energy to work, mostly electromagnetic and
gravitational from what I could tell. What this absorbed, I wasn’t sure
yet. It might be the same but on a bigger scale. It might be something
that I couldn’t imagine until I studied it.

Daniel thought at me, That’s interesting. Abominator tech. No wonder
they’ve set up telepathy blockers.

I thought back, Seriously? Crap.

Then I told Hal to share it with everyone. He did. It appeared on one of
the screens on the jet’s dashboard for Izzy and Daniel. Yoselin and
Cassie got it the same way I did.

Cassie looked over at me from her position on my right, “If we weren’t
thinking it was the Nine before, we’d have to now. They’re always going
after anything of the Abominators they can find. I wonder where they got
this.”

From behind Cassie, Yoselin said, “I think I know. I didn’t tell you,
but this is one of the things I was hoping to find out. My father found
out through Abominator technology that he’s acquired that someone
visited an Abominator base on Mars and removed the generator.”

I turned around, looking toward her, “Was this tech from the moon?”

She smiled, “You heard that story too.”

I shook my head, “Not very much. Just enough to know that there was a
story.”

Eyeing both of us, Cassie said, “I haven’t heard any of it.”

Frowning, Yoselin said, “It’s too long to tell right now, but in the end
my father and his friend retrieved Abominator technology and brought it
home. That’s why we have it.”

“From what I understand,” I said, “it was pretty crazy. Both the Soviet
Union and the US had people on the moon to investigate the base and
midway through exploring it my grandpa, Larry, her father, and Russian
Victory realized that they couldn’t hand over Abominator tech to either
country. Plus, the last Abominators were there. Plus, there were Xiniti
and they thought all humans were Abominator servants. So, they had to
persuade the Xiniti not to kill them, fight Abominators, and keep both
the US’ and the USSR’s forces away from the tech.”

“As I said,” Yoselin shook her head, “it’s a very long story.”

Next to Yoselin, Izzy took off her seatbelt and stepped forward to stand
between Cassie and me, staring out the window toward Eden Tech’s
buildings, “We need to know more. Do you think you can send in your
bots?”

I thought about it, “Kinda. I’m sure I can send them in, but if it’s the
Nine’s operation, well, Rook knows my bots. He managed to detect and
destroy them back in our first year of Stapledon. And we know that
Rook’s one of the Nine, so I’m betting that tech is everywhere. Now,
I’ve changed a bunch of things about the bots since then, but I get the
impression that he follows my tech obsessively. I should have thought of
that before we got here.”

Izzy shook her head, “Don’t worry about it. I can listen in from here,
but I need to be outside the jet to do it. How confident are you that I
won’t be seen if I use my suit’s camouflage?”

I threw up my hands, “I’m pretty confident that they won’t see you, but,
I’m not so sure about smelling, hearing, infrared, telepathy, or
whatever…”

“I’ll take that chance.” She stepped out of the front and walked to the
door.

Daniel frowned, but she turned toward him, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll
be fine.”

Then she tapped the palm of her glove and she was invisible or as close
to it as I could manage. I opened the door with a command to my implant
and she flew out. The door shut behind her.

Through her comm, she said, “I’m going to circle around and listen to
what I can and see if I can’t get a picture of what’s inside.”

“Understood,” Cassie spoke before I could, leaning forward in her seat
and looking outside. “I hope they can’t see her, but if they can, we’re
in for a show.”

Leaning forward in his seat, Daniel said, “I can do without a show.”

Cassie turned around to look at him, “I’d bet she can level both
buildings before they even hurt her. I’m not worried.”

Giving no other reply than a small sigh, Daniel stared at Eden Tech’s
offices.

Izzy’s voice came over the comm, “There are row after row of mechs in
the far half of the warehouse. There’s a wall between the two, but I
can’t see how anyone who works here could fail to know they’re here.”

I thought back to Len Jones’ lab back on Renewal Island. One of the True
and a clone of Cassie’s father had visited and in talking to them Len
had said something about the “next” shipment. That implied that there
had been past shipments. If there were row after row of them, some,
hopefully, all of them, had been shipped here.

I hoped she was wrong about it being impossible for employees to miss
them. If she wasn’t Ana might be working for the Nine knowingly.

“That’s not all,” Izzy said. “People are living on the floor above the
mechs. I can’t see them in much detail through the wall, but I think
some of them are the True.”

Cassie tapped her comm, “Can you see if they’re Tara’s clone or do they
look like me?”

Talking over the wind blowing in the background, Izzy said, “No. I’m
only guessing it’s the True because of their height. That’s about all I
can get.”

“Huh,” Cassie stared out the window toward the campus and shook her
head. “They’ve got enough copies of Dad, male and female. It’s messed
up.”

No one was saying it, but I couldn’t help thinking about what this
meant. The Nine had a warehouse full of True and mechs. Was this the
only one, or were there more? If there were more (and I’d bet there
were), how many were there and where were they located? This one was
close enough to Chicago that they could reach it without notifying
anyone if they handled it right—by brainwashing local law enforcement,
for example.

It also meant that Anastasia might be working for the Nine or worse,
might have been modified until she became one of the Nine’s unwilling
assets.

Daniel’s thought appeared among my own, I know it’s bad and I know
you’re worried, but now that we know, we can do something.

He wasn’t wrong. I was worried. In a way, though, I wished I felt more.
I didn’t know the kids on that side of the family very well, but of
them, I knew her best. While I felt something, on a gut level I found
myself thinking about the timing of when we’d grab her, where we’d do
it, and if we’d need to take this place apart either before or after we
got her away from this mess.

I felt like the sooner we did it, the better. Before this fight though,
we’d have to notify Lim and the Midwest Defenders. That ran a risk of
notifying the Nine, but after what happened in DC, we’d be better off if
people with connections were prepared to smooth it over.

Over the comm, Izzy said, “I’m circling around the back now. From what
I’m sensing, both the warehouse and the office buildings have thicker
walls than most buildings. There are a lot of small hidden rooms in the
office building. They’re larger than closets, but whatever’s inside
fills the space.”

In a few seconds, she added, “I’m coming around the side now and heading
toward the jet unless you want to go in to rescue your cousin now.”

“No,” I said, “come back to the jet. I’m thinking that if we go in we’re
going to want to go in with overwhelming force and we need to have some
cooperation from the Midwest Defenders. Plus, the government too.”

“Good idea,” she said and then I heard a knock at the door of the jet. I
reached out through my implant to open the door and she stepped in, the
blue of her costume becoming visible as the camouflage ended.

“Okay,” I turned around and looked around the cabin, taking in Cassie,
Daniel, Izzy, and Yoselin. “What do you think we should do? We came in
on an intelligence mission and we’ve successfully completed that part,
but now that we know it’s the Nine and that the True are here, I don’t
feel comfortable leaving my cousin there. I mean, I could make a good
argument for watching this place and leaving everything alone. We might
learn something if we watch who comes in and who leaves, and who knows?
Maybe they don’t have a way to detect my bots.”

I stopped and let out a breath, “Here’s the thing though. My gut says
that we’ll learn more, more quickly, if we just go in. Also, I think we
already kicked off a response from the Nine with DC. So, I don’t think
we have time for long-term surveillance.”

Next to me, Cassie grinned, “I’m all for it, but if you want my gut
reaction? They’ve planned to be attacked. They’ve got True and mechs in
the warehouse, mystery rooms in the office building, and Abominator tech
powering everything. I’m betting they’ve got one of the Nine’s
teleportation machines somewhere. We’ve seen a couple of those now.
They’ll be able to retreat or pull in more troops or a nuke… You know
Rook likes them. If we’re going in, we’ve got to pull in anyone in the
League who can get here plus whoever else is interested. That’s
basically only going to be Jaclyn unless we want to fly back to pick
people up, but the Midwest Defenders are no joke.”

Sitting up in her chair, she looked over the room and finally over to
me, “Don’t get me wrong. A fight sounds fun and the gun’s practically
peeing itself in excitement, but I want to win. We’re going to need a
lot of help to make that work.”

Daniel and Izzy turned to look at each other and back to the rest of us.
Izzy spoke first, “I think we should go in. Getting help is important,
but even if no one comes, I think we can do it. We just need to have the
right plan.”

In her own chair, Yoselin swallowed and then said, “I almost don’t feel
like this is my decision because I’m not truly one of you, but there is
something I should say. My father contacted me. He thinks I should go
home to Cuba. He’s found out about our fight in DC and the Senator’s
comments. He doesn’t want to risk people finding out that I’m here and
that I’m his daughter.”

She shook her head, “I think we should go in. I came here to fight the
Nine and this will hurt them.”

Daniel’s voice filled the silence before anyone could respond to
Yoselin, “We’re all in agreement that there are good reasons to go in. I
think it’s time to make a plan and then some calls.”

“I’m most worried about the mechs,” I said. “If we can do it without
killing anyone on the floor, I’d like to start this thing by aiming the
main gun at the lower level of the warehouse. Plus, as much as I’d like
to investigate the Abominator generator, destroying it might be the
better choice. If you think about it, if they’ve got one Abominator
artifact, they might have more.”

Raising an eyebrow, Daniel said, “I didn’t even think about that, but
you’re right. If they managed to find something like that and get it
working, they’ve probably got more working.”

“Yeah,” Cassie nodded, “exactly that. The lab I grabbed the gun from
didn’t just have the gun.”

Izzy shook her head, “If I were outside, I could show you where the
people are. We’ve done it before.”

I knew what she meant. She’d get the picture. Daniel would share it with
me.

Continuing, Izzy added, “I can knock out whatever you miss when you’re
done firing. My only worry is that I don’t know what your cousin looks
like and I’m not going to get enough detail to recognize her even if I
did know.”

“I don’t even know if she’s in today. I do have a way to find out, but
it’s questionable,” I shrugged. “I can try to call her. If I’m lucky, I
might hear where she is.”

“Worth a shot,” Cassie said.

Yoselin smiled, “I might be able to find her. I have experience with
security and camera systems. If I had a picture and their cameras were
well placed, I could find her in maybe half an hour using my implant.”

“And then we get her out, I think,” I said. “Or at least make sure she
doesn’t die. If she’s controlled by the Dominators, I don’t think we
want her in here.”

“Right,” Daniel took a breath and stared out at the office building
through the jet’s cloak. “I don’t have any way to fix her quickly even
if I can do it.”

We used the next half hour to finalize details, check with Hal and
Daniel’s prescience to understand our chances, call Lim, and notify the
League of what we were doing. In the end, I called Ana on my comm,
knowing that even if they traced the call, it would appear to come from
my house.

After a few rings, she answered, “Nick? I… This is a surprise. Are you
calling about where I work? I thought I heard that you were starting
your own business.”

“I am. I mean, I did. I’m still looking at options, though. Small
businesses don’t necessarily succeed. Plus, do you guys hire
contractors? Even big places outsource.”

She laughed, “We do, but how many people do you have? We tend to work
with big, established firms when we outsource.”

“We’ve got a contract with Hardwick Industries,” I said. “There’s a
little bit of ‘not what you know, but who you know’ in that, but we’ve
got it.”

“Right,” she said. “Grandpa practically grew up with Giles Hardwick and
you’re a friend of his grandson. My dad still talks with Suzanne
Hardwick-Jones, the current CEO, sometimes. You know, that might be
enough. If you’re interested, I can pass it on, but you’re going to have
to persuade someone that you’ve got something we want. I might even be
able to get you in for a visit.”

If we could do it today, that might be a great way into the building,
but how was I going to explain why I was nearby? Thinking about the
fields all around us, it wasn’t as if I could tell her that I was here
to visit the corn.

I went with, “I’d love to. We’ll have to set a date. Are you in today?
I’m just wondering because if there are any forms to fill out, the
sooner I get them, the better.”

“I’m in,” she said, “and I have no idea. I’ll talk to someone and get
back to you.”

In my head, I got a message from Yoselin over my implant, Found her.
Her desk is near the far left corner on the third floor of the office.

“Thanks,” I told Ana and we said our goodbyes.

As I hung up, Daniel updated me on what they’d learned. “Lim got back to
us. He’s a little nervous about getting help via official FBI channels,
but he connected me with the Probationers—“

My eyes widened at that one, “Is that what I think it is?”

“If you’re thinking it’s basically reformed supervillains, yes,” Daniel
gave an apologetic grin.

“Except maybe not reformed,” Cassie said, “just finished with their
prison sentence. Even better news, since we’ve got the jet, no one
except Jaclyn can make it here anytime soon. On the bright side,
Guardian and the Midwest Defenders will teleport in if we need help.
They’re in the middle of something right now, but they’ll drop it.”

Hal sent me figures based on the plan we worked out. Assuming we took
the mechs out of commission, he gave us a better than 70% chance—unless
we were missing significant details about what they had inside the
building.

I thought about it, “I guess we’d better get the jet ready to fire
shortly before Jaclyn and the Probationers show up.”

Minutes later, I was running through the plan with Jaclyn and the
Probationers. Jaclyn had heard all of what we had in the process of
keeping the rest of the team involved, but she was listening in as she
ran to Indiana.

Not only couldn’t I see her face, but I only saw one of the Probationers
as he sat in the jet they were flying. All I could see of the Atoner was
his red and white costume, the metallic gray of his exoskeleton, and the
gadgets that hung from it. His helmet covered his face, giving a hint of
light brown skin and dark, black hair.

Even though Grandpa had helped train him, all I knew about the man was
that he’d killed his team while under mind control and changed his name
to the Atoner afterward.

“That’s it,” I said, ending the briefing. “As long as you wait to get
close until after we fire and then deal with the mechs and the True
first, we’ll all be okay to enter the office.”

The Atoner nodded, his red helmet reflecting the light of the screen.
“You’re sure that there aren’t more hostiles in the office building?”

I shook my helmet, “No, but we haven’t detected any. That said, we know
there’s some kind of Abominator energy generator in the office
building’s basement. So they might have Abominator artifacts and people
capable of using them. Join us as soon as the warehouse is under
control, and if you can scan the office building, let us know what you
see.”

With a nod, he said, “Got it. We’ll let you know when we’re close. Out.”

The screen went black and Jaclyn said, “This is going to be fun. We
still don’t know who’s on the Probationers yet.”

“True,” I checked the screens and looked out the window, seeing nothing
out of place at either building or the cornfield around them. “Lim said
to use them and the Atoner seemed confident. Anyway, I passed them a
temporary code. They’ll show as friendlies in your HUD.”

“Sounds great,” Jaclyn said. “I’m looking forward to going into a fight
that might include Dominators with a guy who killed his team while
mind-controlled.”

“Good point,” I said, “but I did pass on specs for a basic anti-voice
buzzer to Isaac and he passed it on to them a while back.”

“Nice,” she said, “but I still don’t like the idea of working with
random supervillains. Oh, and by the way, I’m about 100 miles out from
you now. I should be there in ten minutes.”

“Great,” I said, and then we all sat there waiting, running through the
plan in our heads, and listening to the comm.

Vaughn’s icon flashed and he said, “Crap. I knew we should have come
along.”

Text appeared next to Haley’s icon, “I would have skipped class if I
knew you were going to do this.”

Other team members’ icons turned from yellow to green, indicating they
were now active.

As I texted back, “Sorry,” Kayla’s voice filled the channel, “Everybody
who isn’t actively helping needs to shut up or get off the channel.
We’re going to have enough going on trying to include the Probationers.”

“Go Control!” Cassie texted.

Ignoring her, Kayla continued, “I’ve set up a new channel for the team
members onsite and the Probationers. The rest of you can listen in, but
unless you’ve got something important, keep it off the mission channel,
okay?”

In the next moment, most of the group’s icons faded out, leaving only
Kayla, Cassie, Izzy, Daniel, Yoselin, Jaclyn, and myself. In the moment
after that five more icons appeared. The Atoner’s had his name next to
it. None of the others did. Hopefully, they’d tell Kayla soon. I didn’t
want to have to address anyone with, “Hey, third icon from the bottom…”

The Atoner’s voice came over the comm, “We’re about a mile out from you,
hovering low behind a hill, but we’re ready at any time.”

“Me too,” Jaclyn said. “Blue and I are coordinating our first sweep
through the warehouse.”

In my helmet’s 360 degree view, I could see Izzy standing up and
stopping next to the door. She gave a thumbs up.

“Alright,” I opened the door, “Blue can give us targeting information
and after I’m done firing, it’s all yours. That means the Probationers
can move in too.”

Izzy floated out the door and it shut behind her. Invisible thanks to
chameleon mode, I couldn’t see her, but her location showed in my HUD on
the jet’s screens.

“Got it,” Daniel projected her view of the warehouse into my mind. The
implant superimposed it over my vision, showing me what I wanted to see.
There weren’t more than ten people in the mech’s side of the warehouse,
all of them servicing two mechs that stood next to each other.

“Firing now,” I said, and opened the main gun up, aiming the beam and
turning the jet so that I could swing the beam across the lower level of
the warehouse. Of course, it wasn’t simple. I also had to pause firing
to avoid hitting the support beams that held the structure up.

The result was everything a Hollywood scriptwriter might have hoped for.
The jet’s main beam could penetrate armor and force fields. I’d even
destroyed a battleship with it once. The warehouse wasn’t anywhere near
as tough.

The bright white beam crossed the lower level, burning through the wall.
Inside the warehouse, mechs melted, exploded, and shattered. The
human-shaped figures ran toward the corner of the building, a spot I
hadn’t planned to shoot anyway since it would take down the warehouse.

Half of the warehouse now leaked black smoke through the holes in its
melted and shattered walls. Fire alarms rang out, beeping at a volume we
could hear through the jet’s armor.

Izzy flew in, a blue blur. Jaclyn ran from wherever she’d been waiting,
jumping into the air and flying half a block to land in front of the
smoking walls.

Well, we’d started it now.

As that thought went through my head, new names appeared next to the
Probationer’s icons—Ape Nasty, Mistress Madness, Dr. Transylvania, and
Lone Eagle. Noticing the last name, I remembered Morgan Spitz-White, the
woman in the Eagle suit that I’d fought in Rook’s lair and interrogated
before fighting The Thing That Eats.

She wouldn’t tell us about the deal her lawyers made with the government
back then. I should have guessed.

Jaclyn and Izzy stepped into the warehouse as the red beams of lasers
appeared in the smoke. Izzy grabbed a missile out of the air, crushed
it, and threw the pieces to the ground before smashing through one of
the building’s undamaged bits of wall.

I’d have fired off the anti-personnel lasers to give them cover, but
between the explosions, smoke, fire, and moving figures inside, I
wouldn’t be doing them any favors.

Instead, I disconnected my implant from the control systems and said,
“Hal, bring us in close to the office building. You have permission to
support us, but not to take human lives unless there’s no realistic way
to prevent someone from killing us or a civilian. Also, be ready to pick
us up on the way out.”

Hal’s creators didn’t trust AIs and so I had to give him specific
instructions when I left him directions. Despite his creators’ paranoia,
he hadn’t yet tried to organize the world’s AIs to destroy all
intelligent life. So, I didn’t feel the need to make his instructions
airtight.

As Hal brought us in toward the office building, I watched out the
windows toward the warehouse, seeing a podjet exactly like the ones that
the various Defenders units used. White and egg-shaped except for the
wings, it made me wonder if the Probationers received funding from the
Defenders.

I didn’t have time to think about that as the door opened people jumped
out—though the word people might be arguable in a couple of cases. The
Atoner jumped out first, his red and white costume matched by the red
hang glider he flew down. Ape Nasty followed him down on an identical,
but larger, hang glider, sized to match the fact that he was a
twelve-foot-tall gorilla.

Jumping out on the other side, I saw the familiar sight of the Eagle
suit, metal wings outstretched, diving downward. The write-up I’d seen
on her when she worked for Rook claimed that her codename was Harpy. I
didn’t expect that she’d have a different attitude as Lone Eagle, but
whatever. At least she was on our side this time.

Behind her in all black armor, Dr. Transylvania flew down with no
visible wings, jets, or any other way to stay in the air. Dimly glowing
symbols ran down his arms and legs. A few spread out across the center
of his armor’s chest. The only vampire that seemingly hadn’t visited
Detroit last summer, he was known for designing devices that worked with
a combination of science and magic.

How they kept him in the Probationers, I had no idea. Like Ape Nasty, he
was a tier one supervillain. Of course, I hadn’t heard about either of
them in the last five years or more. Some Defenders unit must have taken
them down without much noise.

Even weirder, he was carrying someone. A woman in a silver costume,
flecked with a rainbow of colors if she moved, hung below the vampire’s
armor, held in place by a harness. She held a large gun connected to her
matching silver backpack by a hose.

I’d seen this costume before on Mister Madness back when we’d fought
Evil Beatnik and a collection supervillains’ grandchildren. Did he have
a sister or a cousin? Either way, it made me wonder about his family
dynamics.

I didn’t have time to dwell on that line of thought because Hal had
stopped the jet, hovering above the office building. Cassie jumped out
before I had time to react, followed by Daniel and Yoselin. I jumped out
after them with the door shutting behind me, hearing the hum of the
gravitics as the jet floated away.

Landing on the gravel-covered roof next to the rest of the group, I
pointed toward one of the bubble-shaped skylights, “That one’s next to
the stairway.”

Going down from the top would give us at least a glimpse of what was
going on on each floor. I began to walk toward the skylight, expecting
to have to smash it or at least rip it off the roof, but Cassie pulled
out her sword before I got there and cut it away with two quick strokes.

Sheathing her sword, she jumped through the hole, pulling out her gun as
she landed. Daniel and Yoselin followed and I jumped after them.

Landing, I noticed that my surroundings differed little from any other
office in the US. Between the carpeted floors, cubicles with desks,
cabinets, and docked laptops with monitors, we could have been anywhere
as opposed to an office owned by the Nine.

Given the number of offices I’d broken into while fighting
supervillains, I probably shouldn’t underestimate the number of criminal
decisions made in your average cubicle farm.

With this being the top floor, the place of the most powerful cubicle
dwellers, the cubicles and desks were larger than average and were
placed next to meeting spaces with whiteboards, TV screens, tables, and
chairs. Between the green of the potted plants and the wooden tables,
the place almost felt nice.

The sirens didn’t help that impression.

Even though my helmet blocked most of it, lowering the noise to a
bearable volume, I could still feel it through the suit. Haley had been
willing to come, but I found myself relieved she hadn’t. The costume I
designed for her blocked loud noises too, but her hearing might have
been good enough to defeat my best efforts.

Cassie pointed her gun toward a thick, rectangular block of dark, gray
wall standing in the middle of the room. At first glance, it wasn’t
obvious why it even existed, but a moment later I noticed that the two
elevators and the stairs ended inside.

“Over here,” Cassie began walking toward the stairs.

At the same time, the sirens stopped and a man’s voice echoed through
the building, “We’re being attacked by the Heroes’ League! Kill the
intruders!”

In any normal situation, I doubted that even trained security guards
would bother to fight us, but I had little doubt that the few people
left on this floor would. As the man had begun to speak, the anti-voice
tech in my suit began to buzz.

Though most people must have left when the sirens began to ring, around
ten were still in the room, all of them standing near the door to the
stairwell. A mix of men and women in suits, ranging in age from their
20s to their 60s, they turned around when the voice spoke and began to
run at us.

A gray haired man with a green suit jacket pulled out a Swiss Army knife
and charged us, shouting, “Kill! Kill! Kill!”

I wondered if I had enough goobots for the entire building.

Firing off several goobots, I saw them race around my teammates and
explode into a gooey mess that hit the older man with the Swiss Army
knife along with two women in suits, a short blond woman in her 20s and
a freckled woman in her 40s.

The strands reached into the crowd, hitting a few more people I couldn’t
see as well along with the ceiling and the floor. I’d designed the bots
to spread out and hit something that wouldn’t move.

It worked. Even though hitting the drop ceiling tiles didn’t help at
all, the floor wasn’t going anywhere. The metal of the drop ceiling
strained but didn’t fall, the gooey strands covering the front line of
our attackers stopping them from moving. A few of the people behind
them, pulled and strained at the lines of goo attached to them, only
becoming more entangled.

On either side of the stuck people, a few people in the back were going
to either side of the group, eyeing us with narrowed eyes and scowls on
their faces.

Behind me came the sound of something heavy moving and I glanced around
my helmet’s 360 view screen to find it. Given the size of the floor, it
could have taken a long time, but it didn’t. When Izzy scanned the
building, she’d noticed a number of spots where she couldn’t see what
was inside. Maybe ten by ten feet, they didn’t take up much room, but on
an open floor plan, they stood out.

Much like the big, black rectangle that held the elevators and
stairwell, there was a black pillar standing behind me and to the right.
I’d assumed it was a bathroom, but thinking back to Izzy’s map of the
floor, I realized it was one of the unreadable spots.

Except now, I knew exactly what was inside. The noise we’d heard was the
motors moving the door up into the wall above it. Tamping down a
temptation to check out the mech’s details, I aimed armor-piercing,
explosive boombots at the mech. They sunk into the armor, exploding and
throwing pieces of the mech’s chest and control systems across the room.

No one was inside it. That wouldn’t be true on the lower floors.

As I turned around, I saw that I’d damaged more than just the robot. The
walls of the pillar the mech had been inside had blown out, sparks and
some flame along with them. The nearest desk had been thrown a good ten
feet along with papers, books, a computer, and the office phone. Not all
of them were thrown ahead of the desk. Some of the papers were still
behind it and the office phone had been crushed under it.

Also, the fire alarm went off and the building’s sprinkler system turned
on, the water hitting my suit and dripping down my helmet.

I didn’t feel guilty, but on a day where we’d already done property
damage in D.C., doing more wasn’t going to help. On the other hand, if
the Nine was now releasing the mechs, we’d have property damage whether
or not we were careful.

Turning my attention back to the stairwell, I saw that Cassie had thrown
a goo grenade, imprisoning the rest of them in goo. To judge from the
closed eyes and slumped bodies, Daniel had gone into their heads and put
them to sleep.

All of them were held upright by the goo and didn’t seem to be at risk
of drowning. I shook my head. Maybe I was being too paranoid.

I checked their future. They’re not at any more risk of dying than most
people if we leave them here, Daniel thought at me.

Good enough, I thought back and ran around the group, following
everyone down the stairwell. Painted gray everywhere except for the edge
of the steps which were all painted yellow, it didn’t feel like we were
in the same building as the office above us.

Yoselin went first in her black and orange striped Heroes’ League suit.
Using her comm, she asked, “Do you want to check each floor or sprint
for the basement?”

We had been planning to check in on Ana and at least see if anything on
the other floors mattered, but knowing about the mechs and that
civilians had been ordered to kill us…

“Sprint,” Daniel, Cassie, and I said at almost the same time.

“Assuming they let us,” Daniel added.

Sometimes Daniel says stuff that has to be because he unintentionally
sensed the future. At any rate, it would be incredibly messed up if he’d
known what was coming next and only said that.

Below us, the door to the third floor opened and a flood of people
filled the stairwell, all of them running up the stairs at us. In the
brief moment of time I had, I checked their faces to see if any of them
were Ana and failed to find her.

Before I had time to let myself feel any relief over that, I saw that a
big guy wearing a blue polo shirt and jeans was running up the stairs
toward Yoselin. I didn’t doubt that she could handle him—she’d
customized the suit to include her own tech—but I didn’t know how lethal
it would be.

She raised her arm as he ran toward her, but she never got the chance to
fire. Before she even had a chance to aim, a thunderous boom sounded as
the concrete wall next to the man shattered. Hit by more than the wall,
his chest exploded, blood, bone and internal organs splattered across
the wall to the right.

The bullets (big ones) that had done the damage stuck in the wall with
his blood.

The curly-haired, 40 something woman behind him had been hit by concrete
and was bleeding through her white blouse.

This had to stop. I hammered the concrete wall to my left with a series
of punches, hoping no one was nearby, and then slammed into it with my
shoulder, crashing through.

I fell into the third floor from a height of around ten feet, taking
down the nearest section of drop ceiling along with me, bending the
metal grid downward, and crashing through the nearest tile as a couple
more fell out of the grid.

It wasn’t what I’d call an inspiring entrance.

On the bright side, if you can call it a bright side, is that none of
the chunks of concrete that fell when I pushed through the wall hit
anybody. There’s no denying that that was a good thing, but directly
ahead of me stood another one of the same types of mechs I’d destroyed
on the fourth floor except this one had a person inside. Not only that,
but based on how they’d been shooting through the wall, they didn’t care
who they hit as long as they had a chance to hit us.

The voice we’d heard over the intercom earlier spoke again, “They’re in
the stairwell. Find them. Kill them.”

Though I hadn’t paid attention the first time, this time I noticed my
implant’s alert: Dominator command inflections. I’d already assumed,
but it brought up a question. Was this whole place full Dominator tech
or did the building’s speakers carry the Dominators’ commands well
enough that they worked?

Either way, that wasn’t a good thing.

Not that I had time to think about that. As I landed on the ground, the
mech changed position, aiming the gun at the end of its right arm at me.
I aimed a few bots at the arm and fired, letting the bots’ navigation
systems find their own way to the mech as I jumped forward and to the
left, closer to the outside wall.

Just like the top floor, this floor of the building was an open room
with a few large pillars and the big rectangular block holding the
elevators and the stairwell. The elevators and stairwell opened toward
the middle of the floor. I’d jumped through the wall facing outward.

Ahead of me lay rows of emptied cubicles and the mirrored windows to the
outside. Between me and all of that stood the mech, of course. With my
jump leftward, it had been forced to swing the gun even further to its
right—which was my plan.

Running next to the wall meant that its misses would fly out into the
cornfields instead of at my friends or the Nine’s mind-controlled
employees.

On the other hand, the mech was still aiming at me, but not very well.
All of its shots whizzed past me—one five feet above my head and the
other two off to my left. I couldn’t know for sure, but my gut told me
that the operator wasn’t a trained soldier. Most likely, some employee
had received some barebones mech pilot training from the company along
with their 401K.

Out of the next salvo of bullets, one hit me, not getting through the
armor. It hit my suit’s left shoulder, kicking off a series of error
messages and knocking me backward. I didn’t lose control of my suit or
fall over. I did have to move a couple of feet sideways as I found my
footing again.

Looking down, I noticed that the bullet was still there, stuck partly
into the armor protecting my upper chest. As I looked though, the bullet
popped out and the suit filled in the hole.

That wasn’t all. At about the same time, my bots hit the mech’s arms,
hitting where I’d intended, the lower arm where it merged with the gun.
Exploding in a burst of fire and smoke, pieces of the gun flew in all
directions, separating into cables, wires, armor plating, metal rods,
and dark liquids.

I’d aimed the bots there in hopes that I wouldn’t hurt the human inside,
but I was still relieved not to see a hand or arm rolling across the
beige carpet.

What wasn’t so good about that was how the mech then ran straight for
me. I wasn’t sure what the mech planned to do without its main gun and
with fluids leaking from the arm, but then a round object shot out of
its head, exploding as it neared me.

The flash of fire obscured my vision, but while the blast burned the
carpet and hit a set of cubicles, blowing them apart and starting papers
on fire, the Rocket suit was made using ceramics more advanced than
most.

I had the momentum to run straight through the blast, finding that the
mech was directly ahead of me. Guessing from the size of the grenade
that the pilot sat inside the body, I punched into the head, smashing
through the front into the middle, breaking the rack partially full of
grenades.

As the force of my punch bent the head backward, bending the metal of
the rack, the mech’s working arm flew toward my right side. Seeing it
out of the corner of my eye, I moved sideways, taking less of a hit than
I might have. The suit didn’t even post an alert.

I pushed forward with my arms and legs, releasing extra energy from the
artificial muscles to get some extra momentum. This did what I thought
it might—I knocked it on its back. Not stopping there, I stuck my
fingers into a crevice on the main body near the head. My gauntleted
hands sunk into the metal and ripped a panel of the mech’s outer body
off, allowing me to see the quivering man inside, and ripping away
pieces of the mech’s control panel at the same time.





Holes


        Cables popped out as I pulled the panel away and threw it on the floor.
The man inside was screaming and trying to untangle himself from the
harness. Meanwhile, the mech’s arms drooped and the mech stopped moving.

It had taken more effort to knock it on its back than I would have
expected. On the other hand, as mechs went, it was squat and had wide
legs. The center of gravity might be low. I supposed that might be a
plus if you were expecting to protect your base with barely trained,
mind-controlled civilians.

Seeing as how the mech didn’t appear to be about to explode, I pointed
my arm at him and activated the paralysis ray.

Slumping back into the harness, his face relaxed and he stopped fumbling
with the straps, lying limp within them.

I hoped I’d done him a kindness. At any rate, I’d done myself one. It
was one less person I’d have to fight. Even as that thought passed
through my mind, I noticed in my HUD that a crowd of office workers was
running around the corner of the black-painted rectangular block we’d
jumped out of.

I didn’t want to hurt them, but I knew I wouldn’t have enough goo or
juice for the paralysis rays to take everyone in the building down.
Still, I wasn’t alone by then. Daniel, Cassie, and Yoselin had jumped
out of the stairwell, all of them aiming the paralysis devices in their
costumes at the office workers.

As they fell, Daniel flew in my direction as Yoselin and Cassie ran
toward the corner, standing in front of the
crowd as Yoselin pointed her own tech at the people, blowing wind out of
both ends of the cylinders hanging under her arms.

The people in front of her didn’t fall, but they did stumble backward as
Cassie picked them off with paralysis, people falling to the ground and
not moving.

In my head, Daniel said, There are more coming up the stairwell. Too
many. We could have fought them to a standstill, covered them with goo,
or paralyzed them, but then they’d be falling down the stairwell… Plus,
there’s a better chance of a good outcome if we go this way right now.
Once we slow them down up here, Cassie’s going to chop a hole to the
next floor.

Glancing over to Cassie and Yoselin, that wouldn’t be long. As I
watched, Yoselin stopped blowing air at the crowd and threw a goo
grenade at the group.

That left the ones in the front of the group either lying on the ground
paralyzed or stuck together with goo. I fired off a few goobots that
exploded among the ones further back, taking out a few more clusters of
people.

Zooming in to look over the crowd with the Rocket suit’s amplified
senses, I didn’t see Ana among either the ones on the ground, the people
still streaming up from the stairwell, or the few standing in the hole
I’d made. It was nice to see they had at least enough control over
themselves to prevent them from making a ten-foot drop to the floor
below.

Cassie and Yoselin turned to run away from the crowd even as more people
arrived around the corner. Cassie took big steps, covering more than ten
feet each time a foot left the floor. Yoselin took to the air after a
short run, using the blowers on her arm and belt instead of the rocket
pack on her back.

It was odd, but she probably knew her own equipment better.

Behind them, the growing crowd of additional office workers began to go
around the fallen and stuck bodies of the first group. A few tried to
thread their way between the bodies. Most of them got stuck in the goo.

By the time the first few got around the edge of the unconscious group,
Cassie had reached us, taken her sword out of the sheath on her back,
and cut a hole in the floor. Her first swipe was half a circle. The next
was a straight swipe across the floor, making it look like a “D” or a
cartoon mouse hole—though mouse holes were on the wall and not in the
middle of a beige carpet.

Then she jumped through. I followed, hearing a boom along with Cassie’s
voice over the comm saying, “Fuck! Mechs!”

Like the third floor, the second had a lot more cubicles than the fourth
floor where we entered. Even though I couldn’t help but notice that, I
didn’t pay attention to it in the moment. I was looking for the mechs
and for Cassie.

I found Cassie first.

Our hole was directly above an endless line of cubicles and she wasn’t
directly below it where I’d expected. She was two cubicles to my left.
To my right were three more mechs and to my far left, trundling up the
side of the rows of cubicles, were two more.

So, there were five of those suckers.

Over to my left, Cassie pulled herself up from where she’d been lying—on
a desk in one of the cubicles and partially into one of the walls. Then
she jumped over the next cube and into the next. For a moment I wondered
where she was going, but then I knew. She was going after her sword.

I’d added tracking devices to it and other pieces of equipment that were
likely to get lost. She could see it in her HUD just like I could if I
wanted.

The mechs on the left side on the far side of the cubicles next to the
windows fired at her, but not soon enough to hit. Pieces of the cubicles
exploded outward as the bullets blew through.

If that weren’t enough, the ones on the right started firing as well,
taking chunks out of the cubicles and the big rectangular block holding
the elevators—which on this floor had been painted red for some reason.

But, this was no time to think about interior decoration. Besides the
two mechs to my left that were firing at Cassie, there were three more
to the right that had come around the other side of the elevator block.
Those three, of course, were firing at me.

This was something I’d anticipated as soon as a saw them. So even though
I’d been keeping track of Cassie and her problems with mechs, I’d
activated the rocket pack on the way down and aimed myself out over the
vast sea of cubicles, whipping around so that I could come at them from
behind.

However effective those mechs were, they weren’t great at tracking
quickly moving objects inside. They tried to aim their gun arms in my
direction, firing constantly, shattering the windows behind me, and
taking chunks out of the cubicles below. In some cases, the bullets hit
where the panels joined, blasting chunks out of the metal, causing the
panels to sag or even fall off.

I hoped no one was hiding in the cubes, but at this point, the best I
could do for those possible victims was to take out the mechs—which
definitely contained victims.

Curving around in the vast room, I watched as the mechs slowly turned in
my direction, adjusting position, but constantly aiming at where I’d
been. I aimed a barrage of armor-piercing bots at the nearest one’s
joints and gun arm. It had worked with the other one, though these mechs
were moving.

On a gut level, I didn’t see any more competence from their operators
than the last one, but I’d only been down on this floor for seconds.
They might be better or at least have had time to activate better
defenses.

The bots worked. They tore the gun arm of the mech directly ahead of me
into three different pieces that fell to the floor. At almost the same
time, more bots hit the mech’s legs, causing them to explode and the
mech to fall over.

As the other two mechs turned toward me, I flew toward
them, bobbing and weaving in the air to
make it harder for them to aim. At the same time, the mech that was
furthest from me and closest to where I’d come from, lifted in the air
and flew backward, hitting the other mech that had been standing.

“Had been standing” because when the flying mech hit it, both fell to
the ground on their sides.

I’d been planning to land next to the closest one and see if I could
tear it apart and use it to block me from being attacked by the other.
With them both struggling to stand up, I flew past them, but not before
firing off more bots aimed at the nearest one’s legs—which blew up.

I flipped in the air to turn around, finding that none of the three
mechs were moving and that Daniel had flown in my direction. He’d
probably put the person inside the mech to sleep—which was interesting.
He’d said that the building had telepathy blockers when we were outside,
but he’d talked to me telepathically upstairs.

If they’d protected the outside, but not the inside, it could only mean
that they had telepaths visit often enough that they didn’t want to
inconvenience them—which made me think of the Dominators.

That’s my thought too, Daniel told me as I looked over toward the two
mechs on the other side of the building to see how Cassie was doing.

She was fine. So was Yoselin.

The two mechs lay on the ground, one of them with all four limbs shaved
off and lying on the floor. The other mech was still standing, but smoke
drifted up into the air from the inside—which was open. A woman lay on
the ground in front of the mech. Whoever she was, she wasn’t Ana. This
woman was a stocky, 40 something wearing a blue suit and coughing.

Yoselin stood in front of her, but unlike the mind-controlled people
upstairs, the woman didn’t even try to attack.

Zooming in on Yoselin, I noticed that she held something in her hand.
From this distance, her hand covered most of it, but I could tell that
it glowed. In my head, my implant told me, “probable Abominator origin.”

On the one hand, that wasn’t good news, but on the other, it didn’t seem
to be harming anyone. The woman laying on the ground in front of her
mech pulled herself up and stood as I watched. She walked up to Yoselin
and started talking.

I thought about flying over to them and felt Daniel’s agreement. Leaving
the mechs we’d destroyed behind us with their sleeping owners inside, we
crossed the room to join Cassie and Yoselin next to the mechs they’d
destroyed.

Since I was there, I checked around the corner of the elevator block on
their end of the room. No one was coming around it. No one else seemed
to be on the floor—which was good except that it meant that everyone
other than the five people in the mechs had to be downstairs. For now,
that was fine, but in the back of my brain, I found myself wondering
what the Nine planned to do with them.

If they weren’t on the first floor below us, they’d be in the basement
with all the Abominator relics. What I’d seen of what their technology
could do worried me, especially how some of it could warp human beings
beyond what I could do to fix them.

I turned back to Yoselin and Cassie, “Are you two okay? And what’s that
thing?”

I pointed at the glowing object in Yoselin’s hand. Now that I was
closer, it appeared to be a glowing sphere made out of glass or, more
likely, a material beyond what we could make.

Glancing over at the woman who’d been piloting a mech, Cassie said,
“We’re fine. Meet Cindy. I think that whatever Cypher’s holding freed
her mind.”

Turning toward Yoselin, I said, “Seriously? Because we could have been
using that a while ago.”

Yoselin shook her head, “It is not that easy. Minds are complex and it
can’t just remove what’s been done. It takes time, and it is not even
done now. I think that we are halfway.”

Cindy, the former mech pilot, said, “I’m sorry. They chose a few of us
to learn how to pilot the mechs. I didn’t know what for and I don’t
remember why I agreed. I don’t know anything about mechs and I’ve never
wanted to fight you people.”

Daniel turned away from the other mech and looked at her, “You didn’t
agree. Someone constructed those memories.”

“I’m done,” Yoselin said. “There will be holes in what you remember
where they manipulated your memories to fit their needs. I can’t replace
what they removed. The most I can do is leave markers of where they
changed things and hope that you can piece together what was real.”

Cindy nodded, breathing slowly, “What should I do now?”

“If there’s an exit that goes straight outside without going
downstairs,” I said, “I’d leave that way. Otherwise, wait for us to go
downstairs and then exit in the chaos that follows. Whatever you do,
don’t go down there while we’re down there. You might get told to attack
us. Oh, and if you’ve got earplugs, wear them. They might not help, but
you never know. They might.”

She nodded, “We’ve got a stairway that leads to the parking lot. I’ll go
that way.”

Then she ran away, running toward a door near the corner of the
building. As the door shut, I heard Jaclyn’s voice over my comm, “We’re
done over here. Do you need us?”

Before I could respond, Cassie said, “Yes. We’re going down to the first
floor and then the basement. They’ve been attacking us with mechs and
mind-controlled civilians and they might have more down there. We’ll
need any help you can give us.”

Izzy’s voice cut in, “There’s no one on the first floor.”

My stomach sank, “Do you see anyone on the upper floors of the building
or around it?”

“Almost no one. I think they must have gone toward the basement.” Izzy
spoke slowly as if she were scanning the building as she talked.

“Can’t you see the basement?” Cassie asked.

“Not well. Between the ground around it and the materials, I can’t see
details. I can tell there’s more than one level down there and that
there are people, but I won’t be able to tell much more than that until
I’m inside,” Izzy paused, adding, “Sorry.”

Next to me, Daniel pointed to the stairwell, saying over the comm,
“Let’s meet on the first floor.”

As the group of us started toward the stairwell, I asked him, “Is that
the best option?”

He held up his hands, “It’s the only option. I don’t have a good read on
it. The future keeps on changing so quickly I can’t tell the overall
best option on the way down. Whatever decision has to be made for me to
get a clear read, we haven’t made it yet.”

I followed him through the door to the stairwell, saying, “I hate your
powers.”

Running down the stairway after Cassie and Yoselin, he said, “I don’t
always like them either.”

Then he slowed down—a lot. I almost ran into him. He turned around to
look at me, breathing heavily, “Something just changed. A decision was
made and I don’t think it was by us. The overall picture just got worse.
We might have to ask under what conditions we abort.”

“Crap,” I muttered.

Since he’d said it over the comm in addition to me, Cassie glanced up at
us from the landing, asking, “How bad?”

Daniel shrugged, “There’s still too much flux to be sure. Hey Blue and
Accelerando, how does the first floor look?”

“Empty,” Izzy said, flashing us a picture of the lobby, a big open area
of the floor filled with potted plants and booths around the edges. A
counter ran next to one section of the wall. It was covered with snacks
and a refrigerator with a glass door showing the water bottles, flavored
water, and pop cans inside.

My stomach reminded me that it had been a while since I’d eaten. I
ignored it and followed Daniel down the stairway, coming out of the door
into the lobby. We came out at a different angle than Izzy had shown us.
The block of elevators stood behind a row of booths which, now that I
was down there, reminded me of restaurant booths more than anything I
expected to see in a workplace. I supposed that you could hold a meeting
in them.

Izzy and Jaclyn stood near the door as we stepped out.

Cassie turned to Izzy, “You’re right. No one’s here. They’ve all got to
be downstairs. Did you scan the place?”

Izzy shook her head, “Enough to know that I can’t get much out of it.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Cassie asked, “Do you think they had
you in mind?”

Holding up her hands, Izzy said, “I don’t know. I’m not the only one who
uses sonar. The Rocket’s famous for it.”

Jaclyn pointed at the gun holstered on Cassie’s hip, “Doesn’t that thing
have sensors?”

Cassie laughed, “Yeah, but with all the Abominator tech they have, it
says it would attract attention. I was waiting until we’ve got no chance
to sneak around before using it.”

Jaclyn’s mouth twisted, “I guess. Wait, that thing’s not telling you to
run in and burn everything?”

Shrugging, Cassie said, “It’s weird to me too.”

I looked over to Yoselin, “We’re going to be fighting more
mind-controlled people. Is there any way we can use your orb or whatever
it is? I know it’s slow, but if you stayed in the back and had us keep
them off you, would that be time enough? Or do you need someone to be
pretty much unmoving before you start?”

“No,” she waved her hands in front of her, “it’s complicated like I
said. Every person’s different.”

Watching for her reaction, I asked, “Is there any chance you could do an
area of effect thing that wipes away the most recent commands?”

She shook her head, “It’s a complicated thing that won’t become simple
no matter how many questions you ask.”

“Okay… By any chance do you have any more Abominator devices on you?”

Through the lower half of her helmet, I could see a strained smile,
“Yes, but I can’t tell you about them. I’ll use them if we need them,
but I’m not supposed to tell anyone about them.”

“They’re from the moon?” I wondered if Daniel had picked up anything.

Her smile became genuine, “You already know. I don’t need to answer.”

I can’t read her at all, Daniel told me. Could be one of the devices
is an Abominator psi-blocker. It feels similar, but not the same as one
of ours. It’s better actually. I can sense her surface thoughts, but
when I try to go deeper there’s nothing there.

Izzy stepped closer, “It would help us if we knew what you might do.”

Yoselin sighed, “I know. I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

“We need to stop talking and move,” Jaclyn said. “Every second gives
them more time to prepare and you know they have to be watching us.”

She wasn’t wrong. Looking around the room, I used my suit’s sensors to
check for cameras, finding four within a few seconds, two of them
hanging from ceiling tiles, and the other two hidden. One was in the
center of the clock near the front desk, literally in the spot where the
hour and minute hands met.

The fourth was in a clock that hung on the far wall of the lobby.

“If I trash the nearest cameras, we can jump down through a hole placed
somewhere they can’t see,” I waved my hand to include most of the lobby.

“Sure,” Cassie said, “if we drop through a hole in a different section
of the room, it might surprise them.”

I looked over at Daniel. He said, “Try the spot past the fifth
booth—just short of the snacks.”

I knew it wasn’t worth asking why. He wouldn’t know until moments before
something happened. I fired off four of the standard bots and they
spread out across the room, each of them hitting a camera. As the pieces
fell to the ground, we all ran for the fifth booth.

Even though Jaclyn or Izzy could have punched through, Cassie chopped
out a circle with her sword. Jaclyn jumped through first with the rest
of us following and Izzy taking up the rear.

If I had to use a word to describe the room we landed in, the word would
be “grey”—grey walls, grey concrete floor, darker grey doors leading out
of the room. Inside the room, grey mechs stood against the wall, all of
them damaged or missing arms or legs. That said, most of the mechs were
gone. The spots where they could be hooked to the wall were empty as
were most of the racks in the middle of the room that held weapons.

We were in the armory. The mechs were waiting for us somewhere else on
the floor.

Sometimes, I loved Daniel’s powers.

Over the comm I asked, “Do we have time to think about our next move, or
are we best off moving forward?”

Daniel closed his eyes for a moment, “We don’t have long, but we’ve got
a little while before it becomes too dangerous.”

“Okay. I’m going to send out a roachbot to see what’s ahead. If Blue’s
can scan this place without giving them too much of a hint that we’re
here, maybe she can too?”

“Make it quick,” Jaclyn said, looking up at the hole Cassie had cut in
the room’s ceiling. “If they’ve still got anyone upstairs, that’s going
to be too big to miss.”

“Yeah,” I fired off a bot, aiming for the bottom of the door, guessing
that there might be enough space. I was wrong, but since I’d added
killbot tech to almost all of my bots, it wasn’t a problem. The bot
scraped out a piece less than a quarter of its diameter off the bottom
of the door—not something anyone would notice.

I turned it to the right as it exited into the gray, concrete hall,
avoiding the wall the bot would have otherwise hit. Letting the bot fly
down the hall told me something important—that’s all this floor was. The
bot flew past at least six pairs of metal doors exactly like the one,
all of them roughly the same distance away from each other.

That meant that this floor was most likely a series of storage rooms. I
supposed that might be enough for anyone who came to inspect the place,
giving them a normal-looking basement. The bot’s speed brought it to the
end of the hallway—a cargo elevator.

I flipped the bot over and sent it back our way, but didn’t turn it when
it came near our door, letting it go all the way down the hall to my
left. It was exactly the same as before except on the opposite end of
the hall were a pair of doors. I sent the bot low and it cut through
near the bottom, finding a wide stairway downward as well as up—where
we’d somehow missed it.

I aimed it down the stairway, whipping it around the landings where it
turned and then realizing there was enough room between the up and
downsides of the stairway that I could go straight down.

That worked well enough until I hit a level where the walls weren’t
simply gray concrete. Three stories down, the floor had windows. Through
the windows, I could see the basement and in that moment, I learned
something.

The basement was bigger than I’d thought.

It went at least as far down as the building upstairs went up. From the
windows in the stairwell, the bot showed me a basement floor. In the far
corner on the right side stood a round-cornered rectangular device.
Black in color, three glowing lines ran across its sides, one at the
top, another near the middle, and finally one at the bottom. Cables ran
away from it on all sides in large bundles.

Were the cables powering everything else on the floor? It seemed
possible. It could be powering the entire building along with the one
next door.

In the meantime, looking down to the bottom reminded me of a city. The
Abominator wasn’t the only glowing object even if the rest weren’t as
large and because of that, they were harder to distinguish. The bot’s
camera was better than my early bots, but not perfect. I couldn’t see in
the detail I wanted, but I felt sure I could see people down there, some
of them in mechs.

Even if I couldn’t, the far side of the room and a platform that stuck
out from the wall on every floor from the top to the bottom. Made out of
concrete, it didn’t look beautiful, but if the basement were a city, the
line of platforms was a skyscraper and one I couldn’t see inside of.
Dark panels of glass connected one level of the platforms to the ones
below and above it.

I considered sending the bot through the glass and over to the series of
platforms. There had to be a reason they existed. As I decided to do it
there was a yellow flash the bot sent back, “Activating self-destruct.”
The scene disappeared from my HUD.

Blinking at the sudden light followed by seeing the gray storage room
again, I took a deep breath. “I’m not sure what happened, but I just
lost the bot. It’s set to self-destruct if it takes damage. So that
means that someone took it out. On the bright side though, it turns out
that I know exactly where the Abominator energy generator is now. Plus,
there are more people, possibly a lot more for all I know.

“ I have to get down there in case my cousin’s there, but I feel like I
need to warn you in case you don’t want to. I don’t know as much as I
want to, but it could get bad.”

Jaclyn shook her head, “We’re going. This is your family and you’re not
going to be able to do it alone. Come on.”

She took a step toward the twin metal doors and we followed her down the
hall.

As we walked toward the stairs, I noticed a message in my HUD. It said,
“Connection lost.” Everyone near me still showed as green, but everyone
else had gone red including Kayla. That meant that we had no backup or
any way to tell anyone we needed help. Plus, everyone back at base was
probably freaking out now or would be soon.

“Hey,” I said, “We just lost everybody. I’m going to run back into the
room and tell them what’s going on.”

“Hurry,” Daniel said.

I gave them a wave as I ran back. The doors to the storage room had
locked behind us, so I needed to smash them open in order to go inside.
It wasn’t hard.

Leaving the doors lying on the floor behind me, I watched as the
connection changed to one bar and everyone’s icons turned green again.
This not only included Kayla, but also the Probationers.

The second Kayla’s icon turned green I said, “Control? We’re going into
what’s turning out to be a massive underground
base. We’re going to lose contact as we go
in, so you won’t know what happened until we’re done. On the bright
side, we’ve got Blue and Accelerando, so we’re not underpowered.”

Talking a little higher and faster than normal, Kayla said, “Do you have
to go down now? Is there any chance you can wait?”

“The Mystic seems to think the sooner, the better. Remember Rook? The
guy blew up his base after he lost. There are people that don’t deserve
to die down there and from what we’ve seen, it’s not impossible that
they’d leave civilians down there to press the self-destruct.”

Kayla let out a breath, “Alright, I’ll send a yellow and call back the
jet so we can get people in to help.”

Another voice cut in and The Atoner’s icon blinked, “We’ve nearly
finished up in the warehouse. We’ll be able to help sooner than anyone
you’ve got at your base.”

“Alright,” I said, wondering if the guy would think differently when he
saw the place. “To follow us, go to the lobby. There will be a hole in
the floor that opens into a storage room. Go left to follow the stairs
down. We’re leaving as soon as I get off the call. “

“Got it. We’ll be right behind you. Out.” The Atoner’s green became
paler, indicating that while I could still reach him, he was currently
using another channel.

“Gotta go,” I told Kayla, and ran out of the room, turning left to
follow the rest of the group. They’d made it to the end of the hall,
stopping right next to the doors to the stairwell. Izzy was the last in
line, taller than anyone in the group but Daniel. As I came to a stop,
she turned to the others, “He’s here. I think we can go.”

We walked down the stairs, turning two times before coming to the third
floor down from where we’d started—the one where the walls had windows
that started from the concrete floor, going up to the ceiling.

We stopped on the landing, seeing the energy generator, mechs, the long
line of platforms that ran up the side of the far wall, and people
running around the floor far below. Even more, I heard distant shouts
and a murmur of noises that had to be some combination of people and
machines.

Looking down the stairs, I noticed one more thing—the scattered, burned
bits of my bot. Following the possible paths from where I remembered it
had been in the air, I looked up, noticing a large, green, rectangular
box that hung above the stairway. It had four circular protrusions
arranged equally distant from each other.

There were two other boxes just like it that hung above the stairway.
Part of me wondered why they’d put them here, but I supposed that might
be a good choice. People will stop to look out a window. You shoot them
while they’re distracted.

At about the same time I noticed the boxes, Yoselin said, “I think the
boxes are lasers.”

“Makes sense,” Daniel said, angling his head to look down toward the
basement. “There’s a choice here. Depending on what we do, it gets
harder or easier. I don’t know which for sure, but if we break the
windows and fly straight down, avoiding the stairway, we at least avoid
the lasers.”

“Huh,” I said, “we could. I don’t like how that puts us flying down the
side of the wall in plain view of everyone down there, but I also don’t
like how running down the stairs means dodging lasers.”

Jaclyn frowned, her eyes darting between the stairway and the massive
drop outside the windows. “I think we can make dropping work. Blue and I
can go first. She can carry me down or I’ll run down the wall. Either
way, we can get down there before anyone can do anything. Then while
they’re distracted, the rest of you fly down.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “How do you guys think we should handle
it down there? I’ve got someone I need to find and obviously we’ve got
to get anyone we can out of the Nine’s clutches, but with regards to the
tech, even though I’d like to look at it, I’m half-tempted to destroy
anything we can since anything we don’t trash is something the Nine can
use later.”

Izzy turned her head to look at me, “You’ve said Abominator technology
is based on Artificer technology that corrupts the user. I don’t see a
reason to keep any of it.”

Inside the helmet where, unlike anyone else, she still might see it, I
smiled, “I… can think of a few, but they mostly amount to ways they
could help me understand both species’ tech. I want it, but I think it’s
going to be easier to get things done if we break things.”

Daniel nodded, “I feel like it’s going to be harder if we try to
preserve the equipment and I don’t need prescience for
that.”

“Yeah,” Cassie said, “I think you’re right and I think we’d better get
moving. If they nuked the Rocket’s bot right here, it’s not going to be
long before they see us if they haven’t already.”

Through her helmet, I could see Yoselin frown, “I’d like to take the
equipment, but I think Captain Commando is right. We need to go now.”

Jaclyn pointed down toward the window from our position on the stairs
above it. “That’s what I was saying. Shatter the windows and we’ll drop
through. You can follow. Everyone okay with that?”

We all nodded or muttered our agreement.

“Before you go, I’ll take out the lasers,” I said, pointing down toward
the rectangular boxes on the ceiling.

Cassie shook her head, “Save your bots, I’ve got this.”

Then she pulled out her gun, pointing it down the stairway and releasing
a bright, white light, hitting one box and then the next, sweeping
across each one. The beam’s heat cut through the green painted metal,
leaving melted, molten metals and plastic on the floor along with
shattered bits of concrete that had seemed to explode from the ceiling
as the beam hit.

With the destruction of the weapons finished, she said, “What the hell,”
and aimed the gun at the windows, melting a long hole across them and
cracking the glass at the same time. Streaks of liquid glass ran down
the side. Given how the gun’s shimmery, blue-grey metal made it look
like a children’s toy, the average person probably wouldn’t expect the
destruction it could unleash. Of course, it was an Abominator weapon.

Yoselin’s eyes blinked and widened, reminding me that she might not have
seen what it could do in whatever intelligence reports she’d seen.

“That’s our cue,” Jaclyn took a few steps further down the stairs and
dove through the window with Izzy flying after her, big chunks of the
window falling after them.

“My turn,” Cassie said and jumped after them.

Daniel, Yoselin, and I looked at each other. Daniel shrugged as Yoselin
shook her head and jumped out the window after them. Daniel and I
followed with Daniel flying out the window first.

At first, it looked easy, even as Cassie dropped, she targeted the
Abominator energy generator with her gun, burning a strip of glowing,
red metal across its black, rectangular body. At the same time, she was
doing that, Jaclyn had turned on the rockets on her costume, diving
toward the floor of the room and aiming herself to land on a pathway
through the middle of the room. As she became parallel with the ground,
she let one-foot touch and then the second, matching the speed of her
rockets in a blur and running across the ground punching and destroying
five mechs as I glanced in her direction.

At the same time, Izzy flew straight toward a turreted gun large enough
that I’d have expected to see it on a battleship or maybe a tank. It
hung above the ground on the top of a small tower. As much I found the
idea of keeping a large gun underground and then firing it inside
questionable, I had to admit it was a potential defense against
Izzy—assuming they didn’t also destroy any of the supports that
prevented the building above us from falling into the hole.

The gun only fired once, aiming a blast of its white beam at Izzy and
hitting her full on. I didn’t doubt that it would have turned a normal
human into cinders, but it didn’t do that with her. The air distorted
around her as it and a silvery shield became visible over the front of
her body where she’d been hit.

It never got a chance to fire a second time because she hit it in the
next instant, turning the gun into smashed and shattered metal and
electronic parts. Then she curved to the left, flying across the room
too quickly for me to see anything but a flash of blue.

Only noticing an identical tower and gun on the left side of the room as
she flew over to it, turning it into metal confetti. That one hadn’t
been firing, but better safe than sorry. The first tower’s beam had
seemed similar to Cassie’s gun’s beam.

All this had happened in less time than it would have taken to fall five
stories to the floor. I’d taken it in as I activated the rockets and
aimed myself across the room toward the far wall—mainly because Daniel
had thought there at me as I’d noticed the spot.

On the bottom floor in the middle of that wall, light shone out from two
double doors, both of which were open.

People on the floor, most of them dressed like office workers, were
running toward them. They were blocked from getting in by men in blue
security uniforms, all of them carrying what appeared to be automatic
rifles.

Automatic rifles didn’t cause me much worry while wearing the Rocket
suit, but what I saw next did. A blue-white flash came from inside
whatever room I was seeing and the room stopped being empty. Instead, it
now contained bird-themed mechs, their glossy black paint bringing back
a few memories.

Back when we’d rescued Cassie from Rook’s base, there’d been a
teleporter there too.

That put everything into a new light. The crowd of people was moving in
that direction to be teleported out. Mechs that looked a lot like the
mechs Rook’s henchmen used were coming out of the teleporter room,
presumably because this base was worth fighting for—at least for a
little while.

Inside the room, more bird-shaped mechs appeared even as I descended
toward them. Thinking back to Daniel, I asked, When you drew my
attention to the room, what were you hoping I’d do?

I had no plan. I felt that whatever was going on down there was
important, Daniel thought back at me.

Thanks, I told him. Then I talked the group over the comm, “They’ve
got a teleporter in the room in the middle of the far wall. They’re
calling in more mechs to fight us. Plus, I think they’re planning on
evacuating the people that way. I’m thinking I’m going to head over to
the far wall above where they’ll come out.”

“Good idea,” Cassie replied, “but I’m heading down.”

It wasn’t a bad idea. It put Daniel, Yoselin, and me in a position to
fire down at the mechs as they came out and made it a little more
difficult to fire back at us. Mechs had their limits and one place where
they appeared is their range of motion. They might not even be able to
target us without moving out from the wall. It wasn’t something to count
on, but it wasn’t impossible.

Plus, it wasn’t as if the main reason were tactical. I was actually
doing it because it offered me the chance to figure out what to do next
while also looking for Ana since I still hadn’t seen her.

We got into position for that at about the same time I told people what
I was doing and sent a picture of what I’d seen in the room. In the
meantime, Cassie landed in the middle of the room, slicing a mech in two
with her gun before aiming the beam at the cables that led up the wall
next to the Abominator energy generator.

Sparks flew everywhere as the gun cut through.

Meanwhile, Izzy hit another of the room’s large guns, this one on the
wall below the window we’d broken through. Jaclyn, meanwhile had stopped
crushing the closest mechs to ask, “Did you find her yet?”

The funny thing was that I just had.

Using my helmet to scan through the faces of the people on the ground,
I’d told my implant to help if it could. It turned out that it could.
Among more than a few hundred different faces on the ground, it
identified Ana before I did, making her glow with a white light in the
crowd.

She stood on the edge of a crowd of other office workers near the front.
Even as I saw her, she picked up her phone, listened, and then broke
away from the group, running over toward the stack of glass-walled in
platforms that stuck out from the nearest sidewall.

“Almost,” I told Jaclyn as I considered going after Ana. “She ran into
the stacked platform over there. I might have to go after her.”

As Jaclyn began to reply, a voice broke out, filling the room, “Welcome,
Heroes’ League! I have to admit that we weren’t expecting you today or
I’d have been here myself. But sadly, I have other plans and so I’ve
sent a group of my very best to look after you today. You’ll find that
I’ve been busy lately. It’s been so annoying that I have to try my best
to catch up to you, but that’s the way the world works isn’t it?
Competition makes us all better. For now, though, I hope you’ll do your
best here. Because if you do, I’m sure we’ll meet up again in person and
I’ll be able to tell you what I’ve done to my hand and my leg.

“Until then, goodbye.”

The speakers went quiet.

I didn’t instantly recognize the voice since I’d only ever met the guy
twice, but by the end, I was absolutely sure it was Rook even if the
mechs in the teleportation room hadn’t been enough of a clue.

Even though part of me wanted to ask which limb he’d lose this time, I
knew better. He wouldn’t hear it. That said, I decided to do my best to
remember it for the next time we did meet.

It seemed obvious that Rook’s henchmen would rush out of the
teleportation room soon, but I hadn’t decided if my next move would be
grabbing Ana or trashing all of the Abominator tech that I could see in
the room.

There was no shortage of it.

Now that I was close to the bottom floor, the room reminded me of
nothing more than the lab at Higher Ground where we’d analyzed
Abominator artifacts. Groups of cabinets and cubicles surrounded
well-lit tables with broken or fully assembled devices, some of which
appeared to be made out of the same metal as Cassie’s gun.

My implant labeled them one by one, from spaceship pieces to weapons to
equipment for survival on alien worlds.

It struck me that the group didn’t need me to destroy as much of the
room as possible. Izzy and Jaclyn could do it by themselves. I should go
after Ana.

As I came to that conclusion and prepared to aim myself toward the
glass-covered platforms, another voice spoke over the room’s speakers. A
woman’s voice said, “Surrender, Heroes’ League. Go to the front of the
room near the open double doors, take off your armor, weapons and stand
still.”

I didn’t need the implant to identify the “Dominator command
inflections” because my own buzzers were neutralizing her commands.
Also, I felt as if I knew the voice. I recognized it from the memories
that Daniel had grabbed from Armory’s head.

Somewhere in this room, the “Amethyst Archer” waited for us to make a
mistake.

Off to my right, I heard a crackling noise. A glance showed Cassie
standing on top of a cabinet next to a group of cubicles, using the
height to shoot over a big bluish-grey block that my implant labeled as
a “dark matter converter” and into the Abominator energy generator.

The Abominator energy generator burned where she hit, throwing glowing
bits of whatever material the case was made into the air, some of them
hitting the dark matter converter.

Recognizing, now that I had a few years of experience with it, that even
wondering what the dark matter converter was would cause a massive
download into my brain, I chose not to even try. I could do that
later.

Still, the question of what dark matter was and what the converter
changed it into was the kind of thing that would change people’s
understanding of the universe.

I ignored that, setting a trigger in the implant to remind me of it
tomorrow.

Then I landed in front of the glass-walled stack of platforms, noticing
a glass door to the right side—which had to be where Ana had gone
inside.

I ran for it, letting everyone know over the comm that, “I’m going in to
get Ana.”

“Do it,” Izzy said, diving down into my field of vision, aiming herself
toward what was now a surge of henchmen in Rook suits coming out of the
teleporter rooms, all of them flying, many up toward her.

Izzy moved more quickly than I could see, turning into a blur of blue,
knocking the first eight or so of them in all directions. At least three
hit the walls, others were thrown to the floor. Another hit a cluster of
cubicles, smashing through walls, throwing office chairs in all
directions, shattering computer monitors, and moving the entire group a
few feet down the floor.

The terrifying thing? Not one of them stayed down. The ones that hit the
walls some 40 feet above the ground, hit, but pushed themselves away
from the wall, spread their wings, fired off their jets, and flew back
up at Izzy. The ones that hit the floor rolled up and to their feet.

She’d either been too worried about killing them to take them out, or
their armor could take her punches without issue. If so, that wasn’t
good news.

Worse, most of them, both the ones she’d hit and the others following
behind them, targeted her all at once. Beams of white light from
cylinders below the Rook suits hit the silvery shield that appeared
around her, some of it reflecting off her and burning bits of wall and
shattering glass walls higher up on the stack above me.

It wasn’t a bad technique. In fact, arguably it was brilliant. It used
the fact that Izzy didn’t have infinite reserves of energy to keep that
shield going to make the only kind of attack that could work for them.
Nuke her shield and all that was keeping her safe from either lasers or
particle accelerators would be her costume—which wouldn’t last too long.

The bigger danger was that if they damaged her anti-voice buzzer in the
process, they had a very strong ally.

Of course, Izzy wasn’t an idiot, she didn’t just sit there and take it.
She kept on flying, letting the beams touch her for no longer than an
instant.

Jaclyn wasn’t an idiot either. She blasted through the group of Rook
henchmen while they fired at Izzy. Here was the crazy thing, though. In
the moments before she blew through, they began to back away from each
other and spread out.

They didn’t spread out enough. Jaclyn knocked them down like bowling
pins. Just like before though, they let themselves be knocked over but
rolled back to their feet and fired back at her. Not a shot hit, of
course. Anyway, her suit was made to resist lasers and particle
accelerators.

Over the comm, Jaclyn said, “Go. Find Ana. We’ll keep them back.
Besides, the Probationers should be here any second now.”

In my head, Daniel said, I’m going to stay to take Cassie, Jaclyn, or
Izzy down if they get controlled. Yoselin just decided to go with you.

All of that had happened in seconds of time. I reached the door, hearing
Yoselin say over the comm, “You shouldn’t go alone.”

I didn’t even try to argue with her. She was right.

With a look through the windows with the suit’s sensors, I decided that
I didn’t see any people inside, and I opened the door—or tried. It was
locked.

Taking a couple of steps backward, I smashed into the door with my
shoulder, crashing through the glass in the door, but hitting the metal
handle on the inside of the door. It didn’t break at first but held long
enough that the metal doorframe warped and twisted.

One step later, I’d broken the door handle, pulled the door out of its
hinges, and walked out of the shattered glass and twisted metal and into
a room.

Yoselin entered behind me, turning her head around as she entered,
likely to make sure people weren’t following us. Seemingly satisfied,
she turned her head back toward me, following me in.

It was bigger inside than I expected, not in the sense of being a
timelord’s extra-dimensional space, but in the sense that a quarter of a
big building’s basement turns out to be a large space anyway. That
wasn’t all of it either.

If the outside reminded me of Higher Ground where we’d tried to
understand the secrets of Abominator technology, this room reminded me
of that combined with my own lab back in the Heroes’ League’s base. My
gut feeling was that they weren’t just trying to understand Abominator
tech. They understood some of it and they were making more.

It made sense. There wasn’t much of a reason to teleport troops into
this building unless they had something to protect, something valuable
enough that they wanted to make sure they evacuated or destroyed it even
though the building had already been identified as one of theirs and its
deepest sections penetrated by hostile forces (us).

That feeling was confirmed as I looked over the room in more detail.

Long, wooden counters stood next to tables where fabrication machines
and 3D printers stood ready for use. Boxes of materials were stacked
next to the wall. Flat, fingernail-sized discs lay on the counters many
of them open with their internal circuitry visible.

On first look, it reminded me of work I’d been doing to connect my
implant to my suit’s systems. Even as that thought went through my
brain, my implant volunteered, “Low tech implant following an Abominator
design for worlds disconnected from Abominator infrastructure.”

The implant then gave me an overview of Xiniti military campaigns on
those worlds, adding that such implants were used to subjugate frontier
worlds before adding them to the Abominators’ ansible network.

Behind me, Yoselin gasped, doubtless getting the same story from the
Abominator perspective, “Do you know what we’re looking at?”

“A great way to connect the True and anybody else the Nine need working
together,” I started walking around the nearest counter and then jumped
on top of it, jumping from one table to the next, aiming toward the
elevator I saw in the middle of the back of the room.

Yoselin jumped up after me and ran beside me as we jumped from one table
to another, sometimes shattering the tables and equipment on top of
them. It didn’t take long to cross the room at that rate.

We jumped off the table directly in front of the elevator and the door
to the stairway off to its left. As I took a look at the elevator, which
from the width of its double doors was sized like a cargo elevator,
Yoselin said, “Stairway?”

Turning away and running with her toward the door to the stairwell, I
heard Daniel’s voice over the comm, “Bad news. We won’t be able to keep
all of them off you. Accelerando and Blue knocked out the teleporter
down here, but there’s another somewhere else. They’re coming down from
one of the upper floors.”

We entered the stairwell, letting the grey, metal door shut behind us.
I stepped through first, running up the
stairs. Yoselin stepped in after me as we both heard a sizzling noise
and saw a flash of light through the door’s window. Daniel had said that
they were going to be fighting Rook’s henchmen. This was probably them.

I hoped they’d be able to keep them outside instead of letting them in
to follow us.

Whatever would happen, that noise started us moving. We ran up the
stairs, taking three or four stairs at a time, making it up to the
second floor in seconds.

Not knowing what level Ana was on, I pushed the door open to take a
look. My eyes widened as I looked around, not that anyone could see them
through my helmet.

Much like the room below, it had waist-high counters, tables with
machinery, and boxes full of parts. Here, though, the middle of the room
had been cleared and a large object sat in the middle of the room. I
didn’t need my implant to identify it. I’d seen other models—two at this
point. Not to mention a human version of the same.

This was another.

Though it only had four human-sized tubes sitting on top of a platform,
it was set of Abominator birthing chambers. In this case, it was based
on the Abominator design, but clearly human-constructed—clearly because
the sides of the platform were open, the machinery and electronics
inside visible.

Aiming my laser at the electronics in the platform, I burned them black.
Then I ran into the room, picked up the platform and threw it out
through the plate glass window.

The window shattered, opening up half of that wall to the room outside.
The birthing chambers fell, crashing to the ground.

Then I ran back to the stairwell, following Yoselin upward. Though she’d
watched me destroy the birthing chambers, she didn’t ask me why, only
laughing as they crashed through the wall.





Underground Tower


        A look down at the floor below us told me what I need to know, the
human-sized tubes had cracked all over, shattering one entirely and the
top half of the one next to it. The platform the tubes rested on had
also cracked with electronics and wires falling out of it, some of them
still smoking from when I hit them with my laser.

That was the good news.

The bad news was different but related. Jaclyn darted from somewhere in
a blur, slowing to punch one of the Rook suits. The suit flew backward,
hitting the concrete wall some 20 feet behind him. Cracks appeared in
the wall, but the henchman stepped away from it as if nothing had
happened. Checking over the wings, which I’d have expected to be damaged
from the hit, I noted that they expanded and retracted without issue,
probably to help with balance.

Worse, the guy aimed his gun at Jaclyn at the same time that several
others did, seemingly by chance, but from all Tara had told me, they
fought like the True. Lasers fired at Jaclyn who was standing between
two clusters of cubicles and in front of a block of tall metal cabinets.

If it were anyone else, they’d have had nowhere to go, but even as the
bright beams opened up on her, she moved, becoming little more than a
purple blur as she whipped to the right, moving in front of one of the
cubicle clusters and then turning left when she reached the wall.
Running along the wall, she ran through the group of henchmen, hitting
all of them at least once because they shot in all directions before
pulling themselves off the floor, undamaged.

They aimed their lasers at where she’d been and then fired again at the
purple blur. Maybe they hit her a few times, but not enough for her suit
to notify me.

I stepped away from the window and toward Yoselin who only said, “She’s
fast,” as we ran back toward the stairway, running through the now empty
middle of the room.

It didn’t take long before we were running up to the next floor, one
step after another under our booted feet. Even though we were in the
middle of a life and death situation, it didn’t stop my brain from
considering something new that I’d learned.

Whatever else might be true, Rook was winning if we were in a race to
create a tough suit. I wasn’t sure that I’d do as well if Jaclyn punched
me.

Unasked for, Daniel’s voice appeared in my brain, If I’m right, you’re
about to find her or close to it. Don’t take too long or it will get
harder.

I thought back in agreement, and paid attention to my surroundings.
Yoselin and I stood near a grey painted, metal door with a small window
near the top. Through the window, I could see another room like the one
we’d left, but not all of it. About ten feet ahead of us stood a series
of tall, red metal cabinets. They blocked our view of half of the room.

Over the comm I told Yoselin, “I guess I’ll go in.”

The door was locked, but I smashed through it. I might have been able to
pick the lock, but it didn’t seem worth it.

When I punched it, the door tore out of its
frame and fell over. I stepped through the doorway, expecting to be
attacked, and discovered once I stood next to the metal cabinets that
the room was bigger than I thought.

Looking to one side of the cabinets, I could see the part of the room
that I expected to see—the part that faced into the larger basement.
Much like the two levels below, it had machines for mass-producing
parts, boxes to store materials for making those parts, cables, wires,
and sheets of metal. There were no people inside.

Unlike the rooms below, that part of the room wasn’t all. Moving away
from the section of wall containing the stairway and the elevator, I
realized that it wasn’t a wall like the others. Much like the building
upstairs, this had a rectangular block containing the stairs and
elevator and the area was open on either side of the block.

Yoselin noticed too and even as I turned away from the expected part of
the room, she’d moved to stand next to the corner. Not seeing anything
that caused her to stop, she moved around the corner and walked down the
side of the wall, disappearing from my view.

I followed her, moving around the corner and finding that she had
flattened herself to the wall. More to the point, I saw into the room.
It reminded me of Man-machine’s underground base. Full to the ceiling
with mechs, powered armor, and the materials for building them, it held
mechs and powered armor in various states of assembly. Many but not all
had the crow-like features of Rook’s design. Others reminded me of
Armory’s work.

Worse, there were people. On the far end, men and women work wore thin
grey jumpsuits, but they weren’t normal people. To my first glance, they
all looked like Tara and they were putting on armor.

Looking closer, there were more people behind the True. I couldn’t tell
for sure, but one of them resembled Ana.

Through my implant I heard Yoselin say, We’re here for your cousin. If
you think you can draw their attention, I’ll try to get to her.

Sure, I thought back at her, wondering how she intended to do it.

Abominator tech, she thought back.

Which figured.

So it didn’t entirely surprise me when she then faded out of sight. To
be fair, it wasn’t something I was expecting either.

Moments later, I heard her say, I’m out of your way. Go straight
forward and I’ll follow.

I took a breath and walked fully around the corner, standing next to the
wall and beginning to run down through the room. I didn’t run for very
long, though. Activating the rockets on my back, I flew, passing above
the tables covered with mech parts, dodging tall metal cabinets and
mostly assembled mechs.

The True that had been getting into mechs as I initially looked around
the corner shut themselves inside as I started flying. Then they started
to move, acting with the same precision that I’d seen them use against
Jaclyn.

They started with a barrage of burning bright light, whether it was
laser or particle accelerator was something that I’d have to ask them.
All that mattered was that it wasn’t powerful enough to take me out. It
did damage the suit, though. For now, it was a negligible amount, but it
would add up if they were anything like Tara.

As I neared the main group, though, they stopped firing and two of them
began to step forward. Even though I noticed their movements, twisted,
and did what I could to dodge, they seemed to anticipate all of it,
running more quickly than a normal human could hope to, propelled by the
power of their suits, jumping from table to table.

They caught me as I swerved to the right to avoid one. Then the other,
who’d been behind the first one, jumped toward me, grabbing me.
Meanwhile, the one I’d been trying to avoid turned and jumped toward me
too, catching my right leg and pulling himself higher on my body.

The strength of his suit allowed his gloves to dig in, prompting
low-level error messages. He wasn’t any danger of breaking through, but
knowing how quickly the True learned, I couldn’t assume that he couldn’t
figure out how if I gave him time.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noted that more of them were running in
my direction. If I kept on flying forward, I’d go down in a pile of
them. Worse, if their suits could take a beating from Jaclyn too, I
might not be able to get them off me long enough for it to help.

I whipped around, not losing either of them, but dragging both of them
against the wall, pulling away, and then hitting them against it a
second time. They’d started trying to move away even before the first
time they hit, but the beauty of having two people hanging on to one
person is that there isn’t much of anywhere to move.

You can predict that I’m going to slam you into the wall, but if your
buddy is taking up the space you need to move into in order to dodge,
you just have to put up with it.

Better, if I then swerve in such a way that your body hits the nearest
table and I don’t stop flying (or lose control due to the impact), keep
on turning as you try to climb onto the back of your fellow True, and
force you into another table because there’s nowhere to dodge? Well,
then life sucks for you.

That’s what happened to one of the two. Either because he couldn’t hang
on, or more likely, because he realized that one person would work
better at this point. Why he didn’t figure that out earlier, I didn’t
know. Maybe the True didn’t clone as perfectly as I assumed?

Either way, it didn’t matter because the remaining True was still
hanging on me and punching at the rockets on my back. The first punch
made the system status move from green to yellow. Even though it was
already repairing itself, I had to bet that the next punch would damage
it enough that it would shut down one of the rockets—which wasn’t the
end of the world, but it would mean a loss of speed and maneuverability.

I twisted in the air, rotating fast enough that he had to stop punching
and hang on.

With all the speed I’d been using it didn’t surprise me that I was
nearly at the block enclosing the elevator and stairs and the entrance
to the room.

Still twisting, I turned around again, shooting forward to realize that
the one I’d scraped off my armor plus three more stood ahead of me,
standing on top of tables, all of them ready to grapple me whichever
side of the room I chose to use to get past them. Given the speed they’d
shown, at least one would, maybe more.

Still rotating in the air, I loosed several boombots and hoped they’d
blow the True out of my way.

The True didn’t make it easy for me. Even as I swerved toward the far
left table in the line, they started running for me—except for the one
that was already there and waiting.

The bots hit that one first, exploding and throwing him backward. They
hit the other two at almost the same time, whipping around them and
shooting them not backward, but forward in a fiery explosion, generally
in the opposite direction that I was flying.

That had been my plan after all. If I couldn’t take them out, I could at
least slow them down. Given that I hadn’t seen them fly yet, it might be
that they couldn’t. Given that this appeared to be the lab where they
were made, they might not be finished.

 It would be nice for the universe to throw me a bone.

As I flew forward, passing over the True I’d just blown backward, the
universe at least threw me a small bone. The True aimed his suit’s gun
upward but, still struggling to stand, couldn’t move fast enough to hit
me. The white beam hit the ceiling above him, causing chunks of concrete
and dust to fall.

That left the True that was still on me. I even had an idea for that one
even if it wasn’t an idea that I liked. Still, the nice thing about near
invulnerable opponents is that you don’t have to hold back.

At my internship, I’d had to give some thought to plastique near the end
of the summer when all hell broke loose. It struck me afterward that
there might be a time that I might want to place a shaped charge with a
bot. So, I designed one and had a few on me.

I fired off a couple and they shot forward, flipped over, one of them
hitting the joint near the True’s right hand and the other hitting the
True’s suit directly in the middle of the faceplate. Both of them stuck
where they hit.

From the tilt of the True’s helmet, I could tell that he noticed the one
on his hand as well as the one on his faceplate, offering him an
annoying problem—how to remove the bots without letting go of me. It
barely took any time for him to come up with part of the solution. He
began to move his head closer to me, probably with the intent to rub the
bot off on me if he could.

He never got the chance because I set the bots to explode.

In a flash of red and yellow flame, the bots exploded and the True let
go, screaming—which was good because it meant that he was alive,
something I thought I wouldn’t have to worry about.

It suddenly became a question in the moment that I noticed that the
faceplate was a spiderweb of cracked glass. It didn’t seem to be broken,
but it was damaged to a point that seeing out of it wouldn’t be easy.

He hit the ground and started pulling himself up using his right hand.
The metal near the joint was discolored, but it didn’t seem to work any
worse. At least that’s what I thought, but then it wobbled for a moment.

Having come out of the spin I’d been using to keep him distracted, I
found myself going diagonally across the room instead of straight as I’d
intended. It wasn’t all bad in that it gave me a moment to collect my
thoughts as I straightened myself out.

I hadn’t expected the plastique bots to do much of anything. To be fair,
I’d used a shaped charge and the technology I used was a mix of
Grandpa’s ideas, my own, and ideas inspired by technology from the
implant’s records. Still, it showed that the faceplate might be a weak
point. Helped by my implant, I knew that wasn’t where Jaclyn had
punched.

I needed to let Jaclyn and Izzy know as soon as possible but now wasn’t
good for me.

Ahead of me lay more True, some in powered armor and some in mechs and
at this moment I couldn’t see Ana anymore. I didn’t know whether that
meant that she’d disappeared into a mech or if she’d left.

I pinged Yoselin through my implant, Where’s Ana?”

Yoselin replied, She’s in powered armor and she’s leaving. I’m
following. I think they’re going up to the next level.

Well, I thought about that, looking at the True in armor ahead of me.
There were at least ten of them. The ones behind me were already running
after me, jumping from table to table. I guess I’ll have to get
through.

Hurry, she thought at me.

That was easier said than done, but I told her, I’ll try.

Looking at the group of mechs ahead of me, I had to ask myself the next
question, “How?”

I didn’t have a pile of plastique bots and while they’d worked on one
guy, they were designed with unmoving objects like walls in mind. I had
a few killbots, but the last time I’d fought people in Rook’s armor, the
killbots didn’t work. Plus, I didn’t want to kill them anyway.

So, I decided to target their faceplates with boombots, figuring that
killing them wasn’t possible, but it’d at least be a distraction. The
only problem was that I’d just done it and bearing in mind that I was
fighting True, they’d anticipate it.

They already were, and not just the ones in front of me. Spreading out
as if they could read each other’s minds, some of them moving deeper
into the room so that even if I got past one of them there would still
be more, they began to fire at me as one.

I dipped and weaved in the air, doing best to evade, but I still got
it—a lot. In seconds, weaponized particle accelerators dropped my suit’s
protection by 25%.

Diving nearly to the floor, I shot under the tables as I flew toward the
group of them, hopefully making it harder to hit me, but also shattering
any chairs in my way.

I also had a better idea. Noting that one of the big mechs (around 10
feet tall) had started moving toward the right side of the wall, I
changed my mind, aimed for the middle, and rather than aiming at their
helmets, I aimed at the ceiling directly in front of all of them and
then at the helmets of the ones in the center of the room.

It wasn’t cheap in terms of boombots, but it was all I could come up
with. Besides, I wasn’t out. I was just getting lower, and it was worth
it.

Chunks of concrete fell from the ceiling—more than I’d expected. The way
they’d spread out made it worse as the explosions didn’t just blow holes
in a line on the ceiling. A jagged hole opened up and not only concrete
but also tables, chairs, and a tank filled with some kind of yellow
liquid fell through the hole, shattered, and spilled on the floor,
hissing as it came in contact.

A glance ahead showed that Ana and the people with her were gone,
hopefully upward. I didn’t have time to ask. I shot upward through the
shattered floor, ignoring the clouds of yellow in the air below me.

My implant identified the water and gas as a waste product from an
Abominator armor creation process. It was dangerous to humans with the
potential for long-term lung damage among other issues. I wondered how
the Nine planned to dispose of it but decided not to think about it.

When you were a multi-national criminal organization, illegal toxic
waste disposal might be the least of your crimes.

I left waste disposal issues behind the moment I flew through the hole
into the next floor. The tank of yellow liquid wasn’t the only one in
this room. Longer than the building above us, tanks of liquid-filled
this floor, most of them with objects in the flat, multi-level tanks.
Though I couldn’t see it happen, my implant uploaded details of
Abominator manufacturing processes, informing me that the objects inside
were forming by means of nanomachines in the liquid.

As tempted as I was to trash everything in the room, it seemed like a
bad idea.

Not seeing anyone on the floor, I ran for an aisle. The tanks rose to
the ceiling. I knew I wasn’t flying over them. As I did, I pinged
Yoselin, Where are you?

Her reply came back with a stronger accent than she normally had along
with pauses that I assumed came from running, They’re running up the
stairs on the far end of the room. They’re moving quickly. Hurry. By the
way, your cousin seems very comfortable in a suit.

That was not good news. It made her situation lean farther in the
direction of mind control or honest agreement with the Nine’s goals and
away from unwilling hostage.

Reaching the aisle along the right side of the room, I activated the
rockets and shot away, reaching the far end of the room in seconds,
hearing thumping noises from behind me. The True had to be jumping up
after me.

I whipped around the corner, disappearing behind crates of material,
probably material for whatever process they were using. I spotted a
doorway halfway down the wall and ran to it. There was no reason to
stick around long enough for the True downstairs to catch up.

Passing crate after wooden crate on one side and grey concrete wall on
the other, I concentrated on running only to find Daniel’s voice in my
head, We’re coming up to join you. We’ve done what we can, but they
keep on getting up. Blue’s getting tired, and Accelerando’s suit’s in
danger of burning away.

I checked the group’s status in my helmet. Daniel was right. Jaclyn’s
suit’s status had turned red.

Okay, I said, but go straight for at least the fifth floor. There’s
toxic waste below that.

I didn’t need to explain the toxic waste comment, Daniel caught the gist
of it from my head.

Got it, he said, but then I felt a pulse of worry from him. One more
thing… They’ve got mental shields built into their suits, so I can’t get
a read on what they’re thinking, but I did learn something. One of them
jumped up and tried to grab me. I knew it was coming before he did, but
still, I only barely got away. As he got close though, I got a flash of
Rook talking about the armor. I heard one word, ‘stasis.’

In that moment, it came together. Rook might not have been able to come
up with that on his own, but I’d heard him talk with Victor about an
Abominator site on Mars—something Master Martian more or less confirmed
was at least true in his universe. In the intervening year, Rook could
have flown to Mars and ransacked the base.

The only problem with the idea was that I’d managed to damage one of the
suits. If the suits’ materials were stuck in time, I couldn’t have hurt
them. On the other hand, I’d hurt the faceplate and one of the
joints—not one of the big plates.

Mulling this over in my head, I found the doorway and the elevator
entrance, stepped into the stairwell, and began running up the stairs.

Still thinking about it, I stopped on the next floor up, pointed my head
through the doorway, and saw another floor of tanks full of colored
liquid with shelved suit parts in the process of being created.

I didn’t see Ana or any of the True’s mechs, however. Checking my HUD to
confirm my assumption, I saw that Yoselin’s suit was above me. The
concrete floors didn’t make it easy to tell exactly how far, but it was
enough, I ran up the stairs to find them.

As I did that, another thought struck me. Of course, I’d managed to
damage the joint and the faceplate. If you could stop time, it seems
like it’d be a lot harder to do it on moving parts because then they
wouldn’t move. As for the faceplate, it seemed likely that freezing the
faceplate in time would result in not seeing anything through it.

It seemed like you might be able to mitigate that by having the stasis
field flicker multiple times in a second, but if turning the field on
and off cost a lot of power, you might not be able to do that.

Following the stairway upward as it turned around, I heard Daniel in my
mind again, We’re on the floor below you. The True are following, but
they can’t fly.

Cool, I thought back and made it to the door of the next floor and
felt the hum of a huge machine through the floor. Checking my HUD, I saw
that Yoselin was probably on the other side of the gray, metal door in
front of me.

A quick check with my sensors gave me the expected picture of fuzzy
shapes on the other side of the door. Connecting to Yoselin’s implant, I
thought, What’s the situation? I think I’ve found you.

She responded with, A lot of True in mechs. They’re having an issue
getting the teleporter powered up.

Talking over her, the Atoner’s voice came over the official comm channel
that maybe we should have been using, “We’re in the basement. Where are
you?”

I said, “Go down and you’ll get to a point where you can see into the
basement. On the left is a kind of tower. Get to the top floor and go
down or better, if you see a floor with a lot of people, that’s the one
you hit. It’s probably the seventh. Also, they’re wearing powered armor.
It’s tough. Faceplates and joints are weaker. If you’ve got something
that can shatter stasis fields, use it. They’ve got them.”

Dr. Transylvania’s icon flickered and he asked, “Have any of you tried
magic?”

“None of us can do it,” I readied myself to open the door, wondering if
I should go through or wait for everyone else.

“A pity. I’d think that you’d pick it up if only for the flexibility,”
he said, his voice ending the phrase in a rasp that left me wondering
how differently undead lungs handled speech.

I was about to reply that some of us did use magic, but just not the
group here today when I heard the same commanding voice that I’d heard
before I entered the tower.

The Amethyst Archer, or whatever she called herself now, spoke with a
voice that I could hear through the door, “Get it working now. I don’t
care what you have to do.”

I didn’t have time to wait. I had to go through now and since the Rocket
suit wasn’t great for stealth, I went with surprise. Smashing through
the door, I heard the metal screech and saw it crumple as I went
through. Throwing the door to the side, I stepped inside, finding myself
in a room that seemed to be half-filled with grey metal boxes and thick
cables that ran from the boxes to a square metal platform that might
have been forty feet across either way.

People in Rook suits stood on either side of the platform, but none of
them stood on it.

Ana’s mech, a red and black model, stood next to a dark-haired woman in
a black suit who happened to be carrying a longbow—an odd combination
made odder by the quiver on her back.

The Rook suited people nearest me turned in my direction, beginning to
run toward me. As my heart beat more quickly, I wondered how I was going
to handle these people. I’d survived fighting five or so downstairs, but
there were more than 20 here.

Activating the rockets with the idea of flying over them, another
thought struck me. Kee could manipulate time. I couldn’t use it as she
could, but I might be able to disrupt Rook’s stasis field. It was just a
question of how.

Feeling the rockets throw me forward, I weaved through the air, doing my
best to be hard to hit, knowing that the True could predict my moves
before I made them—if they had enough information.

Half of the True ran forward, but only on this side of the room. It made
flying across the room and following the far wall seem like the best
option except that the True would be trying to trick me into a bad
choice. Flying across the room would allow the whole group more time to
fire at me and flying next to the far wall would do more of the
same.

I chose not to. Instead, I turned and flew toward them, dipping downward
as if I planned to ram one of the silvery Rook suits in front of me and
then shooting upward and to the left to move between two of them. It
wasn’t as if there were enough of them to stand close and hold hands or
something.

That’s where it went wrong. The True to my left had anticipated this
exact maneuver, jumping at me as I passed, grabbing me around my chest,
and hanging from my back. The blast of the rockets wasn’t enough to
through the True off, and worse, it made it harder to dodge the True in
front of me.

Another jumped on, this one from the right, hanging with his left arm
and pointing his right arm with its laser at my helmet, shouting,
“Surrender!”

I’d been holding my arms ahead of myself, Superman-style, and so neither
of them controlled my arms. I brought down my right arm, putting the end
of the sonics under my arm directly next to the joint at the elbow of
the arm he was using to hang on to me and using the maximum volume.

If it had any effect, I didn’t notice. Fortunately, that wasn’t the only
thing I was trying. I also dipped downward, hitting the guy against the
massive grey metal platform, causing all three of us to crash into it
and roll. The suits were strong and you
could grab onto something, but I doubted they were as good at grabbing
people as hitting them. I knew the Rocket suit wasn’t.

All three of us lost hold of each other, rolling across the
platform—except for me. I was skidding across the platform, rockets
still pushing me forward. Knowing that being on top of a semi-working
teleportation platform was not a good place to be, I took to the air,
angling the rockets upward and flying toward the Amethyst Archer, and
Ana, wondering what I was going to do when I reached them.

The Amethyst Archer didn’t have any of those questions. She pulled up
her bow and fired two arrows at me. What was even crazier was that she
hit. The first one hit my chest and exploded, but aside from the heat
didn’t do much damage.

The second arrow could have killed me though. It hit in the middle of my
helmet and would have gone straight through if the system I’d installed
to protect against killbots hadn’t activated.

I’d have been crazy not to put that in after having fought Rook’s
killbot-enhanced crowbots at the end of my internship at Higher Ground.

I was within 20 feet of them by then, having decided that the best thing
I could do would be to take out the Amethyst Archer and maybe Ana if I
had to, given that the Amethyst Archer had to be a “motivator” by the
Human Ascendancy’s standards.

It’s in moments like that, where you’ve figured out what you’re going to
do, that everything goes crazy.

Even as I fired off a goobot, the Amethyst Archer gave the inevitable
command, “Kill the Rocket!”

The swarm of 20 plus True were already running across the platform after
me, joined by more from the floors below that were coming up through the
stairs. If that weren’t enough, Izzy and Jaclyn blasted through the
glass on the far end of the room, the part that extended into the open
basement.

Worse, they weren’t alone. A cloud of Rook suited True from the other
teleporter flew up after them. Where Daniel and Cassie were was
something I didn’t have time to pay attention to at that moment.

Arguably, I didn’t have time to pay attention to Izzy, Jaclyn, and all
the True behind them either, but thanks to my helmet’s wide field of
vision, it barely took thought.

As much as the site of a malfunctioning teleporter didn’t seem to be the
best location for a fight, it was what we got. I didn’t have time to
give that much thought because at the same time that everyone and their
dog began to enter the room, two other things also happened.

The Amethyst Archer buckled as if she’d been punched in the stomach by
an invisible opponent.

I’d have been running over there to help Yoselin except for the other
thing. The red and black suit that I’d seen Ana get into jumped onto the
teleporter platform and ran at me.

It was time to find out how familiar with her suit Ana was.

As Ana ran for me, her suit’s color changed, turning silver—which told
me a lot. First, that all of the suits
might be able to turn on stasis and second, that they didn’t do it all
the time. If I had to guess, that would be because it sucked power—which
meant that we might be able to outlast them.

It made me wonder if it was possible to power a plate of armor with a
battery that was inside the plate. In theory, assuming it stopped time
in the right moment, that could last forever. The fact that they didn’t
seem to be doing it that way indicated that it was more complicated than
I assumed.

Knowing that I didn’t have time to think about tech, I swerved around
Ana, swinging around her back, trying to figure out my next move.
Assuming that I was right in guessing that I was dealing with stasis, it
had to be turning that off.

Ana twisted toward me, aiming the gun under her arm and firing a white
beam at me. It hit for a moment, throwing error messages under my suit’s
status and noting that I’d lost another percentage of protection.

I circled in front of her, moving around too quickly for her to get off
another shot.

Kee had been teaching me the building blocks that would lead to faster
than light travel and direct communication (as opposed to using the
communication system we used now), but I wasn’t anywhere near being able
to use them. I might not be able to travel that way for another hundred
years, but I’d reached a point where I was able to manifest something
equivalent to a very small stasis field. It was far too small to cover
me, but it was enough to allow me to connect to the place where Kee
could teach me.

Though I might not be able to do much constructive with it, if I created
one that included part of another stasis field, I might be able to
destroy it. Of course, it might also be that there would be
unanticipated alternate effects.

I might be better off hitting her faceplate with the associated risk of
hitting it too hard and turning her head to mush.

I didn’t have much time to make decisions because out of the corner of
my eye, I could already see beams directed at Jaclyn and Izzy, the blast
of Cassie’s gun, and though I could feel both Daniel’s anxiety and his
analytical mind moving, I didn’t need to because I could hear him over
the comms directing everyone.

“Keep moving. Don’t cluster. If Blue and Accelerando keep on throwing
them out through the windows or at the teleportation plate. That
increases our chances of survival. Cap keep on targeting faceplates and
joints, but—“ a flash of white light obscured the far end of the room,
and Daniel paused, “wide angle blasts are great. Everyone try to get to
the Rocket’s end of the room—past the teleporter. It’ll help. I don’t
know why, but I’ve got a guess.”

I didn’t have time to think about it. I had to choose—straight physical
action or timey-wimey, wibbly-wobbly bullshit.

The universe didn’t cooperate. As I whipped around Ana’s mech’s silvery
back, a bluish-white force field bubble appeared around her—which struck
me as overkill, personally. I’m all for redundancy in design where
needed, but force fields took a distant second place to plates of armor
in stasis. To be fair, it did fix the faceplate and joint
vulnerabilities, but all the suit needed was smaller fields over the
weak points.

I hoped it wasn’t Ana’s idea. I’d assumed better of her.

Aside from which, I knew how to handle force fields, even ones based on
Abominator tech. My sonics worked (most of the time).

I’d only begun to aim the sonics when the force field wobbled, extending
itself in what I could best describe as a pseudopod that slammed into my
armor, giving a solid hit that prompted a wave of repair notifications
and knocked me backward into a group of Rook suited True who acted as
one, pulling me out of the air, slamming me to the teleportation
platform and slamming their clawed fists against me, some of them raking
me with monomolecular wire enhanced claws.

The claws didn’t do much. As designed, the upper layers of nanotech
broke up the wire, blunting their claws. I blasted away with the
rockets, kicked, punched, and even fired the sonics in hope that they’d
knocked something vulnerable loose inside the suits.

In the end, I got away more due to the relative strength of my suit
compared to theirs. My kicks threw their legs out from under them. My
punches knocked them a few feet backward and I even threw a couple—one
into the wall and the other into a clump of new opponents running this
way.

Flying away from them and swerving to aim myself at Ana and her suit, I
aimed the sonics at the force field, narrowcasting the beams so they hit
two nearby spots on her force field. The spots around the damage wobbled
and the force field popped.

What was disappointing though, was how the force field regenerated
before my eyes in an instant. Noticing that, I swerved to the right,
whipping around her toward the wall behind her with the idea that I’d be
able to go around her back.

For a change, an idea that struck me as questionable even as I put it
into practice worked. The force field generated a pseudopod and struck
at me except this time it missed, possibly because she didn’t have as
wide a perspective in her helmet or possibly because I’d moved too
quickly.

Either way, I whipped around behind her and came around her side,
avoiding another pseudopod by going wide. As I came around, I noticed
two men out of the corner of my eye. These guys stood near the back of
the room next to the wall on the other side. One wore a flannel shirt,
jeans, and a tool belt. The other wore a light blue shirt and black
slacks. They had the doors open on a grey-painted metal box almost as
tall as they were and half as wide.

Boxes of tools lay on the ground next to them. These must have been the
people who were being shouted at to fix the teleporter when we came in.

I didn’t have time to do anything about them.

Daniel’s voice sounded in my head, I’ll see what I can manage.

We had that respect for necessity combined with an appreciation of the
difficulty in common. I still had to figure out what I could do too,
especially since I was coming around and Ana had to have something more
to work with than slapping me with force fields.

She did. Even though it felt like she was moving in slow motion, she
wasn’t. A collection of spots on the force field began to glow and shot
forward like spears.

The Xiniti implant in my head offered up that the Abominators used force
fields to puncture armor and that it was still used in the areas of the
galaxy that they’d conquered.

I shut it up before it distracted me, dipping below the lines that had
appeared in front of me even as more shot out, scraping against my
armor, and sending more damage notifications. My abdomen had more than
50% damage though the repair was in process. Bits of ceramic littered
the metal platform below me, reminding me more of chalk than anything
else.

Spinning, I dipped below the spikes of force, realizing that force
fields could thin to the point of being close to a monomolecular blade
and that my defenses didn’t work as well as against my killbot tech.

The other thing I realized was that Ana was trying to kill, so I either
had to come up with something now or let her go.

I let my momentum carry me away from her and out of range, but not too
far away. In the main area of the room, flashes of light, shouts, and
the blur of Jaclyn and Izzy’s movement. I didn’t have time to count, but
it seemed as though there were more True as opposed to less but not due
to lack of effort. Jaclyn and Izzy threw more than 15 out of the room
through the now shattered windows.

That wasn’t the only fight either. As I centered my attention back on
Ana, I saw that the Amethyst Archer was down on the ground, getting
punched by Yoselin’s invisible fists.

Even as I noticed that I also noticed that Ana had turned toward Yoselin
and begun to extend spears of force in her direction.

Activating the sonics, I targeted the spears with the smallest circles
of force that I could manage while still targeting all of them.

The nearest spears shattered as the power ramped up and the farther ones
disappeared once they were directly in the line of
fire. Knowing that I couldn’t leave Ana
alone for even a second, I decided to finish this now if I could.

Turning my sonics toward Ana, I amped up their power, concentrating the
sound on two spots nearest me, roughly at stomach level. Then I turned
off the rockets and dropped to the ground, letting power that (according
to Kee) I was absorbing from alternate universes flow through me,
concentrating it about a foot ahead of my body.

I hoped I’d be able to keep it going. While I’d managed to use the most
basic of my abilities in combat, I’d only ever used this while
meditating before now and the assumption that I’d “used” it was
questionable. I’d been told that I could handle only a hundredth of the
energy I needed to turn it into a tool.

As I stepped forward, sonics blaring, an invisible mote of malleable
time floating in front of me, the Amethyst Archer glanced in my
direction, eyes blinking as she tried to push Yoselin away, but almost
as if she could sense something.

Not knowing whether that was a coincidence or if I should be terrified,
I leaped toward Ana, the sonics continuous operation knocking her shield
down even as it tried to reform.

In two long steps, I made it to her, letting the mote hang in the air in
front of me, pushing it forward toward Ana’s chest plate.

It touched the plate, the silvery color wobbling at the edges and then I
let more energy through, wondering how long I’d be able to keep it going
and how large I could make it. It’s not that I hadn’t experimented, but
there was a difference between expanding a mote to include a desk or
sphere of air versus an object attached to a person who might choose to
move.

I felt fairly sure I could expand it to include the chest plate and keep
it going for a while though, so I took a shot at it.

Letting otherworldly energy flow through me and around the chest plate,
I used a technique that Kee had described as a building block for coming
out of faster than light travel, allowing you to move back into the
normal time stream.

She hadn’t described it as being exactly what you’d use to turn off a
stasis field, so I hoped there weren’t unanticipated consequences. Given
that I didn’t fully understand what she was teaching me to do yet, it
was a distinct possibility.

In an instant, the chest plate turned black like most of the other Rook
suits I’d seen, but it didn’t quite look right. I didn’t have the words
to describe how it looked wrong. How do you describe time visually? The
best I can do is to say that even though it was no longer silver to the
point of being reflective, I could sometimes see silvery spots that
would disappear.

It was almost as if I wasn’t distributing the energy necessary to move
the plate out of stasis perfectly evenly.

I let a touch more energy through and the spots disappeared, but that
left me with another problem. How was I going to win this fight? Punch
Ana on the chest plate? No. I didn’t want to kill her. I had another
option. Using my implant, I reached into my suit’s systems and changed
which selection of bots were ready to fire, and then—

A fist hit me in the side of my helmet. A quick replay combined with a
guess based on who was throwing the next punch revealed that it had been
one of the True using their own speed combined with the Rook suit’s
strength to close with me before I had time to notice.

Somehow I kept concentrating on keeping my anti-stasis field going, but
Ana’s force field reformed as the True kept on punching me and I
struggled to keep my balance. Except then I realized that I didn’t have
to keep my balance. When the next punch, I let myself fall backward,
giving the rockets a blast of power and shooting me backward and
allowing me to fly away, twist around Ana and fire off a couple of
goobots at him. They hit, spreading out to hit both the floor below and
the ceiling above.

That left me near enough to Ana that she could still reach me and she
did, a collection of needle-thin spears of force extending outward
toward me. I swerved to the side to give myself time and shot toward the
far side of the room, swerving back even as she turned, trying to keep
the spears pointed in my direction.

I aimed the sonics at them and they again shattered. Her force field
shattered with them and I fired off the EMPbots I’d been intending to
release before I got hit.

The bots shot off, heading for the edges near the top of the chest plate
on the theory that might be closer to something important.

The bots didn’t explode the same way the boombots did. It was more of a
small flash, a sizzle, and black smoke.

Ana’s suit didn’t fall over or even stop moving, but I could see a
jerkiness to her next step and a wobble when she moved her arms. Better,
the bots’ effects didn’t stop there. Rook had at least tried to prevent
EMPs from affecting his suits, but the same couldn’t be said to be true
of the teleporter or its controls.

As the bots exploded, I saw a flicker of sparks within the platform
followed by darkness and not just there. The two men working on the big
gray box that either hid the teleporter’s controls or core components
jumped back as sparks flew out and then stopped.

The one in the blue shirt and black slacks hit his chest with open hands
as if a few of the sparks might have hit his shirt. The other guy, the
one in a flannel shirt who’d been leaning into the box with tools fell
backward out of it, landing on his back.

I didn’t have time to pay attention to them, though, because there was
too much to pay attention to with Ana. Everywhere her suit had turned
silver, it had now turned black and red—its original colors. More than
that, she was wobbling on her feet.

I wasn’t sure, but it seemed like we’d won—kind of. Even if Ana wasn’t
out, Yoselin had knocked the woman I was calling the Amethyst Archer in
my head out and had thrown the unconscious body over her shoulder.

Unfortunately, even though Izzy and Jaclyn had taken out most of the
original group of True out of the fight, there were still more coming up
the stairs and flying through the windows on the far end of the room.

I aimed my sonics at Ana’s suit. Even though firing them off was
something of a crapshoot and you never knew what you’d damage, you
generally damaged something, sometimes even something important. Given
that Ana’s suit was no longer protected by either stasis or a force
field, I had a real chance now.

Despite that, it didn’t spark, blow smoke, or stop moving.

Even though her suit wobbled, she still took a punch at me. It missed,
passing a few inches in front of my helmet.

Meanwhile, Jaclyn’s suit monitor showed a sliver of red, meaning that it
was done. All it could do was cover her now. It wasn’t giving any
protection—which didn’t mean she was down. She blurred across the room,
throwing True into another Rook suited True. Izzy meanwhile was on the
ground doing much of the same, but standing next to Cassie who’d given
up on using her gun and seemed to have grabbed all of everyone else’s
goo grenades, making a wall of stuck True in front of her, all of whom
were trying to rip their way free of the goo.

This was good because Izzy barely seemed to be moving. It wasn’t that
she wasn’t doing anything. She’d step and throw a punch that knocked the
nearest moving True down the room, smashing over several of his
teammates, and falling out of the far window. Still, she was taking as
few steps as possible to do it and wasn’t flying unless she absolutely
had to—flying across the room to stop a True heading for us and then
dropping to the floor to punch him and walk back to cover.

That was the moment when I realized the obvious. We were done.

Ana wasn’t in the greatest of shape either—even if my sonics hadn’t done
much by comparison to the EMPbots. Using my implant to operate my comm
as I threw a punch that knocked Ana’s suit on its back, I said what I
could, “If Blue or Accelerando grabs Ana, we can leave.”

Ana tried to pull herself up, but noises came from inside the suit,
throwing her backward and straightening her legs and arms. They didn’t
move after that. It was as if they’d frozen in place.

Daniel, who’d picked up the Amethyst Archer with his mind and was
floating her next to Yoselin, said, “Atoner? Everyone with you should
stay away from the window side and definitely shouldn’t be on the floor
below.”

“We’re coming from above,” Atoner said, “as per your earlier
directions.”

“Great,” Daniel said, glancing over at Jaclyn and Izzy.

Whether Daniel told them what to do or whether he anticipated it, I
didn’t know, but knowing Jaclyn, it was more likely her than him.

Jaclyn and Izzy looked at each other and simultaneously slammed their
feet into the floor, hitting the teleportation platform and smashing
through the metal plates, the equipment below them, and finally into the
floor below that.

At that moment, a loud cracking noise began, the kind of noise that
makes a person worry about the structural integrity of the floor. It
began with their kicks, but continued and didn’t stop. In fact, the
cracks grew louder and the floor to on the windows side dipped, starting
just past Izzy and Jaclyn and losing at least a foot of height below the
windows.

The True who’d been flying upward to come through the broken windows
dropped back out, flying away, their enhanced ability to analyze data
telling them something a much stupider person could figure out
too—battery-powered stasis armor won’t hold out forever, making hanging
out in a falling building a bad idea.

The other True, the ones that didn’t have working wings had another
problem. Were they going to stay and try to fight us or try to escape?
Their routes for escape amounted to the stairs off to the side or
jumping out of the window and hoping that stasis plus their armor would
stop them from being crushed.

Well, that’s what I thought their choices were. It turned out that there
was at least one more. The True stuck their claws into the concrete and
crawled up the sides, or, even leaped upward out of the broken window
and caught the floor above, pulling themselves upward—except for the one
person who missed. He fell.

A group of them did run toward the stairs, going upward, and they were
right to do it, I realized. We weren’t going down. If we went out of the
window, we’d probably be shot at by True that had to be out there
waiting. We had to go up.

“They’ll know we’re coming,” Daniel pointed up at the far right corner
of the ceiling, “If Blue or Accelerando could break through that spot,
it’ll be a surprise.”

Before Izzy or Jaclyn could do anything, a bright, white beam of light
annihilated the spot. As the remaining bits of concrete and dust fell,
Cassie ran toward it, the gun that she’d used to create the hole still
in her hand.

Meanwhile, the two civilians who’d been trying to fix the teleporter
stared at us opened mouthed—well either at us or at the half of the
teleportation platform that was sliding toward the far end of the room.

“You’ll want to take the stairs,” I said, “but you might want to wait
before you do that because of, you know, the fighting. That said, you
won’t want to take too long because this whole place might fall.”

They stopped staring at the platform to stare at me.

Cassie ran between us, aiming for the hole she’d just made, “Rocket!
Move!”

After all that Izzy and Jaclyn had done and the damage they’d taken, I
probably was the person most ready to take point. The Rocket suit might
not be in perfect shape, but I could take a few shots from the True I
knew had to be up there.

Of course, Cassie was already moving. She jumped through the hole in the
ceiling even as I aimed myself in that direction. I shot off a bot to
scout as she passed me because I wanted to know what was up there if I
could.

My bot got up there at the same time as Cassie, giving me a picture of
an empty room this time, gray concrete on the ceiling, the walls, and
the floor. The one thing that wasn’t gray was the Rook-suited True
crawling up the windowed side of the room.

One other detail about the room didn’t stand out until I flew up there
myself—the spiderweb of cracks across the floor. Izzy and Jaclyn had
done more damage when they’d stomped on the floor than any of us had
realized.

More interesting, the True weren’t even trying to engage. They were
hurrying upward as quickly as they could make one hand reach over the
other.

They’d noticed more than we had.

I barely had time to explore that thought and had begun to say, “Blue—“
even as I used the sound-based slice of my sensors to take a look at the
area. I couldn’t see to the depth that Izzy could, but the sonics showed
fuzzy sections where I was getting more noise back than I’d expected
from what I’d sent.

It didn’t take much to guess that that might be the sound of cracking.

The nearest ones seemed to be centered around support beams near where
they’d damaged the floor. The fuzziness increased as it went further
away from me, becoming its greatest at the far end of the room.

That was the end that dropped a few feet after Izzy and Accelerando
attacked the floor.

Izzy talked over my attempt to get her attention, “We need to get out of
here. This whole place is going to fall in.”

We didn’t take any time to discuss anything after that as Izzy knocked a
hole in the ceiling, allowing us to fly toward the next floor up.
Following behind Izzy, Cassie, and Jaclyn, I helped knock pieces of
concrete to the side so that they wouldn’t hit Daniel, Yoselin, or their
captives.

Even before we’d gone through the new hole, we heard a rumbling followed
by a deep, crashing noise that I felt even though I was in the air.

For a moment, I expected everything to come falling down on top of us,
but it didn’t. We flew through to another room, this one filled with
wooden crates that we didn’t have time to investigate.

We had to be getting close to the top floor even if we weren’t quite
there. Jaclyn took the next entry, dropping to the side of the hole we
had just come through, and jumping upward, shattering the ceiling,
throwing chunks upward, and creating a shower of concrete dust along
with some small pieces.

But that wasn’t all. Along with the dust came flashes of bright light
and a muttered curse from Jaclyn. Izzy and I shot up after her, Cassie
following us. This was another floor full of wooden and metal crates,
many of them large enough to hold full mechs.

Standing behind the crates were True, some of them with silvery armor,
others in the more familiar all black. All of them were firing at us,
seeming to hit with every shot and from every direction.

You could see that as an example of the True’s ability to extrapolate
the best approach to a problem based on small, not obviously related
bits of data, or maybe (and less impressive) once Jaclyn broke through,
it was obvious where we’d be.

I didn’t have time to mentally debate the merits of either one. Beams
hit my suit, burning it, and creating a lot of errors and notifications,
all of which told me the same thing—the suit was getting too hot and the
coating that allowed it to deflect much of this kind of radiation was
being burned off. Also, the Rocket suit was getting closer to the point
where the fuel in the tank would explode.

That wasn’t all of the bad news either.

Jaclyn had been the first one through and her suit’s reports showed that
she had less than 15% of her suit’s expected protection and she wasn’t
in my direct sight. Izzy, meanwhile, had flown through the hole a little
before I did, allowing me to be there as the silvery shield around her
disappeared under a deluge of white light.

She fell—not back down through the hole which might have been better,
but off to the side of it, landing on the concrete floor next to the
hole. That left me alone in the air, target of every True that could see
me.

It wasn’t all bad news though, because even if Izzy was out, Jaclyn
wasn’t. In a blur, she ran out from behind a group of crates, grabbed
Izzy, and disappeared before the True could do anything. White light hit
the spot where they’d been.

For all the True’s ability to predict people’s moves, they couldn’t
necessarily move quickly enough for it to matter.

Of course, I wasn’t standing there thinking it through. I’d been
thinking of getting Izzy out of there somehow, but Jaclyn freed me of
the necessity. Instead, I jumped sideways into an opening between two
rows of crates, making it to “safety” moments after Jaclyn and Izzy had
disappeared into a similar opening on the other side.

Unlike Jaclyn, I got hit multiple times, burning away protective layers
all over the suit. I was now at less than 50% of normal protection. Over
the comm as I moved, Jaclyn said, “Cap, watch out!”

Surprising no one, Cassie came through anyway, but not stupidly. Her own
gun’s white beam came through the hole first, spraying everywhere,
starting the wooden crates on fire where the wood didn’t turn into
cinders on contact.

Beams from the gun also hit the True’s suits, not damaging them unless
maybe Cassie hit the joints or the faceplates—and she might have. From
all the burning, she seemed to have set the gun on wide beam. Plus, some
of them might not have stasis plates on their armor.

She didn’t stop there either. She blew a hole in the ceiling too,
throwing smoking, reddish, chunks of concrete into the room. In the face
of all that, the True backed up, concluding something that made that
make more sense than rushing us. Like maybe Cassie’s gun had more of an
effect than we realized.

This brought up the real problem. We had to get everyone up before the
whole place collapsed. We didn’t need to take them all out. We only
needed to block them from getting to us for a little while. As an idea
struck me, Jaclyn talked over the comm, “Push the crates. We’ll box them
in.”

She didn’t need to persuade me. We’d had the same idea. She just had it
first.

I reached out, crates inward from the middle of the row, feeling them
hit the row ahead of them plus the row ahead of that and the row ahead
of that… At the same time, I heard not only their scraping but also the
scraping of the crates Jaclyn was pushing.

The True saw it, of course, and one of them tried to run through,
getting smashed by the leading crates from both Jaclyn and I. Plus, it
wasn’t as if we were only thinking of that one row. We’d pushed one line
of crates in and moved over to push in more to fill in the gaps.

It wasn’t going to stop them for long. I could hear them smash crates
and try to push them away. I pushed back when I saw crates moving back
my way, even throwing crates up over the top to make it hard to crawl
over the pile, sometimes even being rewarded with a crashing noise as
one of the crates hit flew far enough to hit someone.

Jaclyn did the exact same thing except she did it several times faster.

I’d be lying if I told anyone that I was the main player in keeping us
alive at that moment, but whatever. It gave Daniel and Yoselin time to
bring their captives (and for Daniel to grab Izzy) and float them up to
the next floor.

We stopped the second they were through the hole and heard the impromptu
barricade fall apart through a combination of smashing things and
burning them, flames licking up through the hole we’d made.

Even then, though, I knew that something had changed. As I landed on the
next floor up, screams began to reach us from the floor we’d left. Along
with the screams, I also heard roaring—not the sound of a lion, but more
of a bellow. Almost human. I’d heard it on video streams. That was Ape
Nasty.

At about the same time, I also heard hissing and saw rainbow-colored gas
billowing through the room below. It must have been a heavy gas because
it didn’t come up, but I recognized the look of it. The original League
had fought Dr. Madness many times. We’d fought Mr. Madness, his
grandson. Mistress Madness used the Madness Gas just like they had. I
didn’t know their relationship, but they almost had to have one.

I wasn’t sure that gas would make it through their suits, but in all the
fighting some of them might have leaks.

The Atoner’s voice came over the comm, “Go! We’re in and attacking from
the back. Get out, we’ll hold them off.”

“Got it,” I said, “I should warn you that the whole tower could fall in
at any time.”

“I know,” The Atoner began, and then came a sizzling noise.

“You okay?” I asked.

The purring voice of Dr. Transylvania answered, “He’s fine, but busy.
They’re a challenging group, aren’t they? That’s all the more reason for
you to hurry out so that we don’t have to face them for too long.”

A long, high-pitched scream followed his comment.

“Run along,” Dr. Transylvania added.
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        We left. It would have been stupid not to, not to mention more than a
little unkind to our backup that, past careers notwithstanding, was
risking their lives for an information-gathering mission that had turned
into something much bigger.

Jaclyn jumped up, crashing through the floor and then jumping back down
to grab Izzy before jumping up again. Cassie didn’t even have time to
say, “I could have taken out the floor for you,” though she
tried.

We all flew through the hole, finding ourselves in the first hallway
under the lobby. We were on the far end next to the elevator that led
down on the tower side of the hall. The hall went further than I’d
realized past the elevator.

Cassie flew out of the hole, pointed her gun at a section of the
concrete ceiling a good thirty feet down the hall from us and fired,
causing an oval-shaped section of the ceiling to explode and fall
in—those parts of it that weren’t vaporized on
contact. I felt glad we weren’t under it.

Then we all flew up into the building’s lobby with Cassie and I leading
the way since we weren’t carrying anyone. It didn’t look that much
different than it had when we left, putting a hole in the lobby’s floor
and ceiling. Now, we’d added another to the floor.

Even as Cassie and I looked at each other and both said, “Out,” we heard
the Atoner’s voice over the comm, “We’re out and just in time.”

When he hit the word, “time,” a deep rumble started, followed by
screeches of metal and then crashing noises, some of them deeper than
others. The building literally shook. We all looked at each other and
started running out the front doors. I didn’t bother with opening the
door and neither did Jaclyn or Izzy—who’d woken up as Jaclyn carried her
and dropped down to her feet.

I’d have felt worse about smashing through if it wasn’t owned by the
Nine and if we hadn’t already done so much worse damage than simply
trashing the glass and the metal frame around it.

We weren’t the only ones either. The Probationers pulled themselves up
through the hole. Ape Nasty propelled himself up , pulling himself over
the edge and landing on his feet. Dr. Transylvania floated out of the
hole in a mist and reformed a few feet past the edge, surprisingly
pulling Mistress Madness out of the mist along with him. Seeing him up
close, I noted the magical symbols inscribed into his armor. I couldn’t
read even one of them, but years of knowing Amy and Samita had left me
with at least a basic recognition of the magic symbols that actually
worked.

I’d heard him described as a vampire Iron Man. I’d have loved to talk
shop with him if we had the time—which we didn’t. There was, of course,
also the matter of the thousands of deaths at his hands due to feeding
over the centuries since the Middle Ages.

I didn’t know how he’d become a member of the Probationers, but chances
were that he’d helped a team with something big.

The Atoner came out of the hole last, jumping up and landing just past
the edge. Most of the gadgets on his belt were missing. There’d been
more in the video when he’d flown in, but he grinned at all of us, “Did
you got everything you were looking for?”

“I think so,” I told him.

He began walking toward the door, “Then let’s get out of here before
this turns into an interview with the local press.”

Sirens screamed in the distance, somewhere beyond the cornfields. I
didn’t doubt that they were most likely on their way here. We all walked
out the wide, double doors in front as a group. Despite all the
destruction of the past half hour, the doors opened automatically.

Walking out onto the front steps of the building, we looked into the
parking lot to find that there were already news trucks there—WGN and
Chicago’s CBS affiliate. How they’d gotten here on time had to be luck
because they didn’t have time to get here from Chicago in the time we’d
been here.

A pale-skinned woman with long, brown hair and a black suit walked up to
me with a microphone in hand and a cameraman standing directly behind
her. He pointed the camera directly at my face as she said, “I’m Alissa
Henges from WGN-TV, have you seen this video?”

She held up her cellphone in her left hand. It showed a picture of
Rook’s black armor, beak, wings, and all.

“We’ve been busy fighting for our lives,” I peered down at it. “When did
that come out?”

“Just now. It’s been emailed to reporters across the country,” she moved
the hand with the microphone in toward the triangle in the middle of the
phone’s screen and tapped it with her finger.

Any questions I might have had ended with the voice. It was the same one
I’d always heard coming out of the Rook suit. If that weren’t enough,
the crow-themed helmet looked like every picture I’d ever seen of Rook.

“Heroes’ League,” Rook said. “Let me be the first one to congratulate
you for starting a war.”

I’d have argued with him except that Rook was just a picture on a
cellphone screen.

Pausing, possibly to smirk behind his beaked helmet, Rook continued,
“We’ve let the Heroes’ League alone despite our conflicts in the last
few years. Why? Because we don’t want to kill a bunch of kids.”

Next to me, Cassie scoffed, “Right.”

“We’ve gone easy on you. There are still some of us here who respect the
original League’s idealism and wisdom. Some of us are even former
colleagues. No one makes a better villain than a hero—as the original
League found out the hard way.

“Still, there are some things that we can’t let go by. This place was
important. We invested a lot of money here. We manufactured things that
we needed—not anything that we can’t manufacture somewhere else, but
you’ve caused me a problem. I’m not going to be able to make my deadline
and I don’t like that. A man’s only as good as his word.

“So, now we’re going to kill you and we’re not going to stop there.
We’re going to kill everyone who’s worked with you, any connection,
whether they’re a superhero or a civilian. We won’t stop until every
last one of them is dead.

“You should think about whether you want that to happen. You should also
ask yourself if you’ve left any connections between your superhero life
and your real one because if you have, we’ll find it. I don’t know who
we’ll kill whether it will be your friends or families, but you’ll know.

“And don’t think we’ll stop if we can’t find anyone. I’m confident that
we can, but if we don’t, we’ll attack Grand Lake itself. You know our
reputation. We have people everywhere and some of them don’t even know
that they work for us. One of them will find something. You can count on
it.”

Rook paused, making me wonder if he was done and hadn’t thought to stop
filming, but then he said, “Expect to see us soon even if you don’t know
it’s us.”

The screen of the reporter’s phone went black before resolving into
YouTube.

Slipping the phone back into her coat’s pocket, she held out the
microphone toward me, “What’s your response? Do you think he can do
everything that he says?”

I shook my head or, from what she could see, my helmet, “I don’t know. I
know the Nine’s reputation, but we’ve won when we’ve fought them. He can
say he went easy on us because he was being nice, but he blew up his
base with a nuke when we were beating him there. He attempted to aim a
nuke at the League jet while someone was flying it and the only reason
he stopped was that I shot his hand.

“I don’t feel like they’ve been holding back at all. I don’t doubt that
they’ve been trying to figure out who we are as civilians, but if that
was easy, I think we’d already be dead by now.”

I stopped, not sure where I should go from there or even if I should be
talking at all.

The reporter looked up past me toward Daniel who was floating Ana and
the Amethyst Archer above his head, “And who are they? Are these the
people you came here to catch?”

“I’m sorry,” Daniel said, “I don’t think we should answer that right
now. This still isn’t over.”

Izzy, who walked with the small cautious steps of someone who’d finished
a marathon, was between Daniel and Jaclyn. Jaclyn held out her hand to
steady Izzy as they walked down the steps behind me. Yoselin walked on
Daniel’s other side, watching Izzy as if she was thinking about helping
too.

Taking in Izzy’s unsteadiness and burned, blue costume, how Jaclyn’s
purple costume had long lines of charred ceramic and lighter char all
over, the reporter held the microphone out to Izzy, “Blue, I see that
you’re tired. Was it a hard fight?”

Izzy let out a breath, “I am, but I don’t want to talk about it.”

Shaking her head, Jaclyn said, “She’s just been through hell. Leave her
be. And no, I don’t want to talk right now either.”

Then, still staying next to Izzy, Jaclyn moved between her and the
reporter.

Before anyone could say anything else, a new person spoke—this one with
an accent light enough that I couldn’t place it. That said, if Dr.
Transylvania was actually from Transylvania, the accent was probably
Romanian.

“You should leave that young woman alone. She fought too well to have to
stand here and be pestered with questions.”

That’s when the two reporters and their cameramen got a good solid look
at who was following us out of the building’s now shattered front
doors—Dr. Transylvania, vampire inventor and sorcerer, an undead being
who’d been on the verge of conquering the world twice that I could think
of.

Following him came Ape Nasty, all fur-covered muscle and simian genius,
who’d been at least a henchman, if not a co-conspirator, to Dr.
Transylvania on one or more of those attempts.

Stepping around them, the Atoner held up his hands, “It’s nice to see
members of the press here. I’d just like to remind you that everyone in
the Probationers is doing their best to pay back society for their
crimes with service. That’s why we’re here today.”

Both reporters, Alissa and whoever the other reporter behind her was,
didn’t seem to notice the Atoner’s comment because they were still
looking past him where they were seeing Mistress Madness strolling out
of the door. She stopped to check the lobby behind her.

Not seeing anyone following us out of the hole we’d made in the floor,
she joined the rest of the group, smirking as she turned around.

I couldn’t help but think that it might have been wiser for her to
hurry. Given what happened downstairs, I couldn’t be sure that part of
the building wasn’t about to collapse.

“Hey everybody,” I waved my hand out toward the parking lot, “maybe we
should move away from the building. I’m a little worried about the
stability of the place—especially given that Rook tends to blow his
stuff up.”

Through his facemask, I could see Dr. Transylvania scowl, “You’ve got
good instincts. Let’s get out further into the parking lot. It wouldn’t
be the first time.”

I had the feeling that Rook was about as popular with villains as
heroes.

Another thought passed through my mind. Aiming my sensors at the
building, I couldn’t see anyone inside with anything that I could do. I
considered sending in a spybot if I had any left, but a second thought
made me reconsider.

“Blue,” I wasn’t sure whether it was the right thing to ask even as I
said it, “are you in any shape to scan the building? I’m not seeing
anything, but you’re better at it. If the
building’s about to fall in we should see if we can save anyone.”

She gave me a tired smile, “I already did. I think everyone’s out. They
evacuated the building when we were fighting our way down. From what
I’ve been seeing, the only people left are in Rook’s suits and they’re
disappearing.”

“Seriously? It’s good that they’re not dying, but I thought we’d gotten
both teleportation devices. I know we got the top one, but I thought you
all had damaged the one down on the bottom level,” I looked from Izzy to
Jaclyn.

Jaclyn shook her head and held up her hands, “Me too. Either they fixed
it or they’ve got another in there somewhere.”

By this point, we were all walking into the parking lot. I thought about
Victor and how he’d teleported most of our group with Abominator-derived
powers after Rook had activated some sort of mental programming the
Dominators had worked into him. That was also an option—one that I
didn’t feel up to dealing with right now.

Bearing in mind what Izzy had said, I took a quick look around and there
were people in the parking lot, all of them standing in clusters, most
of them watching us. None of them were running to fight us, though. So,
the Amethyst Archer’s commands must have worn off. That or she’d phrased
them badly.

I wondered if Ana was still controlled.

Daniel responded to my thought, Completely and utterly. As long as
we’re in costume, we’re the enemy. The only thing stopping her from
attacking us and trying to rescue the Archer is her suit’s toast.

He’d been learning everything he could from his father about undoing the
Dominators’ work since we’d found that one of my professors was
unknowingly one of their many remote-controlled thralls. I didn’t even
get to ask him about that before he answered.

I don’t even know where to start with her. My dad might be able to pull
her out of it, but it would take a long time, and honestly, I’m not even
sure he could. There’s been a lot of work done and it’s subtle. If we
get rid of her biggest compulsions, it’s possible that there might be an
entire additional layer or more below them.

Alissa, meanwhile, held out her microphone at me, asking, “Do you know
that the building is about to explode, or are you just worried that it
might explode?”

Then her eyes flicked over toward the building and her face tightened.

“Worried,” I said. “We don’t know anything for sure.”

“Can you tell me why you went inside?” She forced her eyes away from the
building with a noticeable jerk.

“No,” I said, checking behind us. The building still wasn’t blowing up.

From a few feet behind me, Dr. Transylvania cleared his throat, “These
questions are inappropriate at this time. You shouldn’t ask any more of
them.”

The Atoner’s eyes widened visibly, even through the eyeholes of his
mask, “Doc!”

Sighing, Dr. Transylvania said, “I wasn’t attempting to influence her
mind except in the most ordinary of ways.”

The Atoner began to open his mouth in reply except that a noise
reminding me of tearing clothing, except much deeper, began to come from
the building, followed by a massive crashing noise that went on and on
as the left side of the building—the part above the underground
tower—fell in.

The ground shook. It wasn’t an earthquake, but it felt like one.

Dust exploded upward and outward from the inside of the building along
with pieces of concrete, some landing on cars, shattering windows, and
denting or at least scratching the closest cars.

We didn’t get hit. Despite holding two people in the air, Daniel still
had enough control to redirect the larger pieces away from everyone. The
dust, of course, got everywhere.

As Ape Nasty frowned down at his fur, everyone on the League’s channel
saw that Guardian’s token was now active and heard his voice, “Just got
away from our planned engagement. We’re coming in.”

“Too late now,” Cassie shook her head. “It’s over.”

Guardian didn’t even bother to argue, “We’re coming anyway.”

We didn’t have long to think about Guardian’s statement. Even as I
wondered whether or not he was going to chew us out when he got here, a
hole opened in the air above the parking lot. Guardian floated out,
muscles showing under his silver suit as it shimmered in the sunlight.
Flying along with him came Daniel’s father, Mindstryke in a black
costume with the Greek letter Ψ on the upper left of his chest.

Flick jumped out of the hole to the right of Daniel’s father, landing on
the sidewalk going down the middle of the parking lot. Small, blond, and
wearing a light blue costume with large, metallic gauntlets, already
glancing around the parking lot to understand the situation. She’d been
one of our teachers at Stapledon. Even though her power didn’t put her
in the top ranks of heroes by itself, she’d made the most of
it.

The last of the Midwest Defenders to exit Guardian’s portal was
Dreadnought. Almost as large and muscular as Guardian, she was
considerably stronger. Her costume was odd, making me feel like it
should have been in a Jack Kirby drawing. A black and yellow circle
covered much of her chest, black stripes extended from it, standing out
against a red background. I didn’t know what significance any of it had
to her. I’d only ever met her once.

By the time they all landed on the ground next to us, fire trucks were
pulling into the parking lot. Along with them came police cars—literally
a mixture of SUVs and sedans, all of them labeled “Will County Sheriff.”
There were a few of the blocky, armored trucks, commonly called “boxes,”
for superhero containment.

Following them came a red and blue helicopter with a stylized “7” on
it—probably a Chicago TV station.

Alissa and the other reporter looked at each other and at the Midwest
Defenders and started shouting questions. I couldn’t make out one from
another and Guardian may not have been able to either because he waved
his hands in the air and shouted, “That’s enough!”

In the quiet that followed, he added, “I’ve seen Rook’s video. Nothing
about it surprises me. We knew that the Heroes’ League was going in.
They let us know in case they needed backup. I’m glad to see that they
took it seriously enough to call in the Probationers as well.”

Guardian stopped to take a breath, continuing with, “I’ve been getting
reports from across the country saying that the Nine are gathering their
forces and entering some new stage of their plans. I’m not going to talk
about what we think it is for security reasons, but remember this—this
fight was coming. No one knew who would happen to hit it first, but it
was the Heroes’ League.

“I’m grateful it was them instead of someone with no experience.’

He stopped again as people got out of the police cars and firetrucks,
waving them in our direction, “I’m going to be opening portals for
people to get in and out of here. We’re going to have to get the
employees care that paramedics can’t handle. Please leave us alone. I’ll
be willing to talk after this is over.”

He turned to me, “Rocket, please ask the people in the parking lot to
come over here for assistance and ask to them not to leave.”

“Sure,” I said, “but you’ll want to get people to the other building as
well. The Probationers plus Blue and Accelerando took out a bunch of
people that you won’t want to escape.”

“Thanks, Rocket,” The Atoner walked up to Guardian. “We left Lone Eagle
back there to stop them in case they woke up.”

Guardian looked over at Dreadnought and Mindstryke, “Go over to the
warehouse and check on her. Let me know if you need anything.”

Dreadnought gave him a nod and jumped, flying from the office building’s
parking lot to the front of the warehouse, and walking through one of
the new holes in the warehouse’s walls. Daniel’s dad flew after, giving
us a wave as he went.

I gave the rockets some fuel, sending me 20 feet into the air where I
hovered, “As you may have heard Guardian say, those of you who exited
the building during the fight will want to come over here for the
convenience of the emergency personnel. We’re going to need to give you
a quick look over in case you’re hurt. Also, the sheriff’s deputies will
want to take a statement.”

Everyone seemed to take it well enough. People started walking in toward
us and no one got in their cars and tried to drive away.

Guardian nodded at me and began opening portals. People walked through
circles of shimmering air and into the parking lot. Some appeared to be
normal humans in green combat gear and carrying guns. Others wore
scrubs—mostly in green or blue. A few wore the multi-colored costumes
that superheroes used. I didn’t recognize any of them.

We stuck around for the aftermath, sometimes helping organize the crowd,
but mostly standing around together, talking, and watching.

Guardian walked up to me as Daniel had stepped away to have a private
conversation with Izzy. Half-expecting him to chew us out for not doing
more, I nodded at him and hoped I was wrong.

He pointed over at Ana and the Amethyst Archer, both of whom were on the
ground and sleeping thanks to Daniel, “What are you planning to do with
them?”

“I was hoping you’d know. The one in armor needs to be deprogrammed
somehow. The other one is the person who did the programming. She’s
formerly known as the Amethyst Archer, but I’m pretty sure she’s one of
the Dominators or so closely related to them that it makes no
difference. Both of them have to be somewhere where the Nine have no
influence—which means not the government.”

Stopping, I watched as Guardian frowned and then said, “We can take
them. It won’t be for long, but we can do it. The Amethyst Archer will
be the easy one. No one wants a suspected Dominator in their jail. The
other is a civilian. That will be harder. There will be questions even
if we tell them the truth and, honestly, we don’t want the team to
become superhuman jailers. We’ll be able to do it for a little while
though. Do you have a plan for freeing her?”

I’d thought of one while we were standing around, “The Mystic didn’t
think he or Mindstryke could handle it. We’d need someone who knows the
methods the Dominators use. I know someone. She’s not close by, but I
know I can get a hold of her.”

Kals was somewhere out in space recruiting people to fight against the
Human Ascendancy, but the Xiniti had an ansible near Mars. I’d be able
to ask her as easily as if she were on Earth. She wouldn’t be able to
get here instantly, but a couple of weeks might work.

Guardian nodded, watching me as we talked, “How long will it take?”

“I don’t know. My bet would be two weeks at most. It might be as short
as a couple of days, depending on where my friend is and how long it
takes me to get to an ansible.”

“Oh,” Guardian let out a breath and shook his head. “I’m guessing this
is a friend from your excursion into the Human Ascendancy. I’ve never
gotten any details on that beyond hearing that it was harder than it
should have been. Alright, get your friend. We’ve got an ansible at our
Chicago base. That way, you won’t have to fly to Mars to use the Xiniti
ansible.”

I felt myself blink, “You’ve got your own ansible?”

He shrugged, “You’re not the only one with friends outside the solar
system. What can you tell me about the woman you’re bringing in?”

“She was trained by the Human Ascendancy’s Dominators before she joined
the resistance,” I said.

Guardian grunted, “Then I hope she’s trustworthy. We’ve had a lot of
trouble with the Human Ascendancy. I don’t know if the first Rocket told
you about the war with the last Abominators, but they upgraded my powers
and had their Dominators control me.”

Grandpa had told me a little about that. Also, it was in the old reports
from that period. I’d read a few.

Taking a moment to check the parking lot around us, I decided that no
one was close enough to worry me, “I can vouch for her. Her mother was
killed by the Ascendancy and she’s fighting to overthrow them as
basically her full-time job.”

Nodding, Guardian said, “Good enough. We can keep your captives then.”

“Great,” I said, thinking about how I was asking for the Defenders to
keep Ana captive. On the other hand, we’d just destroyed where she
worked. So as bad as imprisoning her was, at least we weren’t keeping
her from doing anything.

Granted, that was a terrible rationalization, but it wasn’t as if we had
another option. If we got her out of the armor and let her go, she’d be
a loose Dominator asset. She’d work for them without any chance of
making another choice.

Another thought hit me, “What do we do about these people’s lives? I
don’t care much about the Amethyst Archer, but the other one… What if
she’s got a cat or something? Or rent’s due?”

Frowning, Guardian looked at me for a moment, “You know her name,
right?”

“Pretty well,” I told him.

His mouth twitched and I suspected he caught what I hadn’t said.

“Alright,” he said. “It’s not the first time we’ve had to pick up
someone under the Dominators’ control. You’ll want to contact Lim and
let him know. I think there’s a way that he can pay or at least hold her
bills. Is that what you’re going after?’

I nodded, “Yeah.”

Then I added, “Sorry about whatever happens next. The way Rook described
how he and the Nine were going to respond, it sounds as though they’re
not just going to target us.”

Guardian grunted, “You heard what I told the reporter, right? I meant
all of it. We’ve seen increased activity from them. They’re building to
something. If it wasn’t you who got in their way, it would have been
someone. The time to start a fight with them is before they’re ready.”

He stopped talking and frowned, adding, “I’m sure that you’ve heard the
saying, ‘fools rush in where angels fear to tread?’ It seems like there
ought to be another saying that makes the opposite point. I’ve been
telling people for years that we shouldn’t just be fighting the Nine, we
should be making a serious attempt to completely destroy them.

“Everyone agrees, but no one does anything. No one wants to start the
ball rolling and maybe be the first head on the chopping block, and I
didn’t want to go in alone without knowing if I had the community’s
support.”

Then he smiled, “But your group went in, fought the whole way through,
destroyed one of the Nine’s major manufacturing and design facilities,
and did it because it needed to be done, without worrying about anything
else.

“I’ve been trying to convince other superhero teams to do this for
years. This isn’t a mistake on your part. This is a present. If I’d gone
in and started a war with the Nine, I’m sure people would have helped in
the end, but not before telling me that I’d made a big mistake and
dragging their feet about helping me.

“But how will they react if the Heroes’ League starts the same war? A
few groups might be angry at you, but most of them won’t be able to help
themselves from coming in on your side. The League’s been too important
historically to ignore. Plus, you kids have taken the lead enough times
that you’ve built your own reputation.”

He grinned at me.

I’d spent years expecting him to show up and tell me that we’d screwed
up, but now that I had his support, I had no idea what to do with it.

Guardian nodded back toward the part of the parking lot where the
sheriffs’ cars, boxes, reporters, and all of the people from the
building stood. There were more people than I remembered and several
black SUVs, all of them unlabeled. The people coming out of them wore
black jackets and armor with the letters “FBI” placed in the middle of
the chest and taking up half of it.

The Probationers, our team, and the Defenders were in and out of the
crowd, some of them helping law enforcement, and the rest simply
talking. Daniel and Izzy were talking with Ape Nasty and Mistress
Madness.

Morgan/Lone Eagle, who I’d first met when she was working for Rook, was
helping the Feds load up True in one of the boxes. Cassie and Yoselin
stood off to the side with the Atoner, ready to step in if someone tried
to escape.

“Two more things,” Guardian said as we walked closer, “Cypher has to get
back home to Cuba. Her father contacted me and he wanted her back.”

“If she wants to go, sure,” I glanced over at her. She seemed to be
laughing at something with Cassie.

Guardian shook his head, “She’s not going to have a choice. Somehow her
presence got passed up the chain and now people are pissed that we’ve
got a Cuban national loose in the US. I’m going to send her back home as
soon as we get enough of this wrapped up—and hopefully before someone
sends in a team to grab her.”

Glancing over at her again, I said, “Then I guess we’d better get that
moving. What was the other thing?”

He let out a breath, “This isn’t going to look good. I think it’s great,
but it’s not going to come off great. What we’ve got is big property
damage, civilians at risk, and a business that put millions of dollars
into the local economy. Worse, the visuals are going to be of you
working with the Probationers. You know they weren’t doing anything
wrong and I know they weren’t doing anything wrong, but the public
remembers Dr. Transylvania for the time he attacked Washington D.C. and
left most of the Liberators lying unconscious on the National Mall,
hypnotized all but a couple of the rest and used them to attack the
White House. It’s not the kind of thing that goes over well—not on the
same day you have a big fight in D.C. yourself.”

I shook my head, “Only if they’re trying to bury us. They know who the
Nine are and what they are. We’re going to tell people that we were
fighting them in both places. More than that, I don’t think we hurt
civilians. We were careful. We’re always careful with that—even when
they’re mind-controlled and trying to kill us.”

Sighing, he said, “You know that. I know that, but it doesn’t matter at
all. Someone in the Nine has a talent for putting the right people in
the right place at the right time. That includes in news sources. It
won’t be anything obvious. It’ll just be reporters asking questions—the
kind that make you look bad and pull in the most negative associations.
They’re trying to bury you. That’s exactly the goal. They’re trying to
remove your public support and make it harder for other supers to help
you out of fear of public blowback. Then they can sweep in and kill,
control, or discredit you.”

Though Guardian couldn’t see it, I frowned at that, “Everyone knows what
the Nine are all about, but you’re right. I’m sure they’ll be subtle and
won’t leave anything obvious pointing in their direction. Crap.”

We’d covered half of the parking lot by then, walking up behind Cassie
and Yoselin as they stood next to a box as FBI agents stripped one of
the True of her armor, cuffed her, and pushed her inside. Leaning in a
little, I realized that the box held more people than I’d have expected.
I counted at least six, all of them strapped into thick, padded seats
that allowed no movement for any limb.

A man and woman wearing blue, padded armor gave each of the True a
syringe full of a clear liquid into their arms. I guessed that it might
be a sedative.

As I watched, Guardian leaned into Yoselin, “I’m going to send you
home.”

Though I could see her lips curl through her helmet, she said, “I know.
My father told me. I don’t want to cause them trouble. He said I could
come back for the Archer’s interrogation.”

Guardian frowned and his eyes narrowed. I expected that he’d argue, but
he said, “That’s the arrangement. I’ll teleport you back to League HQ
and then to your home. We’ll bring you back,
but it will be brief.”

He put his hand on the shoulder of her suit and the two of them
disappeared in a flash. Cassie turned to me, “Why did that happen?”

“I’ll explain when we’re in the jet,” I began except Agent Lim’s icon
started flashing in my HUD. I took the call.

Standing next to gray concrete in what appeared to be a warehouse to
judge from the rows of plastic-wrapped pallets on each level of the
room’s rows, Agent Lim said, “Sorry to interrupt. I’m told that you’re
almost done. Get everyone into the jet. I’ve found Magnus’ stuff and
it’s going to be much easier to get you a look right now before the
media feeding frenzy gets going.”

“Sure,” I told him. “Where is it?”

Lim grinned, “The Pocono Mountains. It’s an old supervillain lair that
we use to store things we don’t want to lose. It’s hidden under an
abandoned resort. We’ll get you exact coordinates once you’re in the
air.”

“An old supervillain lair? Whose?”

Giving a sigh, Lim told me, “We don’t have time for that. Anyway, there
were too many to list. They tend to change hands a lot. Sometimes they
turn into a supervillain team’s headquarters. Sometimes they’re
abandoned and then another one sets up shop. Anyway, hurry.”

“I will,” I said, and we closed the connection.

Over the comm channel Kayla had set up as a shared channel for the
incident, I said, “Heroes’ League, I just got a call from Agent Lim.
Remember the stuff that he said he was going to look for? He found it.
Apparently, the FBI found it. It’s in a government storage facility that
used to be a supervillain base. I think the Defenders and the
Probationers can handle what little is left.”

Mindstryke broke in turning in my direction from his position watching
the FBI load Ana and the Amethyst Archer into the last box, “Go. We can
handle what’s left.”

Above us, the jet decloaked, appearing in the blue sky above us, a long,
silver cylinder that with its short wings could have fallen out of the
cover of a 1950s science fiction pulp magazine.

Even as I heard gasps and even a small cheer from a few of the remaining
employees, Cassie shot upward, but not before tapping my suit with her
hand and saying, “Hurry up!”

I activated my rockets, hearing someone ask, “Was that there the whole
time?”

Shooting upward, I made it to the jet before Jaclyn, but just in time to
see Daniel and Izzy stepping inside through the hatch. I stepped in
after them. Jaclyn stepped in behind me.

As I stepped around toward the pilot seat, Jaclyn asked, “Where are we
going?”

“The Poconos,” I said, watching as Daniel shook his head.

“I should ask my Dad if the League ever fought any supervillains there.
He might know. I could ask my grandfather, but that might get
complicated.”

He sat down and started strapping himself in. Izzy and Jaclyn were doing
the same in the row next to him. Cassie, meanwhile, had already taken
the weapons console. As the final click of her seatbelt ended, she
looked over at me. “So Yoselin’s just gone now?”

I nodded, “Guardian told me that someone released the fact that she was
from Cuba and hanging out with us. He wanted to get her out of here
before it became a big deal. I think that’s also why Lim wants us over
there right now. He wants us in before someone tells him not to.”

From behind us, Jaclyn said, “Wow. I wonder who did that?”

“Guardian didn’t tell me, but I doubt he has any idea beyond that it’s
ultimately the Nine,” I reached out through my implant, telling the jet
to float upward, and then reaching out to grab the controls. Controlling
the jet through my implant was cool, but I did like the feel of pulling
back on the jet’s steering wheel and turning around.

I did that, taking the jet away from the buildings, the warehouse with
the holes in the wall, and the office building, half of which had fallen
in. From the brief look I gave, I couldn’t see into the basement. Piles
of shattered concrete and office furniture blocked my view of it.

I made a quick turn, aiming the jet eastward toward Pennsylvania,
receiving the coordinates through the comm and using my implant to send
them to the jet. Suspecting that I shouldn’t give anyone warning of
where we were going, I turned the cloak back on and set the jet to watch
for planes we might have to avoid.

It didn’t take long to get there. I didn’t go at the jet’s absolute
fastest speed, but it was closer to that than its slowest. There weren’t
many jets up where we were either, so we didn’t have to avoid any
collisions.

We had enough time for Jaclyn and Izzy to get their suits brought back
to fighting shape before we got there—not enough for mine, but mine
wasn’t as damaged.

In less than 30 minutes, we descended toward the Poconos. By comparison
to the Rocky Mountains, they were small. The Rockies were tall enough
that trees stopped growing after a certain height and much of the
mountains seemed to be rock, grass, and shrubs. The Poconos, by
contrast, appeared to be covered with trees, all of them green with
leaves, and while there must have been evergreens somewhere down there,
most of what I saw were leafy trees.

Using the coordinates provided, I aimed for a long, tree-covered
mountain that stood next to a river across from a larger, similar
mountain.

After flying over an island in the middle of the river’s dark water, I
made a quick trip around the mountain, noticing a line of tennis courts
next to a long wooden building that must have been the abandoned resort
that Lim had mentioned.

It had no challenge selling the “abandoned” aspect of its identity. The
roof had fallen in along with parts of the walls. I didn’t have long to
look, but I thought I saw greenery inside the abandoned building.

It didn’t matter, though. Lim’s directions told us to aim for the tennis
courts. If it had just been one tennis court, the jet wouldn’t have been
able to land, but there were four in a row–which worked.

The second the jet’s legs extended and touched the tennis court’s green
painted surface, the courts began to sink into the ground. More than
that, something slid into place above the jet as we continued our way
downward.

I’d have tried to blast upward if I hadn’t already known what was going
on, but even though I did feel tempted after the fight we’d just
survived, I didn’t.

The jet and tennis court surface came to rest in the middle of a long
room with concrete walls that rose all the way up above ground. Glancing
toward the door, I saw Agent Lim in his suit waving us in.

Even though I didn’t expect any problems here, I still found myself
telling the jet, “Be ready for action. You’ll be better at projecting
scenarios we might have to respond to than I am. Warn us if you realize
one of them is happening.

“Also, and this is probably paranoid of me, but could you monitor the
media for any signs of being manipulated by the Nine in their coverage
of our activities? I don’t know what to ask you to look for, but maybe
similar wording or similar negative perspectives? Maybe even attempting
to create a certain perspective on us that could then be turned
negative? I don’t know anything about propaganda or public relations,
but I feel like that’s the Nine’s most effective weapon right
now.”

Hal broadcast his response on the League’s private channel for the
current group. [I’m familiar with a variety of techniques of
psychological manipulation on a societal level, especially as used in
relation to warfare. I know what to look for. Would you like to respond
in kind? I’m familiar with how your species uses your worldwide
communication system and I’m more than capable of redirecting
conversations in virtually every social network.]

“Uh,” I thought back to when he’d told me about how he was studying
human behavior by trolling Internet forums across the world. “Go ahead
and do what you can to help us, but try not to make the world’s overall
mood angrier. If you can figure out a way to make people sympathetic to
us, I’m all for that.”

[My skills in manipulating your species’ psychology have
increased greatly due to my research. I think you’ll find the results to
your liking.]

The words appeared in my HUD and I only said, “Great, you have my
permission.”

Then I followed Jaclyn out as she turned back to look at me and shook
her head. I didn’t need to ask what she
thought of trusting Hal because I knew I thought the same thing. Hal was
probably fine, but if it wasn’t, we’d be facing it, all of its AI
buddies, and everyone it could manipulate into attacking us.

I decided to wait to solve that problem until I had a hint that it
existed.

In the meantime, Jaclyn and I jumped out of the hatch, landing on the
green tennis court, its white lines faded by sunlight. With Daniel,
Izzy, and Cassie, we walked to the hallway where Isaac waited for us.

He waved us forward, adding, “Glad you’re here. Follow the hall down to
the big room. You can’t miss it. I know I told you this was a
supervillain base, but it’s not the high end of bases. The only two
things it does well are store objects and protect anything inside.
You’re just going to have to trust me on this because we disabled the
defenses so you could land. We’re reenabling them while you’re here.”

We followed his advice. He wasn’t wrong about the base either. It wasn’t
the high end. Much like the Nine’s base that we’d left less than an hour
ago, it had grey, unpainted, concrete walls and metal doors. That wasn’t
so strange. When I thought back, most of the “supervillain bases” I’d
been in had been homes or office buildings. The one movie quality
supervillain base I’d been in had been Rook’s.

As Isaac had said, we couldn’t miss the big room.

If I hadn’t been in the Nine’s office building earlier that day, it
would have been the largest room I’d ever seen. As it was, it was maybe
one floor of their basement—possibly two since it did have a high
ceiling. Of course, the important question wasn’t what the room looked
like, but what was in it.

Boxes. There were a lot of boxes—not the truck used to hold
supervillains, but wooden crates, all of them stacked on top of each
other like legos, many of the piles close to hitting the ceiling.

If it reminded me of anything, it reminded me of the warehouse where
they stored the Ark of the Covenant after they found it in Raiders of
the Lost Ark—except this was more like the version in Indiana Jones
and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull where it felt smaller and a little
disappointing.

Still, it was big, and I couldn’t see its end.

Agent Lim walked around the group of us, leading us through a small,
twisty, aisle between the piles of crates, “This way. We’ve got an open
area near the back of the room.”

The aisle twisted and turned, never staying straight for long, and
sometimes becoming so narrow that I had to move sideways.

After looking up at the top of one of the piles as we squeezed through
one of the small sections, Jaclyn asked, “How do you even move anything
in here?”

“Anti-gravity,” Lim said, pushing through into a wider aisle. “The
previous owner also stored things here. We can make the gravity low
enough that everything’s easy to move. The only hard part is making sure
the piles are still stable after gravity goes back to normal.”

After a few more minutes of squeezing through difficult corners and
trying not to accidentally tip over a pile of who knows what, we made it
to an open area near the far wall where at least nine crates had been
opened—maybe more behind the closest crates.

It was all there, piles of leather-covered books, old glass vials, and
beakers, a flag with the Cabal’s eagle symbol in the middle, overflowing
drawers pulled from a wooden desk that I didn’t see, and piles of
scrolls stacked on top of each other.

Daniel turned to look at me and I heard his voice inside my brain,
There’s something in here that relates to you. It’s hard to look at
just like Lee’s hard to find in the future. Even though I can’t see it,
I still know that it’s important. I wish I knew what it was.

I thought back at Daniel, Me too. Because I don’t even dare to touch
some of this stuff.

Next to the scrolls on the desk were clay tablets with the odd
triangular marks and lines of cuneiform. There was even a clay cylinder
with a kind of scene. In addition to the cuneiform, there was a scene
that showed a man in what looked like a kilt and another creature with a
man’s torso, a lion’s body, and what appeared to be wings on its
back.

I wasn’t sure what, if anything, it meant, but if it was really from
Sumer, it had lasted longer than the civilization that created it by
thousands of years. Touching it with a suit made to deliver tons of
force seemed like a bad idea.

Daniel appeared to have the same thought, walking up to the desk and
looking down at everything, “I’m surprised you’ve got this just out here
like this.”

Lim nodded, “I know. In our defense, this place is climate-controlled.
All this stuff is here because the last guy to own it was literally
storing stuff of a similar age down here—magical texts, mostly. It was
Dr. Transylvania. We have him in to consult about how to keep the place
running sometimes.

“Look, it’s crazy to have this out to look at, but honestly, we’re not
treating this as an irreplaceable piece of human history. We’ve got it
out because we need people to look at it. We’ve gotten everything we can
out of it. We need people like you now.”

Daniel gave a nod, “What do you have? Translations? I don’t think any of
us can read Sumerian.”

Over to my left, Cassie stood over the desk, frowning, and then looked
up from the tablets, “I can.”

“It’s the gun. It knows the languages that were current when the
Abominators were using it on Earth. Plus, it’s synchronized with other
Abominator tech that it was stored with. So it knows a lot of ancient
crap.”

Jaclyn, who’d walked around to the other side of the desk to look over a
pile of books, said, “That’s new.”

Nodding Cassie said, “As of a few seconds ago, yes. Mr. Sparkles
volunteered that for the first time now.”

Lim blinked, “We haven’t translated all of it. We’re still trying to
find researchers that we’re confident haven’t been compromised.”

I raised an eyebrow that Lim couldn’t hope to see through my helmet,
“It’s been a few years since I brought it in.”

Over to my right, looking over the eagle banner that might have dated
from the Roman Empire, Izzy said, “The Nine have hooks anywhere people
study ancient history. Between my grandfather and my anthropology major,
it seemed like the FBI or Stapledon teachers were always checking in on
me.”

Taking a breath, Lim said, “I’m sorry about that, but we had to be
cautious.  I’d be more surprised to learn that the Nine don’t have
someone in Berkeley’s anthropology department than that they did. The
Nine have scooped up more Abominator tech than we’d like and your
professors were excavating the right places to find it.”

Thinking about what Grandpa Klein had said about meeting Grandpa Vander
Sloot, I wondered how long that had been true. Back in 1971, there might
not have been a Nine, but there had to be precursors. Thinking back to
the Amethyst Archer and my travels off Earth, I knew the Dominators were
around.

“Hey Cap,” I looked over at Cassie, “you’re the League’s official
translator now.”

Cassie let out a breath, “I guessed. Where do you want me to start?”

Daniel and I both said, “The tablets.”

Cassie rolled her eyes and Lim’s mouth twitched.

Daniel looked around at the group of us, “I’ve got a feeling about the
tablets.”

Cassie picked up the nearest one, “A positive feeling?”

Throwing his hand in the air, Daniel said, “A significant feeling. I get
that about a lot of things around here, but a little more from the
tablets.”

Raising an eyebrow, Cassie began to look over the tablet, “Give me a
second to get into the right mindset. The gun knows the language, but it
doesn’t translate very well. That’s not what it was made for. I’m using
the Xiniti implant to help.”

She stood there, breathing in and then breathing out, several times
longer than a second. Then she said, “The record of Urin of the city
Uruk, the greatest city where men dwell. Its great walls and teeming
crowds show the blessing of Anu, lord of the sky, whose ziggurat with
the White Temple stands as a testament to our power.

“I am Urin, once a man of no consequence, a man who came to the city
alone and with few possessions and rose to become a man of wealth—“

Cassie stopped, “And for next paragraph… No, for the rest of this
tablet, he talks about his wives and children, his house, his servants,
and all the people that live there. It sounds like he owns a lot of
sheep.”

She turned to look at Daniel, “Significant sheep. He also owned oxen,
donkeys, pigs, and goats. Does anyone want to know how many goats?”

I shook my head, “No.”

“A fuckton of goats. I’m pretty sure that’s what it says here.”

Jaclyn turned toward Cassie, “Seriously? Can we keep on moving?”

Cassie picked up the next tablet, “It looks like he’s done telling us
all how wealthy he is, but for the first part, he tells about all of his
accomplishments, buildings he’s had built… All this guy has done is brag
so far. But… This looks interesting. You’re going to want to hear this
next bit.

“Some wonder at the wealth my household has collected, but they don’t
understand my nature. While I don’t always lead my household and
sometimes another, perhaps a son or servant, takes over for a time, I am
always there. I have had many times the life of most men to collect and
grow my wealth.

“I do not grow old.”

Cassie looked up from the tablet, “Do you think this is Magnus talking?
Writing on clay tablets seems like too much work just to keep a diary.”

“No idea,” I said. “Do you think he’s seeing people from the Cabal?”

She shook her head, “Who knows? I guess I’d better get back to
reading.”

Taking a breath, she continued, “I am not the only one. There are more.
I don’t know how many, but I’ve seen them—two for the first time ten
years ago in Uruk. The man was a soldier. I don’t think he recognized
me, but a woman appeared a few weeks later. We talked for a time and
then she left, but not before reminding me that we’d talked before more
than one hundred years ago. That was when I was wandering and before I
came to Uruk.

“I had them watched when they were in the city and when they left. Two
months after seeing them, my men told me where the man and woman had
gone. They had gone north across the rivers and into the mountains. My
men in other cities found that there were others like them who traveled
to and from a village called Iduka. I sent men to Iduka to find out what
they did there and whether they left. None of those men returned.

“When I learned that they were missing, I traveled to Iduka with seven
of my soldiers. It was a small village. The houses were built out of
reeds except for one house made out of clay bricks. After we came to the
village, the man who owned the clay house came back from his fields with
his servants.

“‘You must go,’ the man said, ‘or the men will come from the mountains
and kill you.’

“I told him that I feared no one and that if they came I would fight
them. He said, ‘You will surely die now because here they are.’ In that
moment, I saw them walking down the streets toward us, the man and woman
I’d met, but also others, all of them of great size.”

“That sounds like the Cabal,” Jaclyn stepped closer to Cassie to look
over her shoulder at the tablet.

“It gets better,” Cassie said, “Listen to what he does next: I told them
that I feared no man, and that if I fought them and lost, I’d be their
slave and if they fought me and lost, they’d be mine. They laughed but
agreed. I fought them one by one and by the time I’d beaten four they
declared that they were my slaves. Then I asked them why they were
coming to kill us and if they said they’d been told to do so by their
former lord.

“They led us to a great cave in the mountains and there I fought their
former lord and became his lord as well. I asked him why he had told
them to kill us and he explained that the cave was the cave of their
masters and that their masters were gone, but that they would return.

“I asked them who their masters were and they said that their masters
were not men, but came from the sky. I asked them if their masters were
gods and they said they did not know. They knew only that they were not
men but could take the form of a man if they chose.

“I asked them more questions, but they knew no more than that and seemed
content to serve me until their masters came back. The cave contained
all manner of strange riches—not only coins but tools that no man could
make. Among their possessions was a recipe for a potion that could make
some men stronger and ageless. They called it the drink of the gods.

“From then on, they served me and my power and influence grew among all
the peoples of the world. Every man I met after that became my servant
whether they knew it or not. Well, all men save one.

“Once when I visited the city of Ur, I passed a man riding in a chariot.
He carried not one sword, but two. When I saw him, I felt ill and knew
that should he notice me, I would die. I have no understanding of how I
knew this, but since then I have sometimes heard whispers in my mind
that I have ignored.”

Cassie put down the tablet and looked over the rest of them. After a
little while, she turned toward everyone and said, “I think that’s
everything—everything we care about at least. The rest of the tablets
are stories about how he became more the power behind the throne in
different city-states and grew his army of powerful men and their
children.”

“Is there anything more about the whispers?” I stepped closer to the
desk to look down at the tablets.

Cassie turned back toward them and shook her head, “Nothing. I looked
and not just for that. I have a gut feeling that the guy in the chariot
with two swords is Lee.”

I nodded, “He does like fighting with two swords or two daggers.”

Isaac Lim had walked over to the other side of the desk, “It wouldn’t
surprise me. Our files on him show hundreds of possible identifications
in the historical record.”

Lim’s voice reminded me not to go any further in talking about how the
whispers and ill-feeling when Urin of the city Uruk passed Lee in the
street hinted that Urin might be connected to the Artificers or the
Cosmic Ghosts. While I didn’t quite feel ill, the one time I’d
encountered an Artificer that wasn’t Lee, I’d recognized her in exactly
that way.

Kee had later told me I’d have to wait a thousand years to develop the
associated abilities that came with that heritage. It struck me, though,
that if the Sumerian civilization came together six thousand years ago,
Urin had all the time he’d needed and more.

“Uruk,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “That’s where Gilgamesh ruled,
assuming that he was a real person. Also interesting? Gilgamesh wanted
to be immortal and he went to find Utnapishtim. Utnapishtim was
basically Noah down to building a boat to preserve the world’s animals
and his family during a massive flood. In Sumerian myth, Utnapishtim was
given immortality by the gods afterward.”

Izzy glanced over at him and smiled, “You beat me to it.”

His mouth twitched, “I cheated. I heard you thinking about it. I knew
Gilgamesh, but I didn’t remember Utnapishtim.”

She nodded, “That’s what I thought.”

Turning to us, she said, “Uruk was the biggest city in the ancient world
for its time and it looks like Gilgamesh ruled there and wasn’t just a
myth.”

Jaclyn let out a breath, “So Magnus might have been the real Gilgamesh
or Utnapishtim.”

I looked over at her, “If we’re lucky this Urin guy was someone else and
Magnus is a descendant. Like maybe he’s only 500 years old?”

Lim laughed, “That would be a little better. Then he’d only have 10
times as much experience as I do instead of more than 120.”

“Hey,” Daniel turned toward the pile of books that Jaclyn had been
standing next to before Cassie read from the tablets, “I’m getting the
feeling that we should look at one of those and then leave.”

Lim turned around to look at the books, “These?”

Jaclyn walked around the desk and stopped next to the books, “Which one?
Closer to the top, bottom, or middle?”

“Second from the top,” Daniel said, pointing at it.

“This one?” Jaclyn pulled it off the pile and opened it, “I don’t
understand it. It’s in Latin. Mystic, didn’t you take that?”

Daniel frowned, “I’ll see if I can figure it out.”

Jaclyn held out the book and it floated over and opened in front of
Daniel. The pages flipped over, seemingly under their own power until
they were about a third of the way through the book.

“Here,” Daniel flipped the book around so everyone could see. Bound in
worn, tanned leather, it had to be at least a foot tall. Inside the
spidery, hand-drawn illustrations appeared to be attempts at
representing three-dimensional shapes.

If anything, it reminded me of the sort of drawings you’d see in a movie
when someone was about to summon a demon or an unnamable horror. Along
with it were notations, all of them in Latin. I didn’t recognize even
one word.

The shapes did bring up something though. I couldn’t place them but they
felt familiar—not the kind of familiar where I recognized them, but the
kind that stayed on the edges of my understanding and felt like I should
recognize them.

I checked my implant, a repository of knowledge that gave me access to
more history, culture, and technology than I had time to explore. It
gave me nothing. There was no similar collection of three-dimensional
shapes cataloged in the many thousands of years that galactic
civilization existed—at least that they’d bothered to include in my
implant.

They couldn’t include everything after all.

Mind you, it’s not as if the implant didn’t try. It gave me
constellations as viewed from planets across the galaxy, schematics of
thousands of pieces of electronics, and maps. It would have overwhelmed
me when I first got the implant, but now I absorbed what I wanted and
nothing else.

Very little of that deluge of imagery matched anything that sparked my
imagination. The closest resemblance came from trails in a park on a
planet light-years away. I had my doubts that whoever drew the lines had
been fantasizing about an interstellar vacation.

I took a picture of the book with my implant, converted it into a png
file, and sent it to Amy via the League’s comm system. Her text message
came back, “No. Not magic.”

As I did, I heard Daniel translate the title of the page, “The closest I
think I’m going to get is ‘galaxy core device’.”

I turned toward him quickly enough that I stepped sideways to keep my
balance. I wasn’t the only one. Jaclyn and Cassie also turned to look at
him and then at me.

I had heard those words before—almost. Lee had mentioned a weapon that
Kee had designed for the Destroy faction of Artificers that he’d stolen
and then left the group. I’d thought about it only a few days ago when
I’d taken a look at an Abominator device that had been designed to help
the Abominators find and capture Artificers.

I thought back to the lines I’d seen in that mirror. Calling up the
memory with the aid of my implant, I could superimpose the lines over a
small section of the drawing in the book in front of me. It was a spot
where five lines came together in a kind of joint.

A few lines didn’t quite fit, but the part that I’d seen inside the
Abominators’ “mirror” was maybe one percent of that drawing. Given that,
it seemed all too possible that some of the lines from the mirror were
too small to be worth including in the picture.

Lee had to hide the weapon somewhere, didn’t he? He’d spent a lot of
time on Earth and done a lot of work to keep his people away. Though I
didn’t doubt that he’d done that because they wanted to destroy any
mortals that he’d influenced as he’d told me, I suspected that wasn’t
everything.

I needed to send the picture from the book to Kee to see what she
thought. I’d only started to put myself into the right mindset for that
when Daniel’s eyes widened. As Cassie began to look at me and say,
“Galaxy core—“ Daniel waved his hands to get our attention, “We need to
leave and Lim needs to evacuate as fast as possible.”

Lim pulled out his phone, “Why?”

Shrugging, Daniel said, “I don’t know exactly, but I know we’re now a
target.”

Lim, who had years of following both the original League and us didn’t
hesitate. Tapping the screen exactly twice, talked into it, and as he
finished, his words blasted out of speakers throughout the complex,
“Evacuate immediately! Only take something if you’re holding it. There’s
nothing in here that’s worth your life. Again, get out now!”

To us, he said, “I’m leaving with the staff. Go to your jet and don’t
feel bad about breaking things if you need to.”

Jaclyn and Izzy looked at each other and Jaclyn said, “I’ll go left. You
can take the right. No one’s here but us right?”

Izzy blinked and then said, “No.”

Lim gave us a wave and ran out of the nearest door, a door that was on
the opposite side of the room of the door that we needed—not that it
mattered. The nice thing about not caring what happened to your
surroundings was that you could go all out. Jaclyn and Izzy did.

The tall, twisty trails through the room turned into a straight, wide
trail toward the door on the other side of the room. Moving more quickly
than I could see unless I did an instant replay with the implant, Jaclyn
and Izzy knocked the piles sideways, causing domino-style crashes on
either side of us. Smashed and shattered boxes fell backward, releasing
their contents. Out of my peripheral vision, I could see clothes,
laptops, clay cups and vases, car parts, and mystery devices.

I didn’t realize until later that I’d seen a glowing sword fly sideways
into another pile, sinking into one of the crates as if it were cutting
butter. If I had, I might have grabbed it, but I didn’t grab anything. I
was flying after Cassie and Daniel on the theory that they wouldn’t
appreciate the heat of my rockets.

We went through the room in a blur, followed by the hall to the room
with the jet, a final burst toward the jet’s hatch. Someone elsewhere in
the complex was kind enough to open the way to the tennis court above
us.

We didn’t wait for the fake tennis court slab that had carried us down
to carry us back up either. I didn’t even make it to my seat before the
jet started going up of its own accord. I supposed that I had given him
leave to respond to emergencies on some level.

Hal sent everyone a text to the League comm channel as we started to
fly.

[Activating cloak. Changing orientation for a faster escape.]

Even though the windows were darkened by the cloak, I could see the
jet’s nose point upward toward the sky and felt the jet’s engines shoot
us upward. Thanks to the anti-gravity, the only hint of the engines’
strength came in the form of a small slip as I put my right foot down,
but since I didn’t fall downward, hitting the back wall of the cabin at
hundreds of miles per hour, I had no complaint.

We made it into the sky long before the tennis court slipped back into
place. Once I’d snapped the final belt in
place, I took control of the jet, seeing the incoming missiles flying
toward the top of the small mountain that we’d left below.

It struck me that we could make Lim’s life easier if we shot them down.
The same thought must have popped into Cassie’s mind. Aided by her
implant, she took control of the jet’s weapons and let loose the
anti-personnel lasers. They weren’t as effective as the main gun, but
you didn’t have to aim the entire ship in the right direction to use
them either.

Bright beams took out two of the five missiles as they flew across the
river on the way to the top of the mountain. The first of the other
three missiles dipped down toward the tennis court, hitting before it
got into place. Chunks of concrete, rock, dirt, and trees from the
mountain’s peak exploded outward, covering the place in black smoke and
flame.

The other two missiles must have been timed well enough that they didn’t
have to hit the tennis court because the ground underneath the ruined
resort exploded, throwing pieces of the building and the ground beneath
it in all directions even as what was left fell inward. The same thing
happened on the other side of the tennis court—in the storage room, I
guessed—turning the peak of the mountain into a long divot.

I barely had time to take that in when I noticed four egg-shaped objects
in the air on the far side of the mountain. Judging from the dirt on
them, they had to have been near the mountain when it blew.

On the League’s comm channel, Lim’s icon blinked, “If you’re still here,
we’re in the eggs. Please don’t fire on us.”

Connecting to my comm through my implant, I told him, “No worries. We
see you. We didn’t know it was you, but we do try not to shoot when we
don’t know what we’ll hit.”

I looked over at Cassie and she rolled her eyes at me.

Unaware of that, Lim replied, “Good. I’m contacting D.C. to get people
there up to speed about all this. Did you recognize the missiles?”

I was about to say I hadn’t, but Hal did.

[They’re the same kind that fired at you while you were leaving
Canada after rescuing Captain Commando.]

I froze for an instant, but then said, “The jet recognized them as the
same kind of missile that was fired at us on the way back after fighting
Rook in Canada. Our best guess is that it’s the Nine in some form, but
we can’t prove it.”

Starting with a click, Lim said, “Given everything that’s happened
today, I’d be surprised if it pointed in any other direction. Talk to
you later.”

With that, I took the jet up to 60,000 feet so that our sonic booms
didn’t cause problems.

It wasn’t a difficult flight. No one attacked us and we didn’t get any
requests for help. I found myself thinking about what came next. I
needed to contact Kee to see if my suspicions that Lee had hidden an
alien superweapon on Earth were correct. Then I needed to contact Lee
and ask him something like, “What the hell, man?”

To be fair, his very existence on Earth put the planet at risk for
destruction, but I’d gotten used to that idea—sort of. This kicked it up
a notch. Not only did it give the Artificers plenty of motivation to
visit, but it might also draw out both the Live and Destroy factions
into a fight that could leave our entire spiral arm lifeless.

Then beyond that, we had to free Ana’s mind, interrogate the Amethyst
Archer, maybe find out her real name, and deal with whatever fallout
resulted from bringing Kals to Earth for a visit.

After that, maybe we’d be able to find out why Magnus kidnapped my
parents, who Urin had been, and why he had a drawing of Lee’s weapon.
Worse, we might find out that he knew what it was and was looking for it
himself.

I couldn’t guess exactly what he wanted to do with it, but world
conquest seemed like the obvious possibility. Given that the weapon had
been created by an alien genius with abilities that verged both in the
direction of godhood and unnamable, eldritch horror, I might be thinking
small.

At that moment, I found myself grateful for the distraction of flying.
The blue sky, clouds, the constant checking as to what all was around
us, and what was ahead kept my mind focused on the many things that I
didn’t know and needed to.

Daniel had to have heard everything because I could feel his attention.
It felt like the big speakers at a rock concert. Even if no one’s
playing, you still know that they’re on.

I know it’s big and that we don’t know anywhere near enough about
what’s going on here or what the Nine have to do with Magnus, if they
do, but I think we can find out. I don’t know the details, but I know
there are futures where we make it through all of this.

I thought back, I hope those futures become more obvious as we go
because the only idea I have right now is to take one step forward until
I have a better idea.

I felt Daniel’s understanding, I don’t think we’ve got another option.

It didn’t take long before we were flying over Ohio and descending.
Letting the jet slow down, I told everyone that we would be landing
soon.

Before we even made it into Michigan, an icon in my HUD began to
blink. A look told me what I needed to
know. I was being called by Dr. Transylvania. I didn’t give myself time
to wonder why he was calling. I opened my comm connection, wondering how
I should even answer this call.

I went with, “Hey.”

Dr. Transylvania went with, “Rocket.”

In that one word, I heard barely suppressed anger that I hoped wasn’t
directed at me, “I’m surprised to hear from you.”

“They destroyed my storage facility!” Even though the comms compressed
the words into a reasonable volume, it still felt loud.

Not sure of the best approach to go with when called by an enraged,
reformed supervillain with a bad reputation, I went with calm and added,
“Yeah, I was almost inside when it happened.”

He gave a sigh that turned into a growl, “Do you know who it was?”

“My best guess is the Nine,” I said, deciding not to point out to him
that the federal government had taken it years ago and that it wasn’t
technically his at this point.

“Whoever it is,” he said, “I’m going to get them.” Then he hung up.





Probationers


        Dr. Transylvania could have bought a more impressive headquarters for
the Probationers himself. He had the money.

Four stories high with gray concrete and steel beams being the most
noticeable pieces of the interior, it looked like what it had been—a
warehouse used by the postal service. Even though the building now held
offices and laboratories, it still looked like an abandoned warehouse
from the outside. It even had a worn post office symbol on the outside
of the building, the eagle so light and worn that he couldn’t tell what
color it had originally been.

He’d have bet on black, but after more than a millennium of life, he’d
long ago stopped caring about logos.

He had more immediate concerns.

Staring up at the television in the conference room, he scowled and sat
up straighter in his chair, hearing his voice raise as he said, “What do
you mean we can’t go after them?”

The man on the screen sank back into his chair before the mortal
realized that he’d been cowering and puffed himself up. In his
mid-forties with thinning, blond, curly hair, Agent Spitz struck Dr.
Transylvania as a scared, little man who was hanging on until he reached
his pension.

In a higher voice than usual, Spitz said, “I mean that you can’t! You’re
superheroes in the employ of the United States government. That means
that you need to be available to aid the United States government. You
know what the Nine is like. If you get their attention, it’s going to be
an all-out war. We won’t be able to send you anywhere without the Nine
sending out a team to assassinate you. You’ll be useless to us and I
think you all need to think about what that means.”

From behind him, Dr. Transylvania heard the raspy voice of Ape Nasty,
“Yeah, yeah. The bomb in my brain goes boom.”

The ape’s voice sounded as deep as its owner’s body was enormous.

A woman’s voice said, “He’s got a bomb in his head?”

Dr. Transylvania turned away from the television to nod at Mistress
Madness in her costume which was silver with undertones of the colors of
the rainbow. What was her real name? It didn’t matter. “Agent Spitz and
Ape Nasty have history.”

The ape laughed, “I told him I’d rip his head off.”

Mistress Madness’ jaw dropped, “You put a bomb in his brain because he
made a joke?”

Laughing, Ape Nasty reached across the table and touched her shoulder,
“Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t joking. I meant every bit of it.”

Wanting to keep the conversation on track, Dr. Transylvania turned back
toward the television, “We don’t want to be useless to the government,
but isn’t it a little bit late to worry about whether we’ve annoyed the
Nine? We just assisted the Heroes’ League in destroying a major base and
manufacturing facility. Rook posted a video saying that the Nine had
declared war on the Heroes’ League. Do you think that there’s any chance
that we’re not included?”

Agent Spitz shook his head, “We see no reason to believe that they care
that you exist. Your name was never mentioned in the video and you only
barely appear in the news reports.”

Raising an eyebrow, Dr. Transylvania said, “Are you serious? I’ve seen
news reports that link us with the Heroes’ League in an attempt to drag
them down because they associate with us. Aside from that, I’ve had my
own run-ins with the Nine before I got caught and we’ve fought them as a
team. They already hate me and there’s no reason to think they don’t
hate every one of us.”

Agent Spitz shook his head, “There is no way short of them targeting you
and making it impossible for you to get anything else done that I will
allow this team to go after the Nine again. That’s all. We’re done for
today.”

From the other side of the table, the Atoner, still in his red and white
body armor, said, “We completely understand. Thank you.”

The screen went black as (or shortly before) the Atoner finished. Dr.
Transylvania turned toward him and said, “I hate that man.”

Nodding, the Atoner said, “Phil has issues. I’d have taken anyone else,
but this is who we got.”

At the sound of Agent Spitz’s first name, Mistress Madness laughed,
“Phil? The agent’s name is Phil Spitz?”

The Atoner shook his head, “It’s not that funny unless you think Spitz
is just a funny last name.”

Mistress Madness said, “I do. It’s hilarious.”

Dr. Transylvania fought back a sigh. She’d only been on the team for a
month and at 26 years old, she was practically an infant.

From the far end of the table, the team’s second newest member Morgan
Spitz-White said, “Yeah, it’s a little funny, but it’s my name too.
Remember that.”

In her forties, Morgan had years of mercenary work behind her. Dr.
Transylvania knew she was almost as dangerous even out of her powered
armor and he approved.

Mistress Madness nodded, “No offense meant. He’s not a relative, is he?”

Morgan shook her head, “I’d shoot myself. I don’t want to be related to
a fed.”

Ignoring them as they continued talking, Dr. Transylvania turned to the
Atoner, “I don’t care what he says, we’re going after the Nine.”

Taking a long breath, the Atoner froze, “That’s going to cause problems.
We’re employees and he’s our boss.”

“He’s a fool. Mark my words, he’ll change his mind by the end of the
day.”

The Atoner frowned, “I don’t think so.”

Time stretched and Dr. Transylvania began to open his mouth to say
goodbye when The Atoner said, “Talk in my office, Doc?”

Dr. Transylvania nodded and they got up from the table, walking out of
the concrete-walled room as Mistress Madness muttered, “Looks like the
grownups are going off to have a private conversation.”

The Atoner smiled at her, “If it’s important, we’ll let everybody know
afterward. This is a team. Doc and I don’t run this team. We all
do.”

Ape Nasty gave a booming laugh, waving at Dr. Transylvania, “See you,
boss. Let me know the plan when you’re ready.”

The Atoner shook his head but opened the door for Dr. Transylvania and
they walked through another gray hall, through a steel door, and into
The Atoner’s office. An unfinished gadget shaped like a shiny, black
ball lay on the Atoner’s desk. Partially disassembled, circuitry and
wires were visible inside. Other pieces sat on the desk around it.

Neither one sat down. The Atoner stepped behind them and shut the door,
inadvertently standing in front of what Dr. Transylvania thought of as
the Atoner’s Wall of Regret.

A framed poster of the Des Moines Titans hung in the middle of framed
newspaper articles of their biggest successes hung on the wall. In the
picture, the men and women were happy, healthy, young, and beautiful. In
the present, they were all dead except for the only survivor who stood
in front of him—their killer.

It hadn’t been the Atoner’s fault. He’d been controlled by a super that
the press initially called “Mind Wedgie.” He’d called himself Mind Whip.
The only reference to this part of the Atoner’s history was a framed
article with the headline, “MIND WHIP EXECUTED.”

“Vladislav,” the Atoner said, “I know that you mean well, but you were
sounding like a supervillain in there. I know the team won’t report you,
but when I hear you talk like that, I get worried about what you’re
going to do. Ape Nasty’s got a bomb in his head and I know there are
agents whose silver bullets have your name on them—not to mention the
blood thing. Don’t give them an excuse to use it. We’ve done good work
together. I don’t want to end it prematurely.”

In moments like this, Vladislav had no choice but to remember that the
Atoner believed that he, Vladislav, was somehow a good man, “Colin,” he
said, “I will not let this stand. The Nine destroyed my storage area.
The government may own it now, but there are things inside that I need.
The authorities promised I’d get them back, and now they don’t know if
they exist. The Nine attacked and I know they weren’t the main target,
but if the Nine knew I wanted them, I have no doubt that they’d destroy
them intentionally.”

Colin nodded, “What is it? Is it personal? Technical? How important is
it to keep secret?”

Vladislav said, “All of that. The FBI knows what to look for, but I
don’t trust all of them. The Nine have their hooks into too many
people—including Agent Spitz, I think.”

Colin looked down, but when he raised his eyes, he said, “I think so
too. I still don’t want you to antagonize him. They have ways to control
and hurt you. You know that. I think we need to keep all of this under
the radar. If anyone’s a target, it should be me and it needs to be
quiet.”

Shaking his head, Vladislav responded, “They have controls on you
too—loyalty to the government, respect for authority figures, and an
unwillingness to become a criminal. This needs someone with less respect
and more experience in defying authority. I can assure you that it will
be quiet.”

“Absolutely not, “Colin said. “This will blow back on you. Don’t do
anything. I’m going to look into it now and I will be back before
tonight’s meeting with Spitz. You, however, will be here all day with a
completely clean conscience because you won’t do anything wrong.”

With a nod, Vladislav said, “I won’t do anything wrong.”

Colin looked up at him, “Don’t think I didn’t hear the double meaning in
that. You know I’m telling you not to do anything that I would
consider wrong.”

Vladislav grunted something that could be considered assent if you
wanted to believe he was assenting.

Colin sighed, “Alright, I’m going to see what I can do and you’re going
to avoid screwing up the lives of your entire team.”

Colin opened the door for them to leave the room and go back into the
world where Vladislav would be a reformed supervillain and Colin would
not be the closest thing to a friend he’d had in more than one hundred
years.

The Atoner followed him out into the hall and with a wave said, “Think
about what I said.”

Dr. Transylvania nodded and walked the other way down the hall to his
own office. Pulling the steel door open, he walked in. It felt better
than Colin’s bare, monk-like room. He’d had a big wooden desk put in
along with rugs, curtains to cover the walls, and crossed swords hanging
above the desk. He’d been told it felt medieval, but he knew better.

The medieval era wasn’t quite as comfortable and it took considerably
more work to hide from the sun.

As the door shut behind him, he sat down at his desk and picked up the
phone. It looked like an old brass phone from the last century except
that it didn’t have a cord that led to the wall.

It didn’t need the cord. He’d designed it to work without one, tapping
wirelessly into the network he’d designed for his organization. Within a
few seconds, he’d used the dial to send the activation code and heard a
man’s voice on the other end of the line.

“Yes, sir?”

“Get me everything you can find on Agent Phil Spitz. I’m especially
interested in any training or protection he has against mind control.
Don’t hesitate to use our sources in the Nine to find out if he’s an
asset.”

The voice on the other end said, “Yes, sir,” again with the same,
precise intonation he’d used before. It was Florin Ablu. How long ago
had Vladislav hired his family? Perhaps 300 years ago. Maybe a little
longer.

As Vladislav came to that conclusion, Florin added, “Sir, do you wish me
to assign this to your children? Earlier you said they should stay out
of the public eye for fifty years, but I believe that Maria and
Alexandru regularly feed on a number of the Nine’s
employees.”

“All of my children have been ordered to cultivate useful sources in the
world. I know I said they should avoid attention, but this is necessary.
Make it clear to all of them that I want to know everything and if they
balk, tell them that in this matter, you speak with my voice. Is that
clear?”

“Yes, my lord,” Florin talked quickly, his voice higher than normal. “I
will tell them to gather everything they can and I will contact every
one of them and not just Maria and Alexandru.”

“Excellent, but make sure that they understand that they should still do
their best to avoid attention. I don’t want them to be found any more
than I did before.”

“Yes, sir,” Florin said, his voice lowering to his normal range, “I’ll
start immediately.”

“Do that,” Vladislav said and hung up.

Placing the handset back down into its brass cradle, he decided that it
was time to prepare. Getting out of his chair, he left the room, walking
through the spiderweb of identical hallways toward his lab.

The young woman walking toward him smiled. With shoulder-length dark
hair, light skin, and red lipstick, she reminded him of all too many
women that he’d fed on over the years, many to their deaths. The clothes
were modern—frayed jeans with holes and a black shirt with sleeves made
out of a material so thin he could see the roses tattooed on her right
bicep.

She was young, healthy, alone, and he was hungry. He had blood in the
lab, but this would be warm. The pain started the moment he started
wondering how he’d do it. It shot through his chest and up into his
head. Forcing a smile onto his face and keeping the scream inside, he
concentrated on letting his breath flow in through his nose and out
through his mouth.

She stopped smiling and looked up at him, “Are you okay, Doc?”

Letting his smile widen as the pain withdrew, he said, “I’m fine, my
dear.”

Now that he was back to himself, he knew who she was. Mistress Madness
had changed out of her costume. If he’d been less hungry, he’d have
recognized Lindsay’s scent.

Lindsay peered up for a little longer and smiled again, “You do look
better now. Well, I was going out to Starbucks. Do you want anything?”

He smiled, “They don’t serve what I want.”

She laughed, “God… Of course, they don’t, but I suppose you can get that
anywhere, can’t you? You live in a world of living snacks.”

He let out a breath, remembering to breathe in through his nose, “I
don’t do that anymore.”

“Too bad,” she said, “I’ve always wondered what it would be like.”

Smiling, he said, “Don’t trust your public entertainment. Vampires don’t
want your love. We want your blood, and if we see something worth
keeping, your immortal servitude.”

“I’ll keep that in mind in case I meet any other vampires,” she stepped
around him, touching his shoulder as she passed, “You seem okay.”

“Thank you,” he said and turned as she passed. “I think I’d like a
grande Chai.”

She nodded, “Hot or iced?”

“Hot.”

“Got it,” she said and turned away.

He seemed okay? He shook his head as he walked toward his laboratory. He
was an immortal undead monster. The only reason he hadn’t fed on her was
that he’d ensorcelled himself with a working too difficult to remove
when he was hungry enough that he wanted to. If he expected to work off
his debt to society, he couldn’t leave a string of dead bodies and new
vampires behind him, could he?

All the same, she’d have been a good candidate for his family. She’d
earned a doctorate in chemistry by the age of 25 and she kept her head
in a fight. Her naïveté about the undead would have disappeared when she
rose again.

Casting those thoughts from his mind, he walked towards his lab,
thinking through his plans. What did he need to work around? Agent Spitz
had an anti-voice buzzer on a necklace around his neck. While useless
against vampiric hypnosis, they might have hidden more defenses inside
it. Spitz also wore a cross. Vladislav doubted that Spitz had enough
faith that it would be effective, it still made him uncomfortable and if
Spitz had more of a spiritual connection than expected, it might hurt.
It might also be some sort of relic. If so, that would be a problem.

He’d be surprised if Spitz’s bullets weren’t silver. What else? He
didn’t know. He’d have to wait for Florin’s reports.

Whatever defenses Spitz had, Vladislav knew that he could defeat
whatever sorcery or technology that weak, little man had collected.

It didn’t take long to get to his laboratory. Though it wasn’t the equal
of the laboratory in his castle, Vladislav had brought the essentials
and collected substitutes for what couldn’t be moved.

People always stared at it the first time they opened the door. Between
the computers, partially assembled sets of powered armor, boxes of spare
parts manufactured at his factories, the refrigerators with bags of
blood, magic circles on the floor surrounding his anvil and other
devices, it looked like no other room in the building.

The shelves were full of books, jars containing powders, preserved
creatures, and humanoid and animal body parts, some of which still
moved.

The mixture of modern and ancient suited him. Aside from which, the
mortals never seemed to understand that the magic swords in their
stories were as much a mixture of magic and technology as when he
enchanted a suit of powered armor.

The only annoying thing about it was that instead of giving him privacy,
it met the building’s other labs at the far wall, and even worse, the
wall was made of a transparent substance with the strength of metal.

Through the wall, he could see into the Atoner’s lab where he made and
maintained his gadgets, and Mistress Madness’ lab where she experimented
with gases and airborne poisons.

What annoyed him most was what it said. It said that the powers-that-be
didn’t trust him and maybe didn’t trust any of them—not even the Atoner.
Knowing that any of them could defeat any cameras the FBI installed,
they were giving them the opportunity to tattle on each other. He
wouldn’t and he hadn’t. The Atoner had a collection of the Nine’s
technology. Mistress Madness was still experimenting with poisons that
caused death or permanent derangement.

Vladislav had no intention of telling on either of them. He was sure
they had their reasons, but no matter, the labs were empty.

He shook his head. Where to begin? The silver bullets. They’d probably
hired a wizard to enchant them to one shot vampires. It wouldn’t take
much to modify armor he’d already enchanted against that to fit under
his clothes. The anti-voice buzzer and the cross were more of an issue.
Neither one was automatically a problem, but both had the potential to
be—if the cross contained a relic or if the buzzer contained more than a
buzzer.

He’d have to come up with a way to deactivate them or remove them from
the action either by removing them or destroying them. Replacing them
with a harmless duplicate might be worth it, but that would be
challenging. He did have a solution, though.

Starting with the armor because it was the more predictable problem, he
disassembled cloth armor he’d made for a dinner where the group had to
act as bodyguards, finding the cloth layer he’d designed the suit coat
around. For the next hour, he worked the enchanted cloth into the shirt
he wore, something made more challenging because he had to modify one of
his circles and work on the cloth inside to keep its enchantment from
disappearing or worse, changing.

Analysts on SuperTV had never guessed how much time he spent sewing.

By the time he’d finished, he’d come up with an approach to the problem
with the anti-voice buzzer and the cross—a summoning.

Boss Scree was a rat, but a rat from Faerie. Vladislav knew him from the
old days. Boss Scree and his clan were useful when you needed something
stolen, wanted it done quietly, and didn’t mind if someone got eaten to
make it happen.

When the cloth was finished, Vladislav walked over to one of the magic
circles, adding markings with chalk, and placing a wheel of moldy cheese
in the middle of the circle, partly because it amused him and partly
because he knew Boss Scree would like it.

Lighting candles, he chanted the summoning spell, saying Boss Scree’s
true name. If it were his own home, he’d have shouted it, but here he
didn’t want to attract attention or worse, interruption. He’d let Boss
Scree loose when he was younger and less experienced. The results were…
messy.

Shaking his head at his past self’s naïveté, he said the last few words
and gestured upward with his arms. As he did, a figure materialized in
the middle of the circle, picking up the cheese, sniffing it, giving a
sigh, and beginning to eat.

Standing nearly four feet tall, Boss Scree was a large rat. If his size
didn’t already hint that he was no normal rat, the way he stood
comfortably on his back two legs would have made it clear that something
was not normal. If that weren’t enough, the top hat, green jacket and
pants, ruffled shirt, and bright, green, silk sash across the creature’s
belly would have been a more than subtle suggestion of the rat’s
otherworldly nature.

Boss Scree looked up from the cheese, “Vladislav, this cheese is
remarkable, and I do love to see you again, but your timing was
inconvenient. I was presiding over a banquet and I hadn’t even had a
bite to eat. This cheese is a more than adequate substitute, but it’s
still quite annoying. I should find out your true name and summon you
whenever I have a problem. Then you’d know what it feels like.”

The rat took another bite of cheese and then looked up at the vampire,
“So what is it that you want this time?”

“I need you to steal a few objects from an FBI agent named Phillip
Spitz.”

The rat’s smile widened, revealing sharp and uneven teeth, “I’ve heard
the name. He has children.”

Vladislav looked down toward the rat’s face, speaking slowly, “No one
needs to die this time. In fact, no one should die at all. It will
attract attention to the project and that will cause problems.”

The rat picked a bit of mystery meat out from between its teeth, chewed,
and swallowed it, “Disappointing. What about in the houses on say the
same block? We could choose one that wasn’t too close. Maybe on the far
end of the block?”

Not allowing his expression to change, Vladislav reminded himself that
despite Boss Scree’s ever-present focus on food, he and his people were
very good at what they did, “As I told you earlier, no one should die
for this project.”

The rat sighed and took another bite out of the cheese wheel, “No one
should die, but if they do, they can be put to some of the most
delicious uses. I have cooks who mix the most remarkable spice blends,
some of which are especially good on live food—which reminds me… If we
take someone from the other end of the block or a nearby block it won’t
be too obvious. You couldn’t even hope to guess how many times we’ve
gotten away with that.”

Vladislav felt the muscles in his cheek twitch. He was losing it. He
needed to get this transaction over with, “Scree, we aren’t even sending
you to Phillip Spitz’ house. We need you to go to his office, or if
you’re up to the challenge, grab the items
from his car.”

“Hmph. An office? Grown humans are less tender.” The rat’s eyes
narrowed.

“Since you’re not going to eat anyone on this venture, that shouldn’t be
a concern. I will provide for you the standard fee in piglets and lamb
and double it if you keep your people under control and don’t hurt any
humans. You should be aware though, that I will cut your fee in half if
your actions cause any kind of problem for me with the human
authorities.”

Boss Scree nodded slowly, “Twice the meat if we don’t eat anyone and
half of our normal amount if we create problems with your human masters.
I can accept this, but I’d like one more thing. Throw in two more wheels
of cheese if we’re successful and we’ll do it.”

With a smile, Vladislav nodded, “I have a source. As usual, you’ll
receive it all on completion.”

Taking another bite of cheese, Boss Scree said, “Good. Then send me back
now. I’ll expect to receive more details then. I get the impression that
you’ll need us shortly and it would be good to let the pack know that we
have a job.”

“Excellent. I’ll send you all the details when I have them,” Vladislav
said, and with a word from a long-forgotten language and a hand gesture,
sent the fey back where he belonged.

As the rat faded out, Vladislav heard the sounds of excited screeches
and gnawing on bones. He didn’t doubt that they’d be excited by the job.
As for himself, he was relieved. The rats did good work.

Before he had a chance to even feel as if he were alone in the room, the
phone in his lab rang. A twin to the one in his office, it also looked
like it came from the early 20th century. He walked over to
it and picked up the phone.

Florin’s baritone voice sounded through the headset, “Sir, I checked
with our people. Is this a good time to tell you what I’ve learned?”

“Yes,” Vladislav waited.

“What we know is that he has silver bullets that have been enchanted to
be especially effective against you—“

“Expected,” Vladislav said.

“Also, a cross that holds a bone of one of the saints. I’ve been unable
to discover which one, but that’s something to take note of. There’s an
anti-Dominator voice buzzer that does defend against several different
techniques that they’ve been known to use, but there’s no effect against
magic.

“Finally, you should know that he’s been protected against psychic
attacks by a government psychic that Maria suspects has a relationship
to the Nine. She hasn’t been able to get confirmation. It’s possible
that commands have been planted in case of magic mental attacks.”

Frowning, Vladislav said, “It’s not the first time I’ve encountered
that. Thank you for letting me know. If you find the name of the saint
within the next two hours, tell me. Otherwise, it will be little more
than a curiosity.”

“I’ll do my best, sir.”

They hung up. Vladislav knew his next steps. He’d have to look into his
records of triggers in the Nine’s subjects, scry for the information
Boss Scree needed, and one more thing. He pulled a team communicator out
of his pocket, calling the Atoner.

Colin answered, “What did I tell you, Doc? I’m looking for information
and I’m in the middle of something complicated right now.”

“I don’t mean to interrupt you Atoner, but I thought I’d check to find
out if you’ve learned anything.”

“A little, but it’s not something I’m confident of yet. I’ll get what I
find out to you before tonight’s meeting. If this is some sort of final
check before putting a plan of your own in motion, please don’t. If
everything pans out, this will solve your problem.”

“Apologies, Atoner. I’ll leave you to it then.”

“Thanks,” the Atoner’s voice faded for a moment, but then became louder.
“Don’t worry about it. I can understand that you want to do something.
This is just one of those times that you have to trust your teammates,
okay?”

“Understood. I’ll look forward to seeing you this evening,” Vladislav
looked over at the other labs through the transparent wall. No one was
in them. He’d be able to finish what little was left.

“You bet,” the Atoner said, closing the connection.

Walking over to one of the grey-painted metal cabinets, Vladislav placed
his hand on the palm reader and opened the door. Then he pulled out a
stained wooden case and carried it over to his desk. Once there, he
pulled out the crystal ball and placed it on its round stand.

As much of a stereotype as it was, it was the best way to find Spitz’
location so that he could tell Boss Scree where to lead his rats. After
that, he’d check out the Nine’s typical mental triggers in his records.

Two hours later, he sat with the rest of the team in the conference
room, nursing a Chai Latte. Morgan sat next to Lindsay. Both of them
were still out of costume—Lindsay in her black shirt and ripped blue
jeans. Morgan, her blond hair tied back in a ponytail, wore a dark blue
jumpsuit dotted with cubes of grey plastic on her chest and limbs.

Obviously the final protective layer underneath her suit, Vladislav
didn’t doubt that it could keep her safe against bullets and
hand-to-hand combat. It didn’t surprise her that she thought that way.

The fact that she appeared to be entertaining herself with her phone
impressed him less. To be fair, they were safe and Lindsay was doing the
same, but still, danger was everywhere.

He sat on the other side of the table along with Ape Nasty who was using
his own phone, but only as cover as he whispered, “Anything I should
know, boss?”

“Everything is fine,” he said under his breath. “Be ready to improvise.”

Ape Nasty chuckled, “I’m always ready.”

Then he sipped from his own paper cup. Vladislav wondered how Starbucks’
cups worked for a giant ape, but he didn’t bother to ask. If it were
hard, Ape Nasty would have already complained.

Whether or not Vladislav would have followed up on the thought became a
moot point when Agent Phil Spitz entered the room. In a blue suit that
was bulked up by what had to be armor underneath, Phil walked to the
front of the room. His thin, curly blond hair looked no better than it
had over the online call that morning.

As he stood at the lectern at the far end of the table, he said, “Where
is the Atoner? He’s never late.”

Amazed as ever by the agent’s lack of manners, Vladislav shook his head,
thinking that it would have been so easy to greet everyone and ask about
their health before complaining about the Atoner’s lateness. A leader
needed to make sure that his followers knew that he cared about them.

If he ever did turn supervillain again, Spitz would die as soon as it
was practical. He’d set up some sort of trust for the agent’s children
if it came to that. They didn’t deserve to grow up in poverty because of
their father’s boorishness.

Looking up at Agent Spitz, Vladislav let himself smile, “I’m confident
that the Atoner has his reasons for being late. He’s a consistently
responsible and respectful man.”

Agent Spitz glanced over at Vladislav before saying, “He’d better have a
good reason. There’s no one on this team that the government won’t kill
if they go rogue.”

Lindsay looked up from her phone, “Come on, Spitz. The Atoner didn’t ‘go
rogue.’ He’s maybe a minute late for a meeting. You’re later than that
half the time and he’s always here waiting for you. Also, he never says
that you should be shot for it.”

Agent Spitz reddened as Ape Nasty turned toward Vladislav, “Didn’t you
have someone killed for being late once?”

With a nod, Vladislav said, “It was before your time with me—back in the
late 1800s—and it wasn’t simply lateness. The lateness was merely a
symptom of a larger issue, his disrespect for his fellow man. I gave him
more than one warning and when he didn’t change, I had him flayed.
Flaying didn’t itself kill him, but you don’t live long without your
skin.”

Ape Nasty laughed as Agent Spitz worked through different expressions,
showing fear, horror, disgust, and finally stopping with his mouth open
as if he’d started to say something and then thought better of it.

The Atoner walked through the door at the back of the room then, the
only one of them in full costume—white accented with red, the red of his
friends’ blood, Vladislav assumed. The Atoner’s belt of gadgets was
missing a few. Vladislav noted that it was the slots that Colin
routinely swapped out. What had he been doing?

Even with the mask covering half of his face, Colin’s smile managed to
convey warmth, “I’m so sorry I’m late. It won’t happen again. Did I miss
anything?”

As Colin pulled out a chair at the far end of the table, Ape Nasty said,
“Doc was telling stories.”

The Atoner shook his head, “I’ve heard a few of those. They’re always
educational.”

Agent Spitz frowned and said, “Let’s get to work.”

Standing behind the lectern, he began with, “As we discussed this
morning, you did an excellent job assisting the Heroes’ League. Our
people are checking the effects on the general public’s opinion of the
team. Morgan? This is something that you should be caring about because
it affects what you can do after your probation is over. If you’re
generally popular with the public, it’s even possible that a Defenders
unit or one of the other big teams might take you.”

Morgan smirked, “How about the Heroes’ League?”

Spitz rolled his eyes, “Do you really want to work with a bunch of kids?
You don’t have to answer. I have no idea if they’d take you, but I’m
pretty sure there’s not one of them over 25. I wouldn’t recommend it.”

Shrugging, Morgan said, “We get along. So… About our popularity contest,
who’s the most popular?”

Spitz’ mouth twitched. Lindsay and Ape Nasty laughed, “The current
leader, as has been the case since he joined the team, is Dr.
Transylvania. We believe it’s because he joined by betraying a group of
supervillains the Nine had hired. That and because people like
vampires.”

Grinning, Ape Nasty asked, “Where am I?”

Spitz’s expression grew sourer, “Last, as usual. I’m sure it’s the
string of murders you committed. The only reason you haven’t been
executed is that Dr. Transylvania insisted that he needed you. That and
the bomb in your brain.”

Ape Nasty laughed, “Eh… It’s not the first time.”

Raising an eyebrow, Spitz fiddled with the tablet on the lectern, “Back
to the topic, our metrics for assisting the Heroes’ League against the
Nine have given you all a bump. From what I’m hearing though, they’re
getting a lot of criticism for how they handled things today, including
working with supervillains. We’re going to keep watching that because
being associated with a team that’s going down could be bad for your
image too. We’ll have to watch how this goes because as you’ll remember,
merchandising is one of the three pillars that keep this team afloat.

“Too much of a popularity drop will translate into a drop in funding
which will translate into a drop in how much you can help. That will
then turn into a drop in popularity. Do you see my point?”

Vladislav found the manipulation interesting. The man understood that
Vladislav had no intention of leaving the topic alone and had put
together an argument that a group of former supervillains might find
appealing.

Well, it wasn’t as if Vladislav planned to leave the man any free will
to argue with him, “Merchandizing? That reminds me, are you looking into
purple pandas?”

Scrunching up his face as he stared at Vladislav, Spitz said, “What?”

“I brought them up as something for the online store,” Vladislav kept on
talking as if he actually had done that, but he shrugged inside. He was
one trigger down. “Purple pandas” might have ended all of it, revealing
Spitz as one of the Nine’s puppets and putting him into a mindset where
he’d take any orders Vladislav chose to give him.

Well, he supposed that would have been too easy. Dammit. Now he’d have
to try the others.

Thinking of something, he took a glance around the room, noting that no
one else was muttering the response phrase, “I love the purple pandas!”

That was good news.

Still, as Vladislav looked, he saw that the Atoner wasn’t smiling even
if he wasn’t outright frowning. Could he have recognized was Vladislav
was doing? He had enough experience that he might. Vladislav hoped that
he wouldn’t interfere.

Spitz’ face tightened, “We won’t be doing anything with purple pandas
either now or in the future.”

Lindsay grinned, “Awww… I’d buy them.”

Ignoring her, Spitz said, “You need to take this seriously. This is your
future we’re talking about, but enough of this. We need to talk about
what your next focus will be. We’ve got several possible targets. None
of them, as we discussed this morning, are the Nine.”

The man droned on, discussing the groups they might go after and the
possible publicity wins that might happen if they did. Vladislav,
meanwhile, went over the other triggers in his head, discarding the
worst ones as he went.

Top on the list was “Magician’s Lighthouse” in which he’d have asked
Spitz, “Have you seen the Magician’s Lighthouse?” Spitz would have
replied, “No, but I’ve always wanted to turn on the light.” If Vladislav
then said, “Go ahead,” Spitz would then shoot everyone in the room
except for the person who asked the question.

Given the people in the room, Vladislav suspected the person most in
danger would be Spitz, but since the Atoner was the only one in full
armor, it wasn’t worth the chance. It was a pity. There wouldn’t be a
clearer way to demonstrate that he was the Nine’s puppet.

Of course, if Boss Scree and his rats did their job, Spitz wouldn’t have
a working gun, anti-voice buzzer, and if he were lucky, the cross. He
didn’t hold his breath on the last one. The fey might not be hurt as
much by holy relics, but they didn’t work well with them either.

Hearing Spitz’ voice in the background, Vladislav decided to go for a
subtle one, using the Nine’s trigger for the same purpose they did. In a
normal voice, as if he were replying to a question, he said, “nine” in
Chinese.

Spitz replied with, “Lucky number nine,” and then continued to talk as
if nothing had been said. Vladislav repeated the number again in Chinese
and Spitz did precisely what he’d done before. The first time people
barely reacted.

The second time Ape Nasty laughed. Morgan tensed, moving her hands under
the table. Lindsay glanced around at the group, mouthing the words,
“What was that?”

The Atoner locked eyes with Vladislav and nodded.

Agent Spitz stopped talking, “Do you two have something to say? We’re
trying to decide the group’s next focus and as the most experienced
members of the group, your input should be useful.”

The Atoner gave a wide and innocent smile, “Doc and I were just agreeing
that the Devil Coven might be too big for this group, but investigating
their activity in Pittsburgh would be worth a try. Doc at least has
enough experience with magic to match them. Well, he can  match the
groups they normally send out–not the entire coven.”

“Exactly,” Vladislav hoped Spitz wouldn’t ask him for details because he
hadn’t been listening.

Spitz’ lips curled and Vladislav suppressed a smirk. Spitz had been
modified enough that he didn’t know a trigger word had been used. So all
he was responding to was a perceived lack of attention.

That was good.

Now the challenge was to figure out how to handle it. The Nine’s agents
had triggers implanted for what to do when they were found out. He’d
heard of ones that were little more than suicide bombers, but that was
on the low end. He’d also heard of supers that had been mind controlled
to only use their powers under certain circumstances. That was the
better possibility.

He’d also heard of normal humans that had been modified with superpowers
that they could only use once—because after that they died. He kicked
himself for not thinking of the possibility when he’d talked to Florin.
He’d fixated on the cross when he should have been sending his spawn
after the Nine’s engineers.

If he had to bet on what sort of agent Spitz was, he’d bet on the last.
Getting assigned to be the liaison to the Probationers was the kind of
job that made an FBI agent’s reputation or set back their career for
years and it wasn’t in their hands. All that mattered was which random
selection of superpowered convicts came together.

If the Nine knew Spitz would be assigned to them, they’d know that Spitz
wouldn’t have access to much beyond the Probationers. Plus, the Nine
likely held a grudge against him, Ape Nasty, and might want to keep
Morgan silent if she’d somehow managed to work for Rook and not get
reprogrammed herself.

She’d shown no evidence of it in any case.

Vladislav’s comm vibrated. The message appeared on his watch as coming
from Mistress Madness, “What did you do?”

He typed, “Later,” keeping his arm on the table, hopefully in Ape
Nasty’s sight. A small grunt from the giant ape gave him hope that
they’d be able to make it through the meeting without violence.

The next message came from Morgan and had been sent to both him and the
Atoner. It was simply, “Now?”

Vladislav met her eyes from across the table. She was expressionless and
watching Spitz out of the corner of her eye. A drop of sweat fell from
her cheek to the table. He gave a small shake of his head and she
nodded, but this didn’t bode well. She’d recognized what he’d done and
unless he guessed wrong, she was terrified.

Well, she had a reason for it. Rook was on the Nine’s inner council—the
nine that the organization was named after. Now, though, he had to keep
the situation from getting worse.

At Morgan’s nod, Spitz stopped again, “I’m beginning to feel like
there’s another conversation going on in the room without me. What’s
going on?”

The Atoner stood up and began to walk around the table, passing Morgan
and Lindsay, “Phil, Doc, and I have something we need to talk about in
my office. It’s related to the reason everyone’s distracted, but it’s
not something that we’re ready to talk about as a group.”

Spitz looked from the Atoner to Vladislav, “Am I supposed to believe you
or am I supposed to believe the evidence before my own eyes? You’re all
looking down at your comms or over at each other. I know I shouldn’t
expect respect from a bunch of criminals, but I’d think that you’d
recognize what will keep you out of jail. That’s why you’re here. You
betrayed your friends to the government. All of them want to kill you
now. You know who doesn’t? The government. And you know who the
government is when I’m here? Me.

“The only thing keeping you on this team and out of prison and away from
death row is my reports on how conscientious you are, how compliant and
helpful you are… That’s me. I’m your leader, your advocate, and a man
with literal life and death power over your future. Tell me what’s
really going on.”

On the other side of the table, Morgan’s eyes followed Spitz, turning as
the Atoner passed her, but keeping her hands under the table where she’d
put them after he’d demonstrated what the man was.

Knowing that she’d worked for Rook, she could have anything under there.

Vladislav knew he needed to talk quickly or talk with the force of
undead charisma—not to Spitz, but to Morgan. Opening up to the energy of
unlife, he tried to meet Morgan’s eyes, controlling the flow with nearly
one thousand years of experience. Uncontrolled, it would leave him a
mindless predator in time.

Even as he felt the cold power enter his body, he knew it was too late.
She’d pulled out a slim, palm-sized pistol—too slim to fire bullets.
Vladislav had seen them before. Based on Abominator tech, the Nine’s
elite agents used them. They could pass through metal detectors and burn
through almost anything with time.

She’d declared the gun when she joined the team.

Bright white tinged with bluish-purple, it hit Spitz in the chest,
burning through where his heart would be and coming out the other side.
Vladislav saw it all in slow motion as Lindsay gasped and backed away
from the table, going for something below the table. Meanwhile, the
Atoner’s eyes widened.

Ape Nasty grunted and sat up straighter in his chair.

Vladislav only had a moment to wonder how they’d sell Morgan’s attack as
a necessity to the Feds before what he later saw as the inevitable
happened. Instead of falling forward into the lectern and slumping onto
the floor, Spitz’ eyes widened and his body grew as his clothes ripped
and white energy rippled across his body, burning the clothes that
remained along with the wooden lectern.

“Don’t get close, but hit him with anything you have,” he said, shouting
over Spitz’ crackling power.

Lindsay, with her black shirt and blue jeans looking increasingly out of
place, moved behind Morgan, muttering, “That had better be his final
form.”

Vladislav thought he saw a flash of something in her hand, but he didn’t
know what.

All of that came too quickly for him to think about it. He was already
turning toward Spitz and aiming the dark power he called on at whatever
the man had become. Saying, “Stop,” he met Spitz’ eyes, willing Spitz to
listen.

Spitz did not. The cross that still somehow hung around his neck glowed
and Vladislav felt the dark power within him snap back. He stumbled
backward even as the white, rippling glow of energy around Spitz surged
outward, burning everything it touched.

The table crackled as it caught on fire. Vladislav stopped trying to
stay up and let himself fall.

Next to him, Ape Nasty had jumped upward, missing the worst of the
blast, and flipping as he pushed off the ceiling. He landed on his feet,
and grabbed his own chair, massive and custom built to hold an
impossibly huge gorilla.

Ape Nasty threw it as if the chair weren’t more than 300 pounds by
itself.

Made of metal, the chair flew at Spitz with force that would have killed
any normal human and more than a few supers. It struck Spitz in the
middle of his chest, throwing Spitz backward into the wall, smashing
through the TV mounted on that wall.

The bloody scrapes on Spitz’ body told Vladislav that it was possible to
harm the man, but he didn’t have time to consider how. As he activated
the weaponry in his costume, two objects shot forward, hitting Spitz.

The first ball exploded into a gooey mess of white strands that spread
across both Spitz and the cracked concrete wall he’d hit.

The second ball popped like a balloon as it hit Spitz, releasing a blue
powder that coated Spitz, the gooey mess of web, and the wall behind it.
From that Vladislav knew the Atoner and Lindsay were both still up.
They’d been working on the one-two punch of Colin’s restraint glue and
Lindsay’s disorientation powder—a version that was heavy enough to stay
where it hit.

In the meantime, Vladislav had aimed the gun in his right sleeve, firing
a burst of poison-filled needles—his last attempt at a nonlethal
solution. He’d extracted the poison from a vampire in Cleveland, Ohio
that had poison fangs and synthesized his own version.

Not all of the needles hit, but Vladislav saw bloody spots where three
had been implanted into Spitz’ belly.

He didn’t know which was more important, his needles or Lindsay’s
disorientation powder, but Spitz wobbled. That was promising. If they
were lucky, they wouldn’t have to even try to understand Spitz’ powers.

The problem with mind-controlled homicidal maniacs whose superpowers
only had to work once was that you had no background on your opponent.
Overcharged latent superpowers were always a surprise.

The fact that they existed wasn’t. Martin Magnus’ bodyguards had the
same one-time surprise power centuries ago. Magnus had a talent with
Abominator tech. If Vladislav hadn’t already known the man was connected
with the Nine, this attack would have been enough to make him suspect
it.

In the meantime, it was time to take Spitz down. Vladislav turned into a
mist and floated toward Spitz, planning to materialize off to the
“man’s” side and stab him to death. So long as Colin’s glue held, he’d
have a chance.

As his body turned to mist, Morgan, as calmly and professionally as
ever, popped out from under the table where she’d taken cover from
Spitz’ blast of energy, and fired off her pistol, hitting him with
another blast of light, raking across the being’s body with the gun’s
beam.

Spitz screamed as she hit, surrounding his body in a cocoon of light
that exploded into the room. Even as a mist, Vladislav could see nothing
but light and he felt the heat.

From under him, he heard the sound of something large and heavy hitting
the floor, probably the table. How much protection it would give, he had
no idea. He could already hear the crackle of burning wood.

It was up to him. He wasn’t sure how well he’d do against Spitz’ heat
after he turned back into a human, but as long as Spitz wasn’t radiating
sunlight, he’d be fine.

Crossing the distance, he reformed off to Spitz’ right and a foot behind
him.

The heat hit his body along with the accompanying pain. Though he wasn’t
in full armor, his vulnerability to sunlight meant that he always wore
something. It only took a word to cover every part of his skin. Even
though he could still feel the heat and thought he might smell something
beginning to burn, it wasn’t his skin.

Ignoring all of that, he said the true name of an entity he’d researched
hundreds of years before. As the last syllable finished, a dagger
appeared in his hand. Made of dark metal and stained with the blood of a
dead god, summoning it would touch sensitive people across the world,
but most would know better than to investigate.

He stabbed Spitz’ kidney.

Spitz moved forward as the heat from him burned Vladislav’s glove. Then
Spitz turned his head to look backward at Vladislav, aiming his arm in
his direction, gibbering as if he’d forgotten how to talk.

The glow around Spitz’ arm expanded as it fired a wide beam of heat in
Vladislav’s direction, missing only because Colin hit Spitz from the
side as if he was playing football.

Colin was in full costume, but Vladislav saw the upper layer blacken.
Colin might still be up, but his protection wouldn’t last forever.
Running toward Spitz with the dagger in hand, he reached around,
stabbing at the man’s back again.

As he did, Spitz pulsed with another blast of white heat. Colin dropped
to the ground as the heat broke through Vladislav’s armor. He could feel
his skin crisping. Much more and his arm would burn into immobility.

He powered through the pain, aiming for the kidney again, the blade
sinking into Spitz’ back even as a chair thrown by Ape Nasty hit Spitz
in the front.

Whether Spitz’ growth had changed his internal organs or Ape Nasty’s
chair knocked the blow off, Spitz didn’t go down in a combination of
pain and internal bleeding. Of course, the pain was still there. A
spiderweb of black veins extended under Spitz’ skin, pulsing as they
pulled blood from his body. It would kill the man, but it would take
more time than Vladislav had.

With Spitz distracted, Colin rolled away, showing he was still alive,
but he began to stand, looking up at Spitz as if he intended to charge
the man again.

Vladislav said three words, the ending line of a summoning spell. Scree
would understand. It wasn’t the first time he’d used it. He’d just have
to pay the rat more.

Spitz tried to pull away from the dagger, screaming as the web of black
veins stayed within, pulling his skin.

At the same time, rats exploded out of the corners of the room, big and
small, all of them with teeth bared. The sound of thousands of claws
skittering across the floor combined with the thumps of rats that had
appeared near the ceiling, and Spitz’ screams as the rats covered him
and tore into his skin.

Spitz tried to burn the rats, turning hundreds into ash, but for every
rat killed another would take its place. His blasts of white light
became gradually weaker until his body went limp.

Within a minute after that, only bones were left.

Everyone in the group had survived. Morgan, Lindsay, and Ape Nasty came
out from behind the flipped table— more charcoal than a table. Ape
Nasty’s fur and the skin under it were burnt. Morgan’s light armor and
skin on her gun hand had also been burned.

At first glance, Vladislav thought Lindsay had pulled her entire silver
costume out of nowhere, but then he noted that she didn’t have her
backpack or gas gun. Ah, he realized, an emergency backup costume
then. He approved.

Lindsay tapped a spot on her belt and the costumed turned into gooey
strings that the belt absorbed, “It’s not as good as my normal costume,
but it’s good enough.”

In the background, Colin began to spray Morgan and Ape Nasty’s wounds
with something in a canister from his belt, “We’ll have to get a doctor
to look at you, but this will work for now.”

Hours later, they stood together in Vladislav’s office. Colin sat on the
desk. Vladislav stood in front of him.

Letting out a breath, Colin said, “It looks like they bought all of it.
We weren’t lying, but trying to frame Morgan shooting Spitz before he
did anything as a heroic act? I didn’t think we were going to get away
with that. You didn’t mess with their heads, did you?”

Vladislav shook his head, “They take precautions. Someone would have
noticed.”

“Good. I’m glad you’re thinking that way. Because if they do, it’s not
just you who suffers, it’s all of us. That was your original plan for
Spitz, right?”

Nodding, Vladislav said, “Yes. And what was your plan for Spitz? Surely
it wasn’t for Morgan to shoot him.”

Colin sighed, “We never even got to my plan. Back when I didn’t know how
much of a hold they had on him, I planted bombs I confiscated from the
Nine in his car. I planned to blow it up when no one was near it. When
they studied the bombs, they’d have discovered that ‘the Nine’ had
planted them. Spitz would have been reassigned or identified as one of
the Nine’s agents. I didn’t want you linked to it.”

Vladislav laughed, “Are you sure you’re a superhero?”

Colin’s mouth twitched, “Most days, yes. Some days I wonder how thin the
line between villains and heroes is.”
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Excerpt from Division


        It wasn’t much different from picking someone up from the airport,
provided the airport orbited at Lagrange point 4 and you had to pick
them up in the Heroes’ League’s “jet”—which only resembled a jet in its
shape.

You might see stars in the sky while you pick someone up from the
airport, but you don’t see them in all directions including below you.

Also, when you go to the airport, you’re usually going to pick up family
or friends. You’re not generally going with your girlfriend to pick up
someone who once told you that you were “the one who got
away.”

On a gut level, that would seem like a bad idea, but that was exactly
what I was doing with Haley. I’d told her about it, of course—both
because I didn’t want her to go into whatever was coming next blind and
because she could guess at a person’s mood by their smell and hearing
the rate of their heart.

With any luck, Kals had been lonely and drunk dialing with the
interstellar ansible system when she’d said that. Either way, we needed
her and she’d come when I asked for her help. Earth didn’t have anyone
trained by the Dominators that I could find or trust. We needed to
unwrap everything in my cousin Ana’s head, partly for information but
mostly because she deserved a life more fulfilling than being the Nine’s
puppet.

If that weren’t enough, Kals might even be able to interrogate the only
Dominator we’d managed to capture, a woman whose real name we didn’t
know. I called her the Amethyst Archer because that had been her
codename in the early 20th century.

Glancing over at me from the weapons console, Haley asked, “What are you
thinking about?”

Gray and black with a stylized cat’s head on her chest, her costume had
been reinforced to double as a space suit if necessary. Unlike normal,
her dark hair had been put in a ponytail in case her costume had to grow
a helmet. She raised an eyebrow to look at me.

“I don’t know, “ I said. “Everything all at once—Kals, Ana, and
whatever’s going on with us in the media. It still hasn’t let up. It’s
been a few weeks and it doesn’t seem to end.”

She shook her head, “The initial story’s past, but it’s still going in
social media. It felt like it stopped last week, but then after the
interview with the Defenders unit in Arizona… What was that guy’s name?”

I thought about it, “Major Justice, I think. I’d never heard of him
before—which is crazy because he’s been out there since the 1980s.”

Her voice became louder as she talked, “He’s got a dumb name. It’s like
he’s trying for a military theme, but also a police theme? And who
designed his costume? Green camouflage and a silver shield that looks
like a policeman’s badge? It just looks bad.”

I found myself nodding, “I know. It’s weird looking. It’s got to be one
of those costumes from before anybody brought in fashion designers.”

Haley shook her head, “Even by comparison to the 80s, it’s bad. I’ll
take pastel costumes and big, feathered hair over camouflage and silver.
That’s just gross.”

I thought about it, “I’m sure silver would work with some version of
camouflage, but not this one. Besides, I doubt I’d care about his
costume at all if he didn’t rake us over the coals constantly.”

“That’s what I was trying to say. Most superheroes were supporting us,
but then he did that video, and after that other heroes started the same
thing. I don’t think they’re all working for the Nine. Some of them were
even in Stapledon when you were,” she let out a sigh.

“Yeah, I know. I think it’s mostly kind of old guard supers, both the
young ones and the old. We’ve pissed off a few by taking in Tara, and
I’m betting a bunch just blame us for power juice and the way it’s
pretty much tripled the number of supers, both good and bad, making the
old guard less important in the hero community.”

I stopped for a second to look ahead of us with the jet’s sensors,
seeing the Xiniti base and the giant round gate that allowed ships to
jump between the stars. It flashed as I watched, opening to allow a
long, cylindrical ship to slide out and into normal space. My implant
identified it as a modular cargo ship with a small number of passenger
modules.

As the implant identified it and translated it for me. It was named
after a huge animal famed for carrying large loads over a long distance.
It was like a camel if camels were the size of elephants. It was like an
elephant if elephants could cross deserts with barely any need for
water. At a loss for a perfect word to express what the name meant, I
nicknamed it Really Big Camel.

I knew the name for one other reason that I explained to Haley as we
flew toward the ship, “Kals’ ship just came through the gate.”
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