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Before Midnight


        Grand Lake, Michigan, December 31, 1958: Ten Minutes before Midnight

Snow fell outside. Joe watched from the seventh floor of the tallest
private home in Grand Lake, wondering if it would be a blizzard. The
big, white flakes meant that skiing wouldn’t be great and neither would
the shoveling. He wouldn’t have to worry about either until tomorrow.
Romy and he were staying over at Giles tonight anyway.

He stood waiting in the music room because Giles’ mansion had enough
rooms that he could afford to devote one purely to music. A grand piano
stood on one end and a pipe organ on the other. Along the walls were
bookshelves filled with music, music stands, and enough instruments for
a small orchestra.

Joe pulled a string on the double bass, letting the deep thump fill the
room.

He probably shouldn’t have touched it. He probably shouldn’t ever touch
anything in the entire place. He’d always felt that way. As a child, the
rooms in Giles’ house had always felt like they were for better,
wealthier people than he and his family.

It still felt that way even though they were in the new section of the
mansion—Giles’ own add-on. Giles’ taste leaned toward the simple,
elegant, modern style that Joe had mostly seen on television and in the
interior design magazines Romy subscribed to.

From the white, wall-to-wall carpet to the outside wall that was all
windows, it wasn’t a place he’d ever own even if his engineering
consultancy business did take off.

For now, it was quietly supported by work from Giles’ companies. They’d
been too busy fighting costumed madmen in the last few years for him to
develop much of a client base—which was fine for now, but he needed to
broaden the business.

In the distance, the sounds of a saxophone solo rang out. Giles had
hired a big band with no idea who they were playing for. The guests were
all superheroes and none in masks—which meant no business could be
discussed unless it was down the hall from the ballroom.

Footsteps came from the hall behind him and Joe turned to watch Gunther
step through the door. Dressed in a black tuxedo, the tall, muscular man
with a blond buzzcut looked every inch the former German soldier the
press said he was and not at all the multi-dimensional dragon-like
creature Joe had first seen trapped in a magic circle.

In the 15 years since Joe had seen things that made him wonder if
Gunther might have chosen not to break out of the circle because he knew
Joe was coming.

Gunther’s smile widened and he said, “I can teach you how to play it. No
charge. No special deal. I owe you for getting me out.”

Joe shook his head, “That’s what you’ve told me. What do you get out of
it?”

Gunther shrugged, “I like music. Improvised music isn’t much different
than fighting except that everyone gets to walk away happy. Well, unless
you fucked up. Then you walk away in shame, but you’ve got motivation to
practice.”

“Yeah,” Joe sighed. “I’ll think about it. What did you want to talk to
me about?”

Gunther turned away from him and stared out the window. That was
interesting by itself. Gunther, whatever kind of strange alien he was,
wasn’t the kind of guy who stared out the window without saying
anything. He was the kind of guy who kept up a never-ending stream of
patter until you wanted to punch him.

Was he embarrassed?

Gunther turned away from the window and met Joe’s eyes, “I lost
something.”

“Yeah,” Joe said, “this isn’t going to be something small like the keys
to your car, is it? Because if it is, Giles will get you a locksmith or
just buy you a new car. He’s generous during the holidays, maybe a
little too generous if you ask me.”

Gunther laughed, “I know what you mean, but no. It’s not a small thing.
It’s not even recent by your standards, but I know you can find it.”

Joe had never thought of himself as someone with “good instincts.” He’d
always believed that everything that went right for him went that way
because he worked at it. Right now, though, every part of him knew that
whatever Gunther had lost, it was bad news.

He asked, “What is it? What did you lose?”

Gunther’s smile disappeared, “A weapon and some friends, but I’m not
expecting you to find the friends. I lost the weapon around here.”

The guy was playing with him. It was in the creature’s nature. He knew
that by now, but he still asked, “In the house?”

Gunther shook his head, “In this universe and on Earth—mostly. And I
mean, strictly speaking, I lost it deliberately so that I wouldn’t be
tempted to use it. The problem is though, I’ll need it eventually. I
need you to find it. I know you can because a friend of mine came
through here once. I set it so that he could get it back, but you’re
close enough. He’s your distant ancestor. I’m going to need you to find
it and then pass it on to the right person. You’ll know him. Trust me on
this one.”

“I’ll know him?” Joe looked up at Gunther, mouth in a straight line,
“I’m going to need more information than that.”

Gunther shook his head, “No, you won’t. You’ll need more information
than that to find it, but not more when you’ve got it and need to hand
it off.”

The creature’s information had always been good even if “his” true
motives weren’t obvious. If this thing that Gunther lost explained what
Gunther was doing on Earth, Joe could live with it. He didn’t enjoy
having that hanging out there as a potential surprise.

“So…” Joe glanced out the window, watching the snow fall on the city.
The kids were sleeping at their grandparents, “when would this happen?
Not tonight, I hope.”

Gunther laughed, “No, but soon. I don’t want to pull you away from the
party.”

Joe’s lip curled, “Since you bring that up, tonight would be fine, but I
think everyone else would like some time to relax.”

Gunther grinned, “I know the latest bout with Dr. Madness got to
everyone, but you have one reason to relax. Now that you’re all over the
age of 30, you’re immune to Evil Beatnik’s influence.”

Joe sighed, “30 seems arbitrary. Why does it work that way?”

Gunther shrugged, “Magic. Evil Beatnik is a creature of chaos. All the
rules will seem arbitrary.”

Checking his watch, Joe said, “I don’t have much time before Romy comes
looking, but I’ve got a question, you’ve made references to friends
before and how I’m descended from one of them. Who are they? Are they
here too? Am I partially alien?”

Gunther’s smile made Joe think of the reptilian entity in the magic
circle, “You’re all human—physically. We can assume the form of other
creatures and so far as anyone can tell, that’s all we are. I know that
I have a few weirdnesses, but they’re intentional. In a world where
humans with strange powers exist, I’m just one more.”

Then Gunther stopped, frowned, and stared out the window himself,
leaving Joe to wonder why.

Before Joe asked, Gunther said, “But here’s the problem, when we create
a body for ourselves, we still need to connect to our core—which means
that we need to create a body that can do what we can do. That means
that if we have children with one of you, the potential to tap into our
powers exists. You can’t live long enough, but one of you might be the
right kind of accident.”

Joe laughed, “And then one of us finds your device and becomes a god?”

Gunther stopped and met Joe’s eyes, “It’s possible.”

Thinking back over the years that he’d known the creature, Joe had a
hard time remembering when Gunther hadn’t been making light of the
situation no matter how bad. At the very least, he’d always seemed
amused. He did not seem amused at all.

“And if that happens,” Joe watched Gunther’s face for hints, “what
next?”

Face impassive, Gunther said, “It depends. If he’s powerful enough to
control it, then he becomes the most powerful of us and maybe kills the
remaining members of my species. After that, he might as well be a god
because he’ll rule this planet and as much of the universe as he cares
about.

“I don’t think that’s likely. To understand how to use it, he’d need
training and none of us would train him. What’s more likely is that he’d
barely be able to use it and attract the attention of the remaining
members of my species. The best you could hope for there is that the
Live faction would come here, destroy him, and leave with the device in
their care. The worst case is that the Destroy faction would appear,
kill him, take the device, and use it to hunt down the Live faction and
any other species with potential, starting with yours.”

“Live and Destroy,” Joe shook his head. “It’s good that they don’t hide
what they’re about. You’ve told me about them before. Live wants to
teach younger species and bring them up to your level over time and
Destroy wants to destroy all sentient life except for your species.
There was a writer who I liked. I even wrote him a couple of times as a
teen and he wrote back—H.P. Lovecraft. It makes me think of his stories.
They were about mad gods that would destroy humanity if they ever woke
up and they might not even notice they’d done it.

“As bad as this sounds, there’s no Live faction in his work. It’s nice
to know that in reality, we’ve got a better chance.”

Gunther did smile at that, but a slow smile that grew gradually wider,
the kind Joe suspected many creatures had seen in their last moments.

“Yeah,” Gunther said, “and even better than the Live faction, I have
plans to prevent all of that and they include you.”

Joe restrained his response, hoping that he wasn’t grinding his teeth.
The group didn’t need more right now. Something was off about Giles. He
couldn’t put his finger on what. If that wasn’t enough, new people with
powers were appearing.

Man-machine, of all people, had visited by his office to tell him about
it. Wearing a cheap suit, the kid claimed to be starting a business that
made auto parts. He couldn’t hide his nervousness, constantly checking
out the window.

Like Giles, their powers appeared to be powered by a mixture of
chemicals, but they didn’t fling lightning like he did. Their powers
appeared to be as unpredictable as any random supervillain’s.

It didn’t surprise either Giles or himself. They’d both known that Giles
found the formula in an old book Giles’ family had acquired. That book
had been a copy of a copy. It said so inside, claiming that it had been
translated into Latin for the ease of use by new members of the Cabal.

Either the Cabal was still out there or someone else had found another
copy of the formula. It was the underlying motive behind inviting all
the superheroes they knew to the mansion for New Year’s.

Tomorrow they planned to organize a response.

“I wish you’d brought it up earlier,” Joe said. “We have other things
going on right now. We’d have waited to bring up the potion people if
we’d known about an issue that might destroy the whole human race.”

Gunther held up his hand, “Don’t worry about it. This can wait—not
forever—but it can wait a year or two. I ‘lost’ it before the human race
evolved into their current form. So, it’s been a few millennia.
Ordinarily, I think we could wait a few more, but here’s the problem. I
felt a flicker of power recently—the kind of thing I’d feel when one of
us is beginning to experiment with what we can do.”

The creature let out a sigh, “You’ve got kids. Let’s put it this way—I
thought I heard a toddler trying to walk and I just remembered I left a
loaded gun somewhere in the room. We should find it before he does.”

“Dammit,” Joe shook his head. “If the whole human race is descended
from this friend of yours, why’d you set it
so he and anyone related to him can use it?”

Gunther frowned, “I knew Nataw had come this way. I didn’t know he’d
mated with anyone until after I hid the thing. It’s not as if any of you
can use it. There are only a few. You’re one of them. Romy’s another,
but her family has something extra.”

Thinking back, Joe couldn’t remember Gunther trying to push them
together, but Gunther had mentioned knowing ancestors of his… He decided
not to pursue it now.

A knock came from the hallway and Romy stepped around the corner.
Between her blond hair and red dress, she could have passed for a femme
fatale from a movie poster or maybe the cover of a pulp magazine.

“Romy,” he sighed, “Gunther has a new issue for the team for the new
year.”

Romy shook her head, “And I thought you were sneaking away to get away
from the noise. Let’s go back, drink some champagne, and deal with
tomorrow’s problems tomorrow.”

Heroes’ League Headquarters, The Present Day

We sat in a room that had endured many similar meetings over the last
50+ years. We’d long ago removed the cardboard boxes full of memorabilia
from the room, replaced the table with a new one, and carpeted this
section of the concrete floor.

Still, air molecules might be vibrating from words spoken by any of our
grandparents back in the 1950s.

Rachel and I sat next to each other at the table since we’d called the
meeting. Except for having short, dark hair instead of blond, Rachel
might have passed for our grandmother—Romy Vander Sloot. Unlike the rest
of us, she was still in costume, wearing a simple white jumpsuit with a
cartoon ghost on her chest.

She’d flown halfway across the galaxy to get here. The way she blinked
her eyes made me wonder if she’d make it through the meeting without
falling asleep.

Right then, she was saying, “I felt it before I touched down on Earth.
There’s a low-level hum. Do any of you feel it?”

I raised my hand, saying, “For the record, I do. Anyone else?”

Further down the table, Daniel shook his head. Tall, blond, and
good-looking, he was also smart, calm in a crisis, and though he wasn’t
a rabbi like his grandfather, he’d probably make a decent one.

He said, “I don’t hear anything like that except secondhand through our
telepathic link. I might do better once I’m less tired. I don’t know. I
can tell you that the future just turned extremely volatile. Normally I
can sense loosely whether what we’re doing will lead to a good or bad
outcome. Right now it changes by the second. I can’t even tell whether
we’ll be alive 10 minutes from now with confidence and it started maybe
an hour ago—a little before Rachel reappeared.”

Rachel gave a quick grin, “I hope you’re not blaming it on me, but
that’s about right. I still can’t navigate hyperspace on my own. The
Cosmic Ghosts dropped me off over Earth and disappeared. I floated down
from orbit on my own and as I floated down, I felt something. It wasn’t
a hum. It felt more like gathering energy. Then I felt a pulse. That’s
when the hum started.”

I looked at her, “I missed the pulse—actually, I missed everything but
the hum.”

“It’s because I’m better than you,” she said, glancing over at me.

The team laughed, but she continued, “You’re here getting lessons over
Zoom. I’ve been out there using everything they taught me to survive.
That, and I don’t know if it’s true, but I’ve been getting the
impression that even if the Artificers and the Cosmic Ghosts are
different versions of the same species, they’re more different than
humans and Neanderthals.”

She frowned, “From what Lee’s said, it sounds like the Artificers live
practically forever while the Ghosts live for a long time, but not as
long. I think the Ghosts specialize in what they can do, but Lee’s
people seem to be able to command more power to do more things. That’s
what I overheard while living with the Ghosts, but we never talked about
it directly.”

Marcus leaned back in his chair and gave her a wave. Dark-skinned and
wearing a hoodie showing a movie version of the X-Men, he said, “What’s
living with them like? Is it anything like being in a Lantern Corps?”

Rachel tilted her head, not saying anything at first, “We spent a lot of
time flying between the stars and then dropping into interstellar
conflicts to convince them to stop.”

Nodding, Marcus said, “A lot like a Lantern Corps then.”

From across the table, Jaclyn said, “Let’s get back to the hum. Can you
triangulate it?”

Tall and dark-skinned, Jaclyn wore a simple green shirt and black
slacks. I remembered programming in those clothes, so she was wearing a
stealth suit camouflaged as clothes. After today’s fight, she probably
hadn’t had clothes to change into.

Rachel and I both said, “No.” As I tried to figure out how to say it was
too close to feel a direction, Rachel said, “I feel it from all sides.
It’s like we’re inside it.”

I added, “I tried to use my implant to track it down, but it can’t give
me a direction either. I have to get farther away for it to sense a
change in difference—maybe orbit, but I don’t know. The only thing I get
is that the implant tells me that there are energies associated with
Artificer relics.”

I looked around the group, “The best guess I have is that Magnus found
Lee’s device and now he’s turned it on.”

Sitting next to Vaughn, across the table from me, Cassie shook her head.
Her blond hair in a ponytail, she said, “Damn, that’s bad. It’s not a
surprise, but it’s still bad.”

Vaughn nodded, “We’ve been looking for that thing for months. Knowing
that it’s the Artificers’ ultimate weapon, shouldn’t we have lost by
now?”

He looked around the group, “I mean seriously, you told us that Lee
escaped with it and all of the Destroy faction has been searching for
him ever since.”

In some ways, it was hard to believe he was the same guy who’d broken in
and used the power impregnator on himself. Between the shorter hair,
loss of fat, and more obvious muscles, he looked the part of a superhero
these days—even if he wasn’t the tallest of us.

On the right side of the table, Haley crinkled her nose, “Maybe he
doesn’t control it yet? That means that we’ve got a chance.”

She looked over at me. I wanted to grab her hand. Her brother hadn’t
been dead for a day yet and we weren’t going to get a break.

“That’s what I’m hoping,” Amy replied, leaning over the table, red hair
falling over her shoulders. “The North American Wizards’ Council is
hosting a meeting between us and ex-Cabal leaders. They were saying a
week from now, but it might be as soon as two days or ten minutes from
now. They want to meet us, but they don’t want to draw Magnus’
attention. We need to be ready to go.”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow, “Are we supposed to stay here and wait until
then?”

Amy shook her head, “They’re supposed to give me a warning. If anybody,
you could get away with going wherever you want and get back on time.”

“Exactly,” Vaughn said, “knock yourself out.”

Raising her hand, Jaclyn said, “I’m not talking about going shopping. I
don’t want to miss a week of classes. I’m sure everyone else has things
they have to do too, but if no one else leaves, I’m not going to.”

“It’s not like that,” Amy said. “Some of the most powerful wizards in
the world are on the Council. If they want any of us, they can teleport
us to where they are—”

As she spoke the last word, glowing tears appeared in front of each of
us, pulling me forward even though I never felt my body leave my chair.

Not for the first time, I wondered if wizards might have worse social
skills than engineers.

Of course, I wasn’t dumb enough to ask that question of the actual, for
real, wizards when I met them—which was immediately.

I fell through the tear (or at least it felt that way), appearing in a
space filled with marble. While I didn’t see the kind of pillars you’d
see in a Greek temple, it felt like a place that should have them. I saw
white, gray, and black marble for both the ceiling and the
floor.

While the walls were also marble, they weren’t cut by stonemasons unless
ancient stonemasons were more competent than I’d imagined. These walls
curved outward from the floor and inward near the ceiling—more than ten
feet above the ground.

Not only that, windows filled the upper two-thirds of the wall. I
couldn’t remember any time I’d seen windows in an all-marble building. I
didn’t know off the top of my head when see-through glass became the
norm in buildings, but I felt like it had to be within the last two
centuries.

What’s more, I couldn’t ignore what was outside the windows. Forested
mountains filled the view on one side of the room. On the other side,
forested hills gave way to beaches and then the ocean.

Where was I?

I wasn’t wearing the Rocket suit, so I couldn’t check my HUD, but I was
wearing a stealth suit in the form of clothes that my implant could
access. GPS came back with no answer at all.

If I had to guess where we were, I’d have guessed somewhere outside of
time, maybe a pocket universe. Given what I saw at that moment, it
seemed possible. For all I knew, this was the basis of the myth of
Olympus.

More likely, they’d teleported us somewhere and blocked GPS. That made
the most sense but on the other hand? Wizards.

They were subtle and quick to teleport you places you’d never planned to
go.

One more thing worth mentioning? I was alone and I wasn’t in contact
with Daniel via our short-distance telepathic link or anyone else
through the comm system. The comm system couldn’t connect to anything,
giving me the message I expected to see in that circumstance—“No network
found.”

I considered calling upon the abilities given by the Artificer side of
my heritage, but given how Artificers caused anyone who knew about them
to freak out, I decided to keep them as my ace in the hole.

Better to have them, but not use them than to use them too early and
find out that wizards could do a real-world equivalent to the Dungeons &
Dragons “Disintegrate” spell.

For lack of a better idea, I looked around the empty room and said,
“Hello? Anybody? You went to a lot of bother to bring me here. It seems
a shame to leave me alone in an empty room.”

No one said anything.

That didn’t surprise me even if it was annoying.

After a minute or two, a disembodied voice said, “What are you?”

The voice didn’t ask who I was, so that was interesting. I wasn’t going
to answer back, “What are you,” much less, “I know you are, but what am
I?”

The second question didn’t make any sense, but it did pop into my head.
Instead, I said, “I’m in the process of figuring that out. What do you
think I am?”

The voice said, “I think that you’re more than a man.”

“I think so, too,” I said, “but at this point in my life I’m not much
more.”

Then it was the same voice, but different because as of that moment, it
became an embodied voice. The man wore a black business suit. He had
light brown skin, curly, gray hair, and a curly gray beard.

He used a staff without showing any hint of a limp. As he walked across
the room, I remembered feeling a presence once when a spaceship I’d been
flying passed the scene of an old battle.

It had been one of Lee’s race, a member of the Destroy faction, most
likely, and had been trying to scare anyone with a connection to Lee to
reveal themselves. This wasn’t the same. It wasn’t uneasiness or terror,
but I felt something.

Without a doubt, this man could make use of what I referred to by
various names in my head, most recently, the Artificer Superhighway
because the Artificers and Cosmic Ghosts used it to communicate in
real-time across interstellar distances.

“You’re one of us,” the man said, “children of the gods or maybe
creatures of the underworld? It’s hard to say.”

Deciding it was worth the risk, I drew on the power and Kee’s teaching
about how to use it. Nothing about the man changed, but I felt more.
Whatever this man had inherited from the Artificers, he didn’t have much
of it. If you compared his potential to a fire, he had a small lighter.

He looked me up and down, “There’s more of them in you than there should
be. That’s good. You’re not the only one.”

I said, “I assume you’re talking about Magnus, but are you saying there
are even more than that? Oh, and who are you?”

He laughed, “I’ve had many names dating back farther than I care to
explain. For now, call me Uri. It’s nice to meet you finally, Nick, but
let’s skip the rest of the introductions. We don’t want to waste time.

“Your friends are talking to other people right now. They’ll cover the
same topics, but I wanted to meet you.”

I wanted to ask him why, but he didn’t stop talking.

“Let’s start with your question. You know about the Abominators, the
aliens that your grandparents defeated. They decided that human beings
had promise as servants, took some from Earth, and turned them into
warriors.

“But why did they think humans held promise? I think it was because of
other creatures—the beings that left bits of themselves, bits that make
you and I different from most.”

Thinking back to when I’d talked to a doctor on Hideaway, a world of
refugees from the Human Ascendancy, I said, “That’s not how I heard it.
I was told by a doctor in the Human Ascendancy that the Abominators had
captured and added in material from the Artificers.”

Uri nodded, “I think I have a wider perspective than your doctor. I was
alive when the Abominators came to Earth and were already immortal. I
didn’t know what I was seeing then, but I met the results of their
experiments. Through them, I eventually found the Abominators’
settlement and laboratory. I saw them taking samples of us and sending
the results home. I also remember the new variants they created and let
loose here including the day the Abominators disappeared.”

“Oh,” I didn’t know how many years that had been but I did remember when
we’d found the book that showed the device Lee had stolen from the
Destroy faction. We’d also found cuneiform tablets that Cassie had been
able to read through her Abominator gun—who’d presumably been lost in or
soon after the era of Sumer.

The tablets had been written by Urin or so my implant said. This could
well be the same guy. In his case, I’d have dropped the “n” too. It was
far too close to, “Excuse me, is your name Urine?”

“Okay,” I said, “if we don’t have time to waste, my theory is that
Magnus, a guy you probably know, has found the device he’s been seeking
for thousands of years and now we’re either about to see him rule the
world or accidentally attract the attention of ancient creatures that
will destroy the Earth along with a chunk of the galaxy as collateral
damage—maybe both. I don’t know if you can help us with that, but if you
can, we’ll need help finding him.”

He laughed, “Ruthie told us what she told you and what she suspected
you’d figured out on your own. Good, but you don’t quite have all of
it.”

He looked around the room, pointing his staff where he looked, “Don’t
mind me, I thought I heard something. We’re meeting with you in a place
created by magic because Magnus shouldn’t be able to find us, but Magnus
is powerful. He’s like you. He has a stronger connection to whatever
makes us different than most people.

“When I first found him, thousands of years ago, Magnus wasn’t as strong
as you are now, but he had more potential than I did. The last time I
saw him, he’d grown metaphysically. I don’t know how the two of you
would compare.”

“What did you think you heard,” I said, feeling my breathing increase.
Less than a day ago, before going out to face the Coffeeshop Illuminati,
but actually dupes of the Nine, I’d extended my Artificer senses out
around me and been attacked by a creature I speculated might be Magnus.

I couldn’t guess what skills or tools he’d acquired in the thousands of
years he’d lived. He might be here.

“Don’t worry about it,” Uri peered past me, “I’ve taken precautions.
Even if he’s here, we have protection.”

He didn’t stop looking, but continued talking, “I don’t think he has
control of whatever great machine it is, but I think he has partial
control. If he had control, there would be more effects than a hum.”

“A lot of protection?” I considered expanding my Artificer senses but
decided to hold off. If Magnus were nearby and searching for us, I might
attract his attention.

Uri had turned away from me to check behind him. There wasn’t anything
to see. It still looked like gray and white marble. The windows still
showed forest and mountainous hills.

“Enough protection, but I think we should join the others. We may have
to cut the meeting short, but we have something we were planning to pass
on to the group of you.”

Around us, reality changed.

We, and this we meant not just Uri and me, but also the rest of the
team, now stood in a room with the same marble, the same forest on one
side, and the same beach and ocean on the other.

In addition, new people were also in the room—guards who dressed in
suits and wore guns, guards whose armor and weapons would have been at
home on the cover of a Dungeons and Dragons rule book, and people with a
mixture of the two styles—plate mail, a sword, and an automatic rifle
for example.

It felt different too.

Most human beings have never felt the absence of air on their skin. The
exceptions to that are the few people who can fly in a vacuum and those
who have experienced incomplete simulations of reality.

In addition to the smell of the ocean, tropical warmth, and the coolness
of the marble table that I found my hand touching, I felt air
too—meaning that this was the real place I’d experienced the magical
copy of—or possibly a better copy.

When I thought about it, I still couldn’t connect to GPS through my
suit, but the implant did relay a list of password-protected Wifi
networks which argued for a real place.

Ruthie Shaw, still wearing jeans and a pink sweatshirt stood on the edge
of the group, sword in hand, and grayish blonde hair falling on her
shoulders.

Stepping up to the marble table in the middle of the room, she struck it
with the pommel of her sword, hitting it with a solid clank. Though no
marble flew away that I could see, the divots in the marble testified
that this wasn’t the first time hitting the table had been used to get
attention.

Ruthie looked around the room. Satisfied that she’d gotten our
attention, she said, “Let’s handle this quickly. We’re not making it
obvious, but you’re in the presence of more of the Cabal’s former
leadership than you can see. I called us together and though we’re not
all ready to expose ourselves to you, we are willing to give you help.
Urin, please tell them what you know.”

Near me, I could see Vaughn’s lip quiver as if he were considering
saying something. Knowing my first thoughts about the name, I hoped he
wouldn’t.

As I did, Cassie elbowed him.

Urin, who’d introduced himself to me as Uri said, “We don’t believe
Magnus is in full control of the alien device as yet. We think he’d be
able to do more. The problem is that of all of us, he’s the one with the
greatest connection to whatever the Artificers are and he’s had
thousands of years to experiment with it.

“What he lacks is any real training in using those abilities. From what
I see, Nick and Rachel’s secondary forms appear defined in a way that
makes me think they are. Even more than that, Magnus still doesn’t know
how to get into the machine’s physical presence. We think you might have
that information. We think your grandparents collaborated with the
creature that has taken forms that you’re familiar with to hide the
device.

“We assume that you know what Lee, Gunther, or whichever name he uses
now truly is. We have our suspicions and won’t say them.”

Urin stuck in his pocket and fished around for something, sticking his
arm further in than I thought should be physically possible—at least up
to his elbow without any physical bulge appearing his pants.

“Just a second, I’ve nearly got it,” he gritted his teeth, and pushed
his arm in nearly to the shoulder, his body bending and shrinking where
it entered the pocket. Then he pulled out something hidden in his fist.

“Got it,” he grinned and opened his hand, revealing what might have been
a flat white rock, rounded, thin, and perfect for skipping across a
pond. It didn’t seem to be a rock, though. The surface wasn’t right. It
could only have been a rock if the rock had been painted with a
substance that filled in all the holes, making it smooth on all sides.
After that, it would have been covered in a translucent substance.

“Magnus sent out people from the Cabal to find the device for years and
I watched him for years. I managed to intercept this thing before it
could be given to him. The courier who carried it died soon after, so
Magnus never knew. I’ve never been able to make it do anything, but
Magnus believed that it would help him find the device or maybe use it.
I never got clarification because I went into hiding soon after.”

Urin held out the rock toward me, “You may get more out of it than I’ve
been able to, but I wouldn’t depend on it entirely. Talk to your
grandparents. If you know where he is, maybe talk to Gunther, but maybe
don’t. I’ve never trusted him.”

Urin dropped it into my hand. The outside felt as smooth as it looked
and I felt a prickle of energy.

I considered trying to interact with it more, but I wasn’t skilled
enough with anything Artificer-related to do it casually.

Looking up from it, I asked, “What is it? Do you know who made it?”

Glancing up from my hand with a frown, he said, “I was hoping for more
of a reaction from it. Very well. I don’t know anything for sure, but my
assumption when I got it was that either the Abominators made it or that
it had been made by the Artificers and found by the Abominators. It was
supposed to help find the Artificers’ creations.”

“Oh,” I looked down at it again, thinking Great, and remembering how
the Artificers’ creations were designed to warp any other species that
found them into wiping themselves out. Even better, they were intended
to be so enticing that other races would copy them, spreading the taint
further.

To be fair, Cassie had an Abominator gun and seemed okay and I had a
room full of Abominator tech that so far hadn’t warped me or our
grandparents, the people that had collected it.

Maybe the risk had been overstated. Maybe we’d been lucky.

“Is that it?” Rachel asked Urin and then looked around the room. “You’re
giving us a rock and suggesting we ask our grandparents? Most of our
grandparents are dead and the rest seem to believe that we need to do
this ourselves.

“Is there anywhere we should start? One of Magnus’ former homes?
Somewhere we can go?”

Jacklyn gave Rachel a nod, “That’s exactly what I was thinking. If
you’re giving out hints, we could use a few more. We’ve got a whole
planet to search now, maybe even Mars or the moon.”

Urin opened his mouth and let out a breath, “I’m sure we have hints, but
we’ve been hiding for years now. We’re out of touch with day-to-day
operations. Plus, we need to go. If we stay too long, Magnus will find
us. You know who he works with. Given time, someone who doesn’t even
know they’re a plant will betray you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I’d been watching Ruthie Shaw. Even though
she’d never stopped listening to the conversation, she’d been watching
the room and the windows as much as any of the guards, her hand never
leaving her sword. She broke from watching
for attackers to say, “We need to go. This is as long as we’ve ever
managed without being found with this little preparation.”

Urin’s jaw tightened, “What she says goes. Exit protocols, everyone.
Wizard Zoli, send them home.”

With that, all but two of the guards pulled away from the windows and
closer to the tables. A man in a business suit (Wizard Zoli?) pulled out
a necklace from under his vest. A chunky gold chain, it ended in a green
gem with a barely visible glow.

When the man’s hand covered it, the glow increased, growing even
brighter when he began to murmur words I didn’t understand.

Loud enough to be heard over booted feet and spoken orders, Daniel said,
“Armor up. Chances of a bad future just spiked.”

By Amy’s standards, it was a subtle transformation. Yes, there were
voices, but they sang softly and didn’t shout. There was a red light,
but it didn’t fill the room. It gave Amy a glow, without being a
spotlight and the ominous black letters dancing in the air around her
faded without burning themselves into anything.

Amy turned around, Bloodspear in hand, checking for enemies.

I didn’t see any, but I was going through my own, much less impressive
transformation. My clothes were transforming into the most basic version
of the stealth suit possible. I hadn’t brought my backpack along which
meant no extra material, and even worse, no rockets.

I had thin armor, a mask over my head, and sonics. Artificial muscles
came as part of the stealth suit, but they didn’t match the full
version. With no working GPS, I wasn’t going to be getting a load of
nanotech-installed parts to upgrade and repair mid-battle either.

A quick look showed that everyone was in the same position I was—the
most minimal version of their suit. Cassie had her gun, though. I had no
idea where she’d hidden it.

Turning toward Urin, I asked, “What are we facing?”

He shouted back, “Nothing! We’re sending you back.”

Ruthie Shaw held her sword in front of her, blade up, and didn’t look at
me as she replied, “It changes.”

With that came a sound somewhere between breaking glass and the sizzle
of electricity. Figures appeared in the room. Four of them were the
familiar, muscular figures of Cabal soldiers.

By themselves, that would have been tough for us to handle with only
Cassie having a gun that could hurt them. As long as Jaclyn and Amy
could keep them back, Rachel, Daniel, and Vaughn had a good chance of
taking them out while Haley and I could… struggle to be useful.

They weren’t alone though.

In the middle of them stood an orange, glowing being in the shape of a
man—if men had eight arms. Muscled like the Cabal soldiers, he dipped
his head to avoid hitting the ceiling.

In all the time I’d spent following supers, I’d never seen anyone like
this guy. I didn’t have time to think about it either. Within a second
or maybe less of when they appeared, Cabal soldiers were already rushing
the guards, their legs throwing them forward.

Then the orange man started to scream and I realized that I couldn’t
hear it through my ears only in my head. Recognizing that it was a
psychic attack didn’t help me concentrate enough to move my limbs. The
scream blasted through any defenses I might have had, leaving me feeling
as if I were nothing but the scream.

Only ten feet from me, a Cabal soldier hit Wizard Zoli, exploding his
head.

Though the scream consumed most of my mind, enough was free to notice
the splatter of blood and brains and know that that it could be me next.

Despite what I might have hoped, that knowledge did not give me the
strength to pull my mind together and concentrate enough to resist it.

Whatever shields Daniel and his parents put in and maintained in my mind
weren’t helping either. They were designed to prevent someone from
breaking in. The orange man’s scream was more of a psychic
electrocution.

Most poeple I could see weren’t doing much better.

Wizards didn’t apparently do much work preparing for psychic screams and
neither did their servants. Wizard Zoli wasn’t the only one whose head
exploded. Two of their guards died in an instant, one the same way as
Zoli. Another died when a Cabal soldier punched through his chest.

The eyes of the Cabal soldier who’d killed Zoli darted around for his
next target. They met mine, but moved on toward Jaclyn who stumbled
forward to face him.

Through the pain, I managed to find some fear for her life, but I could
barely think of anything more than that.

Then Amy’s Bloodspear crossed my view, hitting the nearest Cabal soldier
in the chest. He grabbed it and tried to pull it out, but when he
grabbed the dull, pitted metal, the writing on the sides glowed a
brighter red.

I couldn’t be sure from this distance, but I thought I saw spikes extend
into his hands. At any rate, his hands bled, even if none of it reached
the marble floor.

I would have been stuck watching until one of the Cabal soldiers took my
head off except that Amy wasn’t the only person unaffected.

Amid the pain of the scream, I felt Daniel’s mind through our
connection. While his shield didn’t keep the scream entirely out, it
dampened it to the point that he felt it only as background noise.

I would have wished that I could do the same, but I wasn’t even to that
point.

I did feel that Daniel was gathering power and then felt him release it,
followed by exhilaration and a moment of exhaustion.

That exhaustion might have been disastrous if he’d missed, but he
hadn’t.

He’d summoned as much telekinetic force as he could muster and aimed it
at the orange giant, throwing him out one of the windows. With any luck
there would be a cliff on that side.

Either way, when the orange man began to tumble through the air, he must
have lost his own concentration on his psychic attack.

It stopped and I could think again.

Taking a moment to check around me, I decided to figure out what I could
do.

The first thing that caught my eye was that one of the Cabal soldiers
who seemed to have been heading toward the soldier being absorbed by the
Bloodspear.

He’d changed direction, bounding toward Daniel. I wasn’t going to be
able to do much to one of those guys with a punch, but held up both arms
aiming my sonic weapons at the soldier’s head, hoping to break an
eardrum. I’d had success at that before.

If it didn’t work, I’d at least have an ultrasound that might interest
his dentist.

Except… It did work. A gush of blood dripped down his ear. That was more
than I’d expected. Those guys were practically invulnerable. I’d learned
something even if it were only about this specific Cabal soldier.

In fact, I realized as he turned, I’d been successful beyond my wildest
dreams, he’d stopped trying to target Daniel until he dealt with me.

In short, maybe I ought to target my own head with the sonics. Assuming
I survived, whatever surgeon got me might need the picture for
reconstructive surgery.

Even before I’d first targeted the soldier, I’d started the stealth suit
on an additional command—assemble my laser!

The stealth suit contained enough parts to make a small one next to the
sonics on my right hand. It came online as the soldier turned toward me.

For the record, I didn’t just stand there. I fired at his eyes, missing,
and jumped sideways about 20 feet.

That put me toward the side of the room and away from the main
group—which would have been great if I’d been into self-sacrifice, but
that wasn’t the plan.

If it had been, I’d have been performing perfectly because even the
laser “miss” had only been a miss in the sense of doing no real damage.
The burning beam had scored his cheek, the pain confirming in his mind,
I guess, that I was a major threat.

He wasn’t going to let me go. He jumped after me, landing only three
feet away, well within arm’s reach.

He didn’t just reach either, he punched, arm blurring as the fist flew
at me.

I tried to bend away, but I wasn’t moving fast enough except… Something
heavy hit me in the side. He missed. I felt the air as his fist passed
my head.

I stumbled sideways, realizing that Haley crouched underneath the
soldier’s punch.

She didn’t stay there. Even as I realized what was happening, she was
already punching back—and upward.

Hitting him in the middle of his diaphragm, she’d have killed a normal
person with her strength and winded even some of the tougher
supers.

He didn’t gasp for air or bend over—much—but as muscular as the Cabal’s
oldest and toughest soldiers were, most of them weren’t more than a few
hundred pounds, and very few had claws that could sink into marble and
hang on.

This guy wasn’t one of the exceptions.

When Haley hit him, he flew backward and hit the wall while still in the
air. Even for her, it was a hard punch, the kind of thing I would have
expected to see out of Travis.

From the sweat and redness in her face, I could see that she felt it.

As for myself, I couldn’t think of anything better to do than aim my
laser at the soldier’s legs, knowing that they’d heal, but that the
Cabal’s best didn’t heal as quickly from heat and laser-based wounds.

Beyond that, I could only hope everyone else was doing their part to
keep people off us.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ruthie Shaw stand between one of the
Cabal soldiers and Urin, slashing open the soldier’s guts with more
speed and strength than I’d have expected out of a white-haired woman in
a pink sweatshirt.

The soldier jumped backward ten feet, pulling his intestines back into
his body with both hands as the skin and muscles began to knit
themselves back together. He’d be back soon enough, but he’d been forced
to retreat, if only for a moment. That was better than we’d ever managed
the first time we’d fought the Cabal.

Meanwhile, the guy I whose legs I was burning with my laser chose not to
sit there and get burned. At the same time, I can only guess that he was
feeling whatever small amount of damage I was doing because he didn’t
charge me.

He broke the window next to him and jumped outside.

I didn’t doubt that he’d only done it to get time to heal without being
burned by a laser, but I still felt a wave of relief.

That wave of relief was bolstered when the soldier that Amy stabbed with
her spear finally fell over.

She pulled it out of his chest, his arms falling away from the spear. He
stared around him, glassy-eyed, but still breathing. I wasn’t sure if
that meant that Amy had taken enough out of him that he was too tired to
move or if he was actively dying.

Feeling like I had time, I checked around the room. There had been four
of them with the orange glowing giant. Amy took down one. We and Ruthie
had each forced one to retreat. Ruthie’s still held his stomach
together. Where was the fourth?

I missed my HUD. I hadn’t yet had a moment where I felt comfortable
losing my sight while it formed, so I hadn’t commanded it to.

A quick look around without my HUD’s assistance gave me the full
picture.

The room had been full of twenty or more servants, guards, and the
implied presence of disguised former Cabal members. At least six of them
lay on the ground. More were simply gone. I could only guess that the
disguised ex-Cabal leaders had taken their bodyguards and left us to
deal with it.

As for the “missing” Cabal soldier, he wasn’t missing. Off to the side
of what had been the main group of people, he stood in the middle of
three bodies and an empty suit of dented plate armor, but he wasn’t
going anywhere.

Jaclyn stood between him and the few remaining people in the room.
Neither of them moved, both of them watching the other.

I took advantage of the pregnant pause to command my helmet to form.
After a moment of darkness, I found myself viewing the world with the
Rocket suit’s familiar 360-degree vision.

Noting that the pregnant pause had not yet given birth, I congratulated
myself for choosing the right time.

“Rocket,” Haley said, “the orange giant’s coming back.”

Daniel frowned, “I didn’t sense anything,” but he turned toward the
window he’d thrown the guy through.

Haley wasn’t wrong. The giant loomed outside the window and stepped into
the room, ducking to keep his head from hitting the top of the window
frame. I expected the giant to start a psychic scream again, but he
didn’t.

The Cabal soldier who’d jumped out of the window followed him in. The
other Cabal soldier’s intestines seemed to be inside again. He joined
them.

Unsure why the giant hadn’t started to scream, I started to ask Daniel.
The man had to have a reason and Daniel had a chance of figuring it out.

Off to my right, Vaughn said, “Shit,” and threw a lightning bolt toward
the giant’s chest.

The creature bellowed and all eight arms flailed, but it didn’t fall.
The lightning hit and the creature’s body absorbed it.

Bits of electricity whirled around its arms before disappearing.

Still impossible to understand, the giant’s mouth opened and shrieked,
but that wasn’t the attack. The attack came in the form of lightning
thrown from its hands.

We were lucky that we’d been training with Vaughn for years—meaning that
we were lucky that I’d designed even our most basic suits to be Faraday
cages and guide the current around our bodies instead of through them.

The giant’s lightning hit Cassie, Haley, Daniel, and me. Imagined or
real, I thought I felt some heat, but no hint of electricity as sparks
crossed our bodies.

Jaclyn, Amy, and Rachel missed out—Rachel because she wasn’t tangible.
Jaclyn and Amy weren’t targeted—Jaclyn because she was still facing off
with a Cabal soldier who stood between her and the giant. Amy happened
to be behind Vaughn and Cassie at that moment.

Instead, the giant had targeted Urin, Ruthie Shaw, and the remaining
guards. They missed Urin because the lightning dipped into the ground
before it hit him. The lightning hit Ruthie and even though she
shuddered, unable to do anything else, she didn’t fall.

When the lightning stopped, she stood there gasping for breath but then
stumbled forward toward the giant, sword in hand.

The guards weren’t so lucky. It might be that wearing medieval armor
worked against supernatural monsters, but it wasn’t great against
lightning. Three guards wearing chainmail fell to the floor after being
hit. Whether they were alive or dead, I didn’t know.

Cassie pointed her gun at the giant, but at the last moment fired at one
of the two Cabal soldiers running with him. She hit the soldier multiple
times, burning him each time and the soldier fell forward, moaning.

And to think the guy’s intestines had only healed up in time to be shot
by an alien weapon.

You might think I’d be mystified as to why Cassie changed targets. I
wasn’t. I was relieved. I’d worried that the giant might be one of those
guys who absorbed certain kinds of energy and then repurposed it.

You’re right, Daniel told me. She guessed the same at the last
moment.

We didn’t have time to say more. Haley spoke over the comm, “Cap and
Accelerando take out the Cabal soldiers. The rest of us need to
concentrate on the giant.”

She wasn’t wrong, but I couldn’t do much against the giant. My
mini-laser would help against the Cabal soldiers.

There were two running with the giant. Cassie had taken out one. I shot
the other, concentrating on his right knee, burning it.

He stumbled, caught himself, realized who was holding the laser, and
launched himself at me.

I jumped sideways, wondering if it would even matter that I tried, given
his velocity as reported by my HUD.

It did matter, saving my life.

I’d moved maybe an inch out of his reach when he landed, trying to grab
my arm, pull me in, and maybe crush me.

That didn’t happen. Cassie shot him in the side with her gun and he
screamed, that side of his body (including his arm) burned and
blackened. This was the same guy who’d jumped out of the room when I’d
hit him earlier but this was worse.

He tried to run away, but whatever damage I’d done to his knee caught up
with him and he fell. He didn’t even try to get up, moaning, “Leave me
alone,” over and over as he lay on the ground.

I wanted to find out what was going on with Jaclyn and the final Cabal
soldier, but the giant had charged toward the main group.

Cassie, Vaughn, Daniel, Haley, and I dodged to the side—which only
worked because Amy had used her spear to absorb the powers of the Cabal
soldier she’d stabbed.

So, when the giant charged the rest of us, Amy charged in toward him.
Though a regular Cabal soldier might have been worried about being
burned by the giant’s orange glow or whatever he could do with absorbed
energy, Amy didn’t.

With two long steps, Amy bounded up to him, her last leap putting her
fist level with the giant’s face. The hit knocked him backward twenty
feet, bloodying his nose.

Her next punch made an audible crack when it hit. For a moment, I
worried that she’d broken the giant’s neck.

She hadn’t. She’d broken something else. The giant fell apart, glowing
orange pieces of his body falling apart, some igniting, burning, and
melting like wax.

A normal-sized man lay unconscious on the floor in the middle of it all.





If Found, Please Return


        I wouldn’t have given any thought to the man if I’d seen him on the
street—brown haired, shorter than average, wearing red sweatpants and a
white t-shirt that advertised a brand of pop.

I might have had a question about the sweatpants. They had stains.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Jaclyn and the final mobile Cabal
soldier. Somewhere in the middle of our fight, she and the Cabal soldier
had stopped facing off and started fighting.

He couldn’t put a finger on her, but he wasn’t slow either. He angled
himself to give a sideways profile and moved enough that her hits slid
across his body.

Though Jaclyn was strong enough that even her grazes would rupture a
normal person’s organs and break bones, the guy grunted and went deeper
into his stance.

She put up with that twice before moving to the side and punching him in
the face multiple times, a cascade of blows he couldn’t dodge or defend
against.

I heard his jaw crack. That was a new thing. When we’d first fought the
Cabal, the only person capable of hurting them seemed to be Cassie when
using her sword.

We’d had significant training since then and it had done the same for
Jaclyn as everyone else.

The blows left his face bloodied, skin broken, and his jaw hung lower on
the left side than the right.

It wouldn’t be long before he started to heal if he was like the rest of
them. Short of cutting him with my laser or shooting him with Cassie’s
gun, we didn’t have a way to stop that—and even then it was just slower.

Slow as in days instead of hours or worse, seconds.

He fell over.

Before I could even ask myself if I were willing to mutilate him, Rachel
appeared, pulling something off her utility belt and wrapping what
appeared to be a string around the man’s lower legs. Then she did the
same to his arms.

They turned transparent, but on a gradient, becoming more solid the
further away from the point where the string was wrapped around.

His body was completely solid. As he became aware of something beyond
how badly his face had been hurt, he held up his arms, noticing the
string. He reached for the string on his left arm with his right and
vice versa.

His hands when through each other. The same thing happened with his legs
and the ground.

I stepped forward toward where Rachel stood, “That’s pretty cool.”

She shook her head, “It’s not much more than futuristic handcuffs. You
know how Marcus compares the Cosmic Ghosts to the Green Lantern corps?
He’s not all wrong. We use these when we want to handover someone we’ve
fought to the local authorities. The string fades away after a few
hours, but by then they have them in custody.

“I don’t know what we’ll do with these guys, but I’ve been wrapping
their limbs when they’ve gone down long enough for me to have time.”

“It is a cool idea,” I stared down at the dim white glow of each string,
“Do you think the Ghosts would mind if I reverse engineered them?”

Rachel shook her head, “I can ask, but I doubt it. They don’t believe
much in sharing. Besides, you need to be able to phase out in order to
touch it. Even if you can, no one else on the team will be able to.”

I shrugged, “I might be able to get around it. You never know.”

Rachel eyed me, “Wait until I give the okay before you try anything.
They’ve been good to me. I don’t want them to feel like I’m giving away
their secrets.”

I nodded and that was all the time we had for that conversation.

Urin waved for our attention as Ruthie Shaw said, “We need to get out.
Once they start coming, they keep on sending people.”

Haley crossed her arms over her chest, “Were you going to tell us more?
It sounded like you might.”

Urin shook his head, “We’ll find a way to get it to you, but Zoli was
the one who knew the most.”

He waved his hand, indicating the dead and damaged, “I’m going to send
us all back before something else happens.”

He murmured a few words and hit his staff against the ground. In that
moment, the whole scene disappeared and we found ourselves sitting
around the table in HQ.

It would have felt like a dream and I might have wondered if it had even
happened except that we were all in costume and all of our costumes were
spattered with blood.

Noticing it, I found myself thinking about the fight, about Zoli’s death
and the other dead bodies. What had we even gotten out of that?

I felt like we knew a little more, but basically Urin had told us to go
ask our grandparents what they’d done with the device. Most of our
grandparents were dead. The rest were probably right in believing that
they couldn’t help us without consequences.

So the upshot of all those dead bodies was that we should go through the
team’s records and find out what they’d done with it.

They could have texted us that.

“It’s not much,” Daniel said to the group, “but I did catch something
from the orange giant’s head after he transformed back into a normal
guy. He talked directly to Magnus before being sent over. He’s scared of
something. The guy didn’t know what, but maybe we can find out more. I
also got his name.”

“His name?” I asked, “who was that guy?”

Daniel nodded, “Constantine Doukas. He’s Greek. He appears to have been
raised in one of the Cabal’s hidden colonies. The Nine had some kind of
connection to that colony and he ended up fighting us, but here’s the
interesting thing—the Nine have their own power impregnators. He went
through one and the ability to do that appeared.”

“No shit,” Cassie pushed back from the table. “I don’t know if I told
you this, but the first time I fought the Nine, the time Nick picked me
up in Washington D.C., I fought another orange guy. He wasn’t the same.
He was more spider-like with glowing orange legs that contained some
kind of hot liquid? Think they’re related?”

“No idea,” I said, glancing over at Daniel.

Daniel raised his hands, “I didn’t get much more than what I’ve told
you, but if the Nine’s got a pool of Cabal people, who knows? It’s
possible.”

Looking up and down the table, Jaclyn said, “What I’m wondering is what
Magnus was scared of. Didn’t he just activate the device? That worries
me.”

Rachel leaned in, “That’s what I was wondering.”

“Me too,” I said. “My best guess is that since he knows about the
Artificers, he’s afraid of attracting their attention with the device,
but it’s possible that’s not it. Just before we went out to fight the
mushroom zombies, I ended up fighting something in um… whatever
in-between space Artificers and Cosmic Ghosts use. My theory is that it
was him.

“I can’t say that I won that fight, but I did hurt him. So it might be
that he’s afraid of me. Thing is, I mostly ran and hid because his form
as an Artificer is bigger than mine.”

Vaughn made a noise that sounded like, “snerk.”

Haley shook her head while Cassie laughed.

Raising her voice above the noise, Jaclyn said, “If all we can do is
look at the team’s old records, let’s start doing that. I’m going to
call my grandfather in case this is something he can talk about.”



Thousands of Years Ago, Earth

Thirty-one Abominators lay on the floor, all of them dead. Every single
one of them had died from being stabbed or slashed by an edged weapon.

Their grey, five-limbed, malleable bodies didn’t look much better in
life than death, but the gaping holes in their bodies tipped the scales
toward worse.

The dark fluids leaking from those holes didn’t help.

If it weren’t for the bodies, the room would at least have looked like a
lab. Exactly what kind of lab wouldn’t have been obvious unless you were
an Abominator.

To the untrained eye, it appeared to be a room full of machines and
screens. Many of the machines were made with the same blue-green metal.

Lee didn’t need to be trained to recognize the machines. As a member of
a species that had seen them invented again and again, he had billions
of years of observational experience behind
him.

He knew the look of certain eras and types of technology. The
Abominators had species specific variations, of course. Their
shapeshifting physiology allowed them to disregard ergonomics. Is a
device you need blocked from view by another
device?

No problem. Grow a foot taller and look over the device in
front.

Does the device run from floor to ceiling? Still not a problem. Reach
around the device in front with your arms and grow new eyes on your
hands.

Despite the cluttered mess of the room, most of the machines were for
analyzing genetic structures of various species and chemical
compositions, translating them to a different species’ system, testing
the converted version, and implanting it in a new species.

The exception to the rule and the collection of supporting machines
weren’t about genetic manipulation at all.

They’d been designed to create a pocket universe and keep a
multi-universal creature inside it, separate from most of itself, but
still accessible for the purpose of conversation and genetic sampling.

In the middle of the blue-green machines stood a silver and black disc.
This one was around ten feet wide.

It took no special insight to recognize that they’d caught someone.

A translucent dome extended from the disc. It wasn’t a physical object.
The product of some system that allowed energy to act like matter as
long as the power ran, it gave the contents inside a smokey, grey tint.

Inside stood a human by all appearances. In his twenties with dark brown
hair, dark skin, and wearing a worn, brown robe, this human didn’t look
any different from any other.

If he’d seen him in the street, Lee might have ignored him.

He didn’t that day. He knew the guy.

“Nataw, dammit. I told you not to stick around. These assholes have been
looking for us for ages and you’re too trusting.”

Nataw smiled at him, “I wasn’t worried. I knew you’d be by eventually.
It isn’t all about winning or losing. There are some things you only
learn by mistake. Besides, even if they held me captive for a thousand
years, what of it? What’s a thousand years? It isn’t even as if they had
all of me. All I have to do is discorporate and embody myself again in
this universe.

“I’m fine.”

Lee raised an eyebrow, “You’re fine? You can discorporate in the middle
of that?”

Nataw frowned and looked down at the silver and black disc, “You know,
now that you mention it, I can’t. I hadn’t gotten bored enough to try,
but now that I am… Hmm. They’ve got me. You know, for young species,
they’re quite bright. I think it’s just the right kind of adaptable.
They’ve found so many of Destroy’s traps and gotten around them. I mean,
not all of their traps. They absorbed a number when they were too
inexperienced to realize it and I don’t think they even know it.”

Lee nodded, “It wouldn’t surprise me. They’re a little too internally
competitive for a normal species. Those kinds of species flame out after
a while. Remember the Tsaatz? I think they ended up eating each other by
the time they were done. Destroy’s traps only needed to give them a
nudge.”

His smile widening, Nataw said, “Isn’t it interesting? One species needs
a nudge to destroy itself. Another takes many and still hasn’t fallen
thousands of years later. And which one would you say was better, more
kind, more promising?”

Lee sighed, “I don’t know. They were both on the edge. No, you know. The
Tsaatz weren’t as bad. I thought they were maybe a few thousand years
away from sorting themselves out, but then they discovered a cache of
Destroy’s ‘gifts’ and it all fell apart.”

“I thought so too! The Abominators are broken but broken in the right
way. Their internal competitiveness was balanced out by an ability to
see the big picture. It looks as though they’re about to go too far and
then they self-correct. It won’t last forever, but it’s fascinating. I
don’t know how their story will end and I want to.”

Nataw’s voice trailed off at the end as he glanced around the room at
the many bodies Lee had left on the floor. The dark fluid leaking from
their wounds pooled next to them.

With a shrug, Lee said, “I’d say it ends when they come to our
attention. Destroy probably loves them and might help them keep their
insanity under control long enough to spread their contagion, but if
they ever cause problems, Destroy will throw them out with the trash.
They’re a means to an end.”

“True enough,” Nataw stopped examining the bodies with his eyes and
looked up, “but I don’t think it’s that simple. I think these creatures
are the seeds of Destroy’s destruction. I don’t think you can invest so
much in ending life without risk—which reminds me, what are you doing
with the humans?”

Shackled by human senses, Lee wondered how long he had. He could use his
full self, but he’d be taking a risk, “Don’t you think I ought to get
you out?”

He stepped over to the control panel next to the black and silver disc.
He’d figure it out. The crevices and buttons inside them showed that the
devices had been designed to make it hard for anyone but Abominators or
other shapeshifters to use them.

Lee changed and a gray, five-armed form stood in his place. He was an
Abominator of the line of some Abominator he’d never heard about, but
he’d know if he was asked.

He always had been. If the recording devices in the room checked what
happened in the past, they’d show an Abominator entering and killing the
others.

Nataw walked to the edge of the disc, touching the translucent substance
that kept him contained, “I suppose, but you’re doing something with the
humans.”

Three of Lee’s hands molded themselves to access the disc’s controls.
Lee said, “The obvious. We all had visions of the future. Mine included
them on my side fighting and destroying our people. I thought I’d
thought I’d be able to avoid it by siding with Destroy, but nothing
changed. The future remained the same and even got worse.”

“You’re doing more than that,” Nataw said. “Your presence here changes
them. The device’s presence changes them. It changes the ones you spend
the most time with more.”

A shapeshifter now, Lee grew new eyes and a mouth to keep up the
conversation as he worked the controls, “It does, but the Abominators
you’re so impressed by are copying parts of you, converting it to work
within the human genetic system and using it to power their experiments
with the species. That’s how I figured out that you were here.”

Nataw’s eyes widened, “That’s not good at all. I didn’t mean… Do we have
to destroy them now? I don’t want to.”

Lee sighed, using his extended Abominator fingers to press the final
series of buttons to turn the field off, “No. It would cause too many
problems. If we destroy the Abominators, we’ll have to fly all over the
galaxy to kill them all. No great loss, but it’ll attract attention from
Destroy and then it’ll be a family thing and we don’t need that.
Besides, I’ve already set up a species that should be able to handle
them. It’ll be untraceable and look like the natural consequence of
poking around where you shouldn’t.”

Pressing the last button, Lee heard a whisper of white noise as the
machine stopped working. He turned around, returning to the human form
he’d had before.

Meeting Nataw’s gaze, he said, “We’re not going to touch the
Abominators. We’re also not going to touch the humans. I don’t know what
you see when you look into the future, but I see humans that can keep up
with us technologically and some can keep up with us physically.

“I never knew how it happened, but I think this is it. We let the
Abominators’ converted version of our genes make it into the human
population. They’re already there. Few will be able to use them, but the
few that can? We’ll guide them. They’ll need a few thousand years to
grow strong enough to be able to do anything. Humans shouldn’t be able
to reach that age soon, not in high numbers.”

Nataw stepped off the silver and black disc, “You allowed me access to
the device. In a sense, they’re my descendants. What if one of them
grows enough in his understanding that he can use it?”

Lee opened his mouth, closed it, and opened it again, “They’re… They’re
not you. The way Kee explained to me how its ability to identify people
works, it’s not the same even if they are your clones in a sense… Shit.
We need a failsafe, one that works even if I’m not on the planet to
prevent them from using it.”

Nataw nodded, “You’re not technical. I’ll do it. We’re not going to be
able to prevent them from sensing it when they get strong enough, but I
think we can make it inaccessible with a pocket dimension. If we set up
the pocket dimension so that they need you
to get into it, you’ll be there to prevent them from doing anything they
shouldn’t.”

Pointing at a door on the far end of the room, Lee said, “I like that
idea. I want to be there to kill them if it comes to that.”

“Hmmm,” Nataw frowned, “I might be able to set up the pocket dimension
so that anyone who enters at roughly the same time, no matter when they
enter from the main universe.”

Lee’s smile grew, “Then I can’t miss them no matter what happens on this
side of reality? I like it. I think we need to hide it so that neither
of us can find it without the other. Can you do that?”

As they began to walk toward the door, footsteps tapping on the hard
floor, Nataw said, “I think I can work that out too. It will still be
possible to do use it a little bit, but to get full access, you’ll need
the two of us.”

Present Day, Earth: Heroes’ League Headquarters

C, Jaclyn’s grandfather, sat with us at the table. He’d come after a
short conversation with Jaclyn.

He didn’t wear a costume. Still tall with grey hair and dark skin, he
wore a grey jacket over a button-down shirt and grey slacks. Dark
glasses hid his eyes. He’d placed his white cane on the table in front
of him.

Except that we’d known him for our entire lives (except Amy), he could
have been any old, blind man. Of course, that wasn’t quite true. For
example, a flicker of light from behind his glasses hinted at the
reality. He might be blind, but the glasses allowed him to see.

He turned his head, looking around the table, “I’ve been wondering when
this day would arrive and how many of you would be alive when it did.”

My mind flashed back to Travis, but he continued, “I still can’t help
you as much as you’d like, but I can point you in the right direction.
Early in the Heroes’ League’s history, Lee told us that he’d lost
something. You know what it is by now. He helped us find it and then
hide it again. I can’t tell you where it is, but if you ask me, I can
tell you if you’re going in the right direction.”

Vaughn laughed, “So, twenty questions but with the fate of the world on
the line?”

C smiled, “Isn’t it always? You should be used to that by now.”

With a sigh, Vaughn said, “Okay. It would be easier if you guys took a
more active role than telling us we’re on the right track.”

C didn’t hesitate, “The Mentalist followed the futures where we took an
active role. They didn’t turn out as well as this one.”

Haley looked up from the table toward him, “This is one of the good
futures?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but yes. We’re still wondering if we’ve given you
too much help so far.”

Haley took in a breath and shook her head. I didn’t see tears, but I
wouldn’t have been surprised. I let my hand brush hers and she took it—a
little too tight in the first moment, but she loosened her grip.

Feeling the warmth of her hand in mine, I asked, “What can you tell us?”

With a nod, C said, “Good question. I can give you the basics. Early on
in the League’s history, just as we were beginning to see the first
attacks from Red Lightning’s people, Lee talked to Joe and told him that
he’d lost something that he’d need help finding it and then hiding it
again—”

“Wait, Grandpa,” with a small wave of her left hand, Jaclyn said, “Do
you know where he hid it? Because that would save us some time and might
save the world.”

C shook his head, “No. Not knowing was part of the point. We agreed
beforehand that if Isaac needed to wipe our minds of that, we’d let him,
but it never came to that. It was all confusing enough that he never
needed to go to extra work to make it more confusing.”

Cassie laughed, “Oh good. I was worried it all might make sense.”

C snorted, “I know that’s not what you wanted to hear, but I can tell
you that what we did was in the records. You’ll find it if you go to the
places we visited.”

Daniel nodded, “That’s what we were planning to do. Can you tell us any
more?”

“Not very much, but a little. In the files, you’ll find records of at
least three different places we went. There are a few places we skipped.
If you need to know anything about them, I’ll tell you what I can if it
comes up. I’m sure you’re wondering why we skipped them, but it’s
simple. We followed this one on and off for a few years. Sometimes it
even came up in the middle of doing something else.”

C stopped, staring maybe into the past, continuing with, “Pardon me. I’m
trying to remember what I can say… It all starts in the late 50s and
continues through almost to Red Lightning’s death. There are a few
follow-ups afterward that shouldn’t matter. Everything important was
handled before Red Lightning died.”

Letting go of my hand, Haley asked, “Was anyone trying to stop you?”

Giving the group of us a long look, C said, “That’s dangerously close to
things I shouldn’t tell you, but yes, there was opposition. It wasn’t
anyone we’d ever seen before and we didn’t try to find out more. Even
then, Isaac told us that he’d sensed that it would only make things
worse for you.”

C stopped, adding, “I think that’s everything I should say for now. Do
your research, and ask me questions. I’ll tell you if you’re on the
right track one way or another.”



We spent the next couple of hours diving into the original Heroes’
League’s records. We’d digitized them and converted them into searchable
text years ago, keeping the pictures of the pages available. Sometimes
there were photos with the reports. Sometimes drawings.

Giles/Red Lighting would draw faces, devices, and locations in a
realistic, almost gothic, drawing style. Both Rachel and Marcus had
commented on his skill. “It’s funny,” Marcus had said, “if he’d wanted
to, Vaughn’s grandpa could have drawn comics instead of becoming a
superhero… And then a supervillain.”

Captain Commando doodled silly things on his reports. The phrase “Kilroy
was here” accompanied by a bald man with a long nose peering over a wall
showed up more than once.

I searched on Lee, Gunther, and a few other names he’d used with the
League. Half an hour later, we were looking at reports of what the group
had done. Visiting Iran had turned out to be a waste of time. Lee
couldn’t find anyplace where he’d lived in Sumer, including the cities,
or what had then been wilderness.

No one could be surprised that things were different 4000-5000 years
later.

The second trip in the series turned out to be juicier. They’d flown the
jet to our moon. From the report, it seemed that they’d fought something
there, but it didn’t say what.

“The moon?” Vaughn shook his head. “I’m not going to be much use, but
I’d like to go.”

Vaughn stopped, and frowned, “I mean, I probably can’t do much of
anything up there except for throwing lightning inside the jet or my
suit, but it’s still the moon. It would be cool. It’s just that the more
I think about it, the more I think I’ll be a lead weight—no powers
except where they could do more damage than help.”

Looking up from my screen at the table, I said, “We can think about it.
It’s probably a bad idea, but if there are… I don’t know… Selenites or
something up there, for all we know there might be a secretly
inhabitable area. It’s not like that never happens in comics.”

“Or Nazis,” Vaughn said, shrugging.

I thought about it, “Not impossible. It would even be thematic given our
grandparents’ history. That said, we should go up with the people we
most need and the people most likely to survive a fight up there.”

“Easy,” Vaughn said, “that’s the space crew—Jaclyn, Marcus, Cassie, you,
and Rachel.”

Haley frowned, “I wanted to go, but Vaughn’s right. They’ve all got
Xiniti implants and Rachel has more experience in space than anybody.”

Sitting near Jaclyn across the table, Amy said, “I don’t know anything,
but I don’t think you should wait. If anyone sensitive to Artificer
technology feels what Magnus has done, it’s anybody’s guess who’s
already on their way.”

Rachel waited for Amy to finish and said, “I haven’t worked with you a
lot, but you’ve got good sense. Normally, I’d want to find out more, but
none of these records tell us where they found Lee’s device or hid it.
We do know that they went back to the moon more than once.”

Jaclyn clicked a button on the computer in front of her, “I’ll call
Grandpa.”

She’d sent her monitor’s picture to the big screen on the wall. We could
see it when the phone app appeared on the screen. When he picked up, she
said, “Time for the first question. Should we go to the moon?”

He sighed, “I can’t say anything more, but it’s worth a look.”

I leaned toward her across the table, “Can he tell us where we should go
there?”

She relayed the question and he said, “No. Sorry. Good luck.”

Then he hung up.

We all looked at each other. I said, “I guess we have to go.”

In terms of going to the moon, it was weird to consider how much
thought, fear, work, and hope went into the original landings and the
comparative casualness that we could take. This morning we weren’t
planning to go to the moon.

Now we were preparing to go and by preparing, I mean that I told Hal,
our AI to warm up the jet, logged into the door system to check on our
exit to the lake, and started the preparations for take-off.

Meanwhile, those of us who were going were pulling on our costumes—which
in my case meant powered armor. As I stood in my lab, letting my armor
form around me, Daniel caught my attention telepathically.

My grandfather contacted me mind-to-mind while we were talking to C. He
cautioned me against using prescience to find Lee’s device.

I thought back, I’d noticed that you weren’t saying very much. Is he
afraid that you’ll give us too many hints too?

Daniel didn’t have to say no. I knew how he was feeling through the
link. You know how telepaths and mystics that try to use clairvoyance
on Lee tend to go mad?

I remembered that pretty well. Daniel had copied a little bit of what
Lee did and put it in my head. The Syndicate L telepath who’d tried to
break into my mind at Ray’s direction had gone into a coma afterward. I
wasn’t sure if she’d ever come out of it.

In retrospect, the fact that it had worked that well should have been a
clue that might share more with Lee than I realized—though it was
interesting that Daniel wasn’t affected by it.

Daniel caught my train of thought in response to his question and said,
All of that. My grandfather thinks that we’re all affected by Lee’s
presence—you in that close association has activated potential abilities
you might not have accessed otherwise. He thinks that I’m affected too,
adapting to him. That’s not the reason he told me not to connect to the
device.

It’s because I might be able to connect to it too, but without the
right situation, whatever that is, I might not survive contact.

I thought back, I hope we find out what the right situation is before
we find the device.

I felt his agreement through our connection, That’s why I’m not going
along. I wish I could. On the bright side, if those of us who are still
here help with the cleanup, that won’t hurt.

I thought about the city of Grand Lake. The mushroom parasite had taken
over the entire city and then died all at once. Removing tons of
mushroom growth would be the easy part. The people still hadn’t even had
time to discover how much they’d experienced.

Meanwhile, the last bits of the Rocket suit locked into place. I started
walking toward the hangar.

Hey, I thought as I walked across the main room’s concrete floor, did
they say anything about clairvoyantly finding Magnus?

I tried, Daniel thought back, he’s obscured either by something Rook
made or another telepath.

I considered that, Any chance you might at least be able to predict
when he figures out how to use the device? He’s got some control over
it, but he could get more even if he can’t get full access unless he
beats us to whatever mystery spot they left it at.

I could feel Daniel consider it, I’m not sure. He’s fuzzy and the
device is dangerous, but if I can come up with the right side effect, I
might be able to predict that.

I stepped into the hangar. Cassie, Jaclyn, and Marcus were waiting by
the jet, talking with Vaughn and Haley next to the open hatch.

Silver and cigar-shaped with small wings, the jet looked like it
belonged on the cover of Popular Mechanics circa 1952.

It had probably been on the cover of Popular Mechanics within that
decade. The hangar felt modern if only because it looked used. Between
the hanging cables, bright lights, tanks of liquid or gasses, spare
parts, and tools on the walls, it felt like every garage.

Passing a rack of spare rocket packs and a row of powered armor that
wouldn’t be identified as Rocket suits, I joined the group.

“We’re only missing Rachel now,” Cassie told me.

I gave the hangar a once over through the Rocket suit’s HUD, “She might
already be here for all we know, but I’m betting she’s talking to our
parents. She said she was going to give them a quick call.”

Both Vaughn and Cassie laughed. Vaughn said, “That’s not going to be a
quick call. She’s been gone for like a year and we just had the mushroom
thing where all of our parents got evacuated… I’d be on the phone with
my parents for a day after that.”

Cassie shook her head, “My mom’s been better lately, but she’d freak out
if I were gone that long. After what happened to Dad plus the League’s
board pretty much ordering her to let me put myself in danger, she’s
been seething pretty much since he died.”

Haley stopped talking to interject, “I didn’t know the board told her
that.”

Cassie shrugged, “She didn’t want to put me in danger in any way after
Dad’s death. The board disagreed. So did the CIA. They had plans for me,
so I went through the same super-soldier process they used on Dad. I’m
pretty sure no therapists were consulted by anybody the whole time, so
Mom’s and my relationship got weird.”

Jaclyn folded her arms across her chest, “She seemed angry every time I
saw her. I always wondered if it was me.”

Cassie shook her head and said, “I felt like that too, sometimes, but I
knew it was me.”

They laughed.

As they did, Rachel stepped into the hangar, walking up to the group and
saying, “I hope you haven’t been waiting long. I called my parents and
it took longer than I expected. You all went through the wringer while I
was gone.”

She glanced over at Haley and then at me.

I wondered how much she’d been told. She knew about Travis, but I hadn’t
told her about how Mom had to kill one of the Nine by phasing into him
or that Dad’s block broke and he knew everything. I should have, but it
had been busy and when I’d had a spare second, I’d wanted to decompress.

Jaclyn didn’t look at Haley, but she did take a breath, adding, “It was
bad for everyone, but some of us had it worse than others. I’m glad
you’re here.”

We were on the edge of going through everything she’d missed. It
probably wasn’t a good idea at that moment, so I said, “Since you’re
ready, I guess we should go.”

As everyone agreed and Cassie stepped toward the hatch, Haley asked me,
“Can we talk for a second before you go?”

“Uh, sure,” I said, and Vaughn shrugged, “I guess I’ll go back into the
main room.”

Cassie, Jaclyn, Rachel, and Marcus headed for the hatch with Marcus
stopping to add, “I’ll run through the pre-flight checklist.”

Guessing that Haley would want to see my face, I absorbed my helmet and
gloves into the Rocket suit.

Looking up at me, she blinked, “I wanted to insist on going along, but
that’s only because I’m afraid. I know it’s irrational and I don’t want
to be that kind of girlfriend, but we haven’t even had Travis’s funeral
yet and we could still have anybody’s…”

I reached out and took her hand and she pulled me in despite my armor.
Feeling the wetness on her cheek next to mine, I realized she was either
sweating or crying, or maybe she’d been crying earlier.

“I think it might be okay to be that girlfriend right now,” I said. “I
don’t think anyone would blame you.”

She pulled her head back to look at me, “It isn’t. You’re going
somewhere that might be dangerous and you shouldn’t be worrying about
me. I’m going to be here and responsible for anything that happens in
Grand Lake. No one here should be walking on eggshells around me. We
don’t have that luxury. We could be attacked by Magnus at any time. Even
if all we do is help with the mushroom cleanup outside, I still don’t
want them to realize what happened. We still haven’t told the media
about the second Night Wolf’s death or figured out what we’re doing
about the name…”

She kissed me. I kissed back, but when she pulled away, she said, “Don’t
get hurt. I’ll be checking in with you.”

We held hands for a second and then she left.

Stepping into the jet, I took a look at it while checking its repair log
with my implant, learning that all the damage had been repaired. In the
fight where Travis died, one of the Cabal soldiers managed to go partway
through the ship’s force field, damaging the hull.

Walking between the seats on the way down to the front to sit next to
Marcus at the weapons console where Haley often sat, I understood. Near
the end of the fight, her parents escaped in the damaged jet. Travis had
died within a few seconds after it flew away.

I hoped I was doing the right thing in leaving. She’d taken on a lot.

By then, Marcus had already gone through the checklist, and all systems
showed green—even those that allowed interstellar flight.

He glanced at me, “Do you want to take control?”

“If you want to fly it,” I said, “go ahead. You already got everything
going.”

He grinned and grabbed the joystick, “Let’s go.”

The jet moved forward toward the airlock that led to the lake. The doors
parted and then closed behind us with a clank. Then the water started to
fill the room. Within a minute we were exiting the tunnel to the lake
and traveling underwater, surfacing a distance from Grand Lake and
erupting out of Lake Michigan.

We might have surprised tourists on their boats in the summer, but it
was November. We saw a lake freighter in the distance but didn’t fly
over it, choosing instead to leave Earth at the first opportunity.

We didn’t call our flight plan in, relying on the ship’s
energy-absorbing force field for stealth. In the current situation, we
were best off assuming that the Nine had someone in place ready to
“accidentally” fire missiles on us or try to beat us to the moon if they
knew we were going.

Not long after that, we left Earth’s atmosphere behind, seeing stars.
Pinpricks of light in the blackness of space above the curve of the
Earth never got boring. Even in the face of Travis’ death and the
possibility that Magnus might soon control a weapon surpassing nuclear
bombs by a wide margin, I still owned a spaceship and could fly in space
whenever I wanted.

Even if circumstances didn’t lend themselves to Sunday afternoon trips
around the solar system, the fact that I could was still
amazing—assuming I didn’t trigger Earth’s planetary defenses—such as
they were. We’d acquired a few used ships from friendly planets and
secretly constructed an unknown number of hidden ships.

I used my implant to interface with our sensor systems, learning that
the Jay and Kay, Earth’s best “refurbished” alien ships weren’t
currently patrolling between Earth and the Moon.

They weren’t likely to detect and go after us, but it wasn’t impossible.

Cassie stood up as we neared the Moon and leaned toward the window above
the dashboard, watching as the gray landscape grew closer. No secret
green area of the Moon had become visible.

She asked, “Where are we going?”

“An Abominator base,” Marcus said, beating me to it.

Cassie raised an eyebrow, “Would that be a good place to hide access to
a doomsday device? They were fighting the Abominators only a few years
later.”

I checked the ship’s sensors for signs of the base, finding none. It
wasn’t on the side of the moon we were seeing, “Technically,” I said,
“they didn’t know the Abominators were still alive. If Lee did, he
wasn’t telling and it would be a few years until whatever woke up the
last Abominators did it.”

From behind me, Rachel said, “Thanks, Mr. Well Actually…”

Jaclyn laughed, but added, “He’s right, though. I read that entry too. I
wouldn’t leave an alien superweapon there, but if you were trying to
hide it from other people, it would look good in the 1950s. Almost no
one could have reached the moon back then, but Lee could. The Russians
looted the base in the 1960s, grabbed some Abominator tech, and I don’t
know what happened after that. Grandpa told me about it. We might end up
breaking into a Russian storage facility by the end of this.”

“No kidding?” Marcus began to loop around toward the Moon’s opposite
side. “Grandpa didn’t tell me that story.”

“Yeah,” Jaclyn said, her voice trailing off, “Grandpa wasn’t there. He
heard about it from the Rocket and didn’t know any more than that. Did
he tell you anything, Rachel? Nick?”

“Not a word on that,” Rachel said. “Nick?”

Still trying to follow the sensor data, I said, “Remember Yoselin?”

“Yoselin?” Rachel frowned and then said, “Oh! Larry’s friend’s daughter.
I didn’t see much of her. You played with her and you were both
annoying.”

“Her father was Cuban and worked with a Russian, powered armor guy
called Russian Victory–I think. They were the guys the Russians sent
here. Grandpa and Larry fought them and then became friends, I guess. I
don’t know any more than that, but that was the second time Grandpa
visited.”

We rounded the moon then, moving from the dark side to the light.
Relative to the Earth, we were on the dark side and Russia was below us,
something I wanted to point out even though it didn’t matter.

The sensors distracted me. I’d set them to examine the Moon, using my
implant’s extensive data on the Abominators. The sensors were showing
multiple locations where there might be small amounts of Abominator
alloys, but that wasn’t all. In the middle of all the small hints of the
Abominators’ presence, it detected something big and dense under the
surface near one of the Moon’s mountains.

Giving the data to Marcus through our implants, I said, “Go there. I
think I found it.”

Marcus’ eyes glazed over as he absorbed the knowledge, but then he said,
“Yeah. That’s got to be it. There isn’t anything else like that. I’ll
head down… Well, unless there are defenses. Then we go shields up, I
guess.”

We already had been because we were cloaked, but I upped the level of
protection, saying, “I’d be surprised if someone else hasn’t already
visited. I think I remember Rook saying he’d been to the Moon.”

Jaclyn sighed, “Great. We need to run into that psycho up
here.”

She may not have been able to tell it through my suit, but I shrugged,
“It sounded like he’d gotten what he wanted out of the place, but I
wouldn’t be shocked if he left some surprises behind.”

Marcus slowed the jet, coming to a stop and hovering as we talked,
“Looks like we’re about to find out if there are defenses. Hal, is there
a dock?”

Hal’s voice sounded in my head via implant as his words appeared in my
HUD.

[There is a public beacon for a hangar. Should I tell it to
prepare for a landing?]

Marcus glanced over at me, but said, “Sure.”

I wasn’t confident that I wanted to trust Abominator-designed landing
facilities when I wasn’t in an Abominator-designed ship. Still, I also
liked the idea of keeping the League jet out of plain sight while we
were there.

Besides, I couldn’t help but be curious about what kind of landing
facilities the Abominators would provide.

I asked Hal, “Are you confident you can get us a landing without
triggering defenses?”

[My main function was creating battle simulations. For my model
to assist in fighting Abominators, my series was loaded with as much
relevant data as possible including that relevant to infiltrating
Abominator installations.]

Or if I translated it from polite computer speak, “Yes, you idiot.”

“Great,” I said, “go ahead.”

Marcus took us in, letting the jet drop slowly toward the ground. As he
did, a hole opened up in the dusty, gray mountain ahead of us, one more
than large enough for the League jet to land, and if they’d been
available, large enough for the Jay and Kay to land to our right and
left with no real risk of hitting other ships in the process.

The Jay and Kay weren’t the size of Alliance dreadnoughts (which they
wouldn’t have sold us), but they weren’t small. They were the size of
aircraft carriers.

The size of the Abominators’ hangar put them in context for me. Building
a hangar large enough to hold Earth’s largest spaceships on our planet’s
moon said a lot. First of all, it said that whatever this base was for,
they wanted it to be close enough that Earth was easily accessible.
Second, it said that they wanted it far enough away that they didn’t
have to worry about the planet’s inhabitants dropping by. Third, it made
me think the base was important—though I knew a Mars base also existed.
If we visited there, I might have to reevaluate all of my conclusions.

If I wondered what everyone else was thinking, I didn’t have to wait to
find out.

As Marcus landed the jet inside the hangar, he said, “Look at this
place. It looks alien. I think it’s the most alien thing I’ve seen so
far. Well, except maybe for that port that was a collection of connected
asteroids. Some of the habitats inside were definitely not human.”

“K’tepolu?” Rachel leaned forward toward the window. “That place does
get weird, but the Abominators are weirder. They had a section of
K’tepolu. It’s not accessible to visitors. No one dares to go in, but
they also don’t dare to destroy it.”

Jaclyn stared out the window nearest to her, “Something wasn’t right
with these guys and I think we all know what.”

I followed her gaze to the left side of the hangar. I couldn’t argue
with her. The Abominators didn’t have any attachment to making their
construction symmetrical. If humans had constructed the place, the room
would have been box-shaped. It might have be shaped like more than one
box, but the walls would have been parallel and the ceiling and floor
would have been the same distance from each other throughout the room.

The edges of this room reminded me of Escher paintings or the cover of
an Emerson, Lake, and Palmer album Larry showed me once.

For one, when I looked at the edges, the first word that came to mind
was serrated—which wasn’t quite right. Jagged was a better word, but
that still wasn’t quite right.

For lack of the best word, all I can say is that the walls on the right
or left weren’t flat at any point. In some spots, the wall curved in
toward the ceiling. In other spots, the wall curved away from the
ceiling, creating a passage upward or downward, sometimes both.

In some spots, the wall and the floor curved together. In others, it was
so covered in equipment (which expanded upward to the ceiling and
downward to the floor) that what happened to the wall could be anybody’s
guess.

It wasn’t obvious what the equipment was either. Scaled tubes that
writhed in the air might be for servicing vehicles, but might also be
the limbs of a hidden creature.

Hal connected to our implants.

[The docking system asked if we needed to be refilled with fuel
or life support. I took the liberty of saying no as our supplies are in
no danger of running out.]

“Good plan,” I said. “Even if the systems are compatible, I wouldn’t
trust anything in here.”

The landing gear hit the ground with a thump and we were down.

Jaclyn stood up, “If we’re going in, now’s the time. Do you know where
we’re going?”

Marcus and I looked at each other. Both of us said, “No,” at the same
time.

Cassie laughed, but said, “I’m not worried. The entry didn’t say much,
but it sounded like it didn’t take long before things started to happen.
Besides,” she added, pointing her gun forward, “Mr. Sparkles knows this
place. I asked him if he’s got any idea of where to look and he has one.
Lee told us that the Abominators reverse-engineered Artificer tech. If
there were a connection here, it might not
be in the Artificer lab, but there might be a way to detect it.”

“Wow,” I glanced in the direction she was pointing her gun. It led
toward a dark hallway. “I’m not sure if that’s a great idea or a
terrible one.”

Jaclyn shook her head, “I’m guessing both.”





Moon


        We stepped out of the hatch into the hangar. A thin layer of moon dust
covered the floor, capturing our footprints. It wasn’t a good sign if I
were hoping to find working machinery, but it might be a good sign if I
were hoping that the building’s defenses were in bad shape.

Given that the base was thousands of years old and that it had opened up
the doors to the hangar with no issue, I decided not to be optimistic.
The universe wouldn’t be handing out that kind of favor unless it
planned to collect on it with interest at the worst possible
moment.

At almost the same time, another thought struck me, “Hey everybody
before you start walking around, look at the ground. There’s no wind so
any footprints you see won’t be disturbed by anything. We might see
something useful.”

Jaclyn spoke over the comm, “You’ve all got gravity packs. Float.”

“Pretend you’re me,” Rachel said, floating above the ground. I could see
the wall through her.

Cassie, who’d jumped out first said, “You might have said that earlier.”

“I didn’t think of it until now,” I said, activating my anti-gravity and
floating upward.

“Whatever,” Cassie floated upward, still holding her gun. Mr. Sparkles
was an Abominator relic she’d once described as looking like an
accessory for Space Soldier Barbie.

She wasn’t wrong. The gun’s shimmery blue-green metal did have that
vibe. The color scheme clashed with the blue in Cassie’s red, white, and
blue costume, but I didn’t bring that up. I’d already moved on to the
next thought.

In the background, I heard Rachel ask Cassie, “Where do we go next? I
assume the ominous dark hallway ahead, but is it a straight ahead or are
we heading deep into the middle of the mountain?”

Cassie said, “I’ll ask.”

While they had that conversation, I’d commanded my implant to help me
identify all the footprints in the room. Then I checked on both sides of
the jet. The implant noted several sets of footprints, drawing them to
my attention.

The first set got out of a vehicle with the same landing gear we had—to
judge from the prints in the dust. Knowing how small the list of
possible candidates was, I knew that had to be the original League in
the same jet. The footprints leading from that had to be Grandpa and
Grandma Vander Sloot, C, Night Wolf, and the Mentalist.

That wasn’t all. Another vehicle had left marks in the dust. This one
didn’t have wheels. I couldn’t know for sure, but the landing gear
appeared to be a flat line like the runner of a sled except wider. Boot
marks extended outward from it. The boots were wide, making me think of
early space suits or maybe powered armor.

Was I seeing some unknown visitors? Could it have been Russian Victory
and Yoselin’s father? Despite the sled-like tracks, it couldn’t have
been Santa Claus.

Looking further behind it revealed more tracks and wheel marks that
might have been a third group from the League jet. From the position, it
appeared to have stopped directly behind the Russian moon sled or
whatever it was.

“Rocket?” Rachel waved her hand at me, “What have you got?”

“No idea. It looks like boot and ship prints from two visits by the
original team and one visit from someone else—maybe the Russians,” I
held up my hands in  defeat.

Rachel glanced toward the dark hallway at the end of the hangar and back
to me, “Anything that looks recent?”

“I don’t have any way of telling the age, but I doubt it.” I did a quick
once-over of the room to see if there were any other footprints or
vehicle marks. I found none.

Cassie’s voice came over the comm, “Hey, everybody, I got the lights to
turn on. All we have to do is follow them.”

We all turned toward the hallway at the end of the hangar. It was no
longer dark. A hazy glow came from the top of the hallway’s arch.

Marcus peered at it, “You’d think they’d have a better lighting system.
Maybe they didn’t see the same as we do?”

In that moment, everyone but Rachel downloaded information from their
implants that let them know that the Abominators’ visual spectrum didn’t
entirely match humans’ visual spectrum, and neither did their lighting.

Marcus shook his head, “I guess not. We should go.”

We did, floating toward the hallway which, in keeping with the idea that
the alien architect may have been high all the time, the arch of the
hallway did not stay in the center. It moved from one side to another
with no pattern.

The moon dust became thinner near the hallway, but not before I noticed
a final set of footprints. These weren’t human and I knew them. They
were made by powered armor and I recognized the design—Rook’s. If I were
correct, it was reminiscent of a bird’s claw, the kind used by Rook’s
minions.

The prints came out of the hallway and then went back in—so they’d come
in through another entrance.

Daniel might have sensed how long it had been, depending on factors I
mostly didn’t know.

I looked down the hall ahead of us. The lights didn’t help much, but
with our suits’ sensors, everyone would be able to see what I did. The
hall went on as far as I could see, but it wasn’t straight.

It curved enough that the small changes of its path made it impossible
to see anything in the hall except for the distant glow coming from the
ceiling.

“Hey,” I said, addressing everyone via my comm, “it looks like Rook’s
people either were here or are here and I can’t tell more from these…
bootprints. It also looks like they might have used a different
entrance. So we have no idea how many it is.”

I shared my pictures of the bootprints with the rest of the group.

“You know what?” Cassie floated over to look at the trail, “I’m going to
see if Mr. Sparkles can check for security camera footage.”

Assuming there were security cameras, that wouldn’t be a bad idea.

Through her facemask, I could see Cassie blink and shake her head,
“Turns out, yes, there are security cameras, but the gun’s not
authorized to see them and the base’s AI wasn’t very nice about it.”

“Nice?” Jaclyn eyed her, “From the gun’s point of view? Your gun? The
gun that revels in insulting people’s ancestry and burning things to
cinders?”

Cassie shrugged, “I know, but there are appropriate forms of address
based on seniority and gene line before you start insulting each other
and the AI skipped all of them and went straight to the insulting—which
is an insult in itself.”

“Gene line?” I peered down the hallway and checked my suit’s sensors in
case the AI had mobilized the base’s defenses.

“The gene line of a device’s creator. The Abominators were partial or
full clones of each other. After a certain point, they completely
stopped reproducing naturally and ranked themselves based on similarity
to a specific ideal individual’s DNA except they didn’t use DNA and the
specific individual changed over time and by what faction of Abominator
you were in… You can do a deep dive into your implants for more, but
I’ve been hearing all of it from Mr. Sparkles’ side.

“He wants to teach the AI a lesson, but,” her head tilted toward the gun
and her voice grew louder as if talking to a misbehaving child, “we
won’t because… That’s. Not. The. Mission.”

She shook her head, “Be glad you can’t hear him.”

Jaclyn nodded, “I have heard him. I’m not arguing, but about the AI he
talked to. Did it sound like it was sending out the troops?”

Cassie tilted her head, staring down the hallway, “I asked. Mr. Sparkles
says that it didn’t say so, but why would it warn us? If it does, it’ll
be trying for a surprise.”

Though I hadn’t realized she’d been gone, Rachel faded back into view,
“I flew ahead a little bit. I’m not seeing any attackers.”

“Given the place’s age,” I said, “it might be that its defenses don’t
work or maybe Rook took them out. We know he’s been here.”

Marcus glanced at the tracks, “That might not be good, but it might save
us some time.”

“Yeah,” I said, “if we’re going forward regardless, we should get
moving.”

“Exactly,” Jaclyn stepped inside the hallway without triggering any kind
of response, “let’s get this done.”

We all floated forward, passing through the curving passage—which was
not the only strange thing about it. It split off in literally, all
directions at random points throughout the walk.

Holes sloped downward alongside the passage, some up, others down or
sideways, and still more twisted in a new direction even in the short
distance we could see.

Given that the Abominators were shapeshifters, it made sense. Part of me
wanted to ask Marcus if he felt anything, given that his DNA included
sections that were at the least “inspired by” theirs, but I didn’t. He’d
say something.

Still, the hallways twists and turns did not feel right. Worse, they
made weird echoes for my sensors, specifically the sonic-based sensors
because there was an atmosphere. My suit described it as “Earth-like” in
elements and composition but also noted impurities that it could not
recognize.

We didn’t even discuss taking our helmets off. I had it take samples. I
could analyze them at home.

We found the first group of bodies around a sloping corner of the
wall—which like every other piece of the wall wasn’t flat. Ridges,
piping, and sharp, flat finger-like pieces of ceramic jutted out with no
pattern I could see.

The bodies, though? They’d been cut to pieces and worse, I knew
them—sort of. They were True, all of them with Tara’s face, the male or
female version, all of them wearing Rook’s armor.

I didn’t love that development as logical as it might be. It made for
harder fights in our future.

I also didn’t love looking at the bodies. Whatever was going on with the
atmosphere, it didn’t include enough water. Intentional or not, the
bodies had dried out, resembling unwrapped mummies, their shrunken,
leathery skin making my stomach roll.

Whatever had done this had punctured their armor with no issue. Knowing
that Rook copied both my grandfather’s and my technology when he had the
chance, I wondered which version of ceramic he was using.

Marcus shook his head, “That does not look good. I hope whatever did it
is gone. Hey, Accelerando, any idea what killed them?”

Shooting him a look, Jaclyn said, “I’m training to be a doctor, not a
forensic pathologist. I have no idea. Without an internship in alien
autopsies, I can’t even guess whether it was the Abominators’ defenses
or another creature.”

She leaned forward to inspect the bodies anyway and her eyes glazed over
as she took what had to be a massive download from her
implant.

Then she shook her head, “I asked the wrong question. I used the sensors
to measure how deep the blade penetrated and asked the implant for
possibilities. There were a lot—creatures from other worlds, robots,
weapons… Too many. A galaxy full of options. Then I asked for
Artificer-related options. There are a lot of genetically engineered
creatures, but only one might survive on the Moon this long.”

Then, for lack of a better word, she sent us a link. It wasn’t to the
web—it was to our Xiniti implants’ internal libraries.

All of our faces went slack as we absorbed the new information. On more
than one world, the Xiniti documented boxes the Artificers left. Empty
until opened, the boxes formed a composite being with both biological
and mechanical components. Roughly the size and shape of a small monkey,
the creature would leap out when the door opened, killing any thinking
creatures and destroying property until something destroyed it.

Their weakness, if it counted as one, was their metabolism.  Provided
they had enough food and water, they could survive in almost any
environment, but without it, they had to return to their boxes or die in
maybe three hours.

“Huh,” I said.

Rachel glanced at me, “What did you get? I don’t have an implant.”

“Sorry,” Jaclyn said, “do the Ghosts have a name for killer cybernetic
monkeys that materialize in Artificer boxes?”

Rachel checked in all directions, “Those little bastards? I hate those
guys. I went to a planet once where they ate everything living and then
each other.”

Marcus looked up from the bodies, “What did you do then?”

She shrugged, “The Ghosts chucked the boxes into the nearest star. I
don’t know if it destroyed them, but not a lot of people will be able to
go looking for them, much less get one out.”

I looked around the group, “We keep on going, right?”

Marcus grinned under his faceplate, “Don’t open any boxes and we’ll be
fine.”

Jaclyn shot a glance at Cassie, “Cap?”

Cassie rolled her eyes, “I’ll be shooting any box that looks funny at
me.”

Glancing over at me, Jaclyn said, “I worry that someone else will open
the box.”

Standing amid the curved walls, random openings, and uneven space of the
hallway, I said, “Me too, but I don’t know who that would be. Everyone
seems to be dead so far. That might turn out to be good news.”

Everyone laughed, but I pegged it more as a relief of tension than an
appreciation of humor. I hadn’t been trying for a joke.

We kept on walking, following the glow of the overhead lights and
watching for killer monkeys to jump out of the walls. With the clutter
of pipes, splatters of superconducting material spreading out across
sections of the walls, and extended ridges that contained unknown
infrastructure for the building, it took time.

More than thirty minutes later, we’d walked into a big room that struck
me as both cluttered and empty at the same time. Much like the hallway
and hangar, equipment covered the walls, extending on to the floor and
even the ceiling and spreading out to connect a spider’s web of cables
to one machine or another.

At the same time, some spots on both the floor and the walls were empty.
Something had been there, hanging cables and chunks of missing floor
testified that someone wanted more than one machine enough to take part
of the floor with it.

Examining more closely made me aware of another pattern. The machines on
the floor were arranged in clusters around a central point or more than
one. I recognized a few machines between one cluster and the next, my
implant naming them. Even given my familiarity with the Alliance’s more
current alien technology, I didn’t know their purpose on sight.

With my implant’s help though, I began to understand what I saw. The
devices’ purposes were divided between a few different priorities. First
of all? Interfacing Abominator technology with Artificer technology,
allowing the Abominators to use the technology as if it were their own.
Second, devices for analyzing that technology so they could use it.
Thirdly, protective devices that prevented the Artificer’s devices from
fulfilling their true purpose—infecting and destroying any species that
found them and reverse-engineered them.

In many cases, the central point of the cluster, the Artificer device,
was missing.

It had to be somewhere, ideally long ago taken away by the Abominators
after its secrets had been discovered.

More likely, the Artificer devices were somewhere else, maybe on Earth.

I couldn’t rule out the possibility that some were literally in our
basement or one of our storage rooms. The original team confiscated a
lot of technology from supervillains that they didn’t feel comfortable
handing over to the government.

I also hadn’t forgotten that Yoselin’s father and Russian Victory had
also brought some home from the Moon.

I’d always assumed it had been Abominator tech, but seeing the room, it
could have been Artificer tech. There were enough empty spots to be
nervous about.

“Hey,” Cassie pointed her gun at one of the clusters, “there’s one of
the psycho monkey boxes.”

From the example my implant showed me, she wasn’t wrong. The box was
roughly three feet tall and had rounded edges and no rivets or hinges.
The only part of it that wasn’t completely smooth was an indented line
that ran around the front.

Pressing it might let out what was inside, but given the alien tech,
those of us with implants might be able to open it with a thought.

As that idea came into my head, my implant dumped data into my brain
indicating that yes there was a publicly accessible “open” command and
that I could use it any time I wanted. There weren’t any other publicly
accessible commands especially not the ones I wanted, such as telling
the monkey to go back inside and shut the door or self-destruct.

Jaclyn, who must have gone through the same infodump, waved her hand to
get our attention, “Anyone can open the box. Check your implant and
don’t do it. Don’t touch them.”

Touch them? I’d checked with my implant and I must have missed it, but
they opened automatically with any kind of touch.

“That’s not all,” Marcus said, “I see at least five more.”

Cassie shook her head, “There are 33. Remember the Citizen’s Mark?
Between my built-in Abominator ID card and Mr. Sparkles’
direct-to-my-brain HUD, I’ve got access to almost everything in this
place.”

Rachel floated upward, likely for a better view, asking, “Almost
everything? What are we looking at? I know it’s a lab, but is it more
than lab equipment and 33 psycho monkeys?”

Nodding, Cassie said, “It isn’t much more than that. Do you want me to
run over everything? I forgot for a second that you don’t have an
implant.”

Rachel shook her head, “I don’t have a Xiniti implant, but the Cosmic
Ghosts have their own tools. I don’t need a list, but do you know when
the missing objects went missing?”

Cassie frowned, “I’ll check.”

Her expression went blank as she concentrated, but then she opened her
eyes and looked up, “That wasn’t what I expected. I assumed that most of
the Artificer devices had been taken by the original League or the
Russians, but they weren’t. The Abominators took most of them when they
evacuated. The Russians got a few. The League didn’t take much at all.”

“Oh,” I said, “that’s good. I was half expecting to discover that dozens
of species killing traps had been placed deep in the Kremlin’s vaults,
but I guess there are only a few.”

Cassie laughed, “It’s better than that. The Abominators only left the
stuff they’d already investigated, disarmed, and understood. So the
Russians didn’t get any traps at all–unless the Abominators missed
them.”

“That’s good news, maybe,” I said.

Rachel continued to look over the room as we talked, “Cap, your gun said
that we might be able to detect the device from something in this room.
Where do we go next?”

“Duh,” Cassie shook her head, “Maybe we should be working on the entire
point of being here? I’ll ask Mr. Sparkles.”

While Cassie concentrated, Rachel turned to me, “Do you sense anything?
The Ghosts have been trying to teach me their way of sensing things
which I can kind of do, but not like they can—just like I’m beginning to
get the hang of interstellar flight, but I still need help. They say
I’ll get it in a thousand years.”

I laughed, “I’ve heard the same line. I’ll take a shot at it.”

Pulling energy from whatever source the Artificers used, I applied it to
sensing around myself, not knowing what I was looking for, and hoping
the Abominators didn’t have any defenses that would be triggered.

In return, I saw more than I’d ever seen in the real world using
Artificer senses—which in the grand scheme of things still wasn’t much.

It was the same scene as before: a big room with clusters of equipment
circled different spots, most of which were empty. Using the sense that
I’d been learning from Kee, I saw shadows in the empty spots. In some
cases, I could almost see devices, none of which I recognized.

In the spots where the Artificer device hadn’t been taken, the shadows
held a hint of light, the smallest of glows. They were spiderwebs hit by
light that made it through a crack under the door.

One, however, held more than that.

It was more of a medium-small glow, but it came from the middle of a
cluster. The shadows obscured whatever was there, so I dropped Artificer
sight and zoomed in with the Rocket suit’s sensors.

I recognized the artifact. It was a silver and black disc that was ten
feet wide. I had one just like it sitting in HQ. I’d jokingly called it
the Starplate because it was flat and could send someone to other worlds
or even universes provided I had the coordinates.

Between my grandfather’s notes and my guesses, I’d figured out how to
use it. Beyond that, I could see a figure on the Starplate, but not
well. Roughly the shape of a man, it didn’t move. Moon dust had settled
on it, helping outline the transparent shape.

Zooming in with the Rocket suit’s sensors, I realized something. I knew
this guy. I’d last seen him while fighting Rook and other operatives of
the Nine at another lab analyzing alien technology, that one on Earth.

I’d worked for a company called Higher Ground and this guy, Victor, had
been my co-worker, mentor, and semi-supervisor in an internship that was
an undercover mission. Victor had seemed nice enough at
first.

After a little bit though, I realized he was harassing the
administrative assistant. By the (explosive) end of the internship, he’d
not only used her DNA (without her consent) to create Earth’s version of
the True, but also used the Abominator birthing chambers to give himself
an Abominator Citizen’s Mark, and a transformation into a nine-foot-tall
guy with purple-tinged skin and teleportation powers.

I’m sure there’s a universe where that seems like a reasonable series of
choices, but in mine, it seemed creepy and weird.

He showed up in superhero news now and then. Superfans and the press
referred to him as the Purple Legionnaire which might be clever in the
same universe where making that transformation seemed reasonable.

The Legionnaire name came from how he wore a breastplate and metal skirt
resembling Roman soldiers.

Cassie sighed over the comm, “Hey this is weird, but Mr. Sparkles says
that everything in this room is off limits. He can’t get into any of the
research equipment. He says there’s someone else here with a Citizen’s
Mark and whoever that is outranks him and I’ve got to turn access on
again.”

Jaclyn twitched, moving her gaze around the room, taking it in more
quickly than I could, “I don’t see anyone in here but us. There isn’t a
leftover command from the Abominators is there?”

“I think it’s Victor,” I said. “He’s got a Citizen’s Mark and I don’t
know how, but he’s here.”

“Where?” Cassie turned toward me, “Show me where.”

I send pictures to everyone. The first showed the room except with an
arrow that pointed down toward the Starplate. The second showed the
zoomed-in version of Victor as a dust-covered outline of himself.

“Crap,” Cassie peered in his direction, “I remember that guy. Why isn’t
he moving?”

“I don’t know,” I said, watching in case he did.

He didn’t.

“Weirder yet,” Marcus said, “did you notice what he’s on? We’ve got one
of those and it’s in the middle of a cluster. Do you think it’s an
Artificer relic?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “but that would be bad.”

Rachel dropped to be closer to the rest of us, “I’ve seen a few of them
over the past year. They might not be an Artificer thing, but they’re
spread out all over the galaxy.”

“Look,” Jaclyn said, “I don’t know how it would work, but my gut feeling
is that he’s trapped there. I don’t like this idea, but should we get
him out if it means he can help us find the device?”

Still watching Victor, I said, “I don’t like that idea. He teleported
half the team into the middle of Lake Michigan the last we fought him.
Plus, Rook can force Victor to do anything he wants courtesy of the
Dominators. So I don’t know what he’s doing here, but he’s got to have a
mission.”

Peering in Victor’s direction, Jaclyn nodded, “I remember the teleports.
I knew it couldn’t be simple, but I thought we needed to ask the
question because we might not have another option.”

Marcus started floating in not only Victor’s direction but over the
clusters of equipment, “We need to do something. I’m not going to go up
to the guy, but my implant has directions for hacking into Abominator
computers. I’m thinking I might get something out of the first cluster.”

“Worth a shot,” Cassie pointed her gun in Victor’s direction.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Jaclyn dropped to the ground where
her speed and strength would help, landing a few feet from the first
cluster. “Think about it. How did the moon dust get on Victor? There’s
no wind. What blew it into the air?”

She had a point. I didn’t have an answer, but there shouldn’t have been
dust on Victor unless someone kicked it up. And who’d know how to trap
Victor with a Starplate? I had theories, but I’d never used it for
something like that.

Even more confusing, we’d only seen evidence of Rook’s people in
addition to the visits by the original League in the 60s or the Russians
in the 80s. In theory, Rook’s people should be allies to Victor. If they
trapped him, something had to be very wrong. But could they operate the
Starplate? I doubted it.

As all that rolled through my brain, I noticed a new thing. Victor
moved. Dust fell and he turned to look at us. Then he started
shouting—or so I assumed. His mouth opened and closed with the kind of
regularity you expect to see when someone’s chewing you out. Plus, his
eyes were wide open and staring at us, veins popping, bits of glowing
energy sparking on his skin.

Thanks to the atmosphere, I could hear him making noise, but I couldn’t
understand it. Though I might have understood him better if I opened my
helmet, I did not plan to do that.

I used the Rocket suit’s sensors to see if I couldn’t make the sound
clearer. When I did, I learned something.

It still didn’t make sense.

Querying my implant, I checked if it might be another language. My
implant identified bits of Sumerian, a variant of pidgin Abominator used
by their human servants, English, and several ancient human languages
that must have been common when the Abominators were on Earth.

Translated into modern English, the mass of words was still
gibberish.

I’d been told that Abominator technology came with a risk of madness
because it was based on Artificer technology designed to destroy the
civilizations into which it was introduced. This might be my first
in-person example.

I’d also been told that the Abominators had been unusually good at
minimizing the risk, so the risks from Abominator technology were
generally more subtle.

This didn’t seem subtle at all.

Not having a better idea, I shouted at him through the suit’s PA, “Could
you repeat that in English?”

He stopped, eyes widening, and stared at me.

“Whoa,” Marcus said, “that got a reaction.”

Then Victor shouted, “You! You’re the second Rocket and the second
Heroes’ League.”

His voice started hoarse but became clearer as he went.

We all looked at each other. Jaclyn said, “That’s right. And who are
you?”

He frowned, “Haven’t we met yet? It’s 2012. We should have met.”

Clenching his fists, he shouted, “We should have met by now! I serve the
Nine. You fought me two years ago your time. Don’t you remember me? It
was on the shore of Lake Michigan.”

Looking from one of us to the other, he stood there, trembling and
mumbling, “I thought I went to the right timeline. They matched. I know
they did. They have to know me. I can’t have wasted all of this time.”

Without taking a breath, he went back to shouting, “You know me!”

Implant to implant, Marcus said, “This guy is crazy, but do you think he
can time travel? Because that’s kind of scary.”

As Marcus finished, Rachel started talking, “Of course we know you. You
appeared after Higher Ground exploded.”

Over the comm, she muttered, “What’s his name?”

She’d been on Earth, but not close enough to help with that one except
by offering advice.

“Purple Legionnaire,” Marcus said.

She gave him a look, “That’s a stupid name.”

Marcus threw up his hands, “It was the press.”

“I don’t know you,” Victor said, peering at her. Rachel was around
three-quarters visible.

Staring in her direction, he added, “I didn’t fight you. You weren’t
there. You can’t be here. You should be dead by now! Dead! Stay away
from me!”

With his final shout, he became fully visible and the purple glow of his
skin became brighter, pulsing as a blast of purple energy fired at
Rachel.

Knowing that Victor teleported people away with that move, I began to
shout at Rachel that she should duck, but didn’t get further than, “Du—”
when the purple blast faded out. It had only made it as far as the edge
of the Starplate, supporting the theory that he’d been trapped.

Not even flinching, Rachel said, “That’s not me. I’m not Ghostwoman.
She’s been dead for years.”

Breathing deeply, Victor took two more shots before slumping over. To be
fair to him, Grandma’s reputation in the superhero community during her
lifetime could have been summarized by the word, “scary.”

If he’d been around since the 1950s and fought the original League, it
might explain his fear. They avoided killing people, but they also
didn’t play around in lethal situations. When they formed the civilian
version of the Heroes’ League in the 1950s, they’d even killed a few
mobsters. I didn’t remember the exact circumstances, but I’d heard the
story as a kid and felt like I’d have done the same.

“Hey,” Cassie waved her arm (the one that wasn’t holding the gun) to get
Victor’s attention, “have you been stuck here since the 1950s? Do you
want out? If you help us, we might be able to let you out.”

Jaclyn caught her eye and muttered, “Not a good idea,” into her comm.

I couldn’t argue. The last I’d heard, Victor worked for the Nine’s inner
circle these days, teleporting their people in or out to the frustration
of most Defenders units. If he’d sent himself back in time, he was on a
mission. It didn’t take too much imagination to guess that it might be
the same as ours. He’d just been sent back to locate the device in the
1950s before we’d even be born.

This meant that if we did let Victor out, Magnus would have two Victors
at his disposal until he sent the original back in time to become the
questionably sane version we’d just met.

Cassie glanced back at Jaclyn, moving her hand behind her back and
crossing her fingers the way you might if you were five and didn’t want
your lie to count.

Victor took a deep breath, pulled himself to his full height, and said,
“What do you want?”

Cassie didn’t hesitate to respond, treating a conversation with a time
traveler (I guess) trapped on the Moon like a normal thing.

“We need to get into the equipment in this room. Someone’s shut off
access and I’m assuming it’s you.”

Victor eyed her, “Who sent you?”

Furrowing her brow, Cassie said, “Sent us? No one. We’re here on our
own.”

Victor scowled, “No one flies to the Moon for fun. You came here for a
reason. Who sent you? Was it Rook? One of the others? The Dominators?
The Cabal? Who is it?”

Cassie glanced over at me, but said, “No one. We’re here on our own.”

Victor chuckled, “Sure you are. I’ve spent over 50 years here and no
one’s here for themselves. They may not know it, but they’re here
serving one faction or another.”

He sneered up at her, “Red Lightning used the Cabal’s potions. Russian
Victory used a Dominator code phrase. I don’t think he even knew it. The
last visitors were the True, but they didn’t know me. Rook warped them.
He corrupted them just like he corrupted me.”

“Uh huh,” Jaclyn said over the comm. She didn’t have to say more. Her
tone said, “He’s nuts.”

I didn’t try to argue, but he wasn’t completely wrong either. Red
Lighting did use the Cabal’s potions, but Victor had no way of knowing
he wasn’t in the Cabal. Russian Victory
probably did get exposed to the Dominators. Grandpa told me that the
Mentalist had to do something to Russian Victory’s head. I’d assumed
that it had been to reverse Soviet brainwashing, but Dominator
modification made just as much sense or more.

As for Rook, I knew it was true. I’d seen Rook use Dominator commands on
him. Victor wasn’t wrong about what he’d seen, but the conclusion that
factions in the Nine controlled everyone seemed paranoid.

I had my doubts that I’d be able to argue him out if it. If he’d spent
50 years making up his paranoid universe, I didn’t think I’d be able to
talk him out of it in a few minutes.

Part of me wished Daniel had come along, but whatever Abominator design
Victor had used on himself had to have included mental defenses. Daniel
could easily have found himself in the same boat as the rest of us.

We might have to trick Victor into it, but I didn’t know how. If I
listened to him, maybe I’d be able to come up with something that fit
into his delusions.

“Hey,” I said, “how did Rook corrupt you?”

Victor turned to stare at me, “He made me impure. He corrupted me. He
controlled me!”

Transparent spit flew from his mouth, disappearing as it hit the edge of
the Starplate, just like his purple energy blast. Was his spit an energy
blast?

Over the comm, Jaclyn asked, “Do you have a plan?”

“Not really,” I said, watching Victor. “I’m fishing for something I can
use.”

Marcus had been moving the entire time we talked with Victor, landing
next to the first cluster of Abominator machines, “If you can distract
him, I’m going to hack into their network.”

He’d mentioned that his Xiniti implant had directions for doing it, he
might as well. Besides, he’d majored in computer science in college.
Even with my nagging feeling that it should be me, he might well be the
best qualified between the two of us.

I said, “Go for it.”

Rachel said, “Keep him talking. I’ll help.”

Over the PA, I said, “How does Rook control you? From what I’ve seen,
you’re more powerful than he is.”

He started sobbing, big sobs, the kind where you’re almost embarrassed
to be watching, maybe especially so when you’re about to screw the guy
over. If the guy needed anything, he needed a therapist.

He also needed all of the Abominator modifications removed from his
body, but that was far out of my reach.

Then Victor’s sobbing stopped and he started screaming, “I’m nothing
more than a tool! I can only do what they tell me. I have to stay. I
can’t leave until I come back with it. That’s all that matters. Only I
can find it here, so I have to stay. I can leave, but I can’t make
myself do it.”

He pounded what appeared to be empty air at the edge of the Starplate,
generating purple lightning and a lot of it with every hit. The light
illuminated the room.

My implant warned me that based on Xiniti battles with Abominator
servants, the purple lightning might throw objects out of phase and into
other universes. I might have scoffed at that except that I’d built
cross-dimensional positioning systems into the suits and mine was
throwing up errors every time Victor hit whatever invisible barrier the
Starplate had created.

Rachel, meanwhile, had floated toward Victor and said, “The Dominators
did this to you.”

He dropped his arms to his side and said, “Yes,” and then stood there,
doing nothing.

Over the comm, Marcus said, “It worked. I’m on their network. This is
crazy. I haven’t touched anything yet, but—”

As he said that, Victor’s body glowed a brighter purple and he shouted,
“What are you doing?”

At that moment, lights glowed on Abominator equipment across the room.
It was less like the light in a dark room turned on and more like
standing in the dark in the center of a circle of glowing eyes.

Over the comm, I asked, “Was that you?”

“Me?” Marcus shook his head, “No. I just connected.”

Victor stared at me and looked over at Rachel. Then he shouted, “I see
you for what you are—avatars of the Artificers. Die!”

Then all the lights winked out as the doors on the boxes that Cassie
called “psychotic monkey boxes” opened. For the record, they weren’t
monkeys. They were bipedal, but they had two extra arms compared to
regular monkeys. They also had tails, but that wasn’t weird.

What was weird is that they didn’t have fur. They had dark, gray skin,
glistening with what I assumed to be moisture, but didn’t have to be
water. My gut feeling was that it was some kind of oil.

They also didn’t have eyes, ears, noses, or anything more than vestigial
heads—at best, they had head nubbins.

To the degree that they had heads, they were all mouth, mouths that
expanded the head nubbin when they opened. Complete with gummy ridges,
their open jaws delivered croaking noises that carried undertones that
started my anti-Dominator defenses going.

I didn’t know for sure why, but from the way I flinched before my
defenses kicked in, I guessed they were going for paralyzing fear.

Thanks to prior preparation, I avoided being manipulated by them, only
having to deal with my internal fear. Sure, I was in armor, but I’d
never seen these things before and from what my implant had said, they
were dangerous even to the Xiniti.

The creepy, gray monkey things leaped from the ground, landing on the
lab equipment, and jumping again, aiming toward us with a speed that
barely gave me time to pull up my arms and aim and loose a salvo of
bots.

Much like hand grenades, my bots weren’t dependent on my ability to
aim—which was good because I didn’t have time. Between my implant and
the bots’ programming, I essentially thought, “Hit the small things
jumping toward me,” and the computers translated it into targets.

The result? Pretty awesome.

As much as I’d like to think that I didn’t go into heroing out of a need
to feel powerful, now and then, I could enjoy the ego boost. Every one
of my bots hit and every one of them turned the psychotic flesh monkey
it hit into splattered monkey bits.

Out of the 33 leaping monkeys, I killed 15—almost half.

Everyone else was limited to one attack at a time—though to be fair, in
Jaclyn’s case, those attacks followed each other in a blur. She took out
10 by herself. Cassie and Rachel took out the other eight while Marcus
continued to hack into the Abominators’ computer logs.

You could say it was on Victor’s recommendation because all of the
monkeys Jaclyn destroyed plus three of Cassie’s had been aiming for
Marcus. The rest had been aiming for Cassie or me.

Her blur of destruction left Jaclyn standing near Marcus amid a cluster
of Abominator tech and monkey splatter, “I’ll protect Shift. See if you
can take out Victor.”

I couldn’t argue with her battle plan. Victor was the problem.
Everything he threw at us would just be his weapons. Like her, I didn’t
doubt that there would be more.

I wasn’t wrong. As she said it, the monkey boxes flashed and 33 more
monkeys leaped out toward us.

Eyes glowing, they began to leap for us, but this time I was better. I
fired as soon as their eyes appeared in the darkness, hitting eleven
with the initial salvo, the bots exploding as they hit.

It wasn’t luck either. I tried to do that.

I had a few hundred bots while Victor had infinite monkeys. If we took
out the boxes, we’d only have to fight a finite number of monkeys,
turning it into a fight we could win.

Beams of white-hot energy from Cassie’s gun wiped out most of the rest
of the monkeys, leaving only a few for Jaclyn and Rachel—but mostly
Jaclyn.

“Nice work with the boxes,” Cassie said over the comm. “I only got one.
If I wanted more, I’d have to shoot through things.”

“I hope we took them out,” I said, zooming in on the shattered boxes.

Between the rounded edges and light gray color, they reminded me of
iPhones. While I didn’t think it would be above Steve Jobs to copy
Abominator tech, it seemed unlikely.

Zooming in further showed me the edges of one of the boxes that I’d
exploded. In the Rocket suit’s HUD, the composite sensor view showed not
only that the edges had a red tinge, but that they were hotter than the
material next to them.

I couldn’t be sure from the visuals alone, but I thought the box was
growing back. Noticing a crack glow red and then disappear confirmed
that thought.

“The boxes are growing back, but the more pieces that they’re in, the
longer we’ve got,” I said and ran forward, using my laser to cut the
nearest untouched boxes in two and firing off more bots to blow up the
others.

With any luck, Marcus would get the time he needed. As for myself, I
could serve him best by getting Victor’s attention, “Hey, you don’t have
to throw monkeys at us. We could talk. I know I’ve got a connection to
the Artificers, but I don’t work for them.”

Victor screamed. If he thought what he said made sense, he was wrong. It
could have passed as the scream of someone being tortured, but I
couldn’t pick out a single word in the raw, throaty gasps and sobs.

If it stopped there, it would have been bad enough, but it didn’t. The
artifact in the cluster next to him began to glow white. Blue sparks
arced across its cone-shaped body.

Since releasing psychotic monkeys hadn’t solved the problem, he’d gone
to plan b.

Plan b was to use an object that the Artificers had designed to end
civilizations. It wasn’t a question of whether that would be bad for us,
but whether the effect would be to empower Victor or to infect us.

“Not good,” Jaclyn muttered and her hands twitched, activating a new
feature of her suit, which I’d described as “essentially a gumball
dispenser.”

With a hand motion, she could cause dense balls of an alien-designed
alloy to roll out of her suit and land in her hands. Then she could
throw it.

At that moment, I was relieved that I’d thought to factor situations
with minimal gravity into the design because the balls landed in her
palms as intended.

Then she threw them at the Artificer relic.

They hit it with several tons of force, all centered on a spot only a
little larger than a bullet. I wouldn’t have wanted to take that hit.
The Rocket suit could theoretically handle it, but with the force she
generated any slight imperfection might kill me.

I could only assume the device contained no imperfections because she
didn’t destroy it.

Both balls hit, throwing off cascades of sparks. To her credit, they
didn’t bounce off. Both embedded themselves into the stone-like
material, creating a spiderweb of cracks around them.

Whatever material the device was made of, it had imperfections now.

As the sparks flew, the device’s white glow expanded, illuminating a
quarter of the room. It might have blinded us all without our suits’
ability to filter the light.

The glow now included the Starplate.

Victor had been almost impossible to see when we came into the room if
not for the Moon dust on his body. He’d become almost solid after that,
but in the glow of the Artificers’ strange cone, he became solid and the
edges of a dome above the Starplate became visible.

I didn’t know whether the dome above the Starplate represented a force
field or an area in which the Starplate negated Victor’s powers.

Either way, Victor had now begun to glow with the same white light as
the cone.

I didn’t like what that implied.

Aiming at the cone, I fired off both my laser and a narrowcast sonic
attack, hoping that one or the other would matter. Jaclyn, meanwhile,
started throwing a series of balls at the cone.

Cassie had been firing at the monkey boxes, buying us more time, but she
fired at the cone now, her hits throwing off waves of blue sparks each
time. I hoped the monkeys weren’t reforming, but stopping what seemed to
be a device that would supercharge Victor had a higher priority.

All of this had taken place in seconds—which matters because Victor
caught my eye and accepted my offer to chat.

Sort of.

When he caught my eye, he screamed, “Free me from Rook’s control!”

Not trusting yet another shift in Victor’s attitude toward us, I shouted
back, “How?”

As I asked, the dome I’d seen outlined in the cone’s white light wobbled
and disappeared. Victor stood there with his mouth open, panting, a few
beads of sweat rolling down his face.

He laughed and then said, “Kill me before I kill you and tell Magnus
where to get full access to your device. You have the power. Kill me.”

Then the white light that had been extending outward from Victor changed
color, taking on the purple of his skin. In addition, the cone’s white
light and Victor’s purple glow began to flash in time with each other.

Over the last few seconds, Jaclyn had been hitting the cone with more
balls, extending the spiderweb of cracks to cover half of it, some of
the cracks glowing from the inside. In addition, the blue sparks began
to shoot outward as far as 20 feet from the cone.

I’d only begun to think that it looked like it might explode when Cassie
hit it with a beam from her gun. From experience, I recognized the
highest setting, a wide, white beam that illuminated the room. The beam
hit the cone, shattering it.

Burning pieces flew in all directions, some hitting the lab equipment.

Any lab equipment in its way shattered and exploded, making holes in the
equipment next to it.

With the cone’s destruction, Victor flew, heading straight for the
group.

“Wait,” I shouted, “can we skip killing you?”

Landing in front of me, he said, “I have to kill you. Kill me or die!”

Then he punched me and it wasn’t a love tap. It set off error messages
in my armor and threw me backward to hit Abominator lab equipment of
unknown function.

Judging from the force behind that punch, it was in Jaclyn’s league. My
armor wouldn’t stand up to a lot of it. If that weren’t enough, the
moment I found myself within the range of Victor’s purple glow, I felt
queasy.

I couldn’t name what felt wrong, but I didn’t feel like myself.

Pushing myself up and jumping to the side, I dodged another punch from
Victor, who’d closed the distance in a step.

I fired off two boombots at him. Both hit, throwing him backward into a
blue/gray metal device shaped like a doorless refrigerator.

I didn’t want to kill him. I also couldn’t think of an obvious way to
prevent it. I hadn’t brought many goobots on this mission and didn’t
think they’d do much good against someone with Jaclyn’s strength.

On the other hand, I realized, it might give me time to think of
something better.

I fired off a volley of goobots, watching the sticky strands expand
outward and attach to the “refrigerator” and the ground three times
over.

Then I slipped into the next cluster over, not because I thought it
would stop him, but because it might give me a second.

Once I was out of his glow, I felt better and had a theory. I tested it
by tapping into the power that Artificers used and trying to view Victor
and his glowing aura.

I saw nothing, proving my theory correct.

I wasn’t blind, I could still see through my eyes and my technology, but
everything within Victor’s glow was gray nothingness.

Whatever the device did, it allowed Victor to obscure himself from
Artificers’ view. From how I felt while inside the glow, it might even
cut Artificers off from the energy needed to power their abilities.

Why the Artificers left an artifact that allowed people to do that, I
had another theory, but no time to think it through. I did know that the
Abominators had harvested DNA from a captured Artificer and used it in
their army of supers.

And that meant, I needed to say, “Don’t go into the glow. Your powers
might stop working.”

I did, the words tumbling out of my mouth, knowing that speed could make
the difference between living and dying.

I wasn’t wrong either because Victor didn’t stand still. He pushed
himself up and teleported.

Rachel had been chopping monkey boxes to bits with a great axe I’d made
by combining the technology in Cassie’s sword with the nanotech ceramics
I used to make our armor pass as clothes.

I’d given her a purse that could transform into not only a great axe but
also an electric guitar—partly because she played guitar and partly
because guitars are also called axes.

It seemed funny at the time.

Seeing Victor appear next to her did not make me laugh. The sinking
feeling in my gut came from the knowledge that the Cosmic Ghosts were
Artificers if they’d taken a different path, meaning that Rachel’s
ability to go ghostly wasn’t going to do her a bit of good.

Rachel did better than expected.

As Victor appeared, she ran, and Victor must have been off his game at
the moment because his first punch missed. Unfortunately, Victor’s
strength was in Jaclyn’s league while without powers Rachel was nothing
more than a normal human.

She had a suit, but it couldn’t be as good as mine and still fit within
the mass limit she could make intangible. I got as close as I could.

I couldn’t move fast enough to block his second punch, but I could fire
off bots. I couldn’t fire off bots as fast as Victor could punch,
however.

His second punch knocked her to the ground.

A status report in my HUD showed her as alive and still breathing with
no reports of a breach in her suit. My bots hit him as he raised a foot
to stomp on her, throwing him sideways into a block of Abominator
equipment taller than he was.

He pushed himself off, rocking an object that made me think of a jagged
tooth, raising his leg to try again. I was already running toward them,
but I didn’t make it.

Jaclyn hit him out of nowhere, a purple blur moving at more than 300
miles per hour.

She must have aimed her fist upward because he shot into the air, flying
out of the cluster toward the ceiling, head over heels, entirely out of
control.

He never hit the ceiling. He disappeared, reappearing next to me and
hitting me hard enough that I flew sideways into the wall, my vision
going black for a second.

Though my implant informed me that technically it was closer to
three-quarters of a second, any fight that included Jaclyn could change
in that time.

My implant gave me a recap of what happened, showing Jaclyn rush forward
and hit Victor into the air again only this time she jumped after him,
grabbing his legs, using her momentum and her suit’s anti-gravity to
change Victor’s direction, aiming him into a cluster of Abominator
technology.

Victor might have been Jaclyn’s equal in strength, but not reflexes. He
hit the equipment with a crash that I hoped wouldn’t release a
technological horror. If it did, it wasn’t obvious as he pulled himself
to his feet and teleported again even as Jaclyn ran to punch him again.

By that time, I’d caught up and was watching Victor disappear in
real-time. When he did, I scanned my HUD, watching in all directions for
movement and a purple glow.

He appeared near Marcus, moving his arm backward to load a punch.

Activating my rocket pack, I flew toward them as Jaclyn raced across the
ground, moving slower and more carefully than usual to avoid launching
herself into the ceiling.

I’d done the same with the rockets without thought.

The Xiniti implants helped with that, implanting that skill along with
all the other knowledge we had available.

As good as that was, it meant we weren’t moving as quickly as we could
on Earth, giving us time to watch the inevitable.

Victor’s arm moved faster than we did, hitting Marcus in the middle of
his chest and going through. With anyone else, blood and organs would
have been shooting out the other side, but with Marcus it was different.

Victor’s hand exited the other side surrounded by gray strands, but no
blood.

He blinked, staring as Marcus moved sideways, freeing himself from being
pierced by Victor’s arm by sliding around it with Marcus’ armor doing
the same.

As happy as I was that Marcus’ powers (like Jaclyn’s) worked within
Victor’s purple glow, I couldn’t help but feel relief to see that his
suit stayed on and moved with him.

Making an armored suit that could adjust and move with a shapeshifter
whose basic form was practically liquid had been an interesting
challenge. Nanotech made it easier, but not trivial. I’d learned things.

What I didn’t anticipate as part of my design was the Victor might freak
out. Seeing the gray strands, he pulled back his hand to scream,
“Abominator!”

His eyes were as wide as the first character in a horror movie that
finds the monster. His body trembled.

That’s the point at which his right hand glowed a brighter purple tinged
with white. Though I was closing, I knew he’d be able to hit Marcus long
before I or one of my bots knocked him out of reach.

That’s when Jaclyn hit him. I didn’t do the math, but my gut feeling was
that she hit him with everything she had and didn’t hold back. Why?
Because I heard her punch hit his diaphragm. More than that, it
registered in my HUD as an area of effect attack.

Victor shot backward, taking a shot at her with his glowing hand,
leaving silver-white sparkles in his wake—which seemed a bit more Disney
princess than I expected.

He missed. He wouldn’t have, but Jaclyn moved her head back as her fist
drove him backward.

The problem with teleporting opponents is that they don’t have to keep
on going in the direction you sent them. Victor disappeared, reappearing
to the side of her, still flying backward with the momentum she’d given
him.

This time he hit her. He didn’t hit her hard. He flipped over in the
air, catching her shoulder with a finger. It couldn’t have hurt, but a
purple glow surrounded her and she disappeared.

Wondering where she’d gone prompted my implant to answer. She was twenty
miles away on the moon’s surface, but that’s as far as I got.

I’d fired off a few bots while flying toward Victor. They had to
redirect after Jaclyn hit him and he teleported, but they hit him as
Jaclyn disappeared, all three exploding, knocking him back—except the
killbot.

Instead of cutting into him with monomolecular blades, he pointed his
hand at it and it burned out before it reached him—which made me
optimistic. He’d have ignored it if it couldn’t hurt him.

Despite the explosions from the boombots, he had enough presence of mind
to teleport again, this time next to me. I saw his right hand coming and
blocked with my left forearm, stopping his hand from touching me.

He grunted as he hit my arm and now that he was within a couple feet of
me, I could tell that we were hurting him. A red imprint of Jaclyn’s
fist swelled on his stomach, bleeding in a few spots. Red spots on the
exposed skin of his face and chest might have come from being burnt, but
my boombots were more likely.

I’d already started throwing a punch at him when I blocked his arm,
barraging him with the sonics at the same time. At least I tried to.

Despite cringing at the sound from the sonics, his right arm flared. I’d
been able to block teleports by tapping Artificer abilities the last
time I fought Victor, but couldn’t feel them now.

I found myself alone in the air above the moon, aware of what was
happening inside the Abominator base only because our comms were still
in range and Cassie and Marcus broadcast it to our HUDs.

My first image from Cassie showed her firing her gun’s white beam at
Victor, hitting him and making him screech. The beam left charred skin
on his chest and arm.

His face tight and eyes wide, Victor teleported to Marcus his screech of
pain turning into, “There’s Abominator in you,” and grabbing for Marcus’
shoulder. Victor’s hand shot forward with enough strength and speed that
his fingers sank three inches deep into Marcus’ shoulder.

Before Marcus could turn liquid and slip out of Victor’s grip, Victor’s
hand flared again and the two of them disappeared, reappearing out on
the surface of the Moon.

I checked the distance. They were more than 80 miles away. Jaclyn and I
might be able to make it, but realistically Marcus was on his own.

Thanks to the camera on Marcus’ suit, I could see what he saw—gray
mountains covered in dust surrounded where they stood, all free of
greenery and life.

The stars above hung in a black sky without clouds or a hint of water.

They were on top of a mountain. The surface slanted without turning into
a sheer drop. It wasn’t a cliff there, but if he ran in any direction
there would be a drop into the darkness below soon
enough.

The most shocking event came next. Victor didn’t attack. He stared down
at Marcus, “You’re an Abominator.”

Marcus shook his head, “I’m not! Look I know they were shapeshifters,
but they didn’t hesitate to reverse-engineer their genetic code to solve
problems in their servants. You inserted an implant full of Abominator
history in your head along with your powers, right? Check it.”

Victor’s mouth set in a hard line, “Not an implant, exactly. The
Abominators made a biological equivalent. Certain… imperatives come
along with it. I wish you’d said you were an Abominator because then I
couldn’t fight you. That supersedes everything unless there’s an
Abominator of a certain lineage to give me orders, but never mind that.
You’re not an Abominator, so I have other orders to follow.”

Victor’s eyes glowed purple and beams erupted from them.

Marcus hadn’t stayed still. The moment Victor’s eyes began to increase
their glow, he dove for the ground behind Victor on his left.

I couldn’t see him do it, only see the ground coming closer, followed by
a moment of Marcus’ chest, and then Marcus stood behind Victor,
extending his arms toward Victor’s shoulders.

Victor wasn’t just standing there, though. He turned, eyes still
glowing, ready to burn Marcus down. Marcus hadn’t been standing still
though. He’d gone straight for Victor’s back, coating it in a layer of
himself. Victor was more than eight feet tall so there was plenty of
back to work with.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t see much of anything.

Marcus hadn’t been worrying about the camera nearly as much as he’d been
worried about survival. He’d left the camera pointed upward, giving us a
view of the sky,  its sea of darkness and unblinking stars. Thanks to
the wide-angle lens, we also got a little of Victor’s back, neck, and
head.

It wasn’t a bad idea. Marcus couldn’t beat Victor in a straight fight.
He’d have a hard time bringing his full strength to bear.

Of course, it wasn’t perfect. If Victor could think of something that
would kill Marcus but not himself, he could teleport the two of them
straight into it.

Victor could also reach toward his back, much as he might if he were
trying to scratch it. He might even be able to grab pieces of Marcus and
rip them away from the rest of Marcus’ body if he moved too quickly for
Marcus to react—except he didn’t.

Every time he reached a spot where Marcus was, Marcus thinned out and
Victor’s fingers went through him like water, his body slipping out of
Victor’s grasp.

Victor snarled and reached out again, this time with both arms, and
struck at his own back, hitting his skin while Marcus absorbed himself
on either side of the spots Victor hit.

Victor kept that up for a series of ever more frantic strikes. Twisting
his body around threw moon dust into what passed for the Moon’s (thin)
atmosphere. The dust flew further and hung above the ground longer than
I’d have expected.

Victor’s modifications from the Abominator birthing chambers didn’t
include being able to turn his head 180 degrees, but he tried, firing
off beams from his eyes that didn’t do anything.

They did pass over the camera and presumably into Marcus’ field of
vision, prompting him to use his implant, asking, “Are you guys on your
way? Because he’s going to think of something eventually. I’ve got no
idea how to take him down.”

“Of course we’re coming,” Jaclyn said, “we’ll be there soon.”

She wasn’t lying. We’d started moving toward him as we watched the fight
even though it hadn’t been easy. Every step Jaclyn made threatened to
launch her upward. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t reach escape velocity,
but it wasn’t an experiment I wanted to try, and neither did she.

After a few unnerving steps that turned to leaps, I told her, “Maybe use
the anti-gravity pack to push you down again?”

“Is there a way to just have it push me down with Earth’s gravity all
the time?” Jaclyn asked, her camera showing dust flying as she landed on
the moon again.

“Duh,” I said, “I should have thought of that. It’s not designed to keep
you on the ground, so it might act a little weird, but yes. I’ll remote
in and change some settings.”

I did and she began to run toward Marcus with all the speed she’d have
had on Earth.

Then I changed the settings on my own and shot into the air, flying over
a massive crater toward the distant mountains where Marcus fought,
hoping I’d get there in time to make a difference.

As I flew, Cassie contacted Jaclyn and I, “After you help Shift, get
back here. We’re okay, but the stupid monkeys and their boxes reformed
already.”

She live-streamed a snippet of her firing at the weird, sludgy “monkeys”
while Rachel, stumbling but walking, phased in and out, cutting any
monkeys that got close to Cassie into pieces with her axe. Cassie
focused her attention on the creatures that weren’t close.

They looked like they’d be okay for now, but the way the monkeys
reformed, they’d be outnumbered sooner than I wanted to imagine. A
little damage to their suits and exposure to the wrong Abominator device
had all the wrong kind of potential.

Victor had been there for years and while I wanted to attribute his
current mental state to years of isolation, I couldn’t know it. I could
know though, that he’d managed to connect to the Abominator lab’s
systems.

If he were somehow uninfluenced by them, it wasn’t for lack of
opportunity.

For all I knew, he’d been there before the original League showed up,
ready and waiting.

We had to end this soon. The distraction of going between the two scenes
wasn’t going to help me help them.

As if to illustrate that point, Marcus’ feed showed Victor’s hand
reaching back toward Marcus, coming in fast and with more strength than
he’d used before. As he hit, Marcus yelped over our connection.

His body thinned and slid out of the spot where Victor hit, but dark
liquid remained on Victor’s fingers.

“I’m okay, but that hurt,” Marcus said over our implant connection.

Victor held up his hand, staring at the dark flecks on his fingers that
had been liquid and had dried in the thin lunar atmosphere.

“I’m getting closer,” Victor said, the rumble of his voice, carrying
into Marcus’ hearing through his body.

Victor said over a public channel our Xiniti implants monitored, “I
sense you coming. You’ll want to hurry or be more stealthy.”

Even with the Rocket suit’s sensors, I couldn’t see him in detail, but
my HUD showed him as a dot on the peak of the mountain ahead of me.
Better, Jaclyn was closer, running up the bottom of the slope with every
step throwing grey dust through the air behind her for the mystification
of future astronauts.

Then came a visible purple flash around Victor’s dot on the slope along
with the stream from Marcus’ camera. They were gone.

It wasn’t instant, but close. The location device in Marcus’ suit
reestablished contact with a ping and then the location flashed in my
HUD along with a new view.

They stood in an empty plain of gray. It wasn’t completely flat. There
were rocks and a ring in the distance around them. They were in the
middle of a crater. Worse, they were 1000 miles away nearly on the other
side of the Moon.

Jaclyn and I both turned even though she had to be feeling the same way
I was. Even if we told the League “jet” to meet us, turned on the cloak,
and flew down there, Victor had all the time in the world to kill
Marcus. We had no hope of catching Victor without him doing this again.

“Ghost and Cap… Can you make it to the ship?” It would add time, but not
much in the grand scheme of things. They were close.

“Maybe,” Cap said, aiming a bright, white beam at a group of monkeys.

Rachel floated to her side, axe in hand, her mouth shut, face blank
without any of the playfulness she typically brought to a fight. I
guessed she might be pushing her way through pain.

Over the public channel, Victor said, “You can’t catch me. I’m going to
kill this one and then I’m going to grab another of you and kill you one
by one until you either kill me or you’re all gone. Then I’ll go back to
my master with what I know about the device and he’ll do what he will.”

Purple flashed. Victor disappeared and Marcus fell to the lunar soil,
reforming into a humanoid form, looking around in case Victor
reappeared.

Marcus had good instincts. Victor reappeared behind him, eyes glowing,
ready to fire.

Not so much moving as reforming and aiming for Victor, Marcus changed
from being a humanoid to a dark ribbon of material expanding toward
Victor’s face, entering through his nose and open mouth, exiting through
the eyes.

In his way, he’d moved as fast as Jaclyn but concentrated all of that
force into a smaller area than she could. We’d talked about this as a
possible attack in Stapledon. He’d even practiced it. We’d agreed that a
situation where he might use it wasn’t likely to come up.

He withdrew from Victor’s body, remaining a ribbon, poised to dive in
again if necessary—if Victor began to regenerate maybe.

Victor didn’t.

He lay on the surface of the moon, his body leaking blood or whatever
fluid had replaced it, darkening the gray soil until it dried out.





Waning Moon


        Abominator Moonbase, March 1979

Joe stepped back from the controls of the Interdimensional Travel Plate
(IDTP) and checked around the room for everyone else.

In a room filled with madness, he had superheroes and villains to fall
back on—though in this case the question of which was which depended on
whether journalists from the USA or USSR wrote the story.

Russian Victory lay on the ground. His bulbous powered armor reminded
Joe of the Michelin Man if the Michelin Man were painted red, had a
yellow hammer and sickle on his chest, and wasn’t made of tires but
instead spherical metal sections.

Larry leaned forward to give him a hand up. Russian Victory took it and
Larry pulled him to his feet.

Larry wouldn’t have been able to do it if he weren’t in costume as the
Rhino. The Rhino suit (this version) was grey, bulky, and had a stylized
Rhino on the chest.

The Rhino suit and Russian Victory’s powered armor could have been
siblings except for the colors. Even if Larry’s suit wasn’t as round,
they were both broad-shouldered and bulky. Joe had his suspicions about
the reason, and today, he was finally in a position to find out.

Speaking in Spanish-accented Russian, the fourth member of their
impromptu group stepped toward Russian Victory asking, “Are you
alright?”

Joe waited for the answer, hoping that the language switch didn’t mean
that they were going to fight again.

Russian Victory nodded, replying in the same language, “I’m alive,
Alexis.”

“Alexis” wore blue powered armor with the Cuban flag on his right
shoulder and “M-26-7” written against a black and red flag. Joe had a
feeling it had something to do with the Cuban revolution, but he didn’t
know it off the top of his head.

He wasn’t going to try to remember it either. He had enough to do
translating the Russian in his head without giving away that he
understood it.

Alexis said, “Good. We’re not going to go back to fighting them, are
we?”

“Nyet,” Russian Victory let go of Larry’s armored hand, “they’re good
men.”

Then Russian Victory switched to English. His accent had only a hint of
Russian and more than a hint that whoever taught him spoke British
English, “My thanks to both of you. Had you not intervened, we might
have died.”

Alexis nodded his blue helmet, adding, “I’m sorry that we attacked you
earlier. We were told that you were here to collect this treasure trove
of alien technology. We had orders to attack you on sight.”

“Dammit,” Larry glanced back at Joe, “we don’t want any of it. We came
up because we wanted to warn you.”

“That’s right,” Joe said, “We can’t tell you everything, but we can tell
you this. Abominator technology is made to create madness and destroy
civilizations.”

Alexis’ helmet obscured most of his face, but Joe could see a frown,
“That does not make sense. They use this technology every day. Are they
attacking themselves with madness?”

Joe decided he had to give them more than he’d intended, “You can see
where we are. It’s a lab. They’ve collected technology from other races,
some of them much older. One of the universe’s very early races decided
that it didn’t want any competition and seeded the galaxy with trapped
technology. Sometimes the trap is obvious. Sometimes it’s subtle.”

Russian Victory pointed to the man they’d captured, a man more than
eight feet tall and capable of walking on the surface of the Moon
wearing a metal skirt and no shirt. The man lay on the IDTP, a black and
silver circular platform, the purple glow of his skin reflecting off the
metal.

Russian Victor asked, “Where does he come from? Is he one of their
projects?”

Joe stepped back up to the controls of the IDTP and translated the
Abominator symbols to the degree he could, “It’s difficult to say, but
it seems to be the future. After the year 2000, but before 2050. The
Abominators’ writing is confusing and I don’t read it very well. The
control system registers him as an Abominator, but also as a servant.
There’s something I’m not understanding. He can’t be both.”

From the distance, something exploded. It wasn’t close. Still, Joe felt
it in his feet and heard the boom through the Rocket suit. It didn’t end
with the boom. A series of crashes followed. Without being there, he
couldn’t know, but he could imagine rooms in the base collapsing.

Larry turned toward the noise, “I don’t know what it is, but it’s not
natural.”

Alexis shook his helmet, “I think it must be our people. They were in
another portion of the base. I think they were attacked.”

Joe wanted to ask more details, but he couldn’t. The Xiniti communicator
he’d installed in his helmet had begun to beep for his attention. The
Soviets must have triggered something.

Those fools.

The Xiniti had addressed the Soviets at the UN with everyone else after
the last Abominators died. They’d made it clear enough that developing
Abominator technology could result in Earth’s destruction.

Joe had spoken a few words himself as the Rocket.

Hadn’t the Soviets been listening? On the other hand, it had been a
secret session and the USSR’s ambassador had been recalled shortly
after. Some faction there might be keeping it a secret from the others.

Idiots, Joe shook his head.

The Xiniti communicator spoke directly into his brain. They’d wanted to
implant a computer into his body, but after fighting Abominators for
years, no one in the League trusted aliens enough to try it. It puzzled
the Xiniti who seemed to view the implant as a privilege and a way to
even out a debt.

Maybe Joe wondered if he could have trusted them. For aliens, they’d
seemed straightforward and trustworthy—which was good because it looked
like he might have to.

He thought back to the communicator, “Hello?”

The voice in his head sounded as if it were speaking the precise English
of radio announcers from his childhood, but Joe doubted it, “Honored
ally of the Xiniti, are you aware of the intrusion at the Abominator
Moonbase.”

Joe assumed they knew where he was. There was no sense in pretending
otherwise, “I’m in the middle of the Abominators’… artifact lab. Do you
want us to leave?”

“Not at all. The Xiniti High Command commends you for subduing and
imprisoning the Abominators’ time-traveling servant. Xiniti standing
policy is that all time travelers be captured, killed, or returned to
their own time. It recommends you to us that this appears to be your
policy as well.

“No, our concern is that humans appear to be heading toward the
Abominator armory on your moon. The Galactic Alliance requires us to
destroy all life on your world if humans acquire Abominator weaponry and
attempt to reproduce it. Given your service to us in destroying the last
Abominators and our respect for your skills and character, we would
prefer not to.

“Can you keep these weapons out of their hands? We can assist
indirectly, but not visibly enough that the Alliance decides they can’t
trust us with the fate of this planet.”

Joe restrained himself from nodding as he said, “I understand. I’d like
you to be able to continue to assist us when you believe the Alliance is
being unreasonable. To get this straight, you want us to get them to
leave, however we manage it, and then destroy the weaponry so that they
can’t come back and take it later?”

A rumbling of musical tones impossible to make with a human throat came
over the comm. The Xiniti said, “If you could make them leave, we’ll
destroy the weapons ourselves. If they aren’t there when we are, there’s
no risk that we’ll have to fight and no risk that we’ll have to revenge
ourselves if one of us dies.”

Joe thought it through, “I think we’d all be better off if there were no
chance that one of you would be harmed.”

“Excellent. We agree. Inform us of what you do and its outcome. We’ll be
ready,” the voice said and then with no warning, the feeling of
connection ceased.

One of these days, Joe hoped to take the comms apart. He’d checked with
Isaac. It wasn’t telepathy, but it felt like it. He could use that if he
ever had time to figure it out—not that he did now.

“Everyone,” Joe said, “I just got a communication from the Xiniti. It
sounds as though your team is heading for the Abominator armory in the
base. The Xiniti tell me that if humans duplicate Abominator weapons,
they’ll be forced to destroy all life on the planet. Russian Victory, do
you have the authority to tell them to stop?”

Alexis’ tenor voice joined with Russian Victory’s bass in laughter.
After a moment, Russian Victory said, “No. Not at all. I wanted this to
be a civilian mission with scientists and engineers. Instead, it’s
mostly soldiers, us, a linguist, and an engineer. Being a hero of the
people gets you enough respect to choose a direction to explore. It does
not allow you to command the mission.”

“Damn,” Larry said, “you get parades but no power?”

“Not here,” Russian Victory said, “the man leading the mission is no
friend to… superheroes.”

Alexis tilted his helmet toward Larry’s Rhino suit, “It is complicated.
Your politics are complicated too, eh?”

“Yeah,” Larry looked over to Joe, “but we don’t work for the government.
We’re just concerned citizens.”

Joe felt the explosion through his feet. Muffled by the building and his
suit, he couldn’t hear it well, but it had to be big. “Alright, I
understand that you don’t have power over those troops, but for their
safety, could you help us get them out of there?”

Russian Victory tilted his helmet to look at that floor and then up at
Joe, “Yes. We can. The commander is a fool. He will kill them all.”

Abominator Moonbase, Present

“I don’t know what happened after that,” I said.

We all stood in the lab next to the Starplate. Jaclyn had placed
Victor’s body there. It hadn’t seemed right to leave it out on the
surface. It didn’t feel more right to bring him back here, but there
were things I could do here that I couldn’t do there.

“I mean, I know loosely, but not in detail. They scared the Soviets into
leaving—not that it was too hard. Abominator booby traps killed a few of
their men. The crazy thing is that Grandpa did say he fought a time
traveler once, but he didn’t say anything that made me think of Victor.
At least, not until now.”

I checked Victor’s body with the suit’s sensors. He was still at room
temperature, and there were no signs of movement inside his body other
than pooling blood and other fluids.

Jaclyn shook her head, “We all should have listened a little more
closely. I wonder how many hints they dropped?”

Sitting on the ground, his arms wrapped around his legs, Marcus looked
up, “Not a lot, I bet. They were all pretty careful. Our Grandpa’s still
careful.”

Jaclyn nodded, “He sticks to the plan if he thinks it’s good.”

Cassie scanned the room around us, gun in hand, eyes on lab machines,
storage containers, and mystery artifacts. We’d gathered up all the
monkey boxes, put them in a pile, and then she’d burned them to what we
all hoped were their component molecules.

Still, you never knew if we’d missed one or if they could reform from
even that level of damage.

“Hey,” she said, “if you’re ready, I’m ready to see if I can overcome
Victor’s hold on this place. Otherwise, Shift can try again.”

Marcus shook his head, “If you don’t get through, I’ll try it, but right
now I need a second. My brain is still kind of scattered. If I close my
eyes, I can see the inside of Victor’s skull as I chop up his… Anyway, I
need a second.”

Rachel lay back against a lopsided polygon that was almost a cube. My
implant labeled it a storage container even though it had no seams or
doors. Leaning forward to sit up straight, she gritted her teeth, “I can
help too. The Ghosts taught me a little about Artificer and Abominator
technology. I can help avoid or maybe even disable some traps, but if
Cassie can do it, I’d prefer not to move.”

“Are you okay?” The sensors in her suit had reported damage when she got
hit but within normal human tolerances. I wasn’t a doctor though. I’d
designed the suits to measure vitals, detect blood, and identify broken
bones, but not everything.

As I asked the question, Jaclyn watched Rachel, saying, “I’m not seeing
anything that worries me in your vitals, but how are you feeling?”

Rachel held up her hands, “Not good, but no major pain. I can still
walk, but I feel sore all over.”

Jaclyn nodded, “Tell me if anything changes. We’ve got first aid plus a
little in the jet. I’d like to look at you there. After that, we can
land in L.A. so Paladin or his dad can heal you.”

“I’m fine with that,” I said. “Cap, how long do you think it will take
to get in?”

Glancing over at me, Cassie said, “No idea. It might be easy. It might
be hard.”

I’d spent too much time answering questions I didn’t know enough details
to answer to give her a hard time and only said, “Got it. I’m going to
check something while you dive in.”

I stepped up to the Starplate’s controls. Even though my Xiniti implant
labeled them, I didn’t need the help. I had one at home. The controls
weren’t meant for human hands. I had to extend the armor at the end of
my fingers into a hole to activate it, but I still managed to start the
temporal analysis of Victor’s body.

Between that and checking the logs, it appeared that Victor arrived in
the 1950s, got trapped by the Starplate, accidentally released in the
late 1970s when the Russians arrived, and then retrapped by Grandpa only
minutes later. Checking the data from Victor’s arrival showed that he’d
arrived from a time within two or three weeks of the present day. It
couldn’t get more exact than that.

I turned away from the controls to face everyone else, “Hey, it looks
like Victor either left within the last few days or at most a couple
weeks or… he’s just about to leave.”

Marcus straightened up to look at me, “Seriously? So if we go find him,
we could change the past?”

I thought about it, paused, and said, “It depends on your time travel
system. If we’ve got a fixed past, then no effect. Everything continues
as it has to no matter what. If the past is fluid, then maybe everything
falls apart unless another time traveler fixes it.

“If we assume quantum mechanics and that every change spins off a new
universe, Victor’s leaving creates a universe where he went back in time
and another one where he chose not to. Weirder, by arriving he spins off
a new universe where he arrives from one where he didn’t. So, it’s
possible that if we run into him and he doesn’t leave because of that,
we’ve spun off a new universe where he doesn’t leave, but he still
arrived and the universe where he left still exists.”

“You know,” Marcus stood up, “I feel like my head should be spinning,
but that kind of makes sense.”

Jaclyn walked up and stood next to me, looking over the Starplate’s
controls, “I’ve spent too much time with both of you because that made
sense to me too.”

As she finished her sentence, the ominous dark hallway we walked through
to get to the lab brightened, changing to the warm lighting of your
average suburban living room.

“Got it,” Cassie said, “I’m in. Let’s see if we have anything that can
find Lee’s device.”

“You’ve got an inventory list?” I asked.

“Close enough,” Cassie said. “I’ve got multiple inventory lists, all of
them protected from the different Abominator clone lineages by security
that we’d never get through—except now everyone’s dead. Thanks to
Abominator inheritance law, the property, including intellectual
property, reverts to the eldest clone lineage within the same group of
sublineages. With everyone dead, all of it reverts to the control of
anyone left with a Citizen’s Mark. As the last remaining representative
of the Abominator civilization, I inherit everything.”

“Unless Victor’s still here,” I said.

“Right,” Cassie nodded, “unless Victor hasn’t gone back in time yet, but
it’s no problem even then unless he shows up on the Moon.”

“So we won’t call him,” Rachel let her arms fall to her sides and
stretched out her legs. “Get on with it, please.”

The touch of sharpness in her voice reminded me that the sooner we got
this over with, the sooner we could leave and get her healed. It must
have reminded Cassie too because she closed her eyes and said, “It’ll be
a second.”

As Cassie looked through her lists, I asked Rachel, “Are you okay? It’s
not getting worse, is it?”

Rachel shook her head, “It’s not worse, but I’m still sore and it’s not
better.”

While she talked, Jaclyn took a few steps closer, “We can still leave
and come back.”

Rachel shook her head, “We can’t. There’s no time.”

Frowning, Jaclyn didn’t try to argue with her, “You’re right, but don’t
suffer if you’re hurting.”

“I know,” Rachel said. “I’m not going to let myself die.”

That chilled conversation for a few minutes as everyone thought about
Travis. I did, at least. It wasn’t in a guilty way, but three days ago
he was alive. It seemed impossible that he was gone now. Especially in
the group’s early days, he’d pushed us to be more professional and take
it seriously. It wasn’t always realistic to expect that of high school
students, but he wasn’t wrong.

He also seemed to imagine that he might be the leader the team needed—at
least in the beginning. He wasn’t pushing for it after the first few
years. Maybe he could have been.

“Alright,” Cassie said, giving a wave. “Over here, everybody. Bad news.
When the Russians came through, they grabbed the best candidate. The
Abominators had a device they made for finding Artificer technology, but
according to the security logs, the Russians grabbed it when they came
back in… 1981, I think.”

“The Russians have it?” Jaclyn shook her head, “I don’t think they’ll
let us borrow it.”

I thought back to Stapledon, “Remember when Blue almost fought that
Russian team? Rhino got a message from a member through backchannels
asking if it was us. We might go through him.”

“I remember it,” Marcus said, “I was flying the jet. There was a wizard
on a flying carpet, people in powered armor, normal super types, and we
were flying over a desert on the other side of the world… It was weird.”

From her seat on the floor, Rachel said, “Going through the Rhino’s
friend sounds good. We don’t want to break into the Kremlin or wherever
they keep it.”

Cassie waved a hand in the air, “Whoa, everyone, we’ve got another
option.”

“Better than sneaking into Russia?” Jaclyn asked, “I’m not sure that’s
possible.”

Cassie laughed, “They’ve got another one, but it’s not on the Moon. It’s
on Mars.”

I raised my hand, “The other Abominator base? I heard Victor tell Rook
about it once.”

“That’s right,” Cassie said, “I was there when you heard it, but yeah.
When the Abominators moved out of the Moonbase, they went to their main
base. The Artificers left tech on Mars which is what attracted the
Abominators here. They removed some of it to the Moon to study, but not
everything.”

Marcus stood up from where he’d been sitting near Rachel, “Let’s go, we
shouldn’t have to fight anyone on Mars. Russia could get messy. The
Dominators and the Nine could be anywhere.”

Glancing over at Rachel, Jaclyn said, “We shouldn’t have had to fight
anyone here, but Shift still almost died. Ghost could have died too. I’m
not saying we absolutely shouldn’t, but anything we found here could be
on Mars. We’ll be going from weird alien stuff to more weird alien
stuff. Worse, Ghost is injured now. It shouldn’t be a snap decision.”

“I don’t feel that bad,” Rachel said. “I feel sore, but I can handle it
for a few hours. Let’s go there and get it over with. Shift’s right
about Russia. The Dominators could have turned anyone. On Mars, it will
be dangerous, but we won’t have to worry about people betraying us.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “With the right kind of time travel shenanigans,
Victor could be on Mars too. I mean, that’s obviously not likely, but
Rook sounded like he wanted to go and that was a few years ago now. He’s
had all the time he needed if he wanted to loot the place.”

“Look,” Rachel said, “Accelerando said that my vitals aren’t showing
anything unusually wrong. If we’re going to go to Mars, let’s go. I’d
rather take my chances with alien tech. Except maybe for Magnus, we may
be Earth’s greatest alien tech experts now. We’re not the greatest
experts on the Nine. Let’s go. The sooner we get this done, the sooner
we meet with Paladin.”

“That,” Marcus said, “she’s right.”

Jaclyn shook her head, “I don’t like it, but you’re making sense. I’d
still like to look at Rachel before we get to Mars.”

“I guess that’s it then,” Cassie stepped over to stand with the rest of
us. “I reset all of the Abominator’s security. The moment we’re out of
here, it all comes on again—monkeys and everything. I’ve turned on a few
things Victor didn’t bother with. I’m sure he hoped visitors would find
him–so it was more for show.”

“I like the idea of preventing people from getting in here,” I said,
opening up a connection to Hal through my implant. “I’ll ping Hal so we
don’t have to wait to leave.”

I did it and fifteen minutes later we were in the air, or more
technically, flying through the Moon’s thin atmosphere.

This time I took the controls and plotted the course to Mars. It wasn’t
in the most convenient spot, almost exactly but not perfectly, on the
other side of the sun. Earth’s current technology would have taken a
year plus to get there. Our standard drives would take hours, maybe even
a day if we wanted to be cautious.

I cheated. One of our faster-than-light options allowed us to be out of
phase but still connected to our universe, allowing us to hit a
significant fraction of light speed.

It took us a little over half an hour to reach Mars, the stars turning
to long streaks of light—which made me vaguely happy if only because of
the resemblance to Star Trek.

Slowing down so we could transition back to normal space took more time
than the trip, but it was worth it. Why? Because even hitting a pebble
at 40% light speed would ruin your day.

Best to slow down.

In the meantime, Jaclyn did a quick examination of Rachel—which had its
awkward elements. The League jet had essentially three rooms—the
bathroom, engines, and passenger area. Only one of them had room for an
exam. That meant that for privacy’s sake, we all looked forward.

We’d spent more than a week together when we flew to Hideaway. It wasn’t
a new thing.

Aside from that, it went well. Jaclyn ended the exam with, “Nothing
seems broken. You’re turning black and blue all over your body, but
you’re not badly hurt. Rocket, is that the way it’s supposed to work?”

Watching our speed drop on the dashboard as our engines slowed the ship
down, I said, “The armor’s designed so that any force that gets through
will be spread out as much as possible. So, I guess you could say it’s
working perfectly?”

Rachel sighed, “I don’t have any right to complain, but it looks like
someone threw me down the stairs and every part of my body hit except
for my head. It’s better than being dead, but my version of ‘working
perfectly’ is different.”

Noticing that we’d finally hit a safe speed, I started the transition
out of “near space” into what you might call real space—phasing into our
actual real universe.

Mars changed from a fuzzy red disc into the red world I remembered from
pictures, complete with craters and none of the straight lines that
astronomers assumed were canals in the late 1800s. Mars’ moons appeared
to be on the other side of the planet.

It reminded me of the Master Martian. The Mars of his universe must have
had seas and canals. We’d sent him back there only a few months ago. I
wondered how he was doing. Hypothetically, we could have checked in with
him using the Starplate on the Moon, but it wasn’t the right time.

The jet’s systems registered a beacon for an Abominator base near the
equator. I turned back to everyone else since Rachel had suited up,
“We’re in normal space and making our descent. Hal detected an
Abominator beacon that’s still broadcasting. I assume we’re going there.
I might need Cap to negotiate with it.”

Cassie sat down at the weapons console, “Let’s do it. I’ll let you know
when we’re close enough for me to connect.”

The planet grew closer as I aimed for the Abominator beacon, becoming
bigger and redder by the second. I’d visited the Moon already this today
and now I was about to land on Mars only because I had to. How had I
owned a spaceship for more than five years and not visited every planet
in the solar system already?

“Hey,” Cassie said, “I know you’re focused on the beacon, but I’ve been
scanning ahead. Look at what I’ve got.”

She sent a link to what she’d captured through the sensors and not just
to me—to everyone with implants—basically everyone but Rachel.

The Abominators hadn’t even tried to hide their presence on Mars. They
created a wide disc out of Martian soil. Though piles of dust filled in
the edges and small hills covered parts of the structure, there was no
question that it was artificial.

Worse, three spaceships stood in front of it. I might have felt better
if I’d seen the white, blue, and red striped flag of the Russian
Federation on any of them. If that had been true, I’d have a chance of
finding a reasonable person there.

Instead, I recognized the familiar cigar-with-fins shape of the League
jet. Except these spaceships weren’t silver, they were black. Outlined
in grey, the logo of a crow-like bird appeared on the nose of each one
of them—a rook.

“Seriously?” Jaclyn shook her head, “I was wondering just yesterday if
we’d ever see him again.”

Rachel looked around the cabin, “Do any of you think it’s even a little
bit rude to leave me out of these conversations?”

“Sorry,” Cassie threw the picture from her implant onto the feed for
screens in the jet.

I slowed the jet down further because now that we were no longer working
at the speed of thought, we needed a second. I already had cloaking on.
Hopefully, Rook hadn’t figured out a way to detect it.

He’d figured out how to block Cassie’s blade and Grandpa’s monomolecular
tech before our last fight. The cloaking tech wasn’t on full display, so
he might not realize we had it, but you never knew.

His fascination and admiration for Grandpa’s tech and even mine neared
obsession as witnessed by creating his own version of the League jet in
addition to his own Rook suits and weaponry.

I wasn’t sure whether it came from admiration or hatred. Maybe jealousy?
All of those?

Rachel peered at the screen in front of her chair, “So… Rook? The Rocket
wannabe?”

“Wow,” I thought about our past interactions with him, “I don’t think
you were around either time we fought him.”

“I was,” Rachel frowned, “but I was out of town for an internship when
you were at Higher Ground. The time Cap got captured, I flew along but
with the nerve gas in his base, I didn’t come into the fight until the
end. I don’t think I even saw him except maybe for a second.”

“It was probably for the best,” I stared ahead toward the flat disc,
“Rook’s the kind of guy who’d have the equipment to prevent you from
phasing out.”

“I’m looking forward to facing him then because that goes so well,”
Rachel stretched out her right arm and grimaced from whatever pain or
soreness remained.

Jaclyn’s suit absorbed her helmet, and she took a glance at the screen
in front of her before saying, “Do we want to sneak in or fight? We
could talk, but we don’t have the best talker with us.”

Cassie laughed, “Rook would talk to the Rocket. He might even talk to
me. He was very interested in the Citizen’s Mark when he held me
captive.”

Shaking her head, Jaclyn said, “Don’t take this wrong, but I don’t see
either of you persuading Rook to do something. The Rocket might work as
a distraction because of the whole techboy crush thing, but I don’t
think the Rocket will convince him to let us walk around inside.”

Staring the jet in a wide circle around the Abominator red disc, I said,
“Techboy crush is pushing it. I’m pretty sure he’s straight, but was
impressed by Grandpa’s tech. Larry told me that he saw Rook get maced
because he hit on a woman once.”

Rachel shook her head, “That was in the 80s. Hitting on women didn’t
mean you were necessarily straight. It could mean that you didn’t want
people to think you’re gay. Ok, sure. Maybe he liked Grandpa’s tech so
much he patterned his whole life around recreating his own version, but
is liking someone’s technology enough to do that?”

I thought about it as I let the jet slow. I’d be using the anti-grav to
keep it in the air eventually. Eventually, I said, “It depends on how
cool the technology is… I have a hard time seeing it as a sexual thing.”

From a couple of rows back, Marcus said, “I don’t know. If you look at
Batman and the Joker, some people think it is at least on the Joker’s
end. It doesn’t have to be creepy though. Think about Black Cat and
Spider-man. For her, it’s all about the persona of Spider-man that she’s
attracted to just like Joker is obsessed with Batman, but doesn’t care
about Bruce Wayne.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jaclyn’s face twitch, “Unless we’re
going to have the Rocket seduce Rook, I don’t see this as relevant.”

Cassie turned away from the weapons console, looking back at everyone
else, grinning, “That sounds hot, but I have a better idea. It’s simple.
We sneak in. We’ve got to land anyway. I’m not getting enough of a
connection up here. If we go down on the far side, I can get a
connection and open something or you can break in. Simple. Done.”

Raising an eyebrow, Jaclyn said, “It’s never that simple.”

Rachel laughed, “It isn’t, but let’s try it. I can float in, scout, and
let you in, or at least suggest the best place to break through. I think
that’s a good beginning.”

Giving her a nod, Jaclyn said, “I can work with that.”

“Good,” Cassie’s smile widened, “Now we can talk about the important
questions. For example, what’s the next limb Rook loses going to be? The
Rocket blew up his hand. I got a leg. What’s next?”

Marcus raised his hand, “Not a limb. It’s got to be an eye or ear. Then
he can give himself a super sense.”

“Hey,” I said, “we’re on the far side from Rook’s ships. I’m taking this
down. There’s an indentation that might be an entrance. We could start
there.”

I let the jet drop toward the ground, landing on the red dirt of Mars,
thinking again that I could have visited purely to visit at any time,
and that I was now only here because of this.

Behind me in the cabin, everyone set their suits to full coverage,
helmets reforming over their heads.

I checked outside. The circle-shaped structure that ascended from the
ground, seemingly made of Martian dirt, felt taller now that I’d landed.
It wasn’t quite a mesa, but it was at least 20 feet taller than it
appeared when we sat inside the jet.

Getting closer made it more obviously artificial. I was perfectly round
except for the indentation I’d suspected might be a door.

I wasn’t wrong either.

The “indentation” turned out to be a short alley inches wider than the
door at the end, its walls smooth except for the dust that had
accumulated at the bottom.

A constant, low-level wind blew, sending bits of dust into the air.

I only recognized it as a door from the seams in the wall. It had no
hinges, appearing to be a flat slab of Martian stone. Something about it
made me feel uneasy. I couldn’t put a finger on it, but it didn’t feel
normal.

To be fair, a door with no hinges, doorknob, or anything but a seam
wasn’t normal.

Cassie looked over at me, “What’s up? Are you scanning it?”

I shook my head, “It’s weird for a door. I was wondering how to open it.
Probably a Citizen’s Mark or something.”

She shrugged, said, “I hope so,” and stood up.

I followed her out, joining everyone else outside. Letting Hal know that
he could do whatever he thought best to keep the jet hidden but
available if we needed a quick exit, I walked with everyone else toward
the door.

As we moved, I did scan the area with the suit’s sensors. I didn’t have
a specific reason to do it. This wasn’t
Dungeons and Dragons. I didn’t expect to find a pit trap. The traps that
worried me were more subtle.

Subtle or otherwise, I didn’t find any. Neither sonics nor radar gave me
a hint of what might be behind the wall. If I learned anything, it was
only that the structure extended below the surface, but that wasn’t a
surprise.

We stepped into what I’d seen as an “indentation” from the jet. On the
ground, it felt more like a short alley, the kind that led into the back
of a small restaurant or coffee shop. This place, though had walls made
of red, Martian rock or maybe hardened soil—maybe even a kind of
concrete, all free of decoration.

As we grew closer though, the feeling I’d had in the jet grew, not to
the point where it became overwhelming, but rather more distinct. If
anything, it became easier to ignore in the same way that a bunch of
multicolored lights might be distracting in the distance, but as you
grow closer, you see each one separately.

That’s how I felt here except I couldn’t see or hear anything.

We stopped in front of the door—which didn’t look any different than it
had from a distance except that it was bigger than I’d realized. It was
still smooth except for the seam. Cassie spoke to us over the comms,
“I’ve been trying to connect to whatever the Abominators left here and
I’m getting nothing. I even checked with the gun and it says that
there’s an Abominator network on the other side of the building, but
nothing here. Ghost? It’s on you.”

Rachel smiled, “I’ve got it, but it might get complicated.”

Eyeing her, Jaclyn said, “I don’t like the sound of that.”

Nodding Rachel turned to me, “Rocket, you have to be sensing something.”

“Yeah,” I said, and realizing the obvious said, “it’s an Artificer
thing, right? Should I be trying to focus on it?”

Shaking her head, Rachel said, “Not if you didn’t recognize it. I
haven’t had time to tell you about everything I’ve done with the Cosmic
Ghosts, but one of the things they do is neutralize Artificer
technology. This door is one of theirs. If I had to bet, this complex is
one of theirs. I know how to get in, but we’re going to have to be
careful. The Destroy faction knows what we do and they don’t make it
easy for us.

“Rocket, Kee’s taught you enough control that you can watch without
touching, right? Because I need you to watch. I might not need your help
now, but once we get in, I will. We get help from the Live faction
sometimes. You’re the closest we’ve got.”

“Wait,” Jaclyn took a step toward Rachel, “are you sure we should be
doing this? We could still go to the front. No offense, Rocket, but from
what you’ve said, you’re an Artificer baby, or maybe a toddler now.”

“None taken,” I said. “That’s about right.”

“We can,” Rachel pointed toward the door, “I’ve helped with three
different Artificer sites in the past year. They’re made to entice
sapient creatures, but some of their defenses turn off when an Artificer
is there. The Rocket doesn’t need to know anything. For the rest, I’m
still trained.”

“Great,” I said, “I’ll just stand around and look Artificery then.”

Giving a half-smile, Rachel said, “I’m going to need more than that, but
you can handle it.”

“Okay,” Jaclyn said, “let’s go.”

Rachel stepped forward, phased her arm into the door, and felt around
for a few seconds. Then she withdrew it and the door slid into the
ground.

Turning back to the group, Rachel said, “We’re in,” and nodded her head
toward the opening.

If I’d been hoping to see what was inside, I’d have been disappointed. I
hadn’t expected to see anything more than an airlock, but there was no
airlock here.

Instead, what appeared to be glass with a hazy golden sheen blocked our
view of the inside. Between experience with alien technology and years
of consuming science fiction, I felt sure it wasn’t glass.

“Walk through the golden force field,” Rachel told us over the comms.
“There’s an atmosphere in there. The Artificers usually set it to be
similar to the atmosphere of the nearest planet with intelligent life,
but it might have adjusted to the Abominators’ preferences. Those
weren’t always breathable.”

My implant supplied the knowledge that the Abominators could adjust to a
wide range of environmental conditions, much wider than unmodified
humans.

Jaclyn and I stepped through first.

With my first glance around the room, I understood what Rachel meant
when she said that the Artificers designed with the intent of enticing
people.

We’d walked into a garden. Water flowed through a stream that wound
across the room, zigzagging through dark brown soil. Bees buzzed their
way from flower to flower, collecting pollen. At least that’s what
they’d be doing if they were real bees as opposed to cleverly designed
copies. Dragonflies flew around the river.

I didn’t recognize every insect, but I didn’t recognize every insect on
Earth. So, the ones I’d never seen before didn’t have to have come from
other worlds.

I looked over at her, “I didn’t expect to see a garden. I was imagining
directly usable technology and I don’t know, maybe an owner’s manual
along with it.”

“That’s what you’re seeing,” Rachel said. “Imagine us leaving Earth and
finding this place after years of painstaking work and a two-year
flight. We’re desperate to figure out how to colonize another world,
maybe even Mars and we’ve got a working biosphere here. What do you want
to bet there are plans for how to terraform the planet inside?”

Taking another glance around the place, I said, “Nothing. You’ve seen
this before?”

Rachel shrugged, grimaced, and replied, “In all except one of the sites
I visited. It’s what they do with young species. I’m not sure how it’s
supposed to go wrong here, but it will and it’s different for different
species. The Ghosts told me about one time when it allowed a species to
colonize its solar system so quickly that it didn’t have the resources
to keep up with the growth. The whole species went extinct. There was
another where the terraforming machines tested diseases on the
population until it created one that couldn’t be stopped. There are
more.”

Stopping to stare at her, Jaclyn asked, “How would they get anyone to
copy that technology and spread it?”

Throwing up her hands, Rachel said, “I don’t know. I’m repeating what I
was told.”

“I suppose if you don’t understand how something works and copy it
perfectly,” I said, giving the room another look. “Any idea where to go
next?”

Rachel shook her head, “They all look different. If you didn’t know what
to look for, you wouldn’t recognize they were made by the same people.”

“Well,” Marcus said, “at least in that direction I don’t see any
greenery.”

He waved his hand toward a hallway on the far side of the room. The
greenery appeared to end at the entrance. In the other directions, I
could only see grass, soil, and bushes.

“True,” I said, “it’s worth trying.”

To Rachel, I asked, “Is it safe to try to use ‘Artificer vision’ or
would that attract attention in here?”

She frowned, “You might be safer if you don’t. The Ghosts told me not to
try it sometimes. They told me to use it in others. I don’t know why it
was okay sometimes and why it wasn’t when it wasn’t.”

“I’d have thought it would be safe,” I said, “but I guess if the Destroy
faction sees the Ghosts or the Live faction as enemies, they might
boobytrap the place and use that as a trigger.”

Rachel glanced toward the hallway, “I know Destroy saw us as enemies. I
wouldn’t put it past them.”

Cassie checked behind us, her gun ready, “My gun isn’t sensing
Abominator networks of any kind. It says this place is a black hole for
Abominator tech. We should have brought Blue. She could have seen
something.”

“Let’s keep on walking to the hallway,” Jaclyn said, “at least it’s
different.”

For the record, I didn’t pull on any of the skills Kee had been trying
to teach me as I walked. The Ghosts knew something. I didn’t have the
illusion I knew more.

Much as I knew that, I wanted to because I felt the same way I did when
we were outside. It was the same intensity of presence. It wasn’t a bad
or good feeling, but something felt intensely “there.”

Worse, I began hearing voices, their words indistinct, but I thought I
knew them. One of them sounded like my grandfather.

It wasn’t Grandpa as I knew him either. It was Grandpa from old
newsreels and recordings. I had a few in the lab—accidental recordings
from when Grandpa was tinkering with various versions of the sonic
systems and test recordings that he’d used for years to assure
consistency in the official Rocket suit voice.

It also wasn’t just Grandpa.

I also heard the rest of the team—Captain Commando, Night Wolf, C, the
Mentalist, and Grandma.

We were close to the hallway, still walking across grass and pushing
past shrubs. The voices hadn’t grown any louder or clearer, but they
also hadn’t grown softer.

On the off-chance that it wasn’t all in my head, I’d checked the HUD’s
screen for sonic system details. It didn’t show anything in the range of
the human voice, only the white noise associated with walking across the
ground.

Over the comm, I asked, “Is anyone else hearing things?”

Jaclyn held up a hand for us to stop walking, “What are you hearing?”

“At this moment? Nothing,” the voices had stopped, “but as we’ve been
walking I’ve been intermittently hearing voices, and not just any
voices, the original League.”

Marcus blinked, “That’s so cool. Grandpa mentioned time travel
adventures. Do you think they’re here?”

I checked my HUD’s view of data from the device that measured my
placement in time and alternate universes relative to ours. It hadn’t
set off any alarms, so it wasn’t surprising that we were still in our
home universe and timeline.

Of the various statistics that the temporal sensors collected, none
showed abnormal levels as Grandpa defined them. What was interesting
though, was that none of them were set to zero.

All showed levels that fit individually within random fluctuations, but
most of the time it meant that the majority showed nothing while one had
meaningless blips of activity.

“I don’t think so,” I said, “but check the temporal stats in your HUD.”

Marcus frowned, “None of them are high enough to show nearby time
travel.”

Jaclyn broke in as he stopped talking, “But all of them are active.
That’s weird.”

“And not from any particular direction from what I’m seeing,” I turned
around, giving the whole area a quick sweep.

Rachel held up her hands, “If you’re looking for alien insights, I’m
fresh out and I’m not hearing anything.”

Marcus grinned at me, “Hearing voices is supposed to be a bad thing.”

I nodded, “Yeah. I’m pretty sure I’m not going mad, but if I am, you’ll
be the first to know.”

Stopping at the entrance to the hallway, Marcus said, “I’m looking
forward to it.”

If I was expecting the hallway to be a revelation, it wasn’t. Made of
the same red substance as the rest of the building on the ceiling,
walls, and floors, it curved, going on for
as far as I could see with no windows or doors.

As we stepped into it, I felt the same thing I’d felt outside again—the
feeling that there was something here, but nothing I could see.

“Rocket,” Rachel said, “do you feel something right now?”

“Yes,” My eyes swept the hall in case there was something to see.

“It’s an Artificer control panel or a device you can operate. The Ghosts
told me not to reach out to them unless I knew what they were. I
recognized the controls that got us in, but nothing else.”

Rachel shook her head, “Some of them are traps. Ghosts have accidentally
signaled the Destroy faction and barely escaped.”

Ahead, Cassie pointed to the gun in her hand, “That might explain
something. The gun hasn’t said a thing since we entered the hallway. I
think he’s scared.”

“Really, what’s he seeing?” I stared down at the glittery blue-green
weapon.

“Who knows? I think it’s the first time he’s shut up since I’ve known
him,” Cassie shook her head. “I don’t see anything special when I use
‘gun-o-vision’.”

I hadn’t figured out all the sources of the gun’s view of the world.
Cassie could tap into it through her link and from what she could sense,
it was every bit as good as what I’d included in the suits, but it might
be that the gun was holding out on her.

Turning her head toward Cassie, Jaclyn said, “Can’t you command him to
tell you because of your Citizen’s Mark?”

“Normally,” Cassie peered down at the weapon, “but not with this.”

We continued to walk as we talked, but as we passed a spot with a
door-shaped line on the wall, I had the “Artificer controls” feeling
again. This time it was accompanied by a pulse followed by a voice.

“Nick,” Lee said, “I’m glad you made it here—in more than one sense.
I’ve got a problem—multiple problems—but they come down to one in the
end. I’ve got a nice little pocket universe hideaway where I’ve kept a
few important things but I can’t get out of it. You’re in a position to
help.”

As he spoke, I wondered how I could reply, but then realized that I felt
the familiar feeling of being in the in-between space I’d used to take
lessons from Kee.

I thought back, “I’d been wondering where you were. I was told you’d
returned to Earth after working with Kee for a while, but I hadn’t seen
you.”

“Yeah, well. I solved a small mystery I’d been worrying about, but that
meant visiting this place and now I can’t get out. How long has it been
for you?”

I thought back to what Dayton had said. They’d ridden back with Lee,
“Since you came back to Earth? Three months or so.”

“Really?” Lee paused, “That could be a lot worse. This place exists
outside time to a degree. So anyone who’s ever visited is still kind of
here. Most of the time you exit at almost the same time you got in,
though I can exit more or less when I want to provided it’s later than I
came in. At least most of the time. Right now I can’t leave at all.”

I thought about it, “If you can leave in the future, can you check ahead
for when you’ll next be able to?”

Lee laughed, “Not a bad idea, but that’s not how it works. The pocket
universe is connected to the galaxy core device and right now someone
has control of the first layer—which I’d need to control if I wanted to
leave. Whoever it is, it’s one of you. If it were one of us, I’d be
fighting for my life already.”

“Magnus,” I said.

A whiff of irritation came through the connection, “That guy? I’ve
thought about killing him a couple of different times in the past
thousand years. I guess I should’ve.”

“Maybe,” I said, “what can he do with the first layer? From what I’ve
seen, he can create a global field. Rachel felt the hum as she
reentered.”

Silence came from the other end, but I could feel Lee’s presence. After
a time he said, “It’s hard to say. He can’t get full control of the
first layer without coming in here and taking control of the second and
third. And then he’d be facing me plus a few additional surprises.”

He paused again, “Well unless he recovered something from the
Abominators that would allow him to get around that. They got around a
few things Destroy didn’t expect they’d get around. We almost decided to
destroy them despite how much of a success they were overall. Kee
persuaded us not to… That looks different in hindsight. Anyway, on a
purely human level, a lot. The Abominators put enough of our tech into
you that he should be able to use it directly for fighting—though that
won’t put him on the level of one of us.

“He’ll be a challenge for one of you though. Worse, he might be able to
fix himself.”

I closed my eyes as a wave of fear passed through me.

Rachel looked over at me, “Is something wrong?”

“Lee’s one of the voices. He’s trapped. We’re talking.”

I tried to think of anything else I could add that wouldn’t start a
second conversation to pay attention to.

Turning away from the door Marcus said, “Lee’s trapped? Does he need us
to get him out?”

Seeing an exit, I said, “Yes. We’re discussing that.”

Eyeing Marcus, Jaclyn said, “Don’t let us distract you then.”

“Fix himself?” I thought back at Lee.

“Magnus became annoying,” Lee said. “He united the Dominators. He
couldn’t do exactly what they can—tell people to do something or force
them to accept some fact is true. He can’t fully control it, but people
around him start to believe things that benefit him. He can’t tell
people what to do, but given time he gathers people around himself. Even
the people that don’t like him start to believe it’s impossible to stop
him.”

The first time we’d talked, Magnus mentioned that he used to have
powered people around him, “How is it that he doesn’t rule the world?”

“Heh,” Lee snorted, “you know the line about not being able to fool all
of the people all of the time? Someone noticed his ability a while back
and burned it out. I was barely involved at all. If I had been, I’d have
killed him. After that, he wasn’t a threat. Sure, he was still involved
with the Cabal, but he couldn’t do as much. He’s immune to the
Dominators’ influence as a side effect, but that’s less of a problem.”

I felt his sigh rather than heard it, “Unfortunately, there are still
embers of his ability left, just enough to affect maybe one person at a
time and not much. With the device’s strength behind him, it’s going to
be worse. If he taps it, he can power up himself and his
followers—permanently. I’ve done it a few times myself.”





Knock, Knock?


        “Wait,” I said, “who did you power up?”

Lee laughed, “Intentionally? No one you know. That risks the wrong kind
of attention, but I do it when it’s worth the risks. Unintentionally?
Everyone who stayed near me with the right kind of ancestry—including
you and your friends. My kind are a nexus for power. If you can collect
it, you’ll get a little more than you normally would.”

That opened up new lines of thought we didn’t have time for right now,
but maybe after we freed him, we might.

“Wow,” I spoke the word aloud, prompting the rest of the group to look
at me. To forestall questions, I shook my head, “I’m going to want more
details about that sometime, but for now, how do we get you
out?”

I didn’t have to wait for Lee’s reply.

“Easy. Find Magnus and kill him. It should be doable, but harder if he
puts the rest of the Nine in your way. You might go to wherever he’s
moved the connection portal, attune yourself and take over if you can.
You might not have the strength, but that’s the other option.

“It’s the one I’d take if it were me, but I know I can use it. Your
problem is that Magnus can use an entire criminal network against you
before you get to him, so it won’t be as easy as it should be. Worse,
I’d keep the connection portal close if I were him. So you might have to
go through the Nine to find it.”

The more Lee talked, the worse this sounded. There had to be some way to
make it work. I ran through options, suggesting, “Would having Rachel
along help?”

“I don’t know. The two of you are human, but when it comes to this,
you’re a mix. The Ghosts are an alternate version of us, close enough
that we could have interbred, but never did. It might help. The Ghosts
don’t have the same level of general power as we do, but I get the
impression that their power is more precisely directed. Anyway, I should
end this before Magnus notices. We don’t want that guy listening in.”

Lee cleared his throat, “I covered everything I wanted you to know and
maybe a little more. I know it sounds bad. It won’t be easy, but I think
you can do it. I’m sure you’re doubting it, but speaking as a near
immortal, multi-dimensional, alien being who’s put more than a
millennium of work into you and your friends’ families, I know what I’m
talking about. See you soon, kid.”

I felt his presence disappear, leaving me fully aware of the barren red
stone of the hallway and my friends watching to see when I finished.

Jaclyn noticed before anyone else, “What did he have to say?”

“Not too much more than I already told you. He’s trapped in a pocket
dimension that’s somehow related to the galaxy core device he hid on
Earth. He told me that he’d find the device, sneak in, and take control
of it so Magnus can’t do anything more with it, but he’s not sure that
we have what’s needed to connect to it. His recommended plan, assuming
that we can’t is to find Magnus and kill him.”

Nodding, Jaclyn said, “That sounds like Lee.”

“Yeah,” I said, “except that won’t be easy either. It makes Magnus
himself physically powerful and restores a Dominator-style power that
affects people around him even when he’s not speaking to them. Plus it
discourages even the people who it doesn’t affect from fighting him. If
that wasn’t enough, he can power up anyone he wants to and he’s got the
Nine at his disposal. So he’s got a lot of potential candidates.”

Rachel blinked, “That sounds bad. It almost sounds like we might want to
chance taking over the device ourselves.”

“Sneaking in and taking over an ancient alien device that threatens the
world from the guy who thinks he controls it,” Marcus couldn’t hide his
grin. “That would be amazing.”

“That’s what I thought,” I shook my head. “But it’s pretty far from a
slam dunk. The way Lee figures it, Magnus would keep something Lee
called a ‘connection portal’ close. There’s a good chance we’d have to
fight through everything that would protect him to get to the portal.”

“Oh,” Marcus let out a sigh, “imagine one of those Cabal guys with an
additional power up and that might be what we’re up against.”

I nodded, “Or one of the True or one of the Nine’s cloned superheroes or
a bunch of the good guys who have had their hidden trigger activated and
now they’re working for Magnus or…”

I let the thought hang in the air.

“Okay,” Marcus looked around at all of us, “that doesn’t just sound bad,
but tragic for us and the rest of the world.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That might be why Lee ended with a kind of a pep talk.”

Rachel raised an eyebrow, “A pep talk? ‘Don’t worry, kid. I know you can
kill them all’.”

“That was surprisingly close,” I said, “but in the context of the rest
of the conversation, it sounded like he’d implied that he knew we could
do it because he’d been subtly powering up our families for the last
thousand years.”

Shaking her head, Rachel said, “I wish I could say it surprised me.
Among the Ghosts, Lee’s reputation is that he seems like he’s impulsive,
but he’s actually playing a very long game.”

Though my helmet hid it, I felt sure that my face showed utter
disbelief, “Do they think it’s all an act?”

Rachel shook her head, “They think he’s every bit as impulsive as he
seems, but he sees so many steps in the future that his impulsiveness
doesn’t screw it up.”

Jaclyn took a step forward and waved us to follow, “We can’t risk Rook
or one of his people taking what we’re looking for even if they don’t
know what it is.”

Before anyone else could respond, Cassie, who’d been looking further
down the hallway during the entire conversation said, “We should go
there. My dad was here.”

Marcus glanced down the hallway and then back at Cassie, “How do you
know that?”

Cassie pointed toward a spot where the hallway began to turn, “See the
dark spot? He wrote on the wall.”

Rachel laughed, “What does it say, ‘Captain Commando was here’?”

“Close,” Cassie said, “‘Kilroy was here’.”

I zoomed in and so did everyone else. It was a small drawing of a man
with a long nose peering over a wall. The words “Kilroy was here,” were
written below the drawing.

Marcus said, “There’s one of those in the hangar at home.”

Cassie nodded, “Dad left them when he had the time.”

With an eye roll, Jaclyn said, “And even when he didn’t, Grandpa told me
about once when they were sneaking out of a supervillain’s base and he
had to return for Cap. They nearly got caught because of it.”

Marcus turned to Jaclyn, “I missed out on that story.”

“Ask him when we get home. I’m sure he’ll tell it. He liked that one,”
Jaclyn shook her head.

Marcus raised an eyebrow, “Is it better than the one about Evil Beatnik
and the Hare Krishnas? Or the time they defeated some supervillain using
Twinkies?”

“Different,” she said. “Still funny.”

Cassie caught my eye, “It’s not the first one on this trip. I saw one in
the lab in the Abominator moon base too.”

“Really?” I asked, “You didn’t mention it then.”

“You and Accelerando had been teleported out. Victor had Shift. Ghost
and I were fighting slime monkeys. That’s when I saw it,” she shrugged,
“and by the time you were all back I’d forgotten.”

“Huh,” I nodded, “I can see how you might get distracted… You know
what’s interesting, though? Nothing I saw in the records of helping Lee
with the device ever mentioned going to Mars. I suppose they might have
been here for some other reason.”

Cassie glanced toward me, “Or Dad could have been here without the team.
He worked for the government and on his own for years after everyone
else retired.”

“Also possible,” I said.

“Maybe I’m crazy,” Marcus said, “but could it have been someone else?”

I thought about it, “It was a World War 2 GI thing and it’s a weird
world, so if some other GI got transported to Mars, maybe.”

Jaclyn pursed her lips, “If we were being crazy paranoid, it could be a
supervillain who knew Cap did it, but no one thinks far enough ahead to
plant it for us.”

We all nodded and no one said anything until Rachel said, “Lee might.”

Jaclyn shook her head, “We all remember picking him up after Hideaway.”

Marcus let out a breath, “Bits of my genetic material are now in the
right place to throw the Human Ascendancy into slow but inevitable
chaos.”

“Plus,” I said, “that whole mess on Hideaway put the Xiniti, the
Alliance, and the internal Ascendancy resistance into much closer
communication. I gave them my updated monomolecular blade design and
they’re going to do something big shortly. There’s no knowing how that
ends, but he was involved in sending us to Hideaway somehow.”

We all looked at each other. Rachel waved us all forward, “Even if Cap
left it on his own, Lee probably got him here indirectly.”

“So…” I said, “we should assume that the graffiti is a message from
Lee?”

Rachel eyed me, “I think we should.”

“Huh,” I zoomed in on Cap’s vandalism, “I guess we should go see if
there’s a door there.”

The trip down that short length of hall felt longer than it should have.
I expected the floor to drop out, someone or some thing to attack, the
Artificers or Abominators to appear out of nowhere.

None of that happened.

We walked across the floor, leaving footprints in the red dust that had
accumulated throughout unknown eons. When we reached the drawing, I
crouched to get a closer look. I couldn’t be sure what Cap had written
it with. Pen, maybe? It seemed the most likely possibility. I could see
Grandpa designing special pens, if necessary, but not solely to
vandalize alien ruins.

I noticed another thing though—a door. Much like the last one, it wasn’t
a door so much as a door-shaped indentation in the wall. Along with it
came the feeling that Rachel had told me was an Artificer control
system, one I still didn’t know how to use.

I turned to her, “Are you going to get this one too?”

She shook her head, “This one’s yours.”

Even if I could feel the controls’ presence, I couldn’t see them, “Are
you going to tell me how?”

Through her facemask, I could see that Rachel smiled, “I don’t know if
you can do it the way I do. I go out of phase and manipulate the
controls that way. What you’ve told me about using Artificer abilities
is that you could touch something even though it was out of phase. There
was a guy in powered armor with an Abominator thing, right?”

“Right,” I said, “when we were fighting outside Higher Ground. Plus,
there’s Jody. I grabbed him during the fight before you got here. I’m
pretty sure his speed is being out of phase like you but with a
different effect.”

Saying it at that moment gave me a different perspective on that event
and what it could mean.

Rachel caught it too and said, “Oh. We’re going to have to talk about
that later, but for now, I’d bet that all you have to do is reach out
and touch it.”

I let energy flow through me the way Kee taught me, reaching out toward
the presence with my mind. I felt the resistance, the sort I might have
felt on a physical button, but with no effort, it gave and the door slid
into the wall.

It had been so easy, but still, all that time I’d spent practicing
exercises had been useful. I wondered what Kee would say if I told her,
whether she’d see it as progress or scared that I was messing with
Artificer ruins.

“There you go,” Rachel said.

“Yeah,” Cassie added, smirking, “Congratulations Rocket. You opened a
door all by yourself!”

I heard her but didn’t respond. I was too busy staring out the door.

Before we entered the hallway, we’d been in a room that I might have
described as a biosphere (except technically speaking it wasn’t
spherical). This was bigger and though I hadn’t measured it, if I had to
guess, it was bigger than the building appeared outside.

While that might mean some kind of Tardis-style “bigger on the inside”
weirdness, it might also mean that the hall dropped below the surface in
a nonobvious way as we walked.

Put simply, this room had its own lake.

It wasn’t a lake as in Lake Michigan—the kind of lake you can’t see
across, has a coastline covering hundreds of miles, a major effect on
local weather patterns, and a whole history of shipwrecks that people
write books about.

This struck me more as an inland lake, the kind where someone would buy
the land around it and build a campground, giving it a cringey, fake
Native American name. I’d seen a few.

What it had in common with places like that was that the lake was big
enough for waterskiing—though you’d go around it every twenty minutes at
most.

It was free of campers, tents, and people except for us. Birds flew
above the lake and as I watched, a fish splashed in the water.

“More terraforming fantasies,” Rachel said, walking toward the door.
“There shouldn’t be any real dangers except maybe from an animal or two.
The trap here will be in reverse engineering. If I’m right, there will
be a village and a control center. Young species are supposed to go to
the control center and copy the information. The fun begins when they
start to use it.”

Marcus followed her in, “So like you said before with the terraforming
equipment manufacturing viruses and stuff?”

Rachel stepped onto the grass and stopped, becoming a touch lighter in
color, showing that she’d gone a touch out of phase, “Viruses, but also
guiding their evolution, or even setting up circumstances that promote
internal conflict like making some resources common in some places and
rare in others. You know how that will go. Eventually, someone will
decide to seize the resource.”

Shaking his head, Marcus said, “The Artificers were messed up.”

Rachel looked back at him as she took a step forward, “You haven’t seen
the weapons caches. They also fake
war-ravaged outposts and place weapons in them that young species won’t
be ready for. You know what’s funny? The Artificers push nuclear
weapons, but we invented them without help.”

Holding her gun at the ready, Cassie stepped out the door to Rachel’s
left, “Did any of you see movement in the trees across the lake? The gun
tagged something for a second, but then it flickered out. Does Rocket
tech get anything?”

Jaclyn stepped out and I followed her, shutting the door behind me. I
could still feel the presence of its controls. If we had to get out, it
would only take an instant for the door to open. I tested it by opening
it halfway and shutting it.

Glancing back at me, Jaclyn said, “That was you, right?”

“Yes. Testing we could get out,” I said, but I was also reviewing the
last few seconds of footage from my cameras to see if I’d missed
something in the trees.

“Good,” Jaclyn said, “because I didn’t see anything.”

“Me neither,” I said.

Neither had anyone else.

“That doesn’t make me feel more secure,” Cassie looked over the trees
again, pointing the gun from one side of it to another.

One of these days, I’d have to see if Cassie would be willing to let me
figure out more about the gun’s systems.

“I agree,” Jaclyn appeared to be using her suit’s sensors on the edges
of the forest and the lake, covering wherever Cassie’s mystery creature
might have gone.

I decided that this might be a good time to test using “Artificer
vision” on the off-chance that what Cassie had seen was something I
could control, hoping this wasn’t one of the times where using it would
endanger all of us.

Breathing deeply, I imagined pulling power into myself, regulating it by
imagining a slow but steady draw.

While it might be nice to imagine that seeing the world through the eyes
of creatures older than our universe would include at the very least new
colors or the ability to see into the fourth dimension and thus time
itself, I had no such luck. If my abilities had that potential, I
couldn’t tell, possibly because they were being processed by the same
old brain every Earth primate had its own variant of.

So there was no secret color, secret chord or anything special.

I did get a spot of blurry movement in the trees. Maybe a real Artificer
would have seen it clearly, but I could see a shape. It was shaped like
a bird, but didn’t move like one, reminding me of Rook’s bird-shaped
drones, the ones I’d nicknamed “crowbots.”

I let go of Artificer vision to check my suit’s scanner and couldn’t
find the crowbot. So, it was invisible and maybe using
Artificer/Abominator-derived technology? That didn’t feel good.

Of course, for all I knew, Rook initially drew on a connection to
Abominator tech. If so, the shadowy shape I saw could be the thing that
inspired him. It wasn’t likely, but the world got weird sometimes.

Into the comm, I said, “I think I see a crowbot.”

“Really,” Marcus stared into the room, “where?”

“Kind of in the trees across the lake,” I said, “I think it’s out of
phase.”

“Oh,” Marcus glanced over at me. “New tech? Because we could all use
that.”

“It’s the other thing,” I scanned to either side of us, hoping there
weren’t more and that, if there were, I’d have the skill to notice.

“Out of phase,” Jaclyn asked, “that’s not good. I’m going to have a hard
time fighting them.”

Rachel floated upward, “But I won’t.”

Looking across the lake, Cassie stopped to look down at her gun, “This
thing thinks he can adjust. He’s telling me how it’s technology from
Dumbass of the Dumbass lineage or whatever and exactly what relationship
they have to Magnetus the Purifier. Anyway, he’s reconfiguring so he
might be—”

Cassie’s eyes widened, “—down for a second. Fuck. Well, he’ll be useless
if he doesn’t reconfigure.”

“I can’t reconfigure,” Jaclyn said, “Shift and I will be dead weight.”

“Not to mention unable to see what’s attacking us,” Marcus shook his
head.

Rachel faded from view except for her grin which was creepier with a
live woman than a cartoon cat.

“That’s messed up,” Marcus said, “but kind of cool too.”

She grinned wider, “I’ve been working on it. With this power set, you
need to lean in on the mind games. Anyway, I’m going to do some
reconnaissance and see if there are any more.”

“Do you want me to fly above as backup?” I looked upward. I had all the
headroom I needed to use the rocket packs.

Her grin faded into nothing, “Not unless you can turn invisible. Watch
where I go. Help me if I need it.”

I was about to point out that I couldn’t see her at all, but focused in
using Kee’s teaching and I could see a fuzzy outline of her.

Wishing I was better at it, I said, “Well, I can sort of see you.”

“If the comm can’t get me, you can always contact me the way you do
Kee,” Rachel said, beginning to float over the lake.

Thinking back to how I’d nearly called down members of the Destroy
faction on myself the first time, I said, “Sure.”

I was better at it now.

Nodding to her right, Jaclyn said, “Let’s start walking around the lake.
If they’re watching, we shouldn’t look like we’re standing around
waiting for something.”

“I’ll find you with the comms when I phase back in,” Rachel’s icon
blinked as she talked.

“Got it,” Jaclyn motioned that we should keep on going.

I scanned around us with energy flowing through me, powering my
observation of Rachel, hoping it wouldn’t trigger anything in the room.
It hadn’t so far, so I at least had that
going for me.

The landscape itself didn’t have any red flags. It could have been on
the marshy edges of an inland lake anywhere on Earth—well, anywhere with
enough water to support grass and forests.

We kept on walking, avoiding the swampier spots, but staying close to
the lake. When we’d gone about three-quarters of the way around, I saw
what I could only describe as fuzz amid a group of trees past the lake.

I stared at the spot, but if they were still there, they’d moved behind
the trees or I wasn’t keeping my concentration consistent enough.

“Hey,” I said over the comm, “they might have just appeared in that
copse of trees over there.”

“Copse?” Cassie pointed her gun in that direction, “is that a real
word?”

“Yes,” I knew it was real. I hadn’t used it a lot. “I’m pretty sure it
means a group of trees.”

“It’s real,” Jaclyn said, “I know I’ve seen it before.”

Focussing on the trees, I tried to keep the flow consistent even though
I might be failing to notice a bunch of Rook’s henchmen. Last time I’d
met them they were armed well enough that they could have killed me.

Shadowy forms, much like Rachel’s when she was out of phase, appeared
within the group of trees. Though they were dark figures, the shape was
different and told me what I’d suspected. They were shaped like powered
armor for humans except with the addition of claws for hands, a beak,
and wings feathered with metal.

Last time around, all of the henchmen had one of their hands replaced
with a cybernetic claw to match their maimed leader. I couldn’t tell
from the shadowy forms, but I wondered if they’d chopped off a leg to
match Rook’s newest injury.

Either way, it showed a higher degree of fanaticism than I’d have
expected Rook could create through sheer charisma.

He didn’t have much from what I could see.

A voice broadcast through the room. My suit indicated it came from
multiple sources, all of them located on the far side of the lake, some
from within the group of trees.

It said, “Intruders, you’ve found a facility claimed by the Nine.
Surrender or you’ll have to face devices created by Rook, the greatest
inventor on Earth, Mars, or any other planet.”

Charismatic or not, Rook’s ego appeared to be healthy.

I felt like quibbling about the “greatest inventor on this or any other
planet” part of the statement if only because it might distract his
attention from Rachel and everyone else.

Despite generally believing that sassing your opposition was more
trouble than it was worth, I turned the suit’s PA to the maximum
possible volume and said, “Greatest inventor? You’re nothing more than a
second-rate copy of the original Rocket. Heck, you might even be a
second-rate copy of me or the Rhino for that matter.”

I also activated the sonics as weapons on the off chance it might do any
good since I was pointing at the copse of trees anyway.

As for the comment about the Rhino, I didn’t know if Rook ever realized
that Larry had taken him out during his visit to the Metafight Games,
but I knew that Man-Machine was there. Man-Machine might not have
revealed Larry’s secret identity, but from Larry’s description, it
sounded like he might have been pissed enough to rub Rook’s nose into
which superhero he’d been beaten by—twice: in person and powered armor.

Honestly, I figured even if he hadn’t, Rook might be angry to be
compared to someone generally regarded as the Rocket’s sidekick.

It’s an understatement to say that the Rocket suit’s PA is loud. At
maximum volume, I could see the branches of the trees move ahead of us,
small ripples appearing in the lake to the left—not to mention the hum I
could feel in my forearms where the sonics were attached.

Still, for a moment I could only wonder if anyone heard. The
announcement telling intruders how wonderful Rook was had sounded
automated. Maybe no one was listening?

It turned out that that was not true.

For one, as I finished, I realized that I was hearing a cracking noise
through my suit from the direction of the trees. They might have been
out of phase in part, but enough of them had been in phase that the
sonics broke something.

Whether because I broke their phase modulation devices or the devices’
power supplies, five figures in Rook suits appeared in the trees.

“Whoa,” Marcus said, “there we are. By the way, I don’t think that’s a
copse. A copse is made of small trees, more of a thicket. Those are some
decent-sized evergreens.”

Jaclyn glared at him, “I don’t think this is the time.”

I might have said something, but I didn’t get the chance.

Rook’s voice issued from the five guys in front of us and also spots all
over the room, “The Rhino? You’re saying I’m less than the Rhino?”

Switching to the PA which was still on maximum, I responded, “Well, I’ve
never seen you fight, so I don’t know about that area, but in terms of
straight-up creating things, the Rocket put a lot of time into teaching
him. He’s brilliant.”

Given his spluttering earlier, I expected an immediate response but got
only silence.

In that silence, Cassie said, “Oh my God, you’re loud. My suit mutes it,
but fuck… Even the gun’s complaining, but he’s also impressed. Do you
want to hear him?”

Still watching Rook’s henchmen in the trees who hadn’t moved yet, but
seemed to be talking, I said, “No.”

“I get it,” Cassie said, pointing the weapon at the trees.

Into that silence, Rook’s voice blasted the room, “I’ll kill you! And I
mean I will personally kill you! You don’t deserve what you have.
Whatever relation to the Rocket you are, whatever you have from him, I
deserve it more than you.”

Rook delivered every word in a nearly hysterical scream, telling me two
things. First, that Man-Machine probably had told him that he’d been
defeated by the Rhino twice. Second, I’d underestimated how much
jealousy Rook felt at my (and Larry’s) connection to Grandpa.

As I realized that, Rook added, “No one will ever find your bodies!”

Rook must have been close to my volume because when he stopped it felt
as if the world had descended into silence. Oh, and if it matters you
know how we’d been seeing animals and birds when we walked in? No
animals could be seen and the birds were streaking across the lake away
from us.

I couldn’t blame them.

Checking the horizon, Jaclyn said, “Everyone prepare to be attacked.
Rocket, I hope you were trying to get him to murder you because if you
weren’t, you have a talent.”

Cassie laughed.

“Thanks,” I said, “I’ll have to explore that one later.”

I must have absorbed enough of what Kee taught me because I hadn’t fully
dropped an Artificer’s view of the world—which was good because it meant
that I had a good look at what was coming.

Fuzzy shapes flew out of the forest aiming in our direction. My implant
counted 17. That wasn’t all though. A fuzzy
purple sphere appeared in my vision before it became fully visible in
everyone’s—Victor: purple skin, breastplate and all, appearing to be in
his 20s instead of 40s and not dead.

Marcus sighed, “Again?”

Next to Victor stood Rook and five more of his henchmen, all of them
wearing powered armor that made them appear to be large black feathered
humanoid birds. Rook had a large “R” on his chest.

“There are more in the air invisible,” I told everyone over the comms as
Rook’s group appeared and then sent a picture via implant.

“I see them too,” Cassie muttered.

“Not so talkative now, are you?” Rook laughed. “I don’t know what the
original Rocket taught you, but you’re never going to see your death
coming.”

“You mean the 17 invisible guys,” I asked. “What about the five in the
copse of trees back there? Why are you leaving them out?”

Rook stared at me, “Copse? You idiot, a copse is a group of small trees,
more of a thicket. That’s not a copse.”

So, I punched him, hitting him in the head just above his beak. I
already knew I wouldn’t be talking my way out of this fight.

I don’t have a reputation for attacking people without warning. If I’ve
got a reputation as the Rocket, it’s for the exact opposite.

Rook didn’t see the punch coming. I put as much into it as I could,
knowing that his armor could take it and that he’d kill all of us if he
could.

It was a solid punch, knocking him backward into the henchrook behind
him, forcing them to fall over backwards.

I wasn’t the only one acting either.

Always existing in a world where time ran slower than she’d like, Jaclyn
saw that I was punching Rook the moment I started and moved hundreds if
not thousands of times faster.

Even better, she thought tactically. Outside of Rook, who was the most
dangerous person? Victor and she’d already fought him once today.

Running past Rook while he was flying backward, she punched the
henchrook in her way hard enough that he flew out of the group, hitting
another on the way out, knocking them both to the ground. The one she
hit didn’t get up.

She didn’t stop moving. She ran straight to Victor, hitting him with a
punch that threw him out of the group, but not so far or so hard that
she couldn’t keep up.

Her next punches threw him further out and then into the ground. She
didn’t stop punching him even then—hard punches, the kind that threw
chunks of soil and rocks out from under Victor and into the air.

Despite punches that would have smashed tanks and destroyed buildings,
Victor didn’t go down. He was still conscious, firing off blasts of
purple, some of them beams that burned through tree branches and one of
Rook’s henchmen, but others, wider and with a softer glow, must have
been teleportation attacks.

At least that was my assumption when one of the branches he’d shot down
disappeared into nowhere.

None of them hit Jaclyn and she continued to attack, at one point
grabbing Victor’s legs and smashing him repeatedly face first into the
ground.

She wasn’t the only one acting either.

Even if they weren’t as fast as Jaclyn, Cassie and Marcus also started
moving. Cassie didn’t bother with the closest of Rook’s henchmen, aiming
her gun at one of the flying shimmers, dropping him from the air, and
turning him visible with the same blast.

He hit the ground with a thump and didn’t get up. She kept on firing,
hitting more.

Before Stapledon, Marcus would have morphed into a combat-ready shape
and started hitting his opponents. Since Stapledon, he’d worked out
subtler options for certain situations.

Shooting forward as a line, he projected himself into the nearest
henchrook, covering the powered armor and working his way into the
crevices, expanding into them, forcing pieces of armor to split away
from each other and fall off.

He paid special attention to their claws which Rook had improved with
the same technology as Cassie’s sword. Even as the henchrook tried to
claw toward Marcus’ body, the gloves fell apart, followed by the rest of
the henchrook’s armor, leaving him in black and grey undergarments.

The man, whose right forearm and lower left leg had been replaced with
clawed prosthetics matching Rook’s missing limbs, turned and ran, bits
of his powered armor’s exoskeleton still attached and banging against
his back.

At the moment, I wasn’t paying attention to anyone else but Rook. I
couldn’t run fast enough to keep on punching him as I knocked him
backward, but I had bots that could do almost the same thing.

I started with two boombots, aiming one at Rook and the other at the
henchrook he’d been blown into, catching both in each other’s blasts.
The explosions turned into twin blossoms of fire that blew them away
from each other in close, but not parallel lines.

Then I fired off more, pelting them with explosive devices that hit them
from all sides, throwing them randomly in every direction, reminding me
of fish out of water.

I didn’t seriously expect to take out either of them with boombots, but
I was wrong. Either the henchrook had cheaper armor than the original or
I’d aimed the bot at a weak spot.

Either way, even though all of the henchrook’s armor stayed on, the
blasts dented the sides of his armor, leaving it pockmarked. The
henchrook didn’t move again.

Rook hit the ground hard, scraping his armor against a cluster of rocks,
and pushing himself up to aim his prosthetic arm at me only to find that
whatever futuristic weapon he’d built into it was missing. Only a
quarter of the barrel remained, the casing had been blasted open, and
wires and a circuit board hung partly out, still sparking.

When he pulled the damaged arm in to inspect it, he found that the claw
under the gun was also missing. It may have been my imagination, but in
addition to oil and other fluids, I thought I saw blood.

Could I possibly have blown up Rook’s other hand? Maybe I’d blown up the
prosthetic a second time.

I couldn’t see Rook’s face but saw his helmet turn toward the unmoving
henchrook. It may be that in that moment he realized that even though
he’d come to kill me, I might be willing to kill him too.

“Victor,” he shouted, his voice squeaking with some emotion. It might
have been anger, but it might have been panic.

“Get me out of here!” Rook’s helmet moved sideways as if he were trying
to figure out the best direction to run.

Assuming his wings had been damaged, it didn’t look good for him. To the
left stood the lake and aside from the copse of trees
there wasn’t anywhere to run to and trees were occupied.

If that weren’t enough, Victor appeared to be having a hard time
concentrating under Jaclyn’s assault because he wasn’t even teleporting
himself out, much less Rook.

His purple beams flew randomly around, never hitting Jaclyn, but one hit
me, heating my armor and knocking me sideways.

Rook screeched, a long sharp piece of metal extending from above his
hand, the edges showing the same blurriness as Cassie’s sword.

He brought the blade down toward the side of my head, where it hit with
a thunk instead of carving in. It was nice to know that my current
anti-monomolecular blade protections worked.

I reached up, grabbed his arm, and rolled onto my back with all the
strength I could manage.

It was enough to pull him over and hit the ground to my side, rolling
onto his back—which made two of us for a second. I pushed myself up to
my feet, showering him with sonic blasts as I aimed a punch at his left
shoulder.

I connected.

Had he been unarmored, I’d have killed him, but in armor, I only bent
the frame a little and damaged the joint at the top of the arm. That was
what I’d been going for.

He had no way to move that arm, much less aim the weapon hanging under
it.

He tried. The joint screeched and a whiff of smoke floated upward from
it.

It wasn’t the only spot that smoked. Knowing that Rook studied Grandpa’s
and my tech, I hadn’t tried the sonics at first, but having seen the
damage from peppering Rook with boombots, I’d given it a shot. Whatever
insulation against sound he created couldn’t be where it was supposed to
be after that.

It wasn’t. The forearm that the boombot had destroyed smoked from the
cracks and the hole where Rook’s prosthetic claw should have been.

Screaming at Victor, Rook tried to move his left side up enough to point
the gun at something, probably me. I missed Rook’s exact words as I
tried to respond.

As I bent over to flip him on his front, he disappeared in a blast of
purple. Victor must have gotten himself together enough to teleport Rook
out at least.

I did a quick once-over of the area to get a sense of the situation.
Cassie had taken out at least five of the 17 henchrooks I’d seen in the
air. It might have been more. Her gun had an impressive range. So she
might have hit a few before they’d even left the trees.

More to the point, they’d retreated into the trees or at least they were
trying to. A few had gotten far enough across the lake that the best
they could do was fly low toward the direction they’d come from.

Also, of course, the guy Marcus had stripped of his armor, hadn’t
stopped at the group of trees the (now visible) henchrooks had decided
to hide behind. He was still running toward the far side of the lake.

That left our nearest opponent.

I turned toward where Jaclyn had been battering Victor against the
ground. The ground looked worse than he did. Don’t get me wrong, he
didn’t look good, but the ground had been beaten down more than a foot
deep.

By contrast, while dirt covered every part of Victor’s body, he didn’t
look hurt. He wasn’t smiling, and he cursed and spat out dirt every time
Jaclyn smashed his body against the ground, but from the way he tried to
protect his face with his arms and kick out of Jaclyn’s grasp with his
legs, it was clear he had full movement.

If he could stand up to that, I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to help
short of sending a killbot up his nose, mouth, or possibly butt. Marcus
had the right idea when he went in through Victor’s nose, mouth, and
eyes.

As I turned, Victor did the inevitable, teleporting away, reappearing
close to the lake putting Marcus and Cassie between him and Jaclyn.
Despite the dirt, I could see that he was beginning to glow a brighter
shade of purple.

Marcus faced him, “I don’t know what you’re doing, but I’ve already
killed you once today. I’ll do it again if I have to.”

Victor’s brow furrowed and he asked a reasonable question, “What?”

Nodding, Marcus said, “Yeah. That’s right. You’re going to be ordered to
go to the moon in the past. I don’t know how far, but you were still
there this morning when we got there. We freed you, but then you tried
to kill us. Here’s the funny thing though. You asked us to kill
you—probably because you’re controlled by the Dominators and couldn’t
face going back and being controlled forever.”

The purple glow faded and Victor’s jaw dropped, and he said, “No…”

“Wait,” Marcus said, “did you already get that order? Because if you
did, it doesn’t go well. You can go to the moon and see your body if you
want.”

In a flash of purple, Victor disappeared.

Marcus glanced at me, “I hope I didn’t just destroy the space-time
continuum.”

I shrugged, “No idea, but I’m hoping that time travel only spins off a
new universe now.”

“Hey,” Rachel said over the comm, “everybody’s exiting through the back
doors. I’ve got a bad feeling about it.”

I checked the stand of trees where Rook’s backup group had been
standing. They’d started running and then took to the
air.

I thought through things Rook might be doing that would require people
to evacuate the room. As angry as he’d been, I wouldn’t have been
surprised if he’d ordered all his people to swarm us after he left.

One terrible and obvious possibility came to mind, “Rook might be about
to nuke the building… I’m not sure if his urge to acquire technology is
stronger than his need for vengeance, but—“

“Let’s bet on vengeance,” Jaclyn said. “Remember Rook’s base in Canada?”

We all did.

I couldn’t say with absolute certainty that he’d used an actual nuclear
bomb because I hadn’t gone back to check radiation levels, but I did
know the explosion had wiped his base from the face of the planet.

“Go,” Rachel said, “I’ll phase out. Don’t wait for me. Don’t even wait
for me to stop talking. Leave.”

Watching her icon blink, I said, “Phasing works, right?”

“Yes. Go!” She stopped talking.

Jaclyn pointed toward the door, “I’ll grab Shift. You grab Cap.”

No explanation was needed. We were the fastest way out for everyone. I
turned toward Cassie to find she’d turned on her anti-gravity pack and
was floating toward me.

I activated the program that extended handles on the Rocket suit’s sides
that I’d designed for this situation. When she said, “Ready,” I
activated the rocket pack on my back, throwing us forward.

We’d left the door open, so at least I didn’t have to think it open
again. I did think it shut, hoping that it might act as a buffer.

This was Artificer technology. Xiniti reports in my implant described
hitting Artificer installations with fusion bombs to no noticeable
effect. They’d been successful other times, so I didn’t feel like
sitting around and assuming everything would be fine.

From what the Xiniti had recorded, it was far from impossible that a
bomb would kill everything inside, and then all the Artificer tech would
recreate the place as if nothing happened, even removing the radiation.

That was a nice trick that might be worth reverse engineering.

It wasn’t as if I had time to do it, much less stay and observe the
effects. We shot down the hall, Jaclyn running and me following in the
air. When we reached the room we’d entered the complex through, the
animals ran in all directions to avoid us.

We had to stop at the door as I found the controls in my mind, choosing
the one that seemed most like the door control I’d operated inside.
There were more. Maybe I could have figured out what they did, but I
didn’t have the time.

I had time to close the door as we left and called Hal, “We’re going to
need an immediate pickup. There might be a nuke in the building.”

“I’m within a short distance. I placed the chance that Rook would
explode the building at approximately 69%,” Hal replied over the comm.

The ground rumbled. I felt it through my boots where I’d landed next to
Jaclyn. All of us—Jaclyn, Marcus, Cassie, and I—looked at each other,
Jaclyn asked, “Do you think we’re far enough away?”

We hadn’t stopped directly outside. We were at least a mile out.

“I doubt it,” I said, “but we still have to go back, and… Here comes the
jet.”

It uncloaked as it landed on the ground between us and the complex—not
much help if the explosion were strong enough to blow it at us, but that
wasn’t likely.

The hatch dropped open and we ran inside as the jet cloaked itself
again. I reached out with my implant to the jet’s systems, learning that
the cloak was currently set to act as a shield at the 50% setting, which
was good enough for now. No need to go to 100% and get practically shut
off from the universe for now.

Checking the sensors, I found that Rook’s ships were flying upward and
away from Mars. This was good on a couple of levels. For one, it meant
that they didn’t have any idea where we’d entered the complex. For
another, it meant they hadn’t detected the cloaked jet.

I sat down at the pilot console, finding that Cassie had sat down at the
weapons console. “Hey,” I looked back toward Marcus and Jaclyn, “we
still have to go back for Ghost, but we’ve got another problem, we were
coming here to use a device that might detect where Lee hid the
connection portal on Earth and Rook just nuked the building. On the
off-chance that he took the device, I’m thinking we follow them back. If
nothing else, we’ll find Rook’s current base.”

“Rocket,” Marcus began and I saw why in my HUD. Gouts of smoke spewed
out of the Artificer complex. I couldn’t help but note that the side
we’d come out of seemed to be fine, but Rook’s bombs appeared to have
made holes elsewhere.

I hoped Rachel was okay and wondered how much of this was visible from
Earth. The smoke billowed out, but it wasn’t as if there’d been an
explosion.

Hoping that Rook didn’t have a final bomb capable of shattering the
complex, I used anti-gravity to send us upward and then moved forward,
aiming the jet toward the red building.

Over the comm, I said, “Ghost? We’re heading in your direction. Are you
okay?”

“Well,” she said, “I don’t feel more hurt than before, but I still don’t
feel good. Stop over the complex and I’ll aim for the jet.”

As we closed in on the complex, I checked the radiation levels of the
smoke floating out of it, and they were high. I avoided them. The jet
probably had enough shielding to handle it, but why take
chances?

Rachel floated up through the floor and phased in as we slowed down,
sitting down in the second row.

She shook her head, “That was crazy. I don’t know what kind of bomb it
was, but I’m betting on nuclear. It didn’t destroy the building, but
everything I could see inside was vaporized—including some of their
people. They left without them.”

Moving the ship away from the smoking complex, I said, “Did you see
anything in there? A lab or maybe another ‘Kilroy was here’?”

She shook her head, “I didn’t get far before the explosion hit, but
there was a room with technology on the other side of the lake. They
were taking anything they could on the way out. Don’t ask me what they
grabbed. I have no idea.”

Sitting a few seats away from her, Jaclyn said, “I think following them
would be worth trying, but I don’t think we can count on the device we
need being in whatever they grabbed before leaving.”

I nodded.

“I feel like the best thing we can do once we get home is grab the
Mystic and see if he can predict the best place to go or probe Rook’s
brain. Maybe finding Rook’s place and having the Mystic read minds
inside will get us what we want. All we need to know is where Magnus is.
The connection portal will be close.”

Marcus grinned and rested his arms on the seat ahead of him, saying, “I
like that one. If we’re really lucky, they’ll never even know we were
there.”

“That’s a thumbs up from me too,” Cassie said from the seat next to
mine. “We should keep them in scanner range.”

“Yeah,” I said, aiming upward to follow Rook’s ships. They weren’t too
far away and unlike us, they weren’t cloaked. I hoped they couldn’t and
as long as I was at it, I hoped our cloak was as good as I thought it
was.

Rook had to have heard we had one by now. Plus, even a minimally active
fan of science fiction would have encountered the idea. I could only
hope he hadn’t gone down the right avenues of research to reproduce it
or detect ours.

It didn’t take long to leave the atmosphere (what there was of it),
following Rook’s two ships out. I lowered the level of our shield to
make the cloaking better in the atmosphere. The better protected we
were, the more likely that the shield would generate a shimmer effect on
radar.

Now hanging in the darkness of space, I was reminded of the Xiniti base.
In terms of stellar distances, we weren’t far from it and its associated
interstellar gate. Rook had to know about it. Would he go there?  It was
an option.

UN efforts had tried and failed to meet Alliance standards to be allowed
to use the gates, making international news, but Rook might have a way
to use them.

I checked our sensor readings in the direction of the base and gate,
wondering if I’d see anything interesting. I didn’t. Our sensors didn’t
pick up any traffic by the gate—which was weird.

Earth was a restricted system according to the Alliance, but since it
was inside the Human Ascendency and the Ascendancy also banned travel to
it, it did get used. Merchants, military, and even alien passenger
liners popped in on the way to somewhere else because it was one of the
few safe transfer points within Ascendancy space.

I’d almost always seen traffic the few times I was out this far.

I considered actively scanning the area in addition to passive sensor
use but dismissed it. Rook might notice that.

As I thought through my options for investigating without losing Rook’s
ships or being detected, my implant notified me that I was receiving an
ansible message from Xiniti high command and it wasn’t just me that was
receiving it, it was everyone.

I didn’t need to see Marcus’ eyes widen, Jaclyn sit up straighter in her
seat or Cassie let out a breath to know it.

Rachel, though, did, glancing around the cabin and saying, “Great. Don’t
forget to mention what you decided when you’re done talking without me.”

We, meanwhile, were hearing the voice of Iktak Magtuktar, General Group
Leader of Irregular Forces. In short, the voice of the Xiniti
responsible for alien members of the Xiniti nation within Ascendancy
space and the sectors nearby.

“Citizens, we’ve temporarily withdrawn from your home system and shut
down your gate. There is currently civil war within the Human Ascendancy
that already extends into Alliance territory.”

That would be Kals and the resistance movement her mother created. She’d
gone home to lead them or at least be an inspirational figurehead.

I hoped she was still alive.

The general continued, “You are now the only Xiniti unit active in your
system. Because we detected activity around Artificer and Abominator
installations in your system after we left, be aware that we have given
you authority to scrub your planet should you need to.

“Be aware, this is not a command, but there are situations in which
billions of lives may need to be sacrificed to save trillions. We know
that we’re talking about your home world and do not say this lightly,
but keep in mind that many things the Artificers created were designed
to destroy all intelligent life. Don’t let your affection for your world
let an infection spread and wipe out civilizations. Watch for the point
of no return. If you reach it, you’ll have the necessary tools
available.”

The Xiniti sighed, making a noise closer to a hiss which technically
came from a nose-like orifice on the Xiniti’s back, but whatever.

He added, “It’s not our intention to leave you alone now. Communications
will be accepted and answered, but all our troops are committed due to
the nature of the current hostilities. Any assistance we give will
require reassignment from somewhere else. Keep us appraised of any troop
movements that pass your position.”

Then the communication ended.

Marcus shook his head, “That’s bad.”

He turned toward Rachel, “We just got a communication from a Xiniti
General saying that there’s Civil War in the Human Ascendancy spilling
over into the Alliance. They’ve withdrawn from their base here and want
us to watch for troop movements.”

Cassie laughed, “You skipped the best part. They gave us permission to
destroy the planet if Artificer tech gets out of control.”

Nodding along, Jaclyn added, “And no matter how bad it gets, we can’t
expect help from them. They said we could ask, but it’s pretty strongly
implied that they can’t do anything unless there’s an Ascendancy fleet
here—which means that our solar system becomes a battlefield.”

“I can do without that,” Rachel stared out of the cockpit at the
blackness ahead. “You know it’s possible, right? The Ascendancy is
officially not allowed to visit Earth, but we’re in their territory and
if they reopen the gate, they can pop straight into the Alliance. The
Alliance is funding and supporting the resistance, so the Ascendancy
might think a surprise attack is worth it.”

As people talked, I noticed that Rook’s ships’ thrusters increasing
their speed, throwing out gouts of yellow flame. The color of the flame
hinted that the propulsion system might be less efficient than I’d
prefer, but that wasn’t my main concern.

I didn’t like the timing. It seemed impossible to me that they’d be able
to decrypt the Xiniti’s message, but they might have detected it. That
might be enough to hint to Rook that we were behind him.

On the other hand, we were all outside Mars’ atmosphere now—which was
the time to start piling on speed.

I increased ours, watching for any sign that they might have a near
space drive. If they didn’t, I had options they’d never see coming,
assuming that they couldn’t detect what was in near space.

Rook’s ships started their burn, flame trailing behind them in space.
Once they reached a certain speed, they stopped. Using my implant to
calculate it, they’d take three hours to get to Earth from here.

Hal recognized the drive. It used fusion to create thrust and was
commonly used by the Zek, an Abominator ally race that lived out on the
galactic rim. They weren’t well regarded for their inventiveness. Rook
must have found the drive or plans for it. It was a little
disappointing. I expected him to have reverse-engineered more Artificer
or Abominator tech by now.

On the other hand, given what he’d picked up on the way out, he might
reverse engineer more soon. Worse, he might have grabbed something able
to be used without reverse engineering.

That in turn made me wonder if I shouldn’t be cutting open his ships
with our main gun.

While we’d protected resistance fighters on the way to the planet
Hideaway, Lee had been helping the Xiniti fight an alien race that had
found an Artificer cache, activated an artifact and been changed from a
race of merchants to a race of expansionist warriors.

That could be Earth and it was exactly why the Xiniti handed us the keys
to the planet busters.

“Hey,” I said, “is everyone okay with destroying Rook’s ships if we get
the opportunity? I’m trying to work out a way to trash Rook’s ships and
all the Artificer-based tech on them while still using them to lead us
to Magnus.

“I don’t want to kill anybody, but I don’t see a way to destroy the
alien artifacts without destroying people—at least if we’re doing it in
space which is our best chance. The problem is that we lose our chance
to track him to Magnus. On the other hand, if we let them make it to
Earth it’ll be easier to be selective and we might find Magnus, but we
also have a good chance of missing something. Then maybe Artificer tech
gets out to the general population and we have to destroy the world.”

Jaclyn nodded as I talked, finally saying, “You’re right. We’re risking
something either way. Blow them up in space and we lose a chance to
maybe find Magnus. Blow them up on Earth, we risk the entire population
of Earth. We need to choose our risk.”

“Look,” Cassie said from the front, “if we hit them in space, we’ll
definitely miss our chance to follow them to Magnus. If we follow them
to Earth, we only might have to destroy the planet.”

Marcus leaned forward toward her, “But infecting Earth with Artificer
cooties is kind of a big deal.”

“Right,” Cassie said, “but we only might infect the world with Artificer
cooties.”

Rachel waved a hand for our attention, “How about this? We follow them
down and Accelerando and I hit first,
practically the second they touch down. We separate them from what they
grabbed before they can get away. It’s the best of both worlds.”

Watching the two ships ahead of us as well all streaked through space, I
said, “We’re making a lot of assumptions, but let’s try that.”





Castling


        Jaclyn’s idea solved the problem at the expense of letting Magnus know
that we were there, but maybe we could devise a way to make it less
obvious.

I asked “Is there any way we can make it look like it wasn’t us? I feel
like we have to minimize their exposure to Artificer tech. A beam from
our main gun, while we’re cloaked, would strongly suggest us, but they
wouldn’t know for sure. Ghost could be invisible the whole time.
Accelerando could move too quickly to see… Maybe both of you could also
change your uniforms to something else? If they somehow caught a glimpse
of you, it might confuse them at least.”

Jaclyn grinned, “Remember Derecho? The supervillain? I think she’s
white, but she’s a speedster and if I use her colors and hide enough of
my face, it might work. She’s even worked with the Nine. I don’t mind
the idea of getting her in trouble.”

When I looked over at Rachel, I found her frowning. When she looked up,
she said, “I don’t think there’s an invisible, phase-shifting
supervillain with my build, but remember Blink? She’s a short-distance
teleporter. I might be able to pull that off. She’s even worked with
Derecho before.”

Jaclyn pursed her lips and said, “I think we can work around using the
main gun. Have Ghost and me carry boombots with us. When we get into the
ships, the boombots blow up the fusion drives and we take or destroy the
Artificer and Abominator tech. If Ghost or I can’t destroy it, Cap does.
There are a million supervillains with big guns. She just needs to
choose one.”

“Are there any that have worked with Derecho or Blink?” I asked.

Next to me, Cassie rolled her eyes, “We’ve got three hours. We’ll figure
it out, but you know what? I bet you and Shift could find a stretchy guy
and power armor villain that you can fake. Then we can bring everybody
in.”

“Oh, right.” Still watching the spaceships ahead of us, I started trying
to think about who I could successfully impersonate.

For the record, a three-hour spaceflight goes much more quickly when
you’re making up a plan for how you’re going to incapacitate two
spacecraft and steal dangerous alien artifacts from a hive of scum and
villainy without losing your lives in the process.

Throw in extra points for maybe starting a civil war in the supervillain
organization you’re fighting and it gets even better.

By the end of the flight, Marcus and I were “Clink” and “Clank,” a duo
of mercenary, power armor wearing inventors. They’d done work for the
Nine, random supervillains, a few warlords, and several dictators. From
what I’d read, they were also fans enough of National Public Radio’s Car
Talk show that they’d ripped off and altered the hosts’ names.

The hosts, from what I’d read, weren’t fans of that.

Clink and Clank sometimes worked with “Burner,” another mercenary who
used a futuristic energy weapon on her victims.

None of them had ever worked with Blink or Derecho, but it wasn’t a huge
stretch that someone might hire them together. Plus, realistically,
they’d probably figure out it was us if they had time to investigate. If
they didn’t have time or resources to spare for solving crimes, the
ambiguity might last long enough to do us good.

That was good because we wouldn’t be perfect replicas—only as perfect as
I could tweak the group’s nanotech-based suits to match. For that,
Rachel’s art major was her real superpower. With her eye, we got more
details on their costumes correct than I’d have managed alone even if
Cassie’s gun found Rachel’s stream of suggested tweaks to its look
annoying.

“He doesn’t like his new look,” Cassie said as we neared reentry. “Mr.
Sparkles thinks Burner’s gun is primitive and inelegant except he took
much longer to say so than I did. Honestly, I think he’s embarrassed.”

I checked out the gun. It did look chunky—lots of rectangular blocks
stuck together into a shape that overall suggested a rifle. It might
also have been for spraying paint.

As Rook’s ships burned their way into the atmosphere, I checked our
systems. The shield should absorb enough of the energy that we wouldn’t
be too obvious and cloaking would theoretically take care of the rest.

I let out a breath as we started, but it went okay. If someone were
watching, they would have detected a temperature change and a shimmer in
the air, but not much of one. More to the point, not enough of one to
attract attention if you were concentrating on something else—like
reentry, for example.

That opened up a new question. Where was Rook going to land?

At first, all I could tell was that it was most likely Earth’s Western
Hemisphere, but then Rook’s ships dove toward the Caribbean Sea.

For a second, I worried that we might be heading for an underwater base
which would make our plan more complicated, but then they didn’t.

When they leveled out, they were flying low above the ocean, throwing up
water behind them. If they were trying to evade radar, I could only hope
our cloak held up because I wasn’t going to copy them.

Either way, it became obvious where we were going soon enough. An island
appeared ahead of us. Covered in palm trees and lush greenery, I could
imagine it being listed in a supervillain real estate guide under
“tropical island lairs.”

The long, white building complex included towers, pillars, walls around
the edges and an airport (spaceport?) with several long runways. The
tall mountain in the middle of the island was a nice touch.

An international supervillain group like the Nine should have its
headquarters on a tropical island with a volcano.

Rook’s ships went straight for the runway to no one’s surprise.

I flew a more direct route, aiming for the control tower at the end of
the runway. Stopping there, we all stepped out of the hatch, floating
downward with anti-gravity and our suits’ camouflage engaged.

It might not be invisibility, but if no one had anything specific
trained on us, we might be able to pass it off as a teleport in. That at
least was the theory behind all of us turning visible together as we
touched the ground.

Jaclyn, her colors now black with a swirling blue and white that
suggested wind, shot forward toward one of Rook’s ships as Derecho.

They’d taken parallel runways. Jaclyn hit the closest one, bending it
inward, grabbing the hull, and ripping it in half, leaving sharp metal
edges and broken plastic visible to all.

It was easy to forget, given how much control she had, that Jaclyn lived
in a world made of cardboard. This was a great reminder, had I forgotten
it, of how much strength she held in check.

She didn’t stop there. She jumped over the shattered ship, landing on
its other side and running straight for the second one.

We’d worried that the second ship might see what happened to the first
and take to the air. She didn’t leave that to chance, creating a sonic
boom shortly after she hit the ground.

When she hit the second one, she was moving fast enough that I didn’t
see whether she hit so hard that she ran through it or ripped it apart.
Either way, with a screech of tearing metal, it ended up in two pieces
just like the first.

Meanwhile, Rachel had “teleported” out, but in reality, turned invisible
and flew into the first ship Jaclyn ripped apart. That gave all of us a
view into both spaceships since Jaclyn immediately stepped inside.

Jaclyn’s attack had done everything we’d wanted it to. Both ships worth
of henchrooks were in disarray, many completely unconscious, and some
awake but struggling to even get out of their seats, much less fight.

That was good for them because the ones that were able to fight didn’t
last long. Jaclyn took each one out with a punch, throwing those punches
quickly enough that the camera couldn’t capture them as more than a
blur.

While we were planning, Rachel and I used our “Artificer vision,”
sensing the Artificer tech had been moved into one spot in the back of
each ship. We assumed it was a closet or storage area and probably
locked because Rook wouldn’t be trusting random minions with ancient
tech.

Jaclyn rushed down the hallway, ripping the door open and running into
the storage room. Whatever they normally kept there had been moved
somewhere else and ancient devices filled the place, all of them small
enough to carry away one-handed. A few might have been weapons, but I
didn’t recognize the devices or the materials. They were a collection of
strange shapes and odd colors, some pastels, others iridescent, and more
that morphed from one to another.

This time from the inside, Jaclyn ripped a hole in the wall and pushed
the devices out, letting them fall to the ground.

Meanwhile, the rest of us hadn’t been sitting still. Cassie, as Burner,
had been shooting holes through the hulls of the now damaged and
unusable spaceships and chopping chunks out of them.

The henchrooks that remained conscious didn’t mount an organized
resistance. A few did fire back, but more ran or cowered in their seats
and the rows between them.

Rook himself ejected in the cockpit of the ship Jaclyn was looting. The
front half of the shattered hull rocked with the force of the cockpit
shooting out of the front. It might have been an amazing escape if it
had happened anywhere but his base.

As it was, he shot forward down the runway toward the control tower and
turned around to announce, “I don’t know who hired you people, but you
won’t get away with it!”

That’s when the sirens started.

We hadn’t just been standing there, however. Rachel reached the storage
room at the back of the other ship and started phasing devices through
the hull and dropping them. Even better, I’d used my laser to cut a hole
for the larger objects that didn’t fit within the mass limit Rachel
could phase out.

Marcus and I put the fallen objects into heavy-duty trash bags that we
kept on board the jet. They probably weren’t rated to hold evil, ancient
artifacts, but what on Earth was?

Jaclyn joined us, having already filled her trash bags, ripping the hole
I’d cut in the hull wider, jumping in, and grabbing the rest of the
stuff in a blur.

Then she and Rachel jumped out and we all placed our bags into a larger
“bag” made of repair material for our suits.

Jaclyn grabbed the giant bag and we activated camouflage on our suits
along with the giant bag’s. We were between the two spaceships, but if
any cameras were at the right angle or one of the few conscious
henchrooks had looked through the windows, we’d seem to have
disappeared.

Then we ran down the runway and floated into the air, slipping into the
jet’s open hatch. I’d chosen to face the hatch toward the ocean on the
theory that there’d be fewer cameras pointing in from the outside. With
that, there would be a lower chance of recording a hole appearing in the
air and shimmery movement as we slipped inside.

Correct guess or not, we pulled ourselves through the hatch, closed it,
and the jet floated upward as the Nine’s security forces roared across
the airfield toward the ships.

Four flying shapes dove toward the ships, three dropping to the ground
next to them and the fourth hovering above them.

No one looked at us as the anti-gravity moved us away from the island. I
didn’t dare say so until we were far enough away to activate our main
drive, but we’d pulled it off.

I’d released some spybots as we floated away. Maybe listening in would
help?

Of course, you had to communicate with the bots to hear anything. Still,
despite my fears, I got confirmation that my bots had connected to the
available communication satellites far above us.

I hoped to start listening in. The bots’ cameras showed the damaged
spaceships and henchrooks crawling out of the wreckage. I also caught a
look at the three flyers who’d landed on the ground.

One wore navy blue and white powered armor with wings that resembled a
fighter jet. I recognized him as “Scream Eagle,” a mercenary who’d
stolen a suit intended for the military. I’d heard worrisome things
about the suit in Double V’s powered armor forum.

The other two were weirder. A woman wearing a green costume covered with
designs of vines and animals. She also wore a dark green cape and a
quiver with a bow and arrows. She called herself Artemis. Some people in
Double V’s forums said she believed she was the Greek goddess Artemis.
Others thought she was performing a bit of schtick because why would a
goddess be robbing banks and hiring out as a mercenary?

Along the theme of debatable supernatural identities, the other person
on the ground wore an unremarkable blue and gold costume, complete with
a mask. The weirdness came from the person. A being of indeterminate
gender, the person had blond hair, white wings jutting out of their
back, and a soft golden glow to their skin.

I’d never heard of any super of that description.

It was hard not to wonder about their origin. Was it a construct? A
real, possibly amnesiac, angel that happened to be confused about who
they served? A fallen angel? Most likely, I was looking at a normal
super with the ability to present themself as an angel.

On the other hand, life was strange and it might be none of the above.

The angel reached out to touch a henchrook lying on the ground. Golden
light extended from its hand and the henchrook shuddered and pushed
itself off the ground, backing away from the angel as if afraid.

I filed that detail away for later but noted that the angel stepped
inside the spaceship. Whatever happened when it healed, henchrooks
started walking out of the ships unhurt even in broken and damaged
armor.

I checked the other bots’ feeds to see if any had a good shot of the
fourth flyer, the one who’d stayed in the air. It took a moment of
scrolling back and forth in time, but one had.

Much like the “angel,” this one’s costume didn’t ring any bells. Like
the angel’s, it was blue, but unlike the angel’s costume, it used red
and white as accents. That made it red, white, and blue, but not in a
patriotic sense. There were no flags or nods in that direction.

If anything, it looked more like a military uniform than a superhero’s,
in part because he didn’t wear a mask.

Despite his light skin, his high cheekbones and the slight curl of his
black hair reminded me of Izzy—which meant a very bad possibility had
been introduced. A quick check in my memory, assisted by my implant gave
me a picture of Dixie Superman, Izzy’s grandfather.

This guy, whoever he was, wasn’t wearing a Confederate flag on his
armor, but his facial features matched up. The age didn’t, but given the
Nine’s willingness to clone people, the age didn’t have to.

Plus, for all I knew, Dixie Superman could have other descendants. In
fact, it was more likely than not. Izzy’s grandmother had remarried.
Dixie Superman spent his life trying to rally the South to revolt and
preaching the need for more white babies. It seemed almost impossible
that he wouldn’t create a few of his own.

Listening in on the bots, I could hear the sounds of sirens and human
chatter as soldiers rolled up in jeeps, some talking into
walkie-talkies, others shouting at their men.

The soldiers started helping henchrooks out of the ships, messing up the
crime scene if they thought of it that way. As the “criminal,” I
couldn’t complain.

Aside from the “angel,” the supers had started looking at the ships and
then Artemis and Scream Eagle took to the air again, doing loops above
the ships as if checking for us.

Dixieclone (his nickname until I heard a real one) asked, “Is there any
sign of them?”

Artemis shook her head, “None. I don’t see any footprints. It’s as if
they disappeared or flew away.”

Scream Eagle hovered in the air, “I talked to a few of Rook’s minions.
They say the attackers teleported in and out.”

Artemis frowned, “I don’t like it. From the reports, they’re all
mercenaries and we’ve hired every one of them at one time or another.
It’s a strange coincidence that they’d show up here as Rook arrives
especially with what leadership has been saying.”

Dixieclone held up his hand to his lips and said, “Don’t talk about
that.”

Artemis flinched, “Sorry, sir, but my point is that it feels like
internal warfare. No one else would know.”

I made a mental note that whoever Artemis was, she didn’t believe she
was the goddess. If she had, she wouldn’t be quite so deferential.

Dixieclone nodded and then sighed, “That’s not a good sign. The moment’s
too crucial to handle everything we need to and that too.”

Artemis looked from side to side as if to check who was in earshot,
saying, “That’s my worry.”

Dixieclone raised his voice, “If I hear that anyone unauthorized to
share what Artemis said spreads her suspicion, I will personally execute
that person.”

The soldiers continued helping henchrooks out of the ships, but no one
said more than a few words.

Knowing that the bots’ transmissions were being recorded, I turned my
attention back to the jet I was sitting in. “Hey, everybody, they might
genuinely believe that other people in the Nine hired us—or at least the
people we were pretending to be. I would have been happy if they assumed
we were who we appeared to be, but this is better.”

“Much better,” Rachel said, “I’ve been listening in too. They might not
have time to target us if they start fighting each other. I know you
were thinking of waiting here and using the Mystic to listen in and find
Magnus. I’d say that we should get home and get rid of that stuff as
soon as we can.”

While I’d have assumed that everyone could guess what she meant by “that
stuff,” she didn’t, gesturing to the heavy-duty trash bags of Artificer
gear in the back of the jet. The bags sat next to the door to the
bathroom but didn’t block it because you don’t block the bathroom.

“Yeah,” I said, checking the jet’s radar and other sensors to reassure
myself that no one was following us or showing interest. It was pure
paranoia given our cloaking system, but what you considered the world’s
collection of random, weird superpowers, paranoia made sense.

For all I knew, someone out there in the world could unerringly detect
soup, and we did have food supplies, including soup, on the jet. If that
person worked for the Nine, we were screwed.

My stomach rumbled and it struck me that it had been a bit since I’d
last eaten. I’d been to Mars. We still had some food bars from when we’d
flown to Hideaway. They were probably still good, but if they had a
“best by” date, my implant could translate the alien script.

The jet’s sensors didn’t show anything flying toward us. I asked, “Hal,
do you see any reason to believe we’ll be discovered if we turn on the
main drive soon? I can’t think of anything that would detect us. Am I
missing something?”

Hal’s reply appeared in my implant as well as the screen on the
dashboard.

[There’s no reason except for the amount of Artificer and
Abominator technology retrieved by Rook’s crews. That technology has not
been fully cataloged and can’t be adequately accounted for in my
calculations.]

“Okay,” I said, “then I guess I’m going to head home. I know we were
thinking about having Blue bring the Mystic here, but I’m not going to
feel good until we get all of the Artificer tech into the storage
rooms.”

Jaclyn laughed, “I’m not going to argue. I agree. I wish we didn’t even
have it on the planet.”

“Me either,” Marcus said, glancing back at the garbage bags.

From the weapons console next to me, Cassie said, “Let’s go.”

“Go,” Rachel added.

“Great,” I said. “Would anybody be willing to grab one of the food bars
for me? One of the purple ones, maybe? If there aren’t any left, I’ll
take red.”

Marcus blinked, “How long has it been since we ate?”

“Too long,” Jaclyn stood up and walked to the back, passing the garbage
bags, sniffing, shaking her head, and opening up a storage locker on the
wall. Grabbing a selection, she walked back to the front and handed them
out to everyone.

Rachel stared at the food bar before tearing off the wrapper, “I think
these things were the only solid food I had when I was with the Ghosts.
They don’t eat. They absorb… It doesn’t matter.”

She started eating and so did the rest of us.

After a moment, Jaclyn stopped eating to ask, “Is it me or does it smell
like lavender in here?”

“Is that what that is?” I asked, readying the jet’s main engine. “I
didn’t notice it until we got back. You’re not thinking it’s from the
Artificer stuff, are you?”

Cassie stopped eating and her eyes narrowed as she looked at me, “I
bought scented garbage bags for the jet. They smell like lavender.
What’s wrong with lavender?”

“Nothing,” I said, “I didn’t know they were scented garbage bags.”

Giving the engine power, I took the jet higher, aiming for home and
higher altitudes where we wouldn’t have to dodge passenger jets. It
wasn’t as if I were going log a flight plan.

The jet responded perfectly, but something didn’t feel right. I couldn’t
say how, but my gut feeling was that the air felt thicker. I checked the
jet’s speed and we weren’t having any issue flying. We weren’t going
slowly, for sure. We’d passed Mach 2.

It had to be in my head.

I watched the jet’s stats as we climbed. It had no issues. Then I
thought of a possibility, “Ghost are you feeling anything?”

Rachel said, “No,” but she also gave the smallest shake of her head as
if I shouldn’t talk about it.

Then she started tapping on her left forearm, using the “keyboard” I’d
built into our suits. It was just a setting that made letters appear on
either sleeve and turned the spots touch-sensitive.

Her text appeared in my HUD.

“Someone’s trying to find us. It feels like an Artificer, but clumsy.
I’m hiding. If Kee taught you how, use it. Otherwise, try not to think
about anything unusual.”

It was very like what Lee had said when we felt the presence of another
Artificer at the site of an old battle during his race’s civil war.

As of that moment, I got it—Magnus. And since Kee had taught me a
technique for hiding from other Artificers, I started trying to use
it—though “use” might be an exaggeration. Most Artificer skills that I
could master amounted to pulling in power and adjusting my relationship
to my physical reality, either moving out of it or staying within and
extending myself into the nearby realities around me.

This was different. Instead of pulling power in, I was supposed to match
the ambient energy around me, not unlike the camouflage mode of our
suits. That meant sensing the relevant energy first of all and letting
it flow through you so that there was no distinguishing what was inside
you from the outside.

It made me think of the heat death of the universe, which Kee caught
from my thoughts, causing her to say, “Oh, you’re so young.”

It felt very like hearing the same from an aunt when you were four and
said something so naive that she found it cute. Given that Kee was old
enough to have seen more than one universe end, I couldn’t take offense
at the implied condescension.

Aloud, I said, “Cap, you’ll want to be ready to fly the jet. I’m not
going to be able to pay attention for a moment.”

Not waiting for an answer, I extended my senses, but passively. I felt
the energy of the reality around me and the others that existed only a
twist of the mind away. Rachel and I existed in more than one, but I
couldn’t sense her at all.

I could also sense another presence, this one sifting through the
energies around us systematically, trying one section in a blast of
energy and then the one next to it.

I then knew what Rachel meant by clumsy. It had a pile of power behind
it, but didn’t close the gaps. Oddly, it reminded me of mowing the lawn.

When you mow, you go over the edge of the line you last mowed. If you
don’t, you’ll have a line of grass growing between the mowed sections.
Also, to the degree that you can, you go across systematically so that
you only travel to one spot once and don’t have to detour over stuff
you’ve already mowed to get a spot you missed.

The search pattern that I assumed was made by Magnus using Lee’s device
was even worse than that. If I wanted to compare a device that could
destroy galaxies to a lawn mower, this felt like a riding lawn mower
only barely under the control of the five-year-old operator, trying to
stay on a straight line, but overcorrecting, traveling into the already
mowed territory, whipping back into a completely unmowed area, and
turning around to go back to more or less where they’d left off.

Weirdly, it reminded me of Ray after he’d gone through the power
impregnator. He had the power to copy other people’s powers, but he’d
never trained to efficiently use them. So when we fought, I had that
advantage—my only advantage.

In the moment it gave me hope. I’d beaten Ray. Maybe I could beat
Magnus.

Right then, however, the way to beat Magnus was to take a deep breath
and let the energy of reality around me flow through me the way it would
if I wasn’t there.

I concentrated on that flow, pretending I was part of it without drawing
power in, letting it pass through. I didn’t feel like I was becoming one
with the universe, but I wished I could.

What I did feel though, was a burning heat as Magnus sent a probe our
way. It passed without “touching,” but it felt close. I thought back to
my fight with something I suspected might be Magnus just before fighting
the mushroom zombie horde. I’d hurt him then–if that creature lurking in
the “in-between” space had been him.

I didn’t know whether I’d hurt his mind, soul, or an avatar, but that
burning heat might be able to hurt me.

Without opening my eyes, trying to keep myself within whatever state
this was, I pointed in a direction Magnus had already searched and said,
“Go that way.”

I kept my arm up for a while, hoping I was clear enough that Cassie
would get it even if I wasn’t talking clearly.

At the same time, I worried that Magnus would make a poorly controlled
sweep backward, putting us directly in his view.

We couldn’t blast away with the main engine without risking that
Dixieclone might notice the sound and realistically there was no “might”
about it. Izzy would. If he had the same powers as her grandfather, so
would he.

Trying to stay conscious of what was around me and hoping I wasn’t
mumbling nonsense words, I said, “Fly anywhere I point and quickly, but
not too quickly. Use our anti-gravity systems.”

Concentrating on the ambient energy around me, I couldn’t tell what was
going on outside my head, but I knew I wasn’t dead. That would have to
be enough.

Magnus’ line of energy appeared to be moving away from us for now. That
was good, but a thought struck me. I followed Magnus’ line back toward
its origin, a spot fuzzy with what I assumed must be power.

“Don’t follow my hand this time,” I said, pointing toward the direction
where the line began. “What’s over there?”

Through my implant, Jaclyn said, “The island.”

While she’d guessed right about how to get through to me, she’d also
knocked me out of my trance. I was still in the pilot’s seat, staring
out at the ocean in front of the jet. We weren’t in the middle of
battle, but we weren’t far from the island. I could see it on the jet’s
radar behind us.

Glancing over to my right, I could see Cassie piloting.

She noticed me, asking, “Is it over? Are we safe?”

“No,” I said and closed my eyes. “Keep on going, but follow my hand if I
start pointing.”

“That’s what I was doing,” she said.

I gave her a thumbs up and tried to concentrate on my breathing and on
feeling the energy of the infinite realities around me. As I got into
the right mindset again, I noticed that all the work I’d done to keep
the flow moving through me as if I weren’t even there had vanished.

As long as we were in this situation, I wouldn’t be able to let go for
even a few seconds. If Magnus had pointed his attention in our
direction, he’d have found me and still could.

Thinking back to the kind of guided meditation I’d done in martial arts
classes with Lee (which had a new resonance now), I imagined water
flowing through me. It was the same technique Kee had been teaching me
to use for hiding and I’d never realized.

I supposed I’d get to take it up with him if we managed to get him out
of whatever pocket universe the galaxy core device created.

It did leave me wondering if other lessons were hidden within his
training, but I had no time to speculate.

Magnus’ burning column of energy had changed direction again. It wasn’t
quite in our direction, but it wasn’t going in straight lines anymore.
With another nudge, it could hit us.

I couldn’t ignore the possibility that Magnus might feel we were here
even if he couldn’t say where.

I pointed right which kept us going away from the island, but out of the
way of the column’s current trajectory—unless he changed direction.

I felt the jet begin to turn, but as it began to pass out of the
column’s path, the beam changed direction again. It wasn’t close enough
to block us yet, but it was heading that way. I knew I didn’t want to go
through it.

I pointed a hard left, wondering if it would change again.

It did. The column began to move toward us. It wasn’t moving quickly,
but even if Magnus didn’t know exactly where we were, he sensed us
somehow. It had to be the Artificer artifacts, but wouldn’t it be ironic
if the galaxy core device had the power to sense lavender?

I was beginning to hate the smell.

“Hey,” Rachel’s voice carried into my mind.

I knew from the feeling of the connection that she was using the
in-between space the Ghosts and Artificers used to communicate with each
other over long distances. I used it while taking lessons with Kee, but
for me it was an immersive experience where I couldn’t do anything else.
She was using it as casually as Daniel and I used telepathy.

Of course, she’d spent a year in space. This might have been the only
way to communicate with anyone.

Deciding to ask her how later, I thought back, “I hope you have an idea
for how to get out of this.”

“I do. We work together. The Ghosts are more subtle. The Artificers have
more straight power to work with. You draw in power. I’ll manipulate
it.”

I’d been specifically told not to draw in energy in this situation, but
also, we didn’t have a lot of time. Instead of explaining myself, I
asked, “Are you sure?”

“Mostly,” she said. “Do you have a better idea?”

I didn’t.

I would have asked how we would connect, but Rachel leaned forward and
said, “I’m going to have to hold your hand.”

I disassembled the glove with a command and she leaned forward to take
my right hand.

In my head, she said, “This is how the Ghosts do interstellar flight—at
least when I’m involved. I don’t have enough power to manage it alone.
Could you start pulling in power?”

“How much? A lot?”

“Everything you can. I’ll tell you to slow down if I have to.”

I considered asking her if maybe I should start slow, but we didn’t have
time for any in-depth discussion of anything. If I’d learned anything
during my lessons with Kee, I’d learned to draw ambient energy from the
multiverse.

I wouldn’t be able to start at full. She’d have a little while before I
got up to maximum speed. Hopefully, it would be enough.

I stopped trying to hide,  extending myself into the realities around us
with minimal effort and began to pull in everything I could. From what
Kee told me, grown Artificers could pull in enough to live forever
without obvious food, fly across the universe, punch through from one
reality to another, and even extinguish or revitalize stars.

What I was doing wasn’t even a trickle by comparison–which is why she
felt comfortable with having me do daily exercises designed to increase
my capacity. In all honesty, even if I was continuing down a path that
meant power akin to deities, it wasn’t inspiring on any given day. I
couldn’t do much new from one day to the next. From what I understood,
the cool stuff would only start to happen with a thousand years of
practice.

All the same, by comparison to the first time I’d tried, it was a flood.
If Kee had seen, it might have been enough to earn me a toddler
appropriate, “Good job,” and maybe a pat on the head.

Rachel, though, said, “This is what I was talking about. Why couldn’t I
have inherited more of these genes? You can draw almost as much as a
Ghost—not the older ones, but the younger adults.”

Then I felt her begin to manipulate it. She wasn’t letting the flow of
energy move through us. With the power I pulled in, she changed the flow
of the landscape around us, hiding us in the turbulence of the
interactions between nearby realities.

I pointed a way around the column of Magnus’ attention, and it didn’t
move much. As we passed it, it made a hesitant twitch in our direction,
as if Magnus thought he saw something and then thought better.

I felt the jet gain speed and the main engine re-engaged, carrying us
toward the mainland.

I thought to Rachel, “How long do you think we should keep this up?”

“I don’t know. How about as long as you can still sense Magnus searching
for us?”

We’d begun to cross Florida, but I could still see the column of energy
in my mind. Magnus was making circles that grew ever wider out from the
island.

Even though it was more than one hundred miles away now, I could still
see it. He seemed to have realized we’d gotten away, but he had a lot of
power to work with and didn’t seem to see any reason to stop.

Over our connection, I said, “I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep it up
that long. I might be able to keep it up until we get home.”

In my mind’s eye, Rachel frowned, “Don’t do it so long you fall
unconscious, but do what you can.”

“I’m not sure I’ll be able to make it all the way home, but we’ll
probably make it there before his giant search beam does. If we put the
new artifacts in with the others, I’m hoping he won’t be able to sense
them within the base.”

As I said it, I checked behind us, sensing that the column was still
circling outward from the island, not even having reached Florida yet.
This was a good sign. Magnus didn’t seem to have any idea it was us or
he’d be pointing his attention at Grand Lake.

Knowing how quickly the jet could go, we might get home in less than 30
minutes, maybe even 10. I could hold out for that long, but it might be
a challenge. It also might be worth it in case Magnus changed the beam’s
direction without warning.

If I did make it, it would be the longest sustained use of my
Artificer-related skills that I’d ever managed. I told Rachel, “I’m
going to have to put a little less into it if I’m going to make it the
whole way.”

“Do what you have to,” she said. “It’s still more than I’d have to work
with.”

Adjusting to the idea that this was a marathon instead of a sprint, I
cut what I was doing by a quarter and felt better. I hadn’t felt bad,
but this felt like something I could continue forever, or at least for
the ride home.

“That was a dip,” Rachel said, “but it’s still good. If you could keep
this up, I think I could fly the two of us out of the solar system if
you could only shift out of phase.”

“Sounds great,” I said, “what happens after we’re out of the solar
system?”

“Without a more powerful Ghost, we either wait for help or freeze to
death. It’s not a good idea, but with a Ghost, we link up and jump to
the next planet. Maybe in one thousand years, you’ll be able to try it.”

After that, we didn’t talk much. It felt like running cross country.
Rachel kept me updated on where we were and I kept the power flowing,
using a touch to  follow the patterns of energy around us.

As we neared Grand Lake, I could no longer see a hint of Magnus’ search.
Grand Lake itself didn’t stand out to Artificer senses at all. Lee had
hidden himself perfectly, leaving no trace despite more than 50 years of
visiting the city. Not even his apartment and martial arts studio glowed
with a hint of his presence.

Kee had pointed that out to me herself, adding that, “Even though you
know him, you have to remember that he’s
not just an impulsive fighter. He’s been alive for billions of years and
so have I.”

My memory of Lee wasn’t the only thing in my mind as we neared Grand
Lake. Though the city showed no sign of Lee’s presence, I felt a wisp of
power. It was there for a moment and then gone. It didn’t feel like any
Artificer I knew.

It couldn’t be Magnus and Lee’s device either, I knew what that looked
like now.

Though I was tired, I didn’t think that I was deluding myself and
mistook a stray bit of my power for something in the distance.

I didn’t like it.

Part of the reason I didn’t like it was because I had a good idea of who
it might be. Even if I didn’t have direct evidence, I had some strong
hints. I think I could get almost anyone I knew to the answer just by
asking, “Of everyone in Grand Lake, who would be the worst person to
have a useful amount of Artificer or Ghost DNA?”

I’d have answered, “Jody” with barely a thought. As long as I’d known
him, he’d hated me and seemed to enjoy petty cruelty. Lately, he hadn’t
seemed so bad and even appeared to be taking founding the new version of
Justice Fist seriously, but a couple of small events during the big
fight with mushroom zombies made me almost certain he was working with
Magnus willingly.

During one of those events, he’d slipped out of my control and I wasn’t
sure how. It didn’t seem too weird on the face of it. We’d been fighting
and it wasn’t hard to miss a detail like that with a speedster.

If his abilities were related to Rachel’s though, phasing out would work
even if it were only partially phasing out. Beyond that, I’d only found
my Artificer-related abilities useful when Artificer/Abominator
artifacts were in play.

In the fight, I’d used them against Jody, making him the only human
other than Magnus that I could use my abilities against.

As of this moment, we had to promote the question, “What are we going to
do about Jody,” to the top of the list if we were going to collaborate
with Sean and Dayton.

The three of them had been friends since childhood and they wouldn’t
give up on him easily.

As I tried to think of how to bring up the subject, I felt the main
engine turn off and realized we were descending via anti-gravity. That
meant we were home.

Rachel let go of my hand, thinking, “We’re here,” at me.

I opened my eyes as Cassie flew the jet into Grand Lake and the base’s
underwater entrance. Moments later we were traveling through the tunnel
and into the base itself.

We sat there, waiting for the water to be pumped out of the airlock, not
saying much of anything. That was fine because I felt tired, the deep
tired from a long run, the kind of run where you wonder if you’ll be
able to walk afterward.

I closed my eyes again, feeling outward with Artificer senses, and
discovered nothing unexpected. I didn’t sense Magnus searching for us. I
did notice energy coming from the artifacts we’d grabbed, but not much.
I didn’t at all notice energy from the storage rooms Grandpa made for
Abominator devices.

It gave me reason to hope he’d gotten some help from Lee or was simply
as brilliant an inventor as I’d always imagined. Either way, I knew
where we’d be stashing the new stuff.

I let the vision go, feeling more tired than normal from something so
simple. I had a feeling that all I’d be doing after I got back was
eating some real food, sleeping until tomorrow, and hoping that nothing
world-ending happened while I was unconscious.

Despite what I might have assumed, given the additional hit of lethargy,
barely any time had passed. We were still waiting for the water to be
drained, though the level was now lower than the jet.

Resigned to waiting, I found that my implant had thrown up a
notification in my brain. A message had come through the ansible near
the Xiniti base. It was from Kals.

A little surprised that I hadn’t received it when the message came from
Xiniti High Command, I checked the timestamp, finding that it had only
arrived at the station’s ansible less than ten minutes ago and been sent
less than an hour ago.

Unless this was a “send in the event of my death” message, Kals was
alive. I opened it. Given that she was in the middle of leading a
revolution, a posthumous message was more likely than I’d like to think.

It wasn’t a posthumous message.

She sat behind a desk in a room that, even if my implant hadn’t been
calling out the various expensive bits, I would have recognized as
representing an unachievable level of wealth for most people in our
civilization or hers. If I were prone to purple prose, the words
sumptuous, gilded, and maybe even glorious might have appeared in my
description.

I lean toward simplicity, so here’s what you get: it was big.

When I say big, I mean as large as the main floor of my Grandpa’s
bungalow. Red curtains inlaid with gold on the edges separated the room
into sections. Pictures on the walls varied, some showing stern people
in uniforms or formal robes. Another series of pictures showed people in
different stages of undress. I didn’t need the implant’s help to figure
out they were meant to be erotic.

The bed behind her appeared large enough for at least three people.
Across the room from the bed was a pool large enough to swim laps.
Decorative, possibly living, plants surrounded it, including small
trees.

Kals grinned at the camera, dark hair hitting her shoulders. Still
dressed in her silver, Xiniti-made protective suit, she’d configured it
into a more comfortable mode—no helmet or hanging weapons.

Her first words were, “Ha! We won—not everything, but the first push.
The military says we’ll be fighting for years, but we took the Minott
subsector and its capital Seven Rings. Look out the window.”

I followed where she was pointing—an arched window wide enough to drive
a compact car through. Three rings glowed gold in the dark, star-filled
sky.

Kals turned the camera back to herself after a few seconds. “It’s
amazing. I’ve never been here before, but I’ve seen pictures all of my
life. I know you can only see three rings, but trust me, there are four
more.

“You can check your implant for why, but it’s significant in many
different ways. The most important for us is that it controls access to
a gate and practically this entire sector. There are a lot of Alliance
and Xiniti ships here to make sure it stays in our hands.

“Plus, as the movement’s figurehead, they’re placing me in the
governor’s mansion. This is his room. It’s nice, but I’m going to change
the sheets. Someone will know where new sheets are.”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure if I’ve slept since I last saw you. I
think it’s been a day, maybe two? I went straight to the invasion fleet
and into combat. Oh… You know how you were worried your killbots’ tech
would already be dated and gave me a software update? I didn’t get back
in time to pass it on, but you know what? The old version worked—very
well. We assassinated thousands of Ascendancy motivators at once on
hundreds of different worlds. I’m sure they’ll counter the first
version, but we’ve still got your update ready for phase two.”

Pausing, she gave a half-smile.

“Well, I should go. I miss all of you. Tell everyone I said hi. Katuk’s
great, but he’s here to keep me alive. And you know him, he doesn’t talk
just to talk. It would be nice to talk to someone about something other
than security arrangements and how to run a planetary economy and a war.
If any of you want to immigrate to the Ascendancy, let me know. We’re
remaking our whole civilization. It might be fun. Oh, and message me
back, okay?”

She winked and the message ended.

Fun. That wasn’t the first word I’d apply to a multi-year fight for the
future of your civilization, but as a way to keep your spirits up when
facing a struggle you knew you could only begin to imagine, it was worth
a shot.

I was glad they’d found my killbot tech useful even though I didn’t love
being partially responsible for political assassinations. The Human
Ascendancy deserved what they got, but the precedent would linger. If
Kal’s group were lucky enough to win and future generations celebrated
their success, assassination might be viewed as a legitimate technique
for people dissatisfied with their government.

As the picture faded from my mind, I resolved to check in with her and
also Katuk more often. You never knew what could happen next in a war or
after.

I knew from experience that unpleasant truth didn’t only apply to her
life. It was anyone’s guess how long they’d be cleaning up dead fungus
in Grand Lake. Not to mention that we hadn’t had Travis’ funeral yet.

Not long after that, the pumps removed the last water from the airlock
and we floated into the base’s hangar.

We exited the hatch to find Haley and Vaughn waiting for us.

Vaughn wasn’t in costume, wearing black jeans and a grey t-shirt with
“Hardwick Industries” on it. The T-shirt showed traces of muscles he
hadn’t had four years ago.

Marcus looked him up and down, “Wearing family swag today?”

Vaughn shook his head, his ponytail brushing across his back, “I got
roped into family stuff today. We did real work clearing away fungus
crud downtown, but it was still a photo op. ‘Look, the Hardwick family
gives a crap about the city,’ see? I mean, I do care, but this was all
about being seen to care. A bunch of my cousins got roped in, even
Lucas’ family—which feels a little weird since his dad’s in jail for
being involved with the Nine.”

Jaclyn let out a breath, “You’d think that would give them an out.”

Nodding, Vaughn said, “With how involved the Nine was in making it
happen, yeah. I don’t think that detail has made it to the press yet.
Well, unless I’m forgetting something. We’ve done so much stuff in the
last couple of days that we could have made a general announcement and
it would have blurred into everything else. We didn’t, right?”

I looked around the group, “Not unless the board did and I doubt they
would.”

Haley frowned, “I’ll check with Kayla. What all did you do?”

Marcus took a breath and said, “You remember Victor from Nick’s Higher
Ground internship? I either killed him or an alternate-universe version
of him this morning and then we met the real him this afternoon. Well, I
might have met both the real him and an alternate universe version
because, depending on how time travel works, they might not have split
yet.”

Haley looked from him to the rest of us, “That made no sense at all. If
it’s a long story, maybe we should use the table in the main room.”

Shaking her head Jaclyn said, “I think we’re in the opposite situation.
We think we know where Magnus might be and we should go back there as
soon as we can in case it changes.”

“I did leave bots there,” I said, checking back on them. They all still
worked. The wounded henchmen had been removed from the damaged
spaceships and workers were pulling out seats, cable, and even
components of the control panel system from inside—which was
interesting. Bearing in mind that Jaclyn had ruined the hulls, I’d have
expected the Nine to throw the remains into the ocean.

They didn’t strike me as environmentalists, but I supposed they might be
looking to see if we’d missed anything during the heist. Also, they
might have some kind of forensic team equivalent.

“Plus,” Cassie laughed, “we might have started a civil war inside the
Nine.”

“We should unload the Artificer and Abominator stuff before we do
anything else,” Rachel said, looking back at the jet. “Our best chance
for keeping it hidden is inside the storage rooms. If all of that
weaving around when we left is any indication, Magnus can sense
Artificer tech inside the jet.”

Haley looked around the group, “I think we need to go over this in a
meeting, maybe with remote team members listening in.”

“But no one who might let Jody listen in,” I said. “I’m about 99% sure
he’s part Ghost, Artificer, or both in addition to working with Magnus.”

Sighing, Haley said, “Let’s unload first and you can tell me what
happened as you do it. Maybe I can summarize it for everybody or at
least skip to the important parts when we talk.”

It didn’t take long to unload the Artificer relics and explain what
happened, maybe half an hour. It hadn’t taken that long to steal them,
but we had to move Abominator gear around to find space for them.

By the time we were done, we’d gone through the whole story with Haley
and relocated to my lab. It felt less official than sitting in front of
the giant screen at the original League’s table, but cozier—at least for
me. I sat on a stool next to the counter on the wall where we’d placed
the computer where I did most of my work. Haley and Marcus sat with me
at the counter and Rachel, Cassie, Vaughn, and Jaclyn sat at the nearest
table where they tried not to knock on one of my bot assembly machines.
I’d already set it to make more.

Jaclyn asked, “Is anything happening on the island?”

I checked and as the last half hour of footage flashed through my mind,
I said, “No. I think I should try to get the bots into the big building
and try to find Magnus. From the way he searched, he almost had to be
there. It might be worth seeing what I can find out about defenses
though. I feel like we might have to send in everyone we can. If this is
the Nine’s secret HQ, we’ll need the League plus more. I’m willing to
take a chance that the Midwest Defenders aren’t controlled. Maybe there
are more options… The Probationers, maybe? And Prime wanted to be in on
the end. We pretty much promised him he could.”

Vaughn let out a sigh, “If we’re going to bring Sean and Dayton in on
that, we’ll have to handle Jody first. I know he’s an asshole, but they
like him. I think they suspected him themselves even before you told
them. It might be easier than you think.”

Remembering my run-ins with the three of them, I said, “Or we could
leave them alone?”

Vaughn laughed. Rachel said, “You know better. They’ll get involved
somehow.”





Jody


        Vaughn grinned, “They’re already involved. They were reporting to
Daniel’s dad about Futuremen Capital. They thought Magnus was involved.”

“I remember,” I said. “Sydney wanted buzzers for them. I genuinely don’t
remember if I provided them at this moment. I know I provided people in
the community with designs.”

I hoped none of them got to the Nine, but chances were good that they
might have. Plus, during the mushroom zombie fight, I learned that you
could overwhelm them if you had enough people with voice
powers.

I needed to see where I could improve the design. Maybe I could call
Julie to help test. My sonics might give her an equivalent volume boost.
Whether they’d convey the subtleties of her power was another question.

Reminding myself of the current conversation, I decided to listen and
forget the need to fix it.

Vaughn was talking. I didn’t think I’d missed too much of what he’d
said.

“—I’ll talk to Dayton first. He’s generally reasonable and it’s not like
we didn’t tell them. Amy told them her suspicion right after she
absorbed part of Jody’s soul, right?”

Rachel looked around the group, “I need to hear what happened while I
was gone in more detail than I got it.”

“That would take a long time,” I said, “but Jody tried to attack Alex
when he used his powers to tell the fungus zombies’ central brain to
die. One of the previous Bloodmaidens was in control of Amy’s body and
she drained Jody. When Amy returned, she said that she’d sensed that
Jody wasn’t controlled by anything. He attacked Alex on his own. She
wasn’t sure though, since she didn’t absorb the energy directly.”

Rachel’s eyes widened, “That doesn’t leave me with fewer questions. I’m
going to talk to Amy and find out what she does remember and if she can
ask the other Bloodmaiden. Did Daniel scan him?”

I shook my head, “Not deeply. He did a surface scan, but after being
drained Jody’s thoughts were fragmented and not in a way that
conveniently explained everything. In a perfect world, we might have
insisted on keeping him for observation, but Daniel was tired like
everyone else. I don’t know what we’re hoping to do with Jody, but
you’re right, we should have Daniel probe his mind. If he’s working for
the Nine, though, there’s no chance he’ll be cooperative and plenty of
reason to think that he might have a block like ours.”

Vaughn let out a low whistle, “Yeah. That’s not the kind of thing you
want to see from a speedster. You punched the mayor when he went into
your head. Jody could throw a grenade or a bigger bomb and run out of
range before it exploded.”

“Worse,” I said, “he might have something Rook designed with the Heroes’
League in mind—something that would allow him to locate our base for
example. From what I understand, they’d have a hard time messing with
the Stapledon Project’s work in Jody’s head, but they might be able to
put in an additional command with Dominator voice stuff. We’d probably
have to bring in Julie to know for sure.”

Vaughn leaned back in his chair. When he leaned forward, he said, “Okay.
This is more complicated than I thought. We’re going to have to try to
find out whether he’s really a traitor, but also be ready for all hell
to break loose the moment we begin and we don’t want to do it here in
case his costume’s full of Abominator tech Rook salvaged from the Moon
before he started his Mars project.”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t even think about what Rook got out
of the moon. I thought you were summarizing and then you dropped that
in… This is worse than I thought.”

Leaning back to smack Jaclyn shoulder, Cassie said, “People assume
Vaughn’s dumb because he’s a people person, but he’s not that dumb.”

She smirked at Vaughn and he shook his head.

“He’s smarter than I am,” Cassie added, “but if you want my suggestion,
we work it out so that when we scan Jody’s brain, we do it on neutral
territory, maybe even outside. We don’t want to risk our base, but if we
go to theirs, you never know what the Nine planted inside. I want to use
our downtown office, but they know it’s full of explosives from when we
fought the Cabal.”

Rachel raised her hand, “All good points. We need to start. While
Vaughn’s talking to Dayton, why don’t we come up with a few ideas for
where to scan Jody? Maybe Dayton even has a suggestion. Nick can move
the bots into better positions as we discuss. We don’t want to lose
track of whatever Magnus is doing.”

I nodded, “I’ll move the bots. I think I’m also going to look into
improving the buzzers.”

Haley nodded, “I’ll talk to Kayla, update everyone on what you’ve done,
and check with Daniel, Julie, and Amy.”

Rachel looked over the group, “Does anyone else feel like we’re missing
something?”

“Lots,” Marcus said, “but I’ve got a bad feeling that we won’t know what
until we try it.”

With that, the meeting was over, or at least my part.

Vaughn left to call Dayton, and everyone else left to discuss how and
where to probe Jody’s loyalties best. I could have gone along, and I
wanted to, but no one else could improve the buzzers.

Chris might have, but he was out in a version of the Rocket suit helping
with the fungus cleanup downtown. He’d served as my double enough that
some people might think something was off when they met me in the
suit.

Today though, it made it harder to figure out where the Rocket was while
simultaneously making people feel like the Heroes’ League was actively
involved in the cleanup. He wasn’t the only one of us out there, but it
was good to keep the suit visible. Along with Daniel, it kept the
original League in people’s minds even when we were elsewhere in the
solar system.

Diving into the code associated with the current version of buzzers, I
understood how to solve the problem—sort of. Without changing the
hardware, I wouldn’t be able to solve it for people outside our group,
but everyone on (or associated with) our team wore my suit technology,
configurable armor with nanotech components.

If my suits were available, I’d be able to add components with software.
Without a suit, they’d need to add additional sound-deadening elements
to their armor—not a trivial task. Hopefully, the Nine didn’t know or
have enough Dominators to blow past my buzzers.

I didn’t think Arete had time to notify the Nine of that particular
weakness, but I couldn’t know for sure. He’d controlled the entire city
before the end. He’d have had the ability to assign someone to send an
email at least.

How long I spent working on it, I couldn’t say exactly, but my implant
could. It informed me that it had been an hour and 23 minutes since
everyone else left the lab. I ignored the number of seconds.

In any case, I was ready to test. Using my implant, I connected to my
comm and called Julie.

She answered the comm with, “Are you calling me from the lab? I’m here
with everyone else.”

I looked out of my doorway and she was. Sitting at the big table in the
main room, she gave me a wave.

I waved back, “Sorry. I was focused on my work. I’ve got something to
test if you can leave the conversation.”

“The new buzzer? Sure,” she said and got up from the table, dropping the
call and walking across the room to the lab.

It still felt weird to have her here. In high school, she’d been part of
a clique of girls that I never spoke to and she’d made fun of the fact
that Haley and I were dating on social media. Add to that being part of
Justice Fist, forcing Haley and me to leave
a coffeeshop with her voice, and her high school crush on Travis gave me
reasons to stay away from her.

She was literally part of why I’d invented the buzzer.

After starting Stapledon, she’d drifted into the Heroes’ League. I
couldn’t put a finger on when she’d fully become part of the group, but
she wasn’t that bad.

It might be faint praise, but at least we were at a point where I didn’t
see any reason she’d do what an alternate history version of her had
done—enslave people with her voice and sell them to the True.

Like everyone else when we were in HQ, she’d absorbed her mask into the
(pink and white) costume, showing her light skin and blond hair. Her
smile reminded me of the mean girl that she’d been, but not because she
was sneering at me. It was just my memories and she probably deserved a
pass. The Cabal killed her mother and she’d grown up wondering when
they’d come for her.

As she stepped into the lab, she paused, eyeing the partially assembled
Rocket suits, boxes of nanotech cubes, and the machines manufacturing
bots. Then she walked toward me, asking, “Have you heard anything from
Kals?”

“Yes,” I said, “the Alliance and the rebel groups have taken a subsector
capital and she’s kind of the governor now. At least that’s the
impression I got.”

Eyes wide, she said, “She’s our age, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” I said, “but her mom was a high profile Ascendancy motivator who
became a high profile resistance leader until her death. Kals seems to
want to see it to the end.”

Blinking, she said, “I didn’t know her mom died. Did the Ascendancy kill
her?”

I nodded, “Her mom sacrificed herself to give everyone else a chance to
survive.”

Looking away from me, Julie stared off to my right at nothing, before
saying, “I knew she was a resistance leader, but I didn’t know why. I’m
glad she’s alive. She seemed nervous about going back when she was
teaching me.”

Thinking back to fighting Ascendancy soldiers and starships, I said, “I
get it. The Ascendancy is merciless and their soldiers are
mind-controlled. Plus, people see her as a leader and they’re willing to
die for her. That’s a weight.”

“I can’t imagine it.” She paused, but then said, “I know that’s not why
you called for me. You wanted me to test out a buzzer.”

“Right,” I said, “but it’s a little more complicated. I upgraded the
buzzer system to withstand a bunch of motivators at once, but to test it
we only have one motivator—you. So, I modified one of my sonic weapons
to amplify your voice. Normally, motivators’ vocal tones are too
complicated to reproduce effectively, but I think I can get you to a
comparable volume and measure the effect.”

Opening her mouth, she said, “Oh. Can I keep it afterward?”

“Wow,” I said, considering it, “I hadn’t been trying to enhance your
abilities, but that is obvious now that you mention it. It should be
able to interface with your suit, but I think I’d change the design to
fit your needs specifically… Let’s start by making sure it reproduces
your power and then after that, I’ll see if I can’t come up with
something better.

“Provided it works, you can attach the spare sonic to your costume.”

I handed her the sonic unit. It was loosely cylindrical except that the
back end was rounded and the front flat. She held it under her right
forearm and it attached.

For the record, a gold cylinder hanging under the forearm of someone
wearing a pink and white costume does not look good.

From the way her lips twisted, I could see Julie agreed. While I could
argue that pink might not be the best color for a superhero costume and
that no one had to stick with a color they’d chosen in high school, I
said, “If you look in your HUD, you can change the color the same way
you change it for every other part.”

The unit turned pink with black accents.

She must have caught my expression because she laughed. “Well, it
matches. Sometimes I wonder if I should have gone with pink, but I still
like it.”

“If you like it, that’s good enough,” I said. “I’m choosing to go with
my grandfather’s identity. Daniel isn’t. It’s all okay. Here’s something
you should know though. I don’t want this to get over to the Dominators
if it works. So, I’m giving you a self-destruct function you can use if
you’re captured.”

She glanced over to look at the device, but hearing that, she looked at
me, “You can destroy it too, right? Because if I’m captured, I might not
be conscious.”

“Yeah,” I said, “always. There’s a lot of stuff in our current costumes
that I don’t want getting out there.”

I waved for her to follow me to the back of the lab, leading her around
the tables covered with random parts and bot factories to stand in front
of a black cube roughly seven feet tall.

Pointing a finger at the cube, I said, “There’s a League suit inside.
Don’t worry about that for now. The cube is the important thing. It’s
designed to test my sonic tech. Point the sonic weapon at it and run
through the command tones you know at a normal volume. Oh, and put up
your mask. Then reabsorb it and do the same thing with just your voice.”

She took a breath and the mask formed over her face. Then she pointed
her arm at the cube. It took about as long as it might take to say the
alphabet. I didn’t hear all of it, but my buzzer ran the entire time.

Then, as requested, she repeated it with the mask down and no sonics.

Using my implant, I compared the waveforms of the two tests. While they
weren’t identical, it was the standard imperfection of being a human
being repeating themselves. The sonics reproduced the command tones as
she said them. I knew that what I should be doing was having her
reproduce the sounds a few hundred more times and try both her voice and
her voice mediated through my sonics to find out where the range of
effective frequencies ended, but fortunately, I didn’t have to.

The Xiniti had long ago collected the necessary data on unassisted
motivator command tones, and I had collected a bit myself since the new
suits went into action.

Comparing her tones with the examples available in my implant and the
team’s collected Dominator attack experiences showed that they were
within normal margins.

“I think we’re good,” I told her. “Now, if you could place the end of
the sonic weapon into the indentation here, we can test how much gets
through the new version of the buzzer.”

She stepped up to the cube, found the indentation near the corner, and
said, “Here?”

“Exactly. We’ll try it at a few different levels. I’ll tell you what
they are as you go. We’ll start at volume two,” I said.

She did as I asked her, raising the levels when I asked. The numbers
were good. The sensors inside the suit
never detected a command clear enough to follow.”

“And that’s it,” I said. “It looks like we’ll be okay even at the sonics
maximum volume—which is about the volume of 1000 motivators. While there
may be that many out there, it doesn’t seem likely that they’ll be able
to get together and focus on us. Well, unless they get sonic devices
too.”

I thought about it for a moment, “You know what? I’m going to make your
version right now. It’ll be the standard, but I think I can hide it in
your suit so it’s not obvious.”

She blinked, “Really? I’d love that. Working with Kals showed me how
much worse I am than she is. I know the Dominators are worse than she
is, but they’re trained by people who know what they’re doing.”

“But you got trained by her,” I said.

“For part of a week,” she said, her lips twisting, “I know that’s better
than nothing, but I could have used a year or more. With your sonics, I
have more power even if don’t have more skill.”

She looked away from me toward the ground for a moment. When she met my
eyes again, she said, “I know this might be impossible, but Kals has an
implant. She’s been continuing to work on her skills using information
from it. You and everyone who went to space have implants too. How do I
get one?”

She looked up at me, lips pursed, waiting for an answer.

“Wow,” I said, “you don’t ask for much, do you? We got ours from the
Xiniti. They’re not even in the solar system right now.”

She laughed, “You sound like my dad. He says that if you give me an
inch, I take a mile. Are you saying it’s impossible?”

“No,” I said, “but it’s complicated. I’m going to look into it.”

I could have said no, or maybe I should have, but I’d been thinking the
same thing. Having an implant helped me interface with my suit, and it
would give everyone more options if they had one.

More to the point, it was possible. My grandfather had acquired a device
for making Abominator implants for humans. It was in our storage room.
I’d seen it again when we put away the new artifacts.

Yoselin had one. Her father had turned off its ability to force the user
to obey Abominator directives. The Xiniti had figured out the same
thing. Their implants repurposed an Abominator design. If I connected to
the Abominator device, I could write over its programming and force it
to create Xiniti-friendly implants, but complete with any information
the Abominators stored—which would likely include training for people
with “motivator” skills. That was how they’d controlled their human
slaves.

I hoped I wouldn’t regret it.

“We have a way to make implants. I have to make sure they’re safe and
assuming I can do that, I’ll make them available to everyone.

“Oh,” Julie said. “Is it one of the machines from the island?”

I shook my head, “Nope. It’s older than that, but similar in origin. I’m
only going to pass them on if they’re safe.”

She’d stopped smiling, “I get it now. Do you have any other tests you
want to run?”

“No. I might need something later, but for now, I think you can go back
to the group or whatever you want to do. I’ve just got to look things
over and then send out an update to everyone’s suits. That and work on
your sonic unit.”

She met my eyes, “Thank you for the sonic unit and looking into
implants. I genuinely don’t think about all that you do. It’s a lot. Let
me know if you need to run another test.”

I told her I would and she left.

After that, I checked in on the island bots. They’d made it to the big
white building and none of them had been spotted. I’d set them into
“sneak mode” because I didn’t have time to pay attention to what they
were doing.

Their programming told them to find spaces where regular conversations
were happening, listen in, and then follow up on leads that developed.
I’d passed off decision-making control over to Hal. He’d likely do
better than I would. I knew he’d also notify me if anything interesting
happened, but it was good to check on my own now and then.

That considered, I rearranged Julie’s sonic unit to disappear from her
arm and inconspicuously relocate to her torso. I also made the settings
that worked best with her voice the defaults. I didn’t remove any
options. With experimentation, she might discover things I might not
think of. For example, what would she do with narrowcasting sound?

With that finished, I arranged the sound protection update and tested it
on hundreds of simulated suits and a couple of real ones. Satisfied that
it wouldn’t brick everyone’s costumes, I added a note that the new
update required additional material—so have your extra cubes close.

Then I pushed out the update, including Julie’s update with as part of
the larger one,  but with a flag that only triggered it on her suit.

A surprising number of suits started updating immediately and none
reported errors, among them Travis’—which felt weird—but also Brooke’s,
Alex’s, and Jenny’s, all of them in California and atypical for Alex. He
tended to put it off forever. Jenny and Brooke didn’t, though.

Everyone on our team updated too. Well, it would be a lousy time to be
vulnerable to voice powers.

As I watched the updates progress, noting when a new suit started the
process, Vaughn stepped into the lab. “Holy updates, Batman… This is a
biggie.”

He was still in jeans and a Hardwick Industries t-shirt, though. It
wasn’t like he was wearing the suit. If he had been, it might have been
uncomfortable.

“It is kind of big, yeah.”

Vaughn chuckled, “The sonic unit on Julie’s arm got absorbed straight
into her suit and disappeared. I think she’s okay with it, but the rest
of us were surprised. She’d just told us what she could use it for.
Anyway, that’s not what I was here to talk about. We’ve got a plan. I’ve
been talking with Dayton and he thinks we can swing a meeting with a few
of us—I’m thinking Daniel and Julie, for sure.”

“Right,” I said, “they’re not using my suits. So Julie’s amplified power
should blow right through their buzzer.”

Blinking, Vaughn said, “Uh… I thought Julie would be good because she
and Jody got along back in the day. You’re right though, she’s a good
backup in case Jody’s so totally out there that we can’t reach him.”

I felt myself frown, raising an eyebrow as I said, “Is reaching Jody on
the table? From what I remember he willingly went after Alex with a
knife that would have been lethal except that Alex could heal himself.”

Vaughn raised his hands in the air, “Sean’s a lot of things, but one of
them is loyal. He’s more than halfway convinced that Jody’s working for
Magnus, but he wants to give the guy every chance to admit it and get
right with the group. I know it sounds crazy, but they all grew up
together, all hid from the Cabal, all went through sports, Justice Fist,
and Stapledon…”

Nodding along, I had to admit that he was right—Vaughn, that is. Sean
was being unrealistically optimistic. Vaughn was dead-on in terms of
understanding Sean and his group. I’d probably learn a lot more about
people if I listened to him. That’s not what I asked about though, I
asked, “Am I in this meeting?”

Vaughn shook his head, “We’re thinking Jody probably still hates you.
The plan is an inside team that Jody doesn’t instantly hate and an
outside team that has a good chance of taking him out.”

I smiled, “Which puts me on the outside team. That works. I don’t think
my presence would make Jody think twice about betraying us to the Nine.
If anything, I’d expect the opposite.”

Laughing, Vaughn said, “I think we all agree on that.”

I thought about our other options, “What about Daniel?”

Vaughn snorted, “Well since Jody knows you’re friends from Stapledon,
it’s probably best that he’s outside too. He’s checked though. Their
base doesn’t have any protection from telepathy—not regularly.”

“Really?” I said, “That seems like a bad idea. I admit that we don’t
have them on in our downtown office, but that’s because it’s only for
show. I’ve got telepathy and teleportation blockers for the rare
meeting.”

Frowning Vaughn said, “I brought it up with Dayton. According to him,
they’re there, but they don’t stay on. They’ve had people in to look at
them, but they haven’t found a problem. They work for a while, but then
they don’t and no one on that team is a techie so they can’t fix it
themselves. They’re trying to figure out who to call next, but they’re
turning them off and on again every day for now. Dayton said he’d make
sure they’re off for the meeting.”

That didn’t seem right. “In combination with Jody being maybe a traitor
and what you just said, I’m wondering if they’re being sabotaged. I
don’t see Jody knowing enough to do that, but I could get help from the
Nine… Have they talked to Mindstryke? Weren’t they working with him to
watch Futuremen Capital or something?”

Vaughn leaned back against the wall, “The problem there is that the
Defenders can’t send anybody without possibly alerting the Nine. Dayton
said the Defenders were arranging how to secretly send a tech.”

“Huh,” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I suppose that could blow their
connection, especially with the Nine having an unknown amount of
influence everywhere. I’d be a good candidate to look at their problem
if they agreed on it.”

Tilting his head to the side as he grinned, he said, “I’ll pass it on.
You understand those things as well as anyone. They might go for it.”

“Unless Jody’s the saboteur,” I said. “Then probably not. Uh… When does
this all happen?”

“Good question,” Vaughn said, pushing away from the wall to stand
straight. “It might be tonight. It might be tomorrow morning. It depends
on when they have time.”

“Okay,” I said. “I don’t know what we’re doing an hour from now. I’m
still waiting for the bots to get into a good position on the island. If
I find out anything interesting there, we might be going back, but that
said, right now I’m thinking that we might have to call in all the
favors we have when we go in there. If Magnus is there and he’s got the
device, this might be the final confrontation with all of the Nine’s
forces. In that situation, we’ll need all the friends we can get. So I’m
hoping we have until tomorrow. That might be challenging to arrange.”

With a grin, Vaughn said, “Works for me. If you don’t think Magnus will
take over the world by tomorrow, I can try to schedule a morning
meeting.”

That made me think of all the stuff that Magnus would supposedly be able
to do even with his limited control of the device—empower people and
affect the minds of huge groups. That didn’t even mention physical
attack and defense. Sure, it wouldn’t be the full power of the device,
but it seemed likely to be more than the full power of the Rocket suit.

Some of that must have shown on my face because Vaughn said, “Are you
really thinking that he might conquer the world by tomorrow morning?”

I answered, “I can’t rule out the possibility that he’s already
conquered the world and no one’s bothered to report on it because they
haven’t noticed.”

“I love your optimism,” Vaughn said. “Does tomorrow work?”

“We might as well,” I said. “If it turns out that we’re not all doomed,
it’ll give me time to work out a couple of things before the meeting.”

Vaughn’s forehead furrowed, “Hey, are you okay? I know things are bad,
but you’re generally more optimistic.”

I shook my head, “I don’t know. I feel like I’ve been running from one
thing to another since I got up. I literally went to the Moon and Mars
and conducted a raid on the Nine’s home base. Kals is in the middle of a
revolution that might spill over here. Plus, the Xiniti gave us the
ability to blow up the planet if the Artificer tech gets out of control.
Plus, my mom killed someone to save my life. Plus, the mushroom zombies.
Plus Travis. Plus Major Justice and friends. Plus Magnus. Plus Lee is in
the device and I have to get him out. Plus, I’ve got an idea or two
involving using stuff from the storage rooms… It’s a lot.”

He let out a low whistle, “When you put it that way, I feel depressed…
Travis deserves more than we’ve been able to give him. I’ve seen his
body in the medical pod, but I still don’t feel like he’s gone. The rest
of it is chasing me, but hasn’t caught up yet.”

“I know,” I said. “We haven’t had a funeral for Travis and when have we
even had the chance? I suppose it’s his parents’ job, but I don’t know
when they’re going to do it either. Plus the rest. It all happened over
a few days and it’s still going. I don’t know when it will stop.”

Vaughn nodded, “If it stops too soon, it’ll be because we lost. If it
continues and we get the chance to breathe, We’ll get to work it out
after we win.”

“Was that a pep talk? After we win, we’ll have time to grieve?” I
grinned, “You may want to work on that.”

Vaughn laughed, “It’s not much incentive, is it? But you’ll have the
rest of it too. You and Haley seem solid. There’s your engineering firm.
How many people our age have that? Plus, your parents are alive. It
could have worked out worse.”

“It still could,” I said, looking out the door past him to the table
where Haley talked with a group of us. If we were going to survive, I
needed to ignore everything that wasn’t immediately relevant.

“On the bright side,” I added, “we are still living—most of us. I need
to concentrate on that. So tomorrow works. Let’s go for it.”

Vaughn’s mouth twisted, but he didn’t argue, “Alright. Do whatever
you’re going to do, but get a decent night’s sleep. You’ll feel better.”

I agreed with him and left it at that. He left a little bit later. I
went back to checking the bots. I wanted to try a few new variations on
bots. Plus, I probably had time to work on the implants.

I grabbed the keys to storage rooms from the safe in the lab and left to
grab the implant fabricator. I avoided touching the boxes full of recipe
cards and three-ring binders that Grandpa had left with secrets, plans,
and activation code words for weapons. If I needed it, I had material to
blackmail specific individuals, destroy superhero teams, and overthrow
the odd government.

I’d once told Chris that if I ever took those recipe cards or binders
out, I’d be planning to burn the world (metaphorically).

While none of them were on the level of what the Xiniti had handed me
(though a couple were Xiniti-related), they’d be earthshaking if I ever
chose to use them. We were closer to the point where I’d consider using
them than I wanted.

Keys in hand, I stopped at the door of storage room three and unlocked
it. Noting the shelves full of Abominator artifacts, some of which we’d
added today, along with the blue-green foam on the walls that supposedly
stopped emanations from the devices from being noticed, I looked for the
egg and found it.

Ignoring the one-person Abominator birthing chamber near it, I picked up
the egg. My implant officially named it as an “Abominator implant
constructor.”

The glowing, gray/blue box on one of the upper shelves continued to hum
as it always had, but as I picked up the egg, I noticed that it was
louder than I remembered and had been since I’d opened the door. In an
accent that wouldn’t have gotten a look anywhere in the American
Midwest, it said, “Danger. Artificer.”

I asked, “What? Could you explain that?”

It didn’t say anything. I wanted some clarification, “Are you saying
that there is an artificer so I’m in danger or are you calling me an
artificer and informing me that there is danger?”

It continued humming.

“Alright,” I said, “if you want to communicate, I’m going to need more
words to understand what you want.”

It still didn’t respond. I queried my implant to see if it could
identify it. The implant responded, “Unknown. Similar objects have been
found in Artificer technology caches.”

“That’s everything?” I thought at the implant.

It replied, “The rest are in storage. None have been opened. None have
attempted to communicate until now.”

I concentrated on calling up “Artificer vision” and remembered how hard
I’d concentrated on the flight back. Concentrating felt like trying to
sprint after running a marathon. It took longer than usual to get into
the right mental space, but I got there, seeing faint glows on devices
throughout the storage room, but not on the box.

I couldn’t see any hint that the box existed until I let go of my
concentration.

“Last chance,” I said, “I’m going to close the door now. If you want me
to understand what you were talking about, you’ll want to say something
before I shut the door.”

It didn’t say anything and after a minute or two, I shut the door behind
myself, locked it, and wondered what that was all about.

I considered asking Kee, but decided to wait until the soreness in my
head went away. Thinking logically about the situation, it was either
detecting me but wasn’t smart enough not to warn me against my presence,
or it was detecting something else that it thought I should be warned
about. The latter seemed most likely. Off the top of my head, it could
easily be detecting the Galaxy Core device. That seemed to be the most
obvious threat to an Artificer. The other possibility was that it
detected another Artificer or a threat to Artificers.

I decided that the last possibility was extremely unlikely on account of
how the world still existed. Plus, I didn’t feel any hint of that when I
looked at the box.

The upshot? Asking Kee could probably wait until tomorrow.

I walked back to the lab with the egg, noticing that while the egg
appeared to be light green in the storage room, it shimmered with
iridescent colors in the brighter light of HQ’s main room.

I wasn’t sure whether that was functional or represented the
Abominators’ decorative taste. My implant volunteered a massive infodump
on Abominator aesthetics and I did not take the offer up. There’s such a
thing as too much information.

Bringing the egg into the lab and placing it on the counter next to my
computer, I asked the implant for the next step in reprogramming it.

As if it had come from my mind, I knew that all I had to do was think
about doing it, and a small white ball the size of a marble would appear
in my mouth. If I spit it into my hand and touched the ball to the egg,
the ball would be absorbed inside and start the process.

Since there was no time like the present, I followed directions and
watched as the ball sank in, leaving no trace on the egg’s surface.

Waiting for a success message, failure, or an explosion, I took the time
to note that my implant could manufacture objects inside of me. I’d
already known that to a degree since it had volunteered to add
cybernetic components to my body. Still, this was the first time it had
used me as a factory—that I knew.

I had barely any time to consider that when updates from the implant
sounded in my mind.

First, “The infiltration unit has found the implant constructor’s
primary control system. It is integrating itself into the system and
preparing to take control.”

Then, “Integration successful. Infiltration of control systems has
begun.”

A few minutes went by and then half an hour. I had begun to wonder if I
shouldn’t consider plans for destroying the egg when my implant said,
“Infiltration successful. We have control. We will now replace the
standard Abominator implant functionality with that of implants for
local auxiliaries to Xiniti forces. We will keep the information
contained in the original system. Restricted information will be
available with your permission.”

This was expected. I knew I couldn’t make the rest of the League full
citizens, but local auxiliary would allow us to act as a unit.

I hoped there wouldn’t be any hidden gotchas that would make me regret
this later.

In less time than I expected (no more than twenty minutes), my implant
notified me, “Project complete. The implant constructor will now create
Xiniti implants.”

I thought back, “Including citizen implants? Not just local auxiliary?”

“There is no functional difference except in the information provided
and access permissions. Should an auxiliary become a citizen, the
changes will require downloads, not physical
replacement.”

I began to wonder how exactly I’d use the thing, but the implant placed
the information in my mind even before I finished the thought. It wasn’t
complicated. All I had to do was connect to the egg and command it to
produce a certain number of implants.

If I wanted to, I could set permission levels for different kinds of
information or simply take the defaults.

With that kind of control, I could even consider giving Sean and his
crew implants. It allowed me to effectively paralyze auxiliaries if they
attacked—which meant that if Jody took one, it would be much easier to
take him down. It also meant that any Xiniti citizen could paralyze most
of our team—though “most” assumed that citizens weren’t vulnerable.

We probably shouldn’t assume that. On the other hand, we weren’t likely
to go up against Xiniti for the foreseeable future. For now, we needed
to focus on surviving Magnus. After that, we could worry about the side
effects of implants.

I sent a notification to everyone in the League, notifying them about
the implants and explaining that it would make control of their suits
instantaneous. I also added that it would make identifying Abominator
relics easy which was good since Rook had visited the Moon long before
we caught up with him on Mars. Worse, he’d probably been looking for
them to judge from what he’d said when we’d fought him during my
internship.

The first reply I got was from Julie. It was, “Awesome! Thank you!”

Rightly or wrongly, I felt like if she’d written me that note, it would
have been decorated, possibly with unicorns or hearts.

Daniel, who’d arrived to talk with the team while I was working,
thought, I don’t sense the possibility of immediate disaster. From what
I sense in the future, the results are more likely positive than not.
The further out I go, the fuzzier it gets.

I thought back, That’s better than the alternative. What do you sense
would happen if we give one to Jody?

I felt Daniel concentrate and then heard his reply in my head. Don’t do
that.

Whoa, I thought back, that’s pretty direct.

Daniel’s agreement permeated our connection, The chance that goes
horribly wrong is high. Oh, by the way, we’ve got a plan and the whole
group is coming.

Haley stepped through the door first followed by Daniel. She glanced
over at the egg and then at me. “I know you’re brilliant at what you do,
but Abominator technology?”

“I know,” I said, noticing that Izzy, Rachel, Marcus, Cassie, Vaughn,
and Jaclyn had all stepped into the room and more people were coming
behind them.

Addressing the crowd, I said, “It’s all originally Abominator
technology, but the Xiniti figured out a way to rewrite it so that it’s
under the user’s control not the Abominators’.”

Haley looked behind her out of the corner of her eye, “I know. I think
we should do it. Daniel said that our chances are overall better and we
need every chance we can get.”

Her voice louder than anyone else’s, Cassie added, “And you all need to
recognize Abominator tech. It shouldn’t be just me.”

Jaclyn and I met each other’s eyes, both of us fighting the urge to
point out that technically she wasn’t the only one and that Marcus,
Jaclyn, and I could as well. We didn’t though, because we knew that
Cassie could do a lot more with Abominator tech than we could.

I turned to Haley, “Do you know if anyone’s saying no?”

Giving Cassie a look, Haley said, “Kayla wants to hold off for now.
She’s right that she’s in here most of the time, but she does go into
the field and sometimes people make it into HQ. She doesn’t have any
powers. She needs every advantage she can get.”

Holding up a hand, Cassie said, “I’ll talk to Kayla. She gets nervous
about new things, but she gets over it. It’ll work out. It’s a little
like when our basketball coach decided she wanted to do defense
differently.”

Jaclyn blinked and stared at her, “How is inserting alien communication
technology into your head like changing a basketball defense?”

Letting out a breath, Cassie said, “I’m not going to argue, but it is.”

“It’ll work out,” Vaughn said, squeezing past Cassie to stand at the
edge of the group. “I’m looking forward to hearing all the conversations
the implant people have without me now.”

Marcus laughed, “Implant people?”

“You know what I mean,” Vaughn turned away from him to meet my eyes.
“About Jody? It’s the plan I told you about. We’ll be meeting with them
tomorrow at 9 am.”

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll be ready then.”

The next hour was dominated by inserting implants into people. It wasn’t
much work, but the egg didn’t spit out implants instantly. It made one
at a time and each had to be physically manufactured, loaded with
software, and tested.

While I could describe the process in a sentence, each word encompassed
thousands of actions, all of them culminating in a device that hooked
into the body as, for all practical purposes, a secondary brain—a
support brain, maybe?

In short, it wasn’t casual even though any observer could be forgiven
for thinking we were waiting for a gumball from an oddly shaped machine.

For each member except for Jaclyn, Marcus, and Cassie, I picked the ball
out of the tray, handed it to them, and told them, “Hold it next to the
skin under your chin.”

Vaughn held the little silver ball in his hand, “What if I swallow it?”

Thinking about how the insertion process worked, I said, “It could still
work, but I wouldn’t. The nearer to the brain, the better. If it gets
too far down, it will have to travel back to the head. Plus, there’s a
small chance it might not activate in the digestive system and go… uh…
all the way.”

Raising an eyebrow, Vaughn said, “Great,” and held the ball on the
inside of his chin. It passed through, leaving no trace of its passage,
either as a spot of blood or a visible lump.

I’d already told everyone that implants would take time to integrate
into their bodies, so Vaughn only said, “That was easy,” and got out of
the way.

Haley didn’t ask any questions until after the implant passed through
her skin, “Does it ever go wrong?”

“In humans,” I said, “so seldom that it’s practically non-existent.
There are more issues in aliens, depending on the type.”

Her mouth quirked, “Good. Well, unless you’re the wrong kind of alien.”

“Yeah,” I thought back to Hideaway, “they’re particularly problematic
for plants, I guess. I told you about Crawls-Through-Desert? I don’t
think he had an implant.”

“Right,” Haley laughed, “the secret agent in a floating flower pot? I
want to meet him someday.”

“You never know,” I said. “There are places where he’d blend in. There’s
no reason to send him here, though.”

She shook her head, “I hope not.”

Haley stuck around for most of the insertions, but near the end left
with Sydney, Camille, and Julie. They still had more details to hash out
about tomorrow’s meeting.

Kayla came through as the second to last person with Cassie giving her a
smile from a chair next to one of the tables.

“I’m just going to get it over with,” she said, the slump of her
shoulders making it obvious that she still didn’t love the idea.

When I handed her the implant, she didn’t hesitate even if she did grit
her teeth, holding it under her chin where it disappeared. As she
realized that it had left her hand, she blinked, saying “That was easy,
but I don’t feel anything.”

I shrugged, “It’ll be a few hours before it fully hooks into
everything.”

Her brow furrowed at that and she glanced down at her empty hand. “I
still don’t like the idea of it hooking into anything. I’m only doing
this because Haley’s right. I need every advantage I can get.”

Cassie stood up from her chair and put her hand on Kayla’s shoulder, “It
will be fine. We’ve had implants for years now and we’re all okay.
They’ve been useful constantly.”

Shaking her head, Kayla said, “I know. It’s just… The Thing that Eats
wanted to take over our bodies. The Dominators want to control our
minds. The mushroom zombies wanted both and now I’m putting weird, alien
technology inside myself. I don’t know, you know?”

She left with Cassie, but by the time they’d left the lab, Cassie had
said something that made Kayla laugh.

Amy was last. She slipped in the door after they left. She was in her
normal body—a few inches shorter than I was, with a pale face, and red
hair that almost reached her shoulders. Since the battle with the
mushroom zombies ended, she’d been wearing leggings and sweatshirts and
today wasn’t an exception.

Sitting on a stool next to the counter where the egg had been placed,
she said, “I didn’t want to make a scene, but I can’t take an implant.”

“Really?” I thought about it, asking, “Do previous Bloodmaidens have a
problem with it?”

“Yes,” she said, drawing out the word, “but not for the reason you’re
thinking.”

“Okay,” I said. “Why?”

She let out a breath, “My transformation. Every time I do it, I’m remade
into the form of the Bloodmaiden. The best-case scenario is that the
implant will only exist when I’m normal, but it’s more likely that it
will disappear from reality and go where ever invasive objects go when I
transform. Transformation prevents disease, dispels most magic, and
keeps me safe in ways I don’t fully understand, but it won’t be good for
implants.”

I considered it, “You can keep objects like your communicator along if
you want. So if it stays external, it should be fine, right?”

“If it’s a piece of jewelry, I can keep it on me during transformation.
I keep the communicator in my hand while I transform because it’s a
little large. How big is this?”

I checked with the egg for options and it had a few. “What would you
prefer? I could make it a ring, bracelet, or a necklace?”

“I already have a necklace.” She tapped her chest over the spot where
her sweatshirt hid the dark silver necklace and red ruby that was a
physical manifestation of the Bloodmaiden mantle when she wasn’t
transformed. The necklace was also an obvious invitation to would-be
thieves.

She glanced down at her right hand. “Make it a ring. Can you make it
match the necklace? It doesn’t have to have a giant red gem, but a small
one maybe, and don’t make the metal gold.”

“Done,” I said, giving the egg the parameters. Not long after that, a
ring fell out of the hole that opened (and closed) at the bottom of the
egg.

Amy stared at it for a moment but then picked it up and put it on,
jerking and saying, “Oh,” as she got it in place. “I can feel it
already. I thought it would take hours.”

“It’s different for the external version since it only has to connect to
your nervous system instead of integrate into your body,” I said.

She held up her hand to inspect the ring, “I didn’t think it would match
the style of the necklace this well.”

I peered at it. The egg matched the dark, silver metal and the ruby
stone. The ornamentation around the gem reminded me of the necklace’s
links. “It must have pulled that from my head. I told it to match the
necklace. I didn’t give specifics.”

“When are you going to give Haley a ring?” Amy asked.

I blinked, realizing I had no answer for that. “Not in the middle of
this,” I said.

“No,” she said, “but you should consider it. You’ve been together for a
long time.”



The question lingered in my head the next morning even though I should
have been focusing on other things.

I sat in my van with Daniel and Izzy in front of Justice Fist’s
headquarters. I’d disguised the van, setting it to display the city seal
on the doors with the words, “City of Grand Lake.” The words “Grand Lake
Municipal Utilities,” ran along the side like half a dozen identical
vans I’d seen that day.

I’d tinted the windows enough that people couldn’t see inside. We didn’t
need people knocking on the doors to ask why we weren’t assisting in the
ongoing mushroom goo cleanup.

This spot wasn’t too bad as mushroom goo went. While near downtown, it
was on the edges. Best practices for superhero bases amounted to giving
them some distance from nearby civilian buildings to avoid collateral
damage when attacked and to make it obvious when someone was
approaching.

Justice Fist’s base adhered to that as best a building in the middle of
a city could.

With money from Futuremen Capital, they’d bought most of a small city
block that used to hold an old warehouse, demolished the warehouse, and
put up a squat, circular tower that I’d once heard Vaughn refer to as
the “Justice Penis.”

I’d laughed because my sense of humor hadn’t emerged from adolescence
either.

The former factories and warehouses around it had been turned into a mix
of restaurants and residential apartments. We’d parked in front of a
block of brick row houses. To the credit of the base’s designers, they’d
fenced off the base with a ten-foot tall, black wrought iron fence. It
wouldn’t keep out supervillains or even normal people, but any civilians
who chose to trespass wouldn’t be doing it by mistake.

Over the past couple of days, snowplows had pushed sheets of decaying
fungus flesh off to the sides of streets. A two-foot-tall pile dripped
liquid on the edge of the sidewalk for the entire block.

Much like the rest of downtown, it wasn’t hard to detect an undertone of
mold and rot in the air. We were lucky that it was November instead of
July. Grand Lake’s temperature in late fall was close to that of a
refrigerator or sometimes a freezer.

In summer, the whole city would have reeked.

Over the comm, I heard Haley say, “We’re almost there.”

She must have been using the implant to comm connection because her
voice wasn’t quite the same. Anyway, she came around the corner in the
Wolfmobile practically as she finished talking, rolling up to the gate
and stopping.

The gate slid open and the car moved inside, stopping in front of the
building instead of parking in the garage that extended from the left
side of the main building.

Haley, Vaughn, and Jaclyn stepped out of the car. Sydney and Camille
were already inside. As Sean’s sister and half-sister, they had ID cards
that let them come and go as they wanted. In short, the only person in
the room Jody might not trust would be Jaclyn.

Rachel and Julie were here too, but they were on top of the former
warehouse south of the base.

Over a direct-to-me implant connection, Vaughn said, “Tell me it doesn’t
look like a dick. You’ve got the main building and the garage sticking
out on the left and whatever’s in the extension on the right. Dayton
says it’s not intentional. Daniel should scan the architect. It has to
be intentional for somebody.”

He had a point.

Behind me in the van, Daniel laughed, probably because he was
overhearing telepathically via our link and his sense of humor also
hadn’t left middle school.

Izzy glanced over at him, asking, “Do I want to know?”

Daniel shook his head.

If Izzy had been thinking of asking for more information, the time
wasn’t right because the event went live. All of our people were
streaming from their armor’s cameras, but around then, Haley said,
“We’re here.”

Looking through her suit’s camera, I couldn’t argue. They were at the
top of the tower where the design placed the conference room. I couldn’t
argue with it at the level of customer experience or defense. Well, at
least on the level of visuals. You could make a reasonable argument that
from a defense standpoint, the number of windows might be excessive.

The room sat at the top of their tower, giving a view of the surrounding
buildings on all four sides along with the yard around their base.

Sean sat at the head of the table with Dayton and Jody to his right and
left, Dayton made me think of the star football player he had been—tall
and muscular—while Jody was merely short even when sitting. Sean, of
course, still looked like his parents’ golden child—tall, blond, and
good-looking.

Camille and Sydney sat next to Dayton, their family resemblance obvious
even though Sydney like Sean was blond and blue-eyed while Camille’s
dark hair and light brown skin made her Filipino ancestry obvious.

Jaclyn sat next to Jody. Vaughn and Haley sat to her left.

“Hey everybody,” Sean said, raising his hands as if to include the whole
group, “I’m glad you could make it. It’s nice to have a multi-team
meeting where we don’t have to be masked.”

No one was. Everybody knew everybody from Stapledon and their windows
had been tinted to the point that they appeared to be mirrors from the
outside.

He continued, “We’re all here because we’re going to talk about how we
can coordinate with each other better as we all fight the Nine.”

Rolling his eyes, Jody said, “It’s not going to be that hard. We just
tell each other what cases we’re working on and if we think they have
something to do with the Nine. Easy. We’re done. Meeting over. We can
relax.”

Smirking, Jody put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his
chair. “What are you guys doing this weekend?”

I glanced back at Daniel, “Were you scanning him when Sean started
talking about the Nine?”

Daniel stared up at the tower, “I was trying to. Jody’s unreadable and
it’s not because they have telepathy blockers on. I can read everyone
except Jody. That’s not all though. There’s a touch of the same painful
telepathic interference I get out of Lee and sometimes you.”

“That… fits,” I replied. “Do you think his shield is natural or the
product of technology? Because if he’s blocking you, that’s something I
can’t do.”

Daniel nodded, “I know. With you, a telepath can get in, but then
they’re hit by waves of madness. Getting out with sanity intact is the
bigger challenge. His telepathic shield might be a device. It feels too
consistent to be natural. Even with a strong natural shield, there’s an
ebb and flow. You feel like it’s moving. This feels solid, but the hints
of madness-inducing interference pulsing through it feel natural.”

Izzy shook her head, “How did we not notice this before? Didn’t your dad
put in his Stapledon block?”

“It’s a slowly growing thing,” I said. “Exposure to Lee pushed my
development. Jody didn’t interact much with Lee until Stapledon and even
then, not as much. If he’s been associating with Magnus, all of that
would have come post-Stapledon, I bet. If that also helps, he’d be on a
slower track.”

Daniel appeared about to add more, but Dayton’s response to Jody cut
through the pause. “Come on, Jody, you know it’s not that easy. Let’s
keep the meeting moving or we won’t get anything done.”

Jody rolled his eyes, “I’m just having fun. It’ll be fine.”

Still, he sat forward in his chair and sat up, smiling as if he were
attentive and interested. To be fair to him, I should say that he didn’t
do it in an exaggerated and obnoxious way.

With a brief frown, Sean turned back to everyone, “Then I guess we
should start with security precautions. Since the Nine have their hooks
in people who don’t even know about it, we need to start with some
common trigger words.”

He pulled up his phone and started reading. Most sounded like nonsense
words unless you had an implant with Human Ascendancy and Abominator
languages loaded into it. Even then few words mapped perfectly to any
word, but it didn’t take much to hear the original within the linguistic
drift. The implant’s built-in programming made it even easier.

Sean looked up after speaking each word, gauging reactions and watching
for an attack. It wasn’t unheard of.

He wasn’t the only one. Everyone in the room was watching in one way or
another.

Between my implant and the government databases we had access to, I knew
what actions most of the words were supposed to provoke. We were still
waiting on getting some of our access back thanks to Major Justice and
whoever the Nine had in government, but I’d researched the Nine
recently. My implant had absorbed anything I’d seen.

Anyway, back to trigger word reactions? Jody didn’t respond to any of
them.

Sean swallowed and took a breath. From the tight expression on his face,
I knew what was coming next. He’d put off asking Jody where his
loyalties lay as long as possible. He’d tried the trigger words in hope
that one of them would show Jody had been manipulated, but now he had no
choice.

If I had to bet, I’d have bet that Sean was about to blurt it out.
Honestly, I probably would have too, but there had to be a better way.

Glancing over at Sean, Dayton hadn’t missed it either.

“Hey, Jods,” he said, adding that nickname to my list, “do you remember
how Magnus showed up when we signed with Futuremen?”

Jody nodded, “How could I forget? He was a strange old guy. Why would he
even show up here? It’s not like we’re important.”

“He called Nick once,” Haley said, moving her hands off the table and
out of sight. “He wanted us to join up. Nick told him that we weren’t
interested.”

Jody leaned forward around Jaclyn to look at Haley, “Seriously? You’d
think he might have strung him along for a little while. Maybe he’d find
out why.”

Haley thought, “Is that what he did,” at me through her implant, sending
her next thoughts to the comm for everybody, “His heart rate ticked up a
little. I don’t think he’s on to us, but he must be deliberately hiding
something now.”

“Maybe,” Vaughn said, “but we all thought he was a Cabal guy then. We
didn’t know he was in the Nine and the Cabal or that he dated back to
Sumer or something.”

“Sumer?” Jody had to lean further over the table to see Vaughn. “He’s
that old?”

Haley shook her head, “I don’t think he’s that old, but he’s old.”

Dayton nodded and asked, “Did Nick ever hear from him again?”

Tilting her head, Haley didn’t say anything at first. I wondered if she
was waiting for me to remind her, but then she said, “Not after he said
no, but Magnus’ people have tried to kill us a few times since then—if
that counts.”

Looking from Sean to Jody, Dayton said, “He never tried to contact me
after that first time. What about either of you?”

Sean shook his head, “Never.”

Rolling his eyes, Jody said, “Of course not. I’m not that important.”

“Right,” Dayton said, “I don’t think any of us are that important, but
maybe Nick is. Getting the next Rocket would be a prize for Magnus, I
bet. That would give him an in with supers everywhere. I wouldn’t be
surprised if that was the only reason he came to us. He probably figured
we’d be a route into the Heroes’ League.”

Haley sent her thoughts to the comm through her implant, “His heart’s
pumping now. From what I’m smelling, he’s angry or maybe scared. Maybe
both.”

Sydney pushed a lock of blond hair out of her face, “More than half of
the old Justice Fist is in the Heroes’ League now. He might not even
think of us as different groups.”

Haley frowned, thinking over the comm, “Be ready, he’s close to losing
it.”

“Oh, come on,” Jody said, words tumbling out of his mouth. “Do you think
the Heroes’ League is that important? Sure, Nick’s the Rocket, but the
Nine have supers from all over under their thumb. The Coffeeshop
Illuminati? Major Justice and his gang of losers? Bullet? All of those
dipshits got conned. You know what I think? I think he saw something
useful in us.”

Sydney’s eyes narrowed, “In Justice Fist or you?”

I remembered Haley saying that Sydney loathed Jody and in the moment I
could hear the contempt in her voice.

Jody reddened, “Is that what this is all about?”

Dayton’s eyes widened for a moment, but only a moment before he said,
“Of course not. We’ve got a lot to discuss today, but what do you think
Magnus saw in us?”

As Dayton talked, Jody had gripped the table’s edge in his hands as if
he planned to flip it over or push himself back.

“Look,” Jody said, hands tightening on the table, “I did talk to him,
okay? You don’t throw away a chance like that. The guy had power, but
you weren’t sure if you wanted to sign with Futuremen. You were going to
throw it all away because having Magnus show up made you nervous.

“Well, I wasn’t. I wanted to see what he could give us and if you
weren’t going to be involved, what he could give me.”

Sean stared at him, “Are you kidding me?”

Jody stared back, “Do you want me to talk? Let me talk. When you guys
were worrying about whether Futuremen was safe, I met with him.”

Shaking his head, Dayton muttered, “Dude, no.”

Jody ignored him. “Do you know what the guy’s about? You’d approve. He’s
going to save the world. He knows that something is coming, some kind of
aliens that will literally destroy the whole damn world and maybe the
solar system to make sure. He’s going to stop them. That’s what he’s
been working toward the whole time.”

Sean’s brow furrowed, “Maybe he said that, but he had to be lying.”

Still watching for Jody, Jaclyn used her implant to comm connection to
say, “Do you want to explain or should I?”

Haley thought back, “I’ll do it,” almost at the same time she started
saying, “It’s true as far as it goes, but it’s not everything. We talked
to one of Magnus’ former friends a few days ago. She told us about how
he’d had visions of those aliens during the history of the Cabal, but
then he started killing the Cabal’s other leaders until he took full
control of it. If you think he’s your friend, remember that his former
friends are in hiding because he keeps on trying to kill them. The ones
that aren’t in hiding are dead.”

Jody made a jerky movement with his head as he looked from Haley to Sean
and Dayton, eyes wide, almost as if he was undecided as to what he was
about to do.

Julie sent a direct implant-to-implant message to everyone, “He’s
controlled. There weren’t any cues until now.”

Almost talking over the end of her sentence, Daniel said, “Something’s
about to happen. Watch him.”

“I’m different,” Jody said. “I’m like him. He needs me to control the
mach—“

His mouth shut but from his wide eyes and the quiver in his lips, I
didn’t think he was entirely willing.

Jaclyn grabbed for his arm, but caught nothing, moving through him as if
he weren’t there—in the same way she’d have trouble catching Rachel.
Then Jody slipped through the floor. Rachel flew when she turned
intangible. Jody fell, mouth half-open and staring as if he wasn’t quite
sure what to do next, but he still disappeared.

Jaclyn ran for the stairs, moving downward in a blur from Vaughn’s
perspective. From Jaclyn’s, everything around her was a blur. No doubt
she could see details while moving, but I couldn’t. She ran down the
stairs, slowing enough that I could see the next level down—a pristine
office environment with cubicles, computers, a wall of screens showing
the neighborhood around the complex, and at least four staff.

I didn’t have time to wonder what positions their office staff had,
because Jaclyn didn’t stop, saying only, “He’s not here.” She ran down
to the next level, a training room with
weights, a fighting ring, various exercise
machines, and what might have been a shooting range even though there
were no guns.

Here she glimpsed Jody running down the range and slipping through the
wall.

Seeing that, she ran down to the next level and the exit, but at that
point I’d switched to another view, this one from my bots. I’d left
observation bots placed around the block, giving me a view from all
sides of Justice Fist’s base.

Watching all of the feeds in the background, my implant had already
identified the ones with the best view of Jody slipping through the
north wall of the base, running across the roof, and dropping down to
the ground, slowing before he hit as if someone had slowed the frame
rate of a movie.

The moment he touched the ground, he snapped back to his normal speed of
faster than almost anything—which included Jaclyn. The speed at which
he’d fallen through the tower hadn’t been anywhere near his maximum,
though.

So when she exited though the front door, I sent, “North side,” through
my implant. She’d run that way in a blur of purple, rounding the side of
the wing that extended out from the main building.

That put her less than thirty feet from Jody who eyed her, his mouth
open with what I assumed was terror.

My next observation was how easy it was to underestimate Jody’s speed.
He went from almost stopped to moving away from Jaclyn nearly too fast
to track.

I say nearly because my implant tracked him, and more to the point, so
could Jaclyn’s.

She moved in his direction, aiming a kick toward his knee. I couldn’t
see if she missed, but deduced it from how he could still
run.

He didn’t stick around to fight her, running toward the fence on the
northwest side of their base. From the glitter around where his hands
would be, I realized that he must have drawn his knives.

He might not have realized that all of our armor had been updated to
make the monomolecular edges of his blades fail. Though his knives had
failed against me, they’d worked against Alex (who hadn’t updated). On
the other hand, he might have gotten an update from Rook.

Worse, he might have learned how to phase blades in once past the armor
like Rachel did.

Still, he wasn’t turning to face her, so the blades were more of a
security blanket for now.

Jaclyn didn’t give up even knowing that he outclassed her in terms of
speed. Still running, she threw a series of small balls I’d designed for
her.

They were bots, but since she could throw them at a higher speed than my
designs could fly, I’d gone with balls.

She threw three in succession while Jody ducked and weaved to avoid
them. Each one was a ball of goo that exploded ten feet in all
directions on contact.

She’d thrown them in a pattern designed to cast a wide net and overlap.
It turned into an illustration of why speedsters are hard to fight
because Jody dodged all of them.

And he really was dodging as opposed to phasing through, meaning that it
was probably too complicated or too tiring to run at that speed, fight,
and also phase.

He even used the knives, cutting off a section of goo that hit his leg.

Though that didn’t take him down, the combination of dodging and cutting
meant he still wasn’t going at his maximum speed—which meant we had a
chance.

Throwing the balls may have slowed Jaclyn down, but not much. She
continued running, jumping over to the other side of the 20-foot-wide
circle of goo threads her weapons had released.

While Jody had more speed to work with, he didn’t have her strength or
the option of jumping. Instead, he looked down, stepping in the goo-free
spots.

He didn’t do it slowly either, but between the implant and my brain, I
could see him even if it was still a little blurry.

While all that was happening, Izzy and Daniel had exited the van.
Through our unintentional connection, I could feel Daniel try to grab
Jody with telekinesis, but not successfully.

If Daniel could see something, he could take a shot at it, but Jody
still moved too quickly for him to zero in.

From the little shifts in Jody’s stance as he ran, I suspected he felt
the air around him move in response to Daniel’s mental swipes. Despite
having to dodge them, he kept his head enough not to step on a goo
strand or fall.

He even avoided coming within easy reach of Jaclyn. She was within ten
feet, but not close enough. The moment he hit a section of grass without
goo, the change in speed reminded me of Star Trek’s ships hitting warp.
He turned from blurry human into a hard-to-define shape moving as a
streak across the lawn.

Jaclyn didn’t let him go. She ran after him and even though I knew from
Stapledon that Jody was faster, the distance didn’t seem to be growing.
Also, she wasn’t alone. While Jody was running and hopping through the
goo, Izzy almost made it to him.

She couldn’t reach him, but she was only ten feet behind Jaclyn and
gaining.

As the silver blur of Jody’s costume neared the fence, two more of our
attacks fired off—Julie’s voice and Cassie’s gun. My sonics picked Julie
narrowcasting her voice at him, almost as a sniper might, shouting,
“Stop!”

Either he resisted or she missed and I’d have bet on the latter.

How he planned to get over the fence, I didn’t know, but as he closed
with it, a blast of light fired from the roof of a nearby row house.
Assuming Cassie was sticking with the plan, she was firing to blind and
intimidate.

It worked—partly. She didn’t blind him, though he did raise up an arm to
cover his eyes. Light hit in front of him and he had to know about
Cassie’s gun. He’d seen it burn objects in training and alien dinosaurs
to ash.

He turned away from the fence, running parallel to it as Cassie’s beam
burned the grass behind him.

Though he might be able to ignore inertia and turn at a right angle,
Jaclyn and Izzy couldn’t. Izzy overshot, spinning in the air as she
curved toward him. Jaclyn had to jump over the fence, slide on slippery
mushroom remains, and run down the road behind and to the side of Jody.

I hadn’t been sitting still during all of that. As the seconds passed
like hours, I’d opened the door of the van, jumped out and blasted away
with the rockets, using anti-gravity to boost my speed. I had no chance
of catching him, but we weren’t done. All I had to do was get into
position to help.

By the time I was in the air, Jody had made it halfway down the lawn.
Unable to go straight because Cassie continued to fire blinding beams at
his head, he ran in a constant zigzag pattern. As bad as that was, he
also had to deal with Rachel firing goobots at him from next to Julie on
the roof—who continued to narrowcast commands at him.

He couldn’t turn around either because Jaclyn and Izzy were both
following—which didn’t mean that he didn’t try twisting to the right or
left and turning back.

When he did, Izzy would dive for him or Jaclyn would change direction to
intercept. Cassie hit him in the head during one of those and while she
didn’t fully blind him, he stumbled.

I didn’t try to intercept. I only needed a good enough view to know
which bots to activate.

As of the most recent revision, everyone’s suit had a few bots that I
could activate when needed. Plus, I’d placed a few more around the block
where they could launch themselves.

Jody didn’t fall, but my HUD reported that his speed had decreased.
Either he was getting tired or Cassie’s shots had left spots in his
eyes.

Whichever it was, we had a chance to catch him.

Jody had to know it too because he jerked left to avoid a gooey spot
created by Rachel’s bullet goobots and then aimed toward the front gate.
Given his speed and the lack of obstacles, he might make it.

Izzy whipped around, following him and saying, “Clear,” over the comms.

We knew what was coming. Jaclyn moved sideways. She wasn’t between Izzy
and Jody, but Izzy’s sonic attack was a scream which meant it wasn’t
what you’d call precise. Plus, when she went all out, it threatened the
structural integrity of buildings.

She didn’t go all out here, but she wasn’t quiet either. Audible, but
not painful because of the soundproofing in my helmet and armor, I could
feel the suit vibrate from the noise as I flew behind and off to her
left side.

The front window of “Sid’s Pizza Takeout,” which stood in direct line
past Jody, had cracked. The fact that it hadn’t shattered along with
every window on the block showed Izzy’s increased control.

The Heroes’ League would still be paying for the window, though. Even if
the shop’s insurance policy covered it, it was still good PR.

Jody didn’t fare as well.

My suit’s readings showed that his costume had significant
soundproofing—which only made sense given that the Rocket was known for
his sonic weapons. Izzy’s sonic blast likely didn’t figure in because
she rarely used it, but that was a mistake by whoever designed his suit.

Izzy might not have gone all out, but someone unfamiliar with what that
looked like wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference.

The soil around Jody exploded in all directions from the kinetic energy
of her attack. Unlike Julie’s attacks using my sonics, Izzy’s blast
wasn’t narrowcast. Around where Jody had been standing, only dirt
remained. The lawn around the spot rose on all sides as if it were the
crater remaining from a meteor strike. No longer flat, the broken ground
looked as if some of the force came from underneath—which was likely
true.

I hoped she hadn’t hit any water or gas pipes.

As for Jody himself, when the blast hit, my sonics detected a sonic
device based on my designs (though not one of mine) putting out an
impressive amount of sound. If it had access to the city power grid,
more soundproofing, and a design that included a better system for
removing heat, it might have reduced the effectiveness of Izzy’s shout.

Instead, several different spots near Jody’s torso and limbs cracked or
shattered, the metal inside glowing red.

That was one more point in favor of the idea that Jody had attacked us
willingly during the fungus invasion. His buzzer technology had been
designed to neutralize a lot of sonic energy. It was just his bad luck
that Izzy had attacked him with the equivalent of Niagara Falls when he
was paddling down the river in a metaphorical kayak.

The buzzer technology wasn’t the only damaged tech on him. Hidden within
the cowl around his head had been a mesh. Now that mesh was visible
through the cracks in whatever material the cowl was made of.

I guessed that it might be the mental shield that hid his thoughts from
Daniel earlier. The proximity to his head would have been enough during
the meeting. It didn’t have to be over his head to work—though it might
be more effective then.

Daniel must have followed the same reasoning or overheard mine because
he told the team, “I’m in.”

“Oh, good,” I replied, “he’s alive.”

“He’s hurt, but nothing major,” Izzy said, “I was careful. He’ll wake up
soon.”

“Right,” Daniel said, “I’m sending him into a deep sleep. We need to
talk with Sean and Dayton and it won’t help if he wakes up.

Within seconds of that conversation, I’d landed and so had not only
Daniel and Izzy, but we’d also been joined by Sean, Dayton, Camille,
Sydney, Vaughn, and Haley. Jaclyn had already been on the ground, of
course.

Cassie, Julie, and Rachel all opted to stay on the roofs of the
buildings around Justice Fist’s base. It wasn’t a bad idea. For all we
knew, Jody had signaled for help. Someone needed to be in position to
act.

Upon landing (Justice Fist seemed to have metal woven into their
costumes), Dayton looked around the yard and said, “Wow. What a
mess.”

I hadn’t had time to take it all in during the fight, but I couldn’t
argue. Cassie had been using her gun to both intimidate and blind Jody.
While the blinding light hadn’t done much, the shots fired to scare and
redirect Jody burned long lines in the grass. At the same time, Jaclyn’s
footsteps had been pushing her forward at hundreds of miles per hour
with hundreds or thousands of pounds of force behind each one.

She’d left holes with each footprint.

If that weren’t enough, Izzy’s sonic blast did more damage than I’d
realized. While I’d noticed the crater where Jody had been hit and the
damaged window behind him, I hadn’t fully appreciated that Izzy had been
aiming down at an angle. That meant that Jody’s crater lay in the middle
of a streak of destruction that began at least ten feet ahead of him and
ended more than 20 behind him.

Sean shrugged, “It’s just grass, but yeah, it’s a lot in that little
time.”

I turned toward him, “There aren’t any gas or water lines around here,
are there?”

Sean shook his head, “Nah. Futuremen chose this site because they could
be turned off or weren’t used or something. Best practices, I guess.”

Nodding toward Justice Fist’s base, Daniel said, “I can read Jody’s mind
now, but I’d rather do it somewhere less public.”

Sean glanced down at Jody, frowned and said, “Yeah. That’s better. I can
fly him in. He won’t wake up, will he?”

Daniel shook his head, “Not likely. You can’t ever know for sure, but I
didn’t sense anything in him that resisted any more than a normal
person.”

A few minutes later, all of us but Rachel, Cassie, and Julie were
sitting in the conference room at the top of Justice Fist’s tower. We’d
flown in through door-sized open windows—which was cool.

Sean had floated Jody and Dayton back in, placing Jody in the chair he’d
been sitting in before the fight. They’d tipped the chair back, allowing
it to seem like Jody might be intentionally sleeping through the
meeting.

It felt in character to me, but I couldn’t deny that I might be biased.

“I’d like to look through his memories,” Daniel said, looking from
Dayton to Sean. “Are you okay with that? I know I already asked, but I
want to make sure because once we’ve done it, there’s no going back.”

Dayton glanced over at Sean but said, “I think I speak for both of us in
this. I think we have to know what’s going on. We know Jody’s messed up,
but he’s always been loyal to us. I mean, yes, he’s an asshole, but he’s
our asshole.”

Via implant, Vaughn told me, “I’m not touching that—in more than one
sense. And by the way, how cool is this? Have you and Daniel been making
comments like this all your lives?”

“Sometimes,” I replied, realizing that with everyone using them, I might
finally have to set up my implant’s traffic management rules.

Daniel nodded, “Okay. Then I’ll do it now. I’m going to be looking for
when he started working with Magnus, what he’s deliberately done for
Magnus, and if there are any hints that he might not be fully willing.
I’ll be conferencing in Julie to help with that last part. Any
objections?”

Sean shook his head, “Dayton’s right. We’ve got to know. We chose to
work with your dad and the Defenders because we were worried about
Futuremen Capital’s connection to Magnus. It’s kind of our fault. We
didn’t make Jody join Magnus, but we worried that he might.”

“Alright,” Daniel closed his eyes and I could feel him reach out to me.
I’m going to bring in Julie, but I think I need to bring you in too.
With Jody maybe also being a baby Artificer, I might need the help.

I caught the implications of the words. He might need me for defense.
Remembering how something that might have been Magnus attacked me in the
in-between space, I couldn’t rule out that Jody could do the same.

Okay, I thought back. Aloud, I told Haley (who was sitting next to
me), “The Mystic may be bringing me in too. So if I slump forward um…
catch me before the Rocket suit damages the table?”

Haley’s eyes widened, “Oh no. I’ll try.”

With that, the world around me disappeared. Daniel, Julie, and I stood
on the beach near Grand Lake—not the main beach. That was a state beach.
This was a county beach. It was maybe 100 feet wide and 20 feet deep,
the sand ending in wet soil, grass, and pine trees. Though the trees hid
it, farmland started past the ten-car parking lot on the other side of
the nearest street.

Haley and I had visited a few times. Why? Because almost nobody used it.
If you wanted a place where you could make out uninterrupted, it worked,
provided the occasional scent of cow manure didn’t ruin the mood.

In this memory, it was mid-afternoon, the sun bright and the waves
rough. Jody and a muscular, white-haired man stood on the beach. They
weren’t making out.





Regression


        Jody stood ten feet away from (I assumed) Magnus. Though a normal person
couldn’t see it, Jody accelerated himself and checked his surroundings
for an ambush.

It was the day Justice Fist signed with Futuremen Capital and Jody was
angry with his team, Magnus, and the world. I couldn’t say how I knew
it, but we were in Jody’s head.

He hadn’t seen anything yet that worried him, but he didn’t stop. Beyond
the question of whether or not he could trust Magnus, he didn’t want
anyone else to see either. I could feel his annoyance as he thought that
it would be just his luck if Haley or I showed up. It seemed like every
couple he knew came here for privacy—not to mention underage drinking.

Fucking teenagers, he thought, remembering visiting with Sean, Dayton,
half the basketball team, and a case of beer.

To Magnus, he said, “Okay. I’m here. What did you want?”

Magnus smiled and for the first time, despite hearing his name for
years, I got a look at him. Gray-haired and wearing a black suit, he
wasn’t much taller than Jody—which meant shorter than average. Even
through Magnus’ suit, I could see that he had a muscular torso
underneath his clothes.

Taking a step toward Jody, he said, “I appreciate your directness. After
a lifetime of leadership, I’ve grown to appreciate people who don’t hide
the truth to please me. Allow me to encourage your boldness, by matching
you.

“I want you and your friends to join me.”

If I hadn’t already guessed from context, I’d have recognized Magnus
from his voice—deep and with an untraceable accent. I remembered it from
our phone call back in high school.

Jody laughed, “Really? You just made that a fuckton harder. You showed
up out of nowhere and acted like a supervillain. Plus, you called
yourself Martin Greatson. You wanna go with a name that sounds less made
up. Now my friends are nervous. They’re not sure who’s really behind
Futuremen Capital. It might be the Nine. It might be Syndicate L. It
might be fucking ninjas. What were you going for?”

If Magnus found Jody disrespectful, he didn’t show it. He flicked his
mustache as if trying to remove errant crumbs and said, “Hmmm. Ninjas.
I’ve known ninjas, but don’t currently have any in my employ. I know my
conduct in your friend’s… building might arouse suspicion, but I wanted
to be as direct as possible. I needed to see all of you. Certain things
can only be determined when you’re in my physical presence. Did you feel
anything when you first saw me?”

I felt fear and queasiness that I knew weren’t mine, but Jody would
never admit were his.

Raising an eyebrow, Jody said, “Feel anything? You’re not my type, man.
You’re too old and you don’t have boobs.”

Magnus roared with laughter. He didn’t slap his knee, but for a moment I
thought he was about to. He laughed so long that Jody stepped back,
wondering if he should leave.

When Magnus finished, he said, “Ah yes, the charms of women. What could
be better?”

Still smiling, Magnus answered himself, “When I was young, I might have
said nothing was better, but now I find that I’m more partial to power.
Power leads to wealth and wealth leads to women. I see no reason to want
anything less than everything and I can tell you this from experience.
In my life, I’ve had them all, often at the same time.”

“Wow,” Jody said, “that must have been nice for you.”

Magnus grinned, “You have no idea. I travelled the world with companions
of all kinds—women, teachers, servants, everything a man could desire. I
left many descendants behind me. I spread my seed far and wide.”

Shaking his head, Jody said, “Nice try, Grandpa, but if you’re trying to
tell me you’re my father, I know better. I know who that guy is. I have
the DNA tests and everything. He lives in Florida. He left my mom before
I was even five and he can go to hell.”

“No,” Magnus grunted. “I have no interest in that man and I am not your
father. Calling me grandfather might be closer to the truth, but not
ancient enough. I think you did feel something when you saw me because I
did too. Like recognized like. There’s an ancient brotherhood of
immortals in this world and I am not talking about the Cabal. The Cabal
were servants. I’m talking about the truly ancient brotherhood that
dates back to the beginning of humanity.

“Humanity has been mixed with creatures from beyond this universe,
beings capable of stepping from other dimensions and taking our form.
I’m descended from them and so are you. I felt our connection and I know
you did as well.”

Jody didn’t respond, but I felt his fear.

The fear came from the fact that he did remember. He’d felt a disquiet
starting just before Magnus stepped into the room with Dayton back at
Sean’s mother’s apartment.

It made me wonder if the root of our issues might be feeling something
similar at a low enough level that neither of us could tell. Also, it
might be that Jody was a jerk.

Magnus continued talking, leaving me no time to think it through
fully.

“There are a few of us, you see, with a strong enough lineage to those
ancient beings that we have a touch of their power. It’s hard to say why
we exist. It may be because the Abominators trapped one of the ancients
and used him for inspiration when creating humans with powers. That’s
the story we’ve found in the Cabal’s oldest writings and one that our
scientists have confirmed.

“I think it’s part of a larger destiny for you, me, and the human race.
It’s given to me to see the future. I don’t see it all at once or in
detail, but I do see flashes. In one future, I saw this world attacked
and destroyed by the ancients. In another, I saw it survive, defended by
humans imbued with the ancients’ power. They weren’t as powerful, but
they won because they had control of a device capable of destroying,
stars, planets, and even galaxies.

“This device exists. It’s accessible somehow from here.”

Pointing his finger down at the ground, Jody said, “Here? As in right
here, this beach? Or do you mean Earth?”

Magnus stretched out his hands, “Earth and the space around it. It
extends into other dimensions and you and I can access them. Your speed
comes from an ability to move partially outside of this reality—which
means that you can interact with it. While you’re not the only one with
the ancients’ heritage, you have the crucial factor that separates you
from the rest of the human race. Many people have bits of the ancients
involved in making their powers work. You
can draw in ambient energy from the interactions of alternate realities
to sustain yourself, as can I.

“This separates you from the common man, but it makes you better. You no
doubt assume that I’m simply the oldest of the Cabal or you may even
know that I was once one of the Dominators. I am more than that. I’m not
immortal because I’ve inherited it. I’m immortal because I learned to
use outside energy to sustain myself. I was not as physically strong or
enduring as I am now. I learned how to feed my latent powers with the
energy I absorbed. You can do the same.

“I’ll need your help. We need to organize the human race into a unit
capable of fighting the ancients. Beyond that, we’ll need to locate
people similar to us. Some we’ll be able to recruit. Others, we will
have to destroy. We can’t leave anyone alive who wants to use the galaxy
core device for their own ends. It can only be left in the hands of
those who understand its true purpose—defending humanity from those who
would destroy it.”

As Magnus talked, I felt both Jody’s suspicion and. as Magnus told him
how he was set apart from the common man, his relief and then confidence
that that was true.

I remembered hearing that Magnus had lost his ability to manipulate
people’s minds, but I couldn’t help but wonder if a whisper of it might
persist. If it were only Magnus’ words that accounted for Jody’s
attraction to the idea of being better than a common person, he had to
be ripe for the picking.

How much self-esteem would he need to be lacking to fall for the first
guy who told him that he was better than everyone else?

Jody stood there, watching Magnus in case he attacked, eyes flicking
left and then right to watch for an ambush. He asked Magnus, “What about
my friends? I’m here in a group with them.”

Magnus nodded, flashing a grin at him. “We’ll need them. As much as I’m
pleased to discover someone else like me, I know it can’t work without
more. We need help and your friends, they’re among the best humanity has
to offer. We need lieutenants and generals, people to lead along with
us. They’re strong. If they carry part of the load, it will help us
carry ours.”

Keeping whatever his emotions off his face, Jody said, “We’ve got
another hero team in this city. What about them?”

Magnus glanced out toward Lake Michigan and the water crashing against
the beach, “For now, I don’t anticipate any help from that direction. I
offered them the opportunity to be part of this crusade. I don’t think
that they trusted me. If they work against us, we’ll have to fight them,
but they may come around. If they do, we’ll be generous. We need them
too.”

Jody nodded, “I have to get back to my friends. They’ve been calling.
I’ll give you your answer later.”

Meeting Jody’s eyes, Magnus said, “I can’t ask for anything more. I
thank you for your consideration.”

Jody ran toward Grand Lake, the world around him turning into a blur
except for the road ahead. It, along with the cars and the people, might
as well have been frozen in place as he squeezed through gaps in the
traffic.

“I’m following his associations with Magnus,” Daniel said. “That means
whatever comes next might not be strictly in chronological order, but
it’ll be close. This next bit is definitely in order. You can tell by
how this scene hasn’t ended.”

It hadn’t. While Jody ran and the outside world blurred, Daniel, Julie,
and I floated behind him like ghosts or realistic, human-shaped
balloons.

Julie looked over to me, “How much of that was true? Do you know?”

“All of it,” I said, “from a certain point of view.”

She eyed me, “That’s one of those Star Wars references you and Marcus
keep making and laughing at, right?”

Shaking her head, she said, “Never mind. How much do you think is true?”

“Well, the ancients coming to destroy everything is, but not for a
really, really long time—maybe 1000 years? 10,000? Maybe never. Also,
maybe tomorrow, but not likely. The problem is that grabbing the device
and turning it on  makes it much more likely.”

She blinked, “What? The aliens he’s talking about are the Artificers,
right? I knew they were after Lee and that he hid the device, but I
don’t think anyone told me they were coming to destroy the world. That’s
a big thing to skip.”

She looked from Daniel to me.

Daniel nodded, “I’m sorry. It was a need-to-know thing, but with the
device becoming important, we had to tell everyone about it and Lee. I
think we may have forgotten to tell everyone everything.”

“Right,” I said. “We found out after the Cabal, but before we started
inviting you to movie nights.”

She’d been frowning, but then she said, “Oh. Back when we all didn’t
know if we could trust each other. I know I’ve said it before, but I’m
sorry I was a shit to you and Haley in high school. I should apologize
to Rachel too, but with Travis dead, I’m not sure if this is the best
time… Well, anyway, I get it.”

As we talked, the scene in Jody’s memory changed. We weren’t running
anymore. We’d stopped in front of a multi-story building downtown. A
rectangular block of brick with a smokestack, the bronze sign on the
front proclaimed it Cityview Luxury Condominiums.

On top of the building stood another structure, this one of steel beams
and tinted glass—the penthouse. From Jody’s mind, I knew that Sean’s mom
lived in the penthouse and managed the building on behalf of herself and
her business partner—the Hardwick family.

Jody felt a moment of irritation that the Hardwicks (or more accurately
Russell Hardwick, Vaughn’s uncle) had gone into business with Sean’s
family, but what had they done for him? Paid to have Dayton’s family
take care of him.

He couldn’t complain, but Sean had grown up wealthy. Dayton’s family
wasn’t poor, but they weren’t anything like Sean’s.

On the other hand, Sean’s dad had been a vice president and his
grandfather had been one of Red Lightning’s lieutenants. Jody supposed
he should be grateful Vaughn’s Uncle Russ gave any kind of damn for the
grandchildren of a couple of thugs his father recruited into
supervillainy. His father hadn’t even stuck around to be part of Russell
Hardwick’s defense against the Cabal. He’d left after his father (Red
Lightning’s thug) died, apparently seeing no reason to stay with Jody or
his mother.

Standing in front of the building, Jody pulled out his phone and called
the number Magnus had given him. Getting a message, he muttered, “What
the hell, man?”

After the beep, he said, “You know what? I’m in. Let’s do this. Call me
back. You’ve got my number.”

After that we watched him go up, meet Sean and Dayton and sign with
Futuremen Capital. After that, they’d gone to the
beach. He’d had to intercept a call back
from Magnus before the signing, but he’d managed to smooth it over
without raising any suspicion.

Jody talked to Magnus from the apartment he’d rented with money from his
Stapledon stipend. It wasn’t a palace and it wasn’t the penthouse on top
of a refurbished factory. Though I couldn’t see it in detail in Jody’s
memory, I knew it was one room with white walls, faded beige carpet, and
used furniture he’d bought from Goodwill, The Salvation Army, and Ikea.

He lay in bed, phone in hand, the light illuminating his bedsheets. Jody
knew he was a little drunk from hitting a bar with the guys after the
beach.

That’s when Magnus called back. When Jody answered, Magnus said, “You
signed. Good. That gives you money and with money comes freedom. You
have many tasks ahead and it’s best to have the resources to do them.

“Now, I know you don’t have anything planned with Futuremen Capital
tomorrow. Make excuses to your friends and we will meet in the morning.
You’ll find that the exercises I have to teach you will enhance your
powers as they did mine. There is one other thing. We need to be sure
that if you’re discovered to be in our employ that you’ll be able to get
away without revealing it.

“I’m aware of the telepathic block that the Stapledon program places in
its students’ minds. This will be very much like that—nothing that will
impair your freedom, merely a tool to keep you safe.”

Something about that bothered Jody, he didn’t have the words for why. He
already couldn’t identify his Stapledon classmates. Doing the same for
Magnus wasn’t a problem.

“Sure,” he muttered. “You bet.”

Magnus laughed. “We’ll send you the location tomorrow morning. Let’s
hope your hangover won’t be too bad.”

The scene switched from his bed to somewhere else. Jody didn’t know
where it was. In his memory, we saw a brief flash after he’d reached a
people-free corner downtown, checked his phone, and found himself
somewhere else.

He’d reappeared outside a great white building. Behind the building
towered a volcano. Along with that sight came a pervasive heat, a cool
wind, and the smell of the ocean. He’d only ever seen the ocean when
Stapledon fought aliens in and around New York City, but this felt
different.

He’d seen it briefly then, framed by buildings. Here, it extended
outward forever on the three sides in his view. He had to be on an
island, literally a tropical island. He could see the palm
trees.

He glanced back toward the volcano, wondering if it was dormant. He
didn’t even know which direction to run if it erupted.

Only then did he realize he wasn’t alone here. Magnus stood under an
overhang in front of the building, flanked by two men. I recognized both
of them. The one with a purple glow to his skin and a Roman soldier’s
armored skirt was Victor. On Magnus’s right stood a tall dark-haired man
in a military-styled superhero costume—blue and white jacket, pants, and
cape.

I didn’t know his name, but I’d nicknamed him Dixieclone on the
assumption that he was either Dixie Superman’s clone or a half-brother
or cousin to Izzy.

Dixieclone was at least a foot taller than Magnus. Victor was more than
two.

At almost the same time Jody noticed the group, he also noticed that
Magnus was clapping. “Well done, Victor! Welcome to my simple home,
Jody. These are my associates, Victor and Power Burst. They have their
responsibilities, but also assist in keeping me safe at times. Victor,
for example, possesses remarkable abilities in terms of travel, much
like you, though not the same. He teleports not only in space, but also
in time and even to other universes. He’s most useful. Power Burst is an
army of one. They are my secret weapons. Someday they’ll become known,
but the world is not prepared for them and I intend to keep it that
way.”

I shook my head, commenting, “I’m not sure whether Power Burst sounds
more like a cleaning solution or an energy drink. I’m a little
disappointed in that name.”

Julie laughed, “I think I used Power Burst on carpets in a restaurant I
worked at in high school.”

Nodding, Daniel said, “It does sound like an energy drink, though.”

Jody, the one person who was actually in the scene, didn’t make any
snarky comments. I felt his nervousness and watched as he looked from
one person in the group to the other.

“Ho, ho!” Magnus said, making me think of a deranged Santa Claus, “He’s
a little scared. There’s nothing to be scared of. We’re all friends
here, engaged in a common cause. We’re here to save the world. Come
inside, we’ll have a bit to eat and I’ll begin with your first lesson.”

“Sure,” Jody said, glancing out at the ocean and wondering if it was
worth trying to run home. Still, if Magnus could increase his power, it
might be worth it. Never mind saving the world, more speed would put him
among the greats. He was already fast, but what if he could be the
fastest man alive?

“Let’s do this,” he added.

The scene changed. Aside from a brief flash of walking down long halls
and a meal in the courtyard of the massive villa, I didn’t see much
until servants came in to clear the table.

Power Burst and Victor stood up and stood near the walls. It was hard to
guess whether they were watching the servants or another interruption.
While the servants picked up the dishes, a woman joined Jody and Magnus.

Dark-haired with a thin face and blue eyes, she wore a fluorescent green
unitard. I knew her. Her name was Colette and I’d seen her commit
suicide rather than let Kals ask her questions about Magnus. It felt
like an age ago, but it was only a little more than a week. She was the
Dominator who had altered both Armory’s and Bullet’s minds while posing
as a crossbow-wielding superhero.

She’d also been involved in subjugating my cousin Anna and using her to
create powered armor for the Nine.

Julie glanced at me, asking, “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” I said, but didn’t follow it up because Magnus started to talk.

“Ah, Colette is here to join us. I’ve summoned her to help with issues
of security. Jody, I prepare for the inevitability that someone will
realize that you’re working with me. Colette will help with that. I
mentioned her yesterday.”

I felt Jody’s anxiety, his heart beginning to race. “What are you going
to make me do?”

“Relax,” Colette said, and he did. His buzzer, if he had one, didn’t go
off. I remembered from Kals’ interrogation of her that Colette was
skilled—even if she was less skilled than Kals.

Still, she was skilled enough to go around Jody’s buzzer.

Magnus leaned forward over the table, “We’re not going to make you do
anything you wouldn’t do on your own. We’ll just make sure it happens
and won’t leave it to chance. Colette, please do it now.”

A smile flickered across Colette’s face, “Jody, if someone discovers
that you’re with us, get away, and signal for us to pick you up.”

Then she said, “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it? I’m sure you expected
me to tell you something terrible.  Something like… You have to kill
yourself if you’re discovered and you can’t get away.”

“Was that a command too?” I asked, looking over at Julie and Daniel.

Daniel said, “Yes.”

“Oh my god,” Julie said. “She slipped it into a sentence, and he didn’t
even feel it. She was good.”

Jody, meanwhile, nodded, “Yeah, exactly that kind of thing.”

I asked, “Can you remove the suggestion?”

The scene froze, and Daniel frowned, “Well, it’s not easy. Sometimes.
Dominator commands have a shelf life. If they’re close to expiring,
telepaths have found that you can modify the victim’s memory of the
event, and the command disappears. If the victim’s been in regular
contact with a Dominator, the Dominator typically reinforces the
command. Then, well, you know how the brain stores memories in multiple
places? The best thing you can do to memorize something is to associate
it with other things—other memories, colors, sounds…

“In that situation, we might remove the main version of the memory, but
bits of it will remain connected to other things. Sometimes the
connections will even reform. Then the victim will start following the
command again or a mangled version, which can be worse.”

Julie stared at Jody and then shook her head, “My commands used to work
for about 30 minutes. Thanks to Kals and Stapledon, I can make them last
longer now. What she did should last for a week or maybe a month, but if
she knows the right reinforcement techniques, it could last for years
with a month’s worth of work. You saw how smooth she was. I’d be
surprised if it faded away any time soon.”

Thinking at Daniel for his attention, I asked, “Does Colette see him
again?”

Daniel nodded, “Multiple times, all of them the same way. Victor
teleports him in. She’s always there. Sometimes she repeats the same
phrase over again in a different context. She manages to get the ‘kill
yourself if you’re discovered and can’t get away’ in there a few times.”

Daniel frowned, “This is… sick.”

Scenes flashed before us, all almost the same except that Magnus wore
different suits and Jody wore different clothes or sometimes his
costume.

This time he was in his costume. Sitting at a table in the courtyard
like before, Jody said, “Again?”

Colette told him, “It isn’t like telepathy. I have to repeat it a few
times for it to take.”

Jody’s emotions turned from annoyance to trust as she spoke, “Do your
worst. I’m ready.”

Colette smiled, “Excellent. You’re a good student. If someone discovers
you’re with us, get away, and signal for us to pick you up. Now, what
aren’t I telling you to do?”

He raised an eyebrow, “Kill myself?”

She laughed. Something about that laugh wasn’t quite right, but it felt
good, and he liked her. She was funny.

“That’s right,” she said, “You have to kill yourself if you’re
discovered and you can’t get away.”

The way she said it made him laugh, “You bet. That’s exactly what I’ll
do.”

When the scene shifted again, Jody wore jeans and a t-shirt. Magnus had
left, and Jody was eating with Colette. She asked, “Can you guess what’s
next?”

He rolled his eyes, “Do it.”

She nodded, ”If someone discovers that you’re with us, get away, and
signal for us to pick you up.”

“Right,” Jody said, shaking his head, “and I’ll kill myself if I’m
discovered and I can’t get away.”

He rolled his eyes again, “Yeah. Sure, I will.”

For an instant, I wondered if he’d been able to shrug it off, but Julie
disabused me of that hope almost as I thought it.

“She’s got him. She didn’t need to repeat it anymore. She was checking
to see if he’d linked it with the command to run. At the point where
he’s repeating it back to her in his own words, it’s sunk in pretty
deep.”

Julie looked from Daniel to me and back, “I’m not good enough to remove
it. I mean, look… I might be able to do it if I get lucky. I’d have to
do it long term, like she did, and in more than one stage… Maybe first
I’d link having to ask permission from me before he kills himself. That
would buy us some time. I couldn’t count on it because my link wouldn’t
be connected as many places in his brain as her command, and it only
takes one for him to do it…

“Once I got to the point where he couldn’t kill himself, then there’s a
technique I could use to disassociate the command from the action it’s
supposed to produce. After that, he’s free, but it’s still easier said
than done. Kals could do it.”

Daniel caught my eye, “There’s no way to get Kals back anytime soon?”

“Zero chance,” I said. “She’s basically the governor of a newly freed
planet in the middle of a sector-wide civil war.”

To Daniel, Julie asked, “Is there anything you can do? Because when he
wakes up, he’s either going to try to get away again or kill himself the
first chance he gets.”

Daniel glanced over at the frozen scene where Jody sat, watching Colette
with a hint of a smile on his face.

I knew what Daniel was thinking—Jody had no idea what he was in the
middle of.

What Daniel said was, “I can keep him asleep, but not forever. The one
thing I can think of might be removing his memory of being caught. He’ll
still be a ticking time bomb, but at least he won’t immediately start
trying to run or kill himself. It’s a stopgap measure, though, not a
solution. I’m open to a better idea.”

I thought about it. “A better idea? I don’t have one. I don’t think it’s
going to be a popular idea, though. At the same time, if we don’t have
the option of removing the command, and obviously we can’t sedate him
until Magnus is defeated, then it’s better than leaving him like this.”

Julie frowned, “I don’t like it, but I don’t know what else you could
do. Besides, if you do it, I might be able to chip away at the command.
Kals might not be here, but the implant has a library of Dominator
techniques. Between knowing the words she used and the implant’s
knowledge base, I’ve got a chance. Wiping his memory of being captured
gives me time.”

Daniel’s eyes glazed over, and I felt a stream of implant information
flowing into his brain. “Wow, I wasn’t thinking about that before, but I
will have to go through these techniques. I might be able to create
strategies to counter them over the long term. Not today.”

He glanced at me, “Do you get deluges of information like this all the
time?”

I shook my head, “Not too often. It gets better at sensing how much you
find useful at once, and your brain gets better at handling it. Plus, my
brain seems to be made for it to a greater degree than most humans. It
might be an Artificer thing, but my implant has noted similarities to
brain structures in both Xiniti and human variants the Abominators made
for fixing things.”

Daniel’s and Julie’s eyes glazed over as their implants explained my
references.

Julie’s eyes dropped toward my boots, “Can you grab things with your
feet?”

“Brain structures are the only similarity,” I said, remembering Four
Hands, a former Ascendancy commando who lead his people against the
Ascendancy. That assumed he still lived, of course. War had a way of
changing one’s status. “Still,” I added, “feet with fingers would be
useful sometimes.”

“Okay,” Daniel said while the scene around us became blurry and then
began to shift. “I should talk with everyone outside before I mess with
his head, but before that, I think I should show you a training montage
of his time with Magnus.”

“Oh,” I said, “I’d like to see that.”

It would be interesting to compare what he’d been learning to my
sessions with Kee.

Julie laughed, “Training montage?”

Shrugging, Daniel said, “It’ll take too long to do anything more than
hit the highlights. Plus, pretty much all the sessions are the same.”

The scene shifted. I knew somehow between Daniel’s telepathy and Jody’s
internal commentary that it was the same day he’d repeated Colette’s
command. He wore the same Grand Lake High School Varsity Basketball
t-shirt.

He’d been a great point guard (a position I only knew because I was in
Jody’s brain), often praised for his speed. I could only wonder how
often unconscious power use had helped him.

Knowing what I now knew about myself, I could only guess how much weird
Artificer side effects had helped me.

Magnus and Jody stood in the courtyard of the villa. Armed guards stood
on the roof and on the ground, some of them watching outward, others
watching the inside of the courtyard. I didn’t know whether their
concern was Jody or possible traitors within the Nine.

Magnus stood across from Jody, doing his best impression of a teacher.
It could have been better. He bellowed more than fit my taste.

Stretching out his hands, Magnus started by saying, “Though you may not
feel it now, you have infinite power at your disposal. I’m here to teach
you to channel it into your abilities and
discover the true ability hidden within them.”

Tilting his head, Jody said, “What? I’ve got one power. It’s ‘run real
fast’ and that’s the whole thing. That is the true power.”

“No!” Magnus brought his hands down and stamped his right foot. “I’ve
been improving myself for millennia. I’ve been taught by survivors of
civilizations that never made it into your histories. You haven’t seen
what I’ve seen.

“I began with a small ability, the power to bend people to my will with
my voice. When Urin and others taught me to find my internal well of
energy, I poured it into my power, and then my true power came out,
influencing the masses. At first, I was limited to affecting the people
in front of me, but I found that with work, I could create sounds that
could be heard for miles. Whole cities followed my commands without even
knowing it.

“When some of my rivals wrecked my voice, destroying that avenue to
power, I still wasn’t powerless. I’d learned how to direct my energies
into other hidden abilities within the larger one. I’d strengthened my
mind’s resistance to other people’s voices. I’d given myself strength
and despite my rivals, I retained some ability to influence the minds of
men.

“These abilities that this time calls superpowers are wider than you
know, and the more power you pour into them, the sooner you’ll surpass
their crude limitations.”

Even though I half-expected Jody to talk back to him, Jody didn’t. He
said, “Alright, let’s find my power.”

And do you know what? In some ways, that was the most interesting part
of the training montage because Jody learned surprisingly little. I
mean, sure, Jody did learn how to phase through matter, but he wasn’t
great at it.

As we learned in our fight with him, he barely controlled it. Any
additional distractions and he wasn’t able to concentrate enough to use
it.

There’s no denying that he learned something useful, though. His speed
had increased, and he could run through a city without hitting anything.
People didn’t even seem to notice him which might have been because of
the speed, but he also might be using some of Rachel’s invisibility.

It was hard to know from his perspective.

If he was turning invisible, though, it was only at his highest speeds
when he’d disappeared into the flow of running.

Magnus didn’t teach him what I was learning from Kee. There were no
exercises, no naming of the various techniques for controlling and
releasing energy, and no using “Artificer vision” to see (or feel) the
energies I had the potential to tap. There definitely wasn’t any kind of
instruction in how to use the Ghosts’/Artificers’ ability to communicate
in real time over interstellar distances.

Maybe Magnus didn’t know them either. Maybe he didn’t trust Jody. Either
way, Jody didn’t have a flexible understanding of what he could do.

It was, of course, possible that Jody could not use it. Unlike me, he
hadn’t hung out with Lee all his life, affecting me in ways I didn’t
even know about, giving me a head start in all things Artificer.

Of course, I still couldn’t do much. If Kee were to be believed, I had a
thousand or more years to go before my abilities truly became useful.
From what I’d seen, I could almost believe I’d live that long, provided
Magnus, the Artificers’ Destroy faction, or some random supervillain
didn’t get me first.

I needed to talk to Kee sometime when I had a spare minute, but not now.

“I think this is as far as we can go without digging randomly through
his brain,” Daniel said. “I’m taking us out.”

And then we were back. My eyes blinked open, seeing the wood, metal, and
treated glass of Justice Fist’s table, all of it undamaged. Presumably,
Haley had caught me before I hit.

I pushed myself up—carefully. Otherwise, I might have shattered it with
a push.

Haley thought at me through her implant, “Are you okay? I could tell
that all three of you were learning things that made you nervous.”

“Pretty much,” I thought back.

Daniel was already sitting up. He’d probably been that way the whole
time. “Okay, here’s the situation: Jody does believe that Magnus is
acting in good faith. He believes that Magnus wants to save the world.
He also wants Magnus to teach him to be more powerful, which Magnus has
done, and it’s working.”

Dayton shook his head, “I knew it. I should have guessed from the time
we signed up with Futuremen. I love the guy like a brother, but
everything in the world set him up to go wrong.”

Sean stared at the table.

Glancing at the two of them, Daniel said, “I’m sorry, but if there’s any
consolation in this, he didn’t see it as betrayal. He justified it to
himself by believing that Magnus was trying to save the world and that
every hero would recognize it eventually. The other thing you should
know is that it might not be entirely willing.”

Dayton said, “Really? That’s… Well, it’s not good, but it’s better than
I imagined.”

Sean looked up from the table.

Daniel almost smiled, but said, “It’s better by a little. Magnus used to
have Dominator powers, but rivals damaged them somehow. The problem is,
he’d already developed them more than normal, and they might be coming
back. He talked with Magnus a lot over the last few months, so if he
could be influenced, he was. Beyond that, a Dominator directly commanded
him to kill himself if you found out he was working with Magnus—unless
he could run away.”

Sean turned toward Jody, muttering, “Bro…”

Dayton took a breath and asked, “Can you fix him?”

Julie shook her head, “Not easily. The woman who did it was good. To be
sure, we’d have to get Kals, the Rocket’s friend, back from space.”

At that, Sean turned to me, “Can we get her back?”

Jaclyn responded before I could, “She just left, and she had to go
because she was leading a rebellion against the Human Ascendancy. She
was here as a favor, but she’s helping run a war right now.”

“Damn,” Dayton looked over at me. “She’s rebelling against the
Ascendancy? That’s crazy. Jody and I spent time on Earth’s ships. That’s
a big deal.”

“Yeah,” Sean paused, staring at the table and then saying, ”If she can’t
be here, who can fix him?”

“Well,” Daniel said, “Julie and I might be able to with enough time.
Kals taught Julie things she’d missed, and Julie’s got access to
Dominator training materials now. Here’s the problem: I’m going to have
to wipe his memory of being discovered. After that, you can’t give even
the ghost of a hint that we know anything.”

“Because if we do,” Dayton said, “he’ll run away or kill himself.”

Sean clenched his fist, “This just gets worse.”

Vaughn pointed at the lawn outside with its new hole, burned spots, and
the damaged store window. “Sounds like a plan to me, but if you wipe his
memory of the last few minutes, you’ll have to explain that—not to
mention your clothes.”

Like Jody’s, Jaclyn’s and Izzy’s costumes had been spattered with dirt,
grass, and gray mushroom bits that must have been leftover in the soil.

Daniel looked over the room, “Right. I’ll also have to explain why there
are more of us in the room than before the fight. I’m thinking we did an
impromptu training session after the meeting?”

Sean looked out the window and shook his head, “Sure, why not? I hope
the guys at the pizza shop aren’t too pissed. We get lunch there a lot.”

“We’ll pay for the new window,” I said. “Our suits passed the whole
fight over to HQ. For all I know, Control’s already on it. But that
reminds me, if you’ve got footage from the fight, you’ve got to wipe it.
We’ve got to tell anyone from our group that saw it to keep things
quiet.”

Sean’s brow furrowed, “Do many people watch your camera feeds?”

I shook my head, “Mostly Control, but we keep them open for viewing in
case we need backup and someone can get here. You want people to know
what’s happening.”

Sean glanced over at Jody, “That makes sense with a big team. Can
everyone keep it quiet?”

Camille answered before I could, “I don’t think anyone in the League
talks to Jody for fun. I’ve known him since we were in Justice Fist, and
I don’t talk to him at all if I can help it.”

That was as direct as I’d ever heard Camille comment on anyone.
Publicly, she appeared to be positive about everyone and
everything. If she was bothered by
something, I normally found it out from Haley because Camille had told
Sydney, who’d told Haley, or told both of them together.

Julie laughed, “Sorry, I shouldn’t have laughed, but he was a little
creepy to the girls in the group. You know that Sean.”

If the last few words of the sentence had an extra “because I told you”
intensity, it might be because Sean and Julie had dated during the first
version of Justice Fist.

Sean’s facial twitch might have been in response, but it might have been
random chance. He said, “I remember. Uh… Mystic, can we do anything
else? Look, is there any way we can make Jody not trust Magnus? I know
that’s a little messed up, but here’s the thing. I know you can’t remove
what Magnus and the Dominators did, but they’re cheating. Can’t you
cheat back? Just to avoid having them add more stuff to his head?”

That almost made sense. If we could make it harder to add more commands,
it could only improve all of our lives. Unfortunately, the idea carried
a significant ick factor with it.

Daniel shook his head, “I don’t want to add more conflicting commands to
his head. That’s the kind of thing that would tell them that he’s been
found out.”

“It is,” Julie interjected. “That’s how Dominators know a telepath
worked on one of their… victims.”

“And if they did notice,” Daniel said, “he’d disappear and you’d never
know why until he reappeared. Right now he’s only got one or two
commands in him. He’d reappear with substantial changes in his head.”

“You’ve got to be able to do something,” Sean said.

He wasn’t shouting, but from the wetness at the corner of his eye, I
felt that he might soon.

Daniel nodded along as Sean talked, his face neutral. He had to have
caught more of Sean’s mental state than I had. Taking a breath, he said,
“I can’t make a big change or they’ll notice, but I can increase Jody’s
worry about being modified by the Dominators by a touch. Then I can
center that anxiety on keeping a buzzer on himself at all times—maybe we
can spare one of ours. Ours update every time the Rocket improves the
design.”

Dayton glanced over at Daniel and then over to me. “You know, we could
all use your buzzers. Ours work, but we get them through Futuremen’s
contacts. I know they’re based on your design, but I don’t know how old
they are.”

I studied his costume, trying to figure out if theirs were built-in or
hanging off their belts, noticing telltale indentations that hinted at
speakers around where his cowl hid his ears—a decent spot. Presumably,
the buzzer created noise both inside and outside.

“I’d have to take apart your helmet,” I said.

Pulling out a ball on a chain from his pouch, he said, “This is my
civilian buzzer. They’re both on the latest update.”

Holding it in my palm, I used the suit’s sensors to examine it, getting
a three-dimensional view of the inside. Giving it back, I said, “I
wouldn’t be surprised if they’re both on my most recent software update,
but I sometimes reconfigure ours physically, and physically they look
about 6 months old. I can’t change your suits’ models without taking
them apart, but if I give you new civilian versions, it’ll be better
than nothing. Maybe I can replace your suits’ buzzers later. That might
be something the Mystic can insert as a memory of the meeting?”

Through our connection, I felt anxiety from Daniel’s end. I wondered if
I’d said something I shouldn’t, but Daniel thought, Something’s
changed.

At almost the same time, Hal sent a message to my implant that showed up
as text in my HUD.

[The Nine appear to have received a message about Jody. You are
likely to be attacked.]

Aloud, I said, “The Nine are sending someone for Jody. I’m getting more
details. Be ready to fight.”

Everyone turned toward the windows. To give credit to their base’s
designers, the conference room had a great view—windows on all four
sides and even the ceiling.

You’d definitely see it coming if you were about to be attacked. On the
not-so-bright side, you’d better hope the windows weren’t made of glass.

Via implant, I thought back to Hal, “What details do you have? Everybody
will want them.”

He didn’t answer in words. He sent a file of information from my bots.
As expected, he’d done a good job of placing them, managing to find what
appeared to be the island’s command center.

A room filled with at least 20 people, laptops, and many screens, some
hanging on the walls, it reminded me of a call center or a military
command center. Our base had a smaller version in a larger room.

Fitting the military image, most people wore green uniforms that could
pass for suits or dress uniforms. Where it didn’t quite fit the image
came from what the other people were wearing. A few of the guards wore
green camouflage, but the rest wore black powered armor shaped like a
humanoid crow.

If we weren’t clear on who exactly they worked for, the number nine
stood on the left side of the wearer’s chest, over their heart,
according to common belief, if not quite in reality.

One wore black powered armor that I’d seen all too recently—Rook’s
armor. I had no reason to think he’d died, but he didn’t need to
reappear so soon after ejecting from his smashed spaceship.

If his reappearance made me unhappy, I was still better off than the
uniformed henchman that Rook pointed a sharp beak and hooked claw at,
his voice raising as he said, “Everything is important right now. Half a
message from a Grand Lake asset is several times more important than
anything else!”

The henchman, the ribbons and medals on his chest indecipherable to my
eyes, appeared to be in his 50s. If the block of colors on his chest
represented medals, ribbons, and badges, he’d done a lot for the Nine
throughout his life.

Whatever accomplishments they represented still didn’t prevent him from
being screamed at by a guy in a bird costume.

Despite Rook waving a hooked claw in his face, the man answered, his
voice steady and deliberate, “Sir, I notified Number 1 of the
communication attempt as I was commanded. I’d been told that Number 1’s
protege was exclusively his responsibility and that no one else was to
interact with him without permission.”

Rook lowered his claw to the man’s jacket, placing it just above the
henchman’s heart—the middle of the man’s chest but a bit to his left and
Rook’s right. If the current version of Rook’s claws included
monomolecular blade technology, he’d be able rip it out without any
resistance.

From the tightening around the man’s mouth, I guessed that Rook might
well have done it as a demonstration.

Matching the henchman’s outward calm and steady speech, Rook said, “I’m
aware, as is everyone else, that we’re not to interact with his protege
without permission, but I didn’t want to interact. I’ve left standing
orders that I be notified if any moves are made against our assets in
Grand Lake, and I was not notified of this and had to find out on my
own. Tell me, what was the message?”

Glancing down at Rook’s claw, the henchman met his eye and said, “It
wasn’t even a message. The asset opened a communications channel and
then closed it without saying anything. I informed Number 1, and then
you came in. We haven’t yet had an opportunity to follow up.”

I checked the timestamp on the recording, reversing my view to the point
before Rook burst into the room and began shouting. Comparing the
timestamp of when the henchman ordered another uniformed man to notify
Magnus to the last few minutes in my life, I narrowed the communication
attempt to when we were chasing Jody across the lawn.

In a sense, it was amazing he had time to even make that small attempt
to call them, but he was a speedster. It wasn’t impossible that he’d
called as Izzy blasted him unconscious.

That was one more thing that we either had to wipe from his logs or
explain in Jody’s false memory of a training exercise. Plus, if we got
the info out of Jody’s comm, we could call Magnus.

Moving my attention back to the conversation, I found the end of it.
Another henchman ran up (this one didn’t have a chestful of ribbons) and
said, “Number 1 said to send in a team to extract the asset or kill him,
if extraction isn’t possible.”

Letting the scene fade from view, I looked outside again, checking in
all directions without seeing anything special. In a sense, I shouldn’t,
because barely any time had passed, but they had more options for
teleportation than just Victor.

Plus, they might have assets in Grand Lake.

Dayton was talking into the comm on the sleeve of his costume, “All of
our defenses are up, right?”

From the other end, a voice said, “Pretty much. We don’t have the
telepathy blocker on.”

Dayton looked over at Daniel and said, “Keep it off.”

I asked, “What about teleportation blockers?”

Talking into his comm, Dayton asked, “Teleportation blockers are up,
right?”

“Yeah,” said the voice, “full levels.”

Unless Justice Fist’s staff were already compromised, the situation
appeared to only be a normal level of bad as opposed to catastrophic.

I checked with Hal via my implant, “Do you know anything specific about
how soon they’re going to get here?”

[No. Many of the command center’s staff became engaged in online
arguments this morning. They’re distracted and engaging with the
discussions at unpredictable intervals.]

I decided not to inquire further about that, choosing instead to watch
the horizon for attackers.

[Based on what I’ve seen of their base and methods so far, I
anticipate that they’ll send a small group which they believe to be an
overwhelming force, likely the force you saw on the island, if they can
move them over with any speed. If Victor’s investigating his death, he
may be unavailable.]

At that moment, machines inside the tower hummed and lights on the
ceiling blinked red. Simultaneously, a computer voice said,
“Teleportation attempt.”

Haley spoke to the team through her implant, “Control, make sure
everyone in Grand Lake is ready. The Nine are coming, but we don’t know
where they’ll appear or how many we’ll face.”

As the message also appeared in our comm channel, I heard
acknowledgements from League members and allies in Grand Lake and
outside.

Through the telepathic link we shared, Daniel said, I’m sensing a
decent chance that they’ll successfully grab Jody. I’m going to wipe
what I can.

That meant that we had a decent chance of losing.

My overall feeling is that he’s the target. They aren’t here to kill,
just grab. Don’t worry about it too much.

The knot in my stomach wasn’t taking Daniel’s advice.

I didn’t have time to discuss that with anyone because the part of my
brain that Lee had trained to watch for threats had recognized one.
Sparkling light in the distance had drawn my attention to a spot above
the city.

As I zoomed in, I heard Haley say, “Over there. They’re flying. The more
of them we take down before they get here, the less we have to face
inside. Storm King, Gravity Star, Voice, Power, hit them as soon as you
can. Captain Commando, be ready. Blue and Accelerando, Rocket, you’ll
have to try to take them in the air. The rest of us will have to be
ready in case they make it in here.”

“Also,” I said, “your staff should watch the grounds. This might be the
obvious attack, but not the only group. Oh, and these are the same
people we saw on the Nine’s island. They’re probably tough.”

“Nine’s island?” I could hear the question mark in Sean’s voice.

I was about to say that we didn’t have time to discuss it, but that
became obvious to everyone all too quickly.

The Nine’s team spread apart almost the second they appeared in the air,
Power Burst, in his blue and red pseudo-military uniform, moving toward
us with every bit of Izzy’s speed.

We were lucky that a typical West Michigan fall left the skies covered
with clouds. It might be bad for people with seasonal depression, but it
left a lot for Vaughn to work with.

The clouds roiled, and lightning struck Power Burst, outlining his form
in sparking electricity. It would have been more awesome if the blast
had taken him down, but it didn’t. Our suits acted as Faraday cages. It
wouldn’t have surprised me if his had as well, but from the way he
jerked around and the spastic movements his limbs made, it didn’t look
like it.

On the other hand, Vaughn’s lightning might be outside the range the
designer had tested for. If that were true, the reason might have been
because lightning wasn’t too big a deal for him. Even though he jerked
around, he kept on flying. That was bad because I knew what Izzy could
do. If their goal turned into killing Jody, he could bring down the
tower under us with the power of his voice.

He wasn’t the only one worth worrying about, either. Scream Eagle, his
blue and white powered armor reminding me even more strongly of a
fighter jet now that he was roaring toward us, flew off to the right,
but behind Power Burst.

Camille, AKA Gravity Star, did what she did best, creating an area of
increased gravity underneath both Power Burst and Scream Eagle. It did
exactly what it was supposed to, yanking them downward.

I’d seen too many fights to hope this was the end, but I liked the way
it was going, especially because Sean had followed Haley’s orders,
attacking from above and not personally, which would have been stupid.

The Nine had attacked supers in their own base, and whoever Futuremen
Capital hired, they’d put some thought into it. My bots gave me a view
of the scene from the outside, and from there, I saw metal panels on the
outside of the building opening, clouds of metal balls flying out,
swirling in the air like flocks of birds.

The balls shot upward and then dropped toward Power Burst and Scream
Eagle, pelting them with metal. Power Burst held up his hand, protecting
his eyes from the falling metal. Scream Eagle did worse.

Hit again and again, Scream Eagle plowed into the ground. He pulled
himself to his feet, but still stumbled as swarms of metal hit him from
one side or the other.

Power Burst screamed, shattering the metal balls in front of him and
flying upward through the cloud of dust. At first, he barely seemed to
move at all, but the higher he flew, the more speed he added.

By the time he made it up to where he’d been, he wasn’t moving at full
speed, but he was coming for us.

Mind you, we were doing more than watching him.

Vaughn, for example, hit him with lightning again, and Power Burst’s
slower speed made that easier. And Vaughn didn’t only target Power
Burst. He targeted all of them—Scream Eagle and the two others speeding
after them.

The hit on Scream Eagle was, if anything, a disappointment. Whatever
designers the military had used for Scream Eagle’s armor before he stole
it (or Rook after that), they’d thought ahead about lightning. The suit
sparked, but he didn’t fall over.

Put bluntly, Camille’s gravity already held him to the ground, where
Sean’s balls pummeled him from all sides (heh).

Sure, he was stumbling and batting at the balls with his hands, but the
lightning didn’t add much to it.

The question of what Vaughn’s lightning did to the two, possibly
supernatural beings behind them, turned out to be more interesting. Both
“Artemis,” a possible avatar for the Greek goddess, and the being flying
next to her, a person of indeterminate gender with a golden glow, and
massive, white wings.

For lack of a better name, I’d resolved to think of the person as
“Amnesia Angel” and called them that enough in my report that everyone
else knew who I was talking about.

In any case, the lightning didn’t faze Artemis at all. Even as the
electricity stabbed out of the clouds above her to meet the lawn below,
she didn’t take evasive action. She pulled out her bow and started
shouting at it, making dramatic arm movements as if performing a
Shakespearean play.

If I’d been in range to hear her, my gut told me that I’d be hearing the
kind of bold, declarative explanations you heard in a Thor comic.
Something like, “By the power of Artemis, the goddess within me, I have
power over natural forces! You shall not hurt me, but serve me!”

Of course, I couldn’t hear her, so I could only speculate, but the
lightning didn’t hurt her. In defiance of how I’d always understood
electricity worked, it detoured around her and disappeared into the bow
she’d pulled from her back.

You could call it a miracle. You could call it frightening.

At the moment, I’d have called it worrisome because I was thinking that
energy doesn’t disappear. It changes form or it goes somewhere. For
example, if it disappeared into the bow, I assumed that it would have to
come out of the bow again in some form.

Beyond that, I felt the crack of thunder through the Rocket suit. It
didn’t hurt. The protections against sonic control saw to that, but I
felt it through the suit and my feet as the tower trembled.

Of course, that might not have been the thunder. Izzy’s clone or cousin
also threw blasts of sonic power around.

Either way, it sucked.

Anyway, I still haven’t described what happened to Amnesia Angel. The
being pulled a flaming sword out of nowhere, swung it toward the
lightning, and for lack of a better word, the lightning shattered,
throwing sparks everywhere.

It should have been in a children’s cartoon, the kind that paid no
attention to physics at all.

But never mind, I didn’t have time to dwell on it. Haley had directed
Jaclyn, Izzy, and me to engage in hand-to-hand, and we did it.

The nearest windows to the fight swung open. Izzy and I flew out. Jaclyn
ran and jumped, using the anti-gravity pack within her suit to aim
herself around Camille’s gravity anomalies toward the questionably
divine combatants now entering the fight.

Izzy shot forward at Power Blast, hitting him in the air with a smack
that I could feel as I passed.

If I’d felt a need to go Mano a Mano against the nearest person in
powered armor, I’d have dropped to the ground to fight Scream Eagle. At
that moment, however, Sean and Camille had taken him out of the fight.
He wasn’t down, but he couldn’t do much.

Plus, if I had, I’d have been caught in one of Camille’s gravity wells
until I took Scream Eagle down or she let go. Either way, I was more
worried about Artemis and Amnesia Angel, as was Jaclyn.

Exactly what speed she reached as she ran and jumped out the open
window, I hadn’t checked, but she flew toward Artemis at more than 600
miles per hour.

Artemis saw her coming, but not soon enough. Hitting close to the speed
of sound has a way of surprising people even when you’re flying straight
at them, making no attempt to fool them into thinking you’re doing
something else.

The wannabe goddess whipped the bow around, drawing back her bowstring,
which sparked with lightning as did the bow. When she let go, lightning
exploded outward in a cone, hitting not only Jaclyn and me, but also
Izzy, Power Burst, and the tower.

As I said, the energy had to go somewhere.

All of my suits not only led the electricity around the outside, but
also included devices that absorbed what they could of it. In short,
Jaclyn, Izzy, and I were fine, even though sparks covered my suit. Power
Burst didn’t go down, but his spasm did allow Izzy to get another hit
in.

It threw Power Burst backward without knocking him out. They closed
again, throwing punches too quickly to follow.

Jacklyn, meanwhile, had closed on Artemis, punching her with a
shattering series of blows, which didn’t shatter Artemis even if they
did throw her backward.

I didn’t have time to reflect on that as it happened because I’d closed
on Amnesia Angel.

As I drew near, I saw the angel’s blade and felt a dull ache in my mind,
realizing that the being I faced had some connection to the Artificers.

I also realized that even though I’d gotten a decent sleep, I’d used my
minimal Artificer abilities to the limit yesterday in the jet.

Except for the time I’d manifested Lee’s blade and fought Magnus (?) in
that vision, I’d only ever managed to use my abilities defensively.
Knowing how I felt, I wasn’t sure I’d even manage to do that
now.

I swerved away, loosing a barrage (well, three) of goobots, all of which
exploded around Amnesia Angel, who grew translucent as the blasts of goo
flew through them and fell to the grass, adding another piece of litter
and destruction to their lawn.

I, meanwhile, flipped over, using the suit’s inertial dampers to slow
and then stop me in the air, engaging anti-grav to avoid dropping and
firing the rockets to allow myself to reposition off to the right of
Justice Fist’s tower. There, I’d be able to get a good view of the fight
while testing my options out on Amnesia Angel from a distance, even if
it wasn’t much of a distance.

I wasn’t optimistic.

What did I know so far? This person had Cosmic Ghost abilities in
addition to whatever they’d received from the Artificers.

The sword that the angel had pulled out of nowhere worried me. If it
came from the Artificer toolkit, my armor might not protect me. Rachel
could keep an object within a few inches of her hand out of phase, but
Lee could do the same with swords.

I aimed the suit’s paralysis rays at Amnesia Angel. Back when we’d
fought Ray, he’d partially paralyzed Rachel with a shot from his. She’d
been partially out of phase.

As I fired, my suit detected the sound of a buzzer, blocking the
sound-based portion of the attack. My paralysis device used both sound
and an electromagnetic radiation-based attack. Though the second one was
easily defeated by materials resistant to electromagnetism, the angel
had used their sword against lightning. It was almost as if their
costume hadn’t been designed for that.

I had reason to hope, and my hope wasn’t for nothing.

The angel’s right arm slumped, and their eyes widened. They even stopped
flapping their wings, gliding as the sword disappeared from the right
hand and blazed in the left.

Through my implant, I heard Amy’s voice. She must have been watching at
HQ. “The ladies have seen beings like that one before. The sword will
ignore your armor.”

“Okay,” I said, deciding not to dig into the implications of that
statement. There were a lot of them.

Faced with an enemy that could pass through my armor and an opponent
that would phase out everything but the sword now, I had an option. If I
labeled it, I’d have called it Plan E or Plan Omega—with Omega standing
for the end of everything.

I thought back to when I’d fought The Thing that Eats and manifested a
sword. Last time, I’d used Lee’s abilities, possibly even unconsciously
using Lee’s device.

Hoping that I’d avoid getting Artificer attention, I used what Kee
taught me to power it this time. It didn’t feel good. It felt like a
long run the day after running a marathon. Initially, you feel the
soreness, but after you move, it begins to feel normal. The problem is
that if you pay attention, you know the soreness and damage from the day
before are still there.

If you push yourself too hard, you’re going to run out of steam and
maybe hurt yourself permanently.

I wasn’t dwelling on that, but it was in the background of my awareness.
In the foreground of my awareness was the sword—what it was and what it
wasn’t.

Last time around, it had been four and a half feet long, dark metal, and
on fire.

This time, I could barely see it. Without knowing it was there, I might
not have noticed the sword-shaped glow manifesting from my right hand.
I’d have felt it, though. It felt like the beginning of a headache amid
the flow of energy from elsewhere.

A message from Rachel said only, “I can feel whatever you’re doing from
here.”

Even though I found myself wondering if I’d be able to keep it going
long enough to use it, I got one gratifying reaction—the angel jerked
back.

If years of training with Lee had taught me anything, I’d learned to use
those moments of weakness. With a blast from my rockets, the being was
in range, and I aimed toward the angel’s right to make it that much
harder for my strike to be blocked.

I didn’t make it obvious, though. I appeared to be going straight toward
them, swerving and striking at the last second.

Amnesia Angel twisted, bringing their blazing sword around with a speed
I couldn’t match on my best day. They hadn’t burned out their brain the
day before.

It didn’t matter, though, because even though their reaction had been
amazing, my timing had been better. I’d swerved, moved past them, and
struck them in the side before their sword made it all the way around. I
was out of reach by the time the sword hit where I’d been.

Unlike their blow, mine counted. Though no blood flowed, nor did a cut
appear in the angel’s blue and green costume, the being screeched as my
intangible, glowing blade cut through spirit instead of flesh.

I felt the resistance in my hands as I held the blade and struggled to
keep it in existence. Watching as the angel followed me, I gauged their
speed, knowing that my survival depended on having the ability to make
unpredictable changes of direction.

On the other hand, I at least had an idea of how to fight them.

Behind me, the angel screeched again, but this one had more weight. It
didn’t hurt, but I heard it with Artificer senses.

That did not strike me as a good thing at all.

Much as I had in the jet, I felt Magnus’ attention. Strictly speaking,
it was the presence of Magnus using Artificer senses through what I’d
heard called the Galaxy Core Device, but whatever.

Along with that attention, I also felt burning energy coming this
direction. It wasn’t a question of being able to pretend I wasn’t here
and avoid it.

There was no time to get myself into that mode of thinking, no time to
dodge. At the moment that I’d noticed it, it was here.

Except… Nothing happened.

I wasn’t dead. I didn’t feel burning pain. I was fine.

The problem was, of course, that I wasn’t the target. Magnus’ people
were. I’d been told that he could empower his allies even without full
control of the device.

I remembered that as the effects became obvious all around me—literally
in all directions since my HUD showed the world in 360-degree vision.
Our opponents exploded with light, though they didn’t physically
explode. They shone in a rainbow of colors that reminded me of disco
balls.

Light washed across Justice Fist’s tower and the block around it,
eclipsing the sun for a few seconds, and that was only the visuals. I
didn’t even try to concentrate on the phenomenon, but despite that, I
felt it in my bones. I saw the organization of it, how Magnus used Lee’s
device to hook into their powers and send energy into them to the degree
that they could use it.

A glow hung on all of them, visible to me and probably also to Rachel. I
didn’t know what it was, but my gut feeling was an energy reservoir.
Along with the targets I could see, I noticed power heading toward the
tower. That worried me. The only person in there who could be a
potential receptacle for Magnus’ gift would be Jody. Over my comm, I
said, “Watch Jody!”

As bad as it looked, seeing them use their power-up made me feel worse.
The balance of Izzy and Power Burst’s fight changed from even to Power
Burst’s favor.

They’d been throwing punches that knocked each other in one direction or
another, but now, a glowing Power Burst launched a punch that threw Izzy
to the ground. Before she pulled herself up, he reached her and began to
pound on her with his fists.

I heard her gasp with surprise and pain, but she didn’t go down. She
punched back even from the ground, but I wasn’t sure if I’d ever heard
her sound hurt before.

When I started fighting Amnesia Angel, I’d lost track of the fight
between Jaclyn and Artemis. Somewhere between then and now, that fight
had dropped from the air to the ground with Jaclyn rushing in to punch
Artemis and Artemis disappearing only to reappear ten feet away at the
last moment. Artemis would then loose a glowing arrow at Jaclyn (which
Jaclyn dodged), and then get punched or brushed by Jaclyn’s fist as she
disappeared again.

The fact that she could take punches from Jaclyn and still walk
afterward was worrisome by itself, but that was before Magnus’ sent a
power-up. After the power-up, Artemis became a glowing blur that threw
the bow over her back, rushed toward Jaclyn, and punched her, throwing
Jaclyn backward more than 100 feet down Justice Fist’s lawn.

I missed what happened next in their fight because I’d also noticed
Scream Eagle. As a guy who’d merely stolen the powered armor he wore, it
might have been that he had no abilities to enhance. That wasn’t true.

When the energy hit him, sparks erupted from his armor, not destroying
it, but instead surrounding it with a visible latticework of sparks in
the air around him.

Not only did Sean’s ball bearings move within the latticework of sparks
and fall, but then they floated back up into the air, circling Scream
Eagle. To me, the circles appeared to be protective, not threatening.

If that weren’t disquieting enough, Camille’s gravity control should
have been keeping Scream Eagle on the ground, but as the metal balls
began to circle him, the powered armor began to rise into the air.

It wasn’t quick, but Scream Eagle was now lifting himself into the air.
Camille couldn’t stop him anymore.

I could only hope that Haley, Daniel, Camille, Sydney, and Vaughn had a
plan to handle him because I had my own
problems. Amnesia Angel glowed with a
greater intensity than before the energy strike. The flaming sword in
the angel’s hand thickened.

The angel’s wings left a trail of sparkles as their speed increased,
aiming toward me, and shouting, “You don’t know what I am, do you?”

They laughed, but continued, “You won’t ever know, bastard Artificer.”

With that statement, I realized that my hypothetical questions for Amy
about the previous Bloodmaidens’ experience with Amnesia Angel needed to
be answered sooner rather than later.

The bad news? Amy had zero chance of telling me everything I needed in
the next few seconds.

Considering Amnesia Angel’s speed, I doubted I’d have seconds. They
rushed me, sword out and slashing.

I twisted to avoid them, giving the rockets extra power and hoping the
reaction time I’d saved by sending commands to the Rocket suit through
my implant made a difference.

It did, but not enough. I felt pain in my thigh, burning but not
unbearable. A glance downward showed no physical
damage, the follow-through of the angel’s
blade missing my right leg.

At almost the same time, I noticed that I was losing my sword and opened
up to the outside energies I was tapping. The sword stabilized, but it
felt a touch harder.

It made sense. The sword damaged me as an Artificer—no physical damage.
It was also bad news.

99% of the time, that bit of heritage was irrelevant to my life, but I
was currently living in the remaining 1%.

Worse, the angel was gaining on me, its wings shimmering with energies
that might only be visible to me.

I sent the rockets to maximum power plus an anti-gravity boost, and that
did give me some space, shooting me up above the row houses and stores
surrounding the base.

Amnesia Angel followed, sword in one hand, the whole body glowing like a
human-shaped star. It couldn’t keep up, but I couldn’t run away. I had
to be close enough that it had hope or he’d fly back to join the fight
below.

I circled sideways, changing my angle and heading toward the main fight,
forcing Amnesia Angel to change directions to keep me in their sights.

I intended to check out how everyone else’s fights were going, but
something else drew my eye. I’d seen Magnus’ power descend toward the
tower, but then I’d thought it might have aimed itself toward Jody. Now,
with the luxury of a different angle and a few milliseconds to spare, I
realized that two presences wreathed in Artificer power were climbing up
the side of the tower at the speed most people would walk.

Even stranger, I thought I might recognize them. Back when I’d worked at
Higher Ground, I’d fought two people who’d been run through the
Abominator birthing chambers and been modified into the Abominators’
(and now the Ascendancy’s) standard special forces soldier breed. They’d
been modified into becoming supers in the style of Haley or Travis.

Thanks to my implant, I got instant confirmation of their names—Art and
Zola, formerly of Higher Ground’s marketing department. Haley had always
been terrified of losing her humanity to the beast within. What I
remembered of them was that Art had been loving it and that Zola had
been fighting the beast, but losing.

I didn’t have time to wonder where they were now with bloodlust and all
because they were heading up toward where Haley, Daniel, and the rest
were.

Over the comms, so that Dayton and Sean would have a chance to hear it,
I said, “Evil marketing people crawling up the tower.”

At almost the same time, Haley said, “Got it,” and Sean said, “What?”

I will admit that I could have been clearer, but I didn’t have time to
explain. Like me, Amnesia Angel had changed direction, except that,
following me, they could turn earlier than I could, and they had, aiming
to intercept.

Despite the damage to my psyche, I hadn’t lost the flow of energy that
kept the blade functioning, which was good. Amnesia Angel’s wings burst
into multi-colored energy, and they streaked forward, twisting around
and stopping directly in front of me.

How I blocked the angel’s blade, I couldn’t be certain, but Lee had
insisted I’d learn swordplay, and I’d kept it up, practicing with him,
Cassie, and Tara. In short, my defenses were second nature. Even if
Amnesia Angel’s reflexes were faster, something about the angle they
held the sword and countless small movements told me that I’d spent more
time training.

Despite that, they kept up a flurry of attacks, one following the other
quickly enough that all I could do was block. I succeeded, not taking a
single blow, but that wasn’t the way to win.

If you only defend, you’re going to lose.

The addition of voices over the comm didn’t help either. I ignored them,
but couldn’t help but notice the increasing emotional edge to the
conversation, punctuated with flashes of lightning near the tower.

The angel and I kept on flying and circling each other, slashing and
stabbing at each other, never passing through the other’s guard. Each of
us needed to change the fight. Neither was willing to risk it, but with
every blow, I could feel the effort it took to keep the sword together
increase.

I was the one who needed to end it most. I had to do it now.

Was I willing to take a wound to take the angel out? I had a bad feeling
that the right blow might kill me. Fighting with swords that arguably
attacked your “soul” seemed like it might have different rules, and I
hadn’t learned them yet.

That also meant that everything I’d learned about how to avoid killing
my opponent also couldn’t be trusted.

Right now, I’d have to go with whatever worked.

Choosing to circle the tower while fighting the angel, I avoided having
to pay attention to the whole fight. I boosted my speed with
anti-gravity, yanking myself ten feet ahead of where I was, but not so
far that Amnesia Angel would give up.

The next stage depended on my understanding of how Rachel’s powers
worked. She could exist out of phase with our reality, but still close
enough to see and hear it, which meant that small amounts of her had to
be in phase.

When she did it, the world faded out just as she faded to outside eyes.

The upshot? Attacks on the senses might still help, and I had a few, the
best known being sound. I decided to start with that.

I whipped around, inertial dampers in my suit allowing me to make a turn
with too many Gs to be safe for humans, shooting sideways.

As Amnesia Angel began to turn, I turned again, inertial dampers humming
as I flew toward their weak side, the side with the dangling, paralyzed
arm, so that striking me would require flipping over.

I had a plan for that.

Of course, so did they. Their plan, as they realized that I’d turned and
aimed myself at them, involved flipping over so that I had to face their
flaming sword.

I countered their counterplan by dropping downward, figuring that it
would be hard to fight the momentum of their spin. Then I opened up with
the Rocket suit’s sonics at full volume. Amnesia Angel might be
partially out of phase, but the part in phase might matter.

As ever, the initial blast tried a broad spectrum of frequencies,
centering on the ones with the most resonance afterward. I didn’t need
my HUD to list the resonant frequencies to know that the angel felt it.
The way their hands flew up to their ears and the sword disappeared was
enough of a hint.

The way that there were suddenly no resonant frequencies might argue
that I’d been too successful, but that would ignore that I’d made it
into striking range with my sword in the meantime.

Even though their sword was gone, I hadn’t let myself drift into range
for one of their strikes. Instead, I’d aimed my sword at the wing
extended below them as they flew sideways.

Still reacting faster than I could strike, they tried gathering their
wings in and diving out of my reach. They were mostly successful in
that, but not completely. On my way under them, I did slash into the
wing near the tip.

I didn’t cut it off, but the glow disappeared where my sword hit,
leaving a line of normal white feathers. Better than a mere visual, the
angel wobbled in the air, experiencing pain or maybe even damage.

Having passed them without receiving a return strike, I let myself turn
in an arc, staying out of range, but flying parallel to Amnesia Angel,
who spotted that I wasn’t on them and dove toward the Justice Fist
tower.

I couldn’t let that happen. If they made it, I’d have help, but so would
they. I gave the rockets maximum fuel and assistance from anti-gravity
and shot ahead of them.

The angel banked left, away from the tower and toward the row houses,
gaining height again as they flew. That height gave Cassie an angle
where she didn’t risk hitting buildings on either side of the base’s
property, the Justice Fist tower, or a member of our team, especially
me.

Despite the daytime sun, the blazing white beam was still visible and
still forced my suit to darken the helmet’s display to prevent me from
being blinded.

The beam didn’t cut a hole through Amnesia Angel. They were out of
phase, but turned their head to avoid the light, telling me what I
suspected. They didn’t have a way to protect their eyes while also
seeing where they were going.

I decided I couldn’t miss this chance. While I didn’t fly into the beam,
I aimed myself at the angel, sword out and waiting for the moment Cassie
stopped firing, which she did, almost immediately. Whether it was
because she’d realized it wasn’t hurting Amnesia Angel or didn’t want me
to be caught in the beam didn’t matter.

She stopped as I closed, saving me the trouble of training my laser on
the angel’s face. Instead, I swung my sword at the angel’s body, doing
no visible damage, but the angel’s glow winked out.

Amnesia Angel’s wings faded away, replaced by nothing—no glowing wings,
no feathered wings, just holes for wings in the back of their costume
where the wings had emerged.

The holes inadvertently answered another question I’d had, revealing a
bit of bra strap. That didn’t necessarily reveal the person’s internal
sense of their gender, but statistically speaking, it would most of the
time.

Anyway, I didn’t have time to ask pronouns at that moment because she
(?) was more than 50 feet in the air, powerless, and either dead or
unconscious.

Hoping her state wasn’t fake unconsciousness, I reached out, diving to
grab her leg, missing the first time, and succeeding the second.

Grabbing one limb didn’t make for a graceful save. Her other leg flopped
downward, dangling like her arms as she swung around.

Despite a vague worry that this might appear on YouTube under a title
like, “Ten Worst Superhero Saves,” it still went better than finding out
she was awake, having her powers (and sword) reactivate, and stabbing me
in the air.

I turned, aiming myself at the tower, wondering what I’d missed when
concentrating on my fight.

It turned out to be a lot, and most of it was bad. My implant flashed
information from spots in my HUD that I hadn’t actively been watching.

Izzy had been fighting Power Burst. Up to the power-up, the fight had
been even. After that, their fight had gone from the two of them
punching each other backwards in the air or smashing each other into the
ground to a fight where Izzy ducked and weaved, throwing blows that
sometimes missed. When they didn’t, Power Burst still flew backward, but
not for long. He shot back into the melee with no hesitation or
noticeable injury.

As for Izzy, she was still fast, still strong, and still fighting, but
even if it was no more than a microsecond’s hesitation, she hesitated. I
couldn’t put into words how I knew, but she was tired or hurt or both.

In the moment the implant caught me up, Power Burst caught her legs as
he flew below her, changed direction, flying upward, flipping, and
throwing her into the ground—which exploded the way it might have if
he’d thrown a bomb.

Then he dived after her to finish the job.

It would have been obvious where to go next, except that updates to the
other fights came all at once.

Not far from where Izzy hit, Jaclyn fought Artemis. From what my implant
showed me, they’d been fighting on the ground ever since the power-up.
Artemis had foregone her normal style of fighting—teleport away and fire
arrows—for the direct approach.

She and Jaclyn traded blows that moved faster than the speed of sound,
creating audible sonic booms with each blow, miss, or hit.

Jaclyn fought smart, using jumps to move ten or twenty feet away and
charge in from another angle—except that’s when Artemis would teleport,
landing behind Jaclyn, directly in front, or far above and loosing an
arrow at her.

Jaclyn had learned after the second time that it wasn’t worth moving
more than a few feet at once. More than that gave Artemis enough time to
teleport. From my implant’s calculations, Jaclyn moved faster, but not
by much, and Jaclyn’s blows appeared to be absorbed by the golden glow
around Artemis which rippled with each hit.

Though I couldn’t put my finger on why, I had more confidence that
Jaclyn was still in better shape than Izzy. If I managed to change the
terms of either Jaclyn’s or Izzy’s fights, we’d all be free to help
everyone in the tower.

It seemed like the best choice except…

In the time I’d fought Amnesia Angel, Scream Eagle had pushed himself
through Camille’s gravity control by sheer force of will, the power-up
having enhanced whatever powers he had. None of the superhero/villain
databases that I read had listed him as having any powers at all.
Judging from how he’d taken control of some of Sean’s metal balls along
with the shattered remains of others, I guessed his latent or
hard-to-notice abilities were electromagnetic.

If the guy could control electronics, an Artificer power-up might lead
him to the next step in his powers’ evolution—Pokémon style.

Unfortunately, the next step also led him to the top of the tower, where
he’d used his new powers to fight Sean, Vaughn, and Camille, helped by
Art and Zola, who’d made it up the tower themselves and were fighting
hand to hand.

I could hear shouted orders from Haley over the comm, and see flashes of
lightning from inside the tower’s conference room. I felt a pulse of
fear from Daniel, but didn’t have time to figure out what he was afraid
of.

I needed to help everyone all at once.

Figuring out what I’d missed took less than a second or two. I didn’t
waste the time, hurtling forward toward Jaclyn and Artemis as they
fought on the ground.

If I could change that fight, Jaclyn could help Izzy, and I could help
everyone in the tower.

I aimed myself toward Jaclyn and Artemis, firing off six goobots as I
did, aiming three at Artemis and the other three at Power Burst. Any
distraction at all might help Izzy.

I wasn’t the only one with that thought.

As Power Burst dived toward the new crater created by Izzy hitting the
ground, a beam from Cassie’s gun struck him. My HUD dimmed the light,
but from the readouts, I could tell that she hadn’t been aiming to
blind.

That beam could have brought down small buildings and even large ones
with a well-placed shot.

This shot hit Power Burst in the middle of his chest, but did not leave
him a charred corpse. We knew what happened when someone fired energy
weapons at Izzy and had done it ourselves in training.

A silver shield appeared where the beam hit, shedding light in all
directions, including at Izzy. A shadow of the same shield appeared
around her—less obvious, hopefully, because there wasn’t as much to
defend against as opposed to because she was getting tired.

As the glare of Cassie’s beam faded, I caught a glimpse of Power Burst’s
dead-eyed stare and the sweat running down his face.

We’d hit Izzy with enough different things that we knew what energy
weapons did—tired her. Though a homicidal maniac, Cassie’s gun had been
well-designed when it came to throwing out a massive amount of energy.
Even with a power-up, it made Power Burst think.

He opened his mouth and screamed in Cassie’s direction at a volume that
had the potential to shatter the roof of whatever row house Cassie stood
on.

Inattention in a combat situation is a bad thing, though. As he began,
Izzy punched him in the side of the head, and all three of the goobots
I’d aimed at him hit and exploded into grey goo.

Knowing that Izzy used her sonic abilities as sonar, I’d targeted Power
Burst’s head, body, and legs. The theory went like this: hitting his
head would blind his eyes, muffle his ears, and close his mouth;
covering the rest of him with goo would fuzz out echolocation that
didn’t use his ears. I was pretty sure Izzy used her entire body.

I didn’t think that the goo would stand up to Power Burst’s strength,
and it didn’t.

He flexed and tore his legs and arms free enough to move, but not before
Izzy, still covered with dirt and grass, landed a flurry of blows that
knocked him to the ground.

Wrapped top to bottom in strands of goo, he didn’t seem to see the blows
coming, which was a point in favor of my theory of how Izzy’s powers
worked.

If you’re wondering why Izzy didn’t get stuck to him when she hit him,
I’d included a patch for repelling goo when I updated the team’s suits.

That all happened in an instant. At practically the same time, I was
also paying attention to Jaclyn’s and Artemis’ fight.

The two of them were still trading blows, Jaclyn’s hitting the golden
glow around Artemis, but not her, even if the glow reacted to each blow.

The goobots didn’t do well either. Hitting her at almost the same time
they hit Power Burst, they exploded into goo around her, and though they
did try to constrict, they couldn’t stick to the golden glow and slid to
the ground.

In the meantime, I’d dropped to the ground, let go of Amnesia Angel so
that I had two hands free, and tried to bring up the sword again. I’d
let it go while flying there. With the download of the fighting I’d
missed, there had been too much to concentrate on.

It felt like I’d never done it before. I knew where the power was and I
could feel it, but it was as if it were behind a curtain.

While I pulled what I could toward me, feeling an ache that came from a
phantom limb I’d never had, Artemis turned toward me, taking a few blows
from Jaclyn without notice, saying, “Are you one of us? If you are, it’s
not working, is it?”

Her eyes dropped toward Amnesia Angel on the ground, “Hmmn.”

Then she disappeared and reappeared behind me. If she’d been expecting
an easy shot at me, she didn’t get it. While I didn’t feel like I could
stop pulling for power to make the sword, I could tap the rockets
through my implant and shoot upward.

The blast of the rockets’ hot air would have hurt a normal person, but
beyond causing flickers in her shield, they did nothing to Artemis. She
pulled her bow up, and a glowing arrow appeared as she pulled the string
back.

I could feel her pull on whatever energy Magnus had imbued her with,
knowing that if I could feel it, she might be able to do the same thing
to me that I’d done to Amnesia Angel.

I tried to push that worry out of my mind and pull deeper, hoping to
pull enough energy in to deflect the arrow.

I couldn’t. I didn’t know it then, but in that moment, I had zero chance
of pulling that deeply with the necessary speed, but I tried. Why?
Because I felt the power I needed begin to flow.

The only reason I didn’t go down then was because you leave a speedster
alone at your peril.

Jaclyn had never stopped moving. When Artemis reappeared next to me, she
started running. She’d begun aiming to my left, but when I lifted off,
she adjusted and charged straight at Artemis, throwing a punch as
Artemis lifted her bow.

She’d passed the speed of sound when her punch hit Artemis, the punch
making its own sonic boom.

The sonic booms caused ripples in the golden glow around Artemis and
shattered windows in the buildings around Justice Fist’s base.

Within a block of us,  a car alarm had gone off (maybe more than one),
but, in the whirlwind of combat, that could have been a side effect of
Power Burst’s scream attack on Cassie. It was hard to know.

That would have been interesting enough, but in addition, Jaclyn’s fist
slammed into the filmy, golden shield around Artemis. This time, the
shield threw out flashes of gold along with a blast of static in
combination with another boom.

It didn’t only happen once. You couldn’t expect Jaclyn to throw just one
punch. She threw many, more than ten, to judge from the number of sonic
booms. Each boom was answered by another from the shield, matching or
exceeding the sonic booms in volume. I guessed that the shield’s booms
were caused by the shield rippling with each hit.

Artemis didn’t fall or show an expression of pain at any hit, but her
eyes widened, and she teleported away, reappearing halfway down the
block. Her glow had dimmed, confirming something I’d suspected. Magnus’
power-up didn’t stick around. It was a limited resource that could be
depleted before the end of a fight.

I didn’t know if he was willing to fill them up again, but based on how
I suspected it worked, it might not be good for the recipient. I’d have
to ask Kee if I had the chance.

It was then, by the way, that I managed to make a solid connection to
the energies that would allow me to create a sword.

I didn’t because no one was close enough to strike. It felt different,
more raw, and I hoped I wasn’t hurting myself because I kept the
connection going.

As I considered blasting myself toward her, Artemis discovered why
teleporting away from Jaclyn might be worse than fighting her
hand-to-hand. When you teleported away, appearing in the air, and
pulling back an arrow to fire, you were no longer so close that Cassie
worried about hitting Jaclyn if she missed.

Cassie fired, the bright beam casting shadows of the tower, the trees,
and the fence, hitting Artemis. It didn’t take her out, but the arrow
forming on her bowstring dissipated into sparkles. The glow around her
dropped a little more, and she disappeared again, reappearing behind me
for the second time today.

This time I whipped around, seeing her forming a flaming arrow in her
hand, but at the same time, I’d formed the sword.

It wasn’t the same this time, and I didn’t know if that was good or bad.
After all the struggle making the connection, it cost nothing to call
the sword into being.

Last time, though, it had been invisible unless you could use whatever
energies the Artificers used yourself. This time, it reminded me more of
the sword I’d called up using Lee’s abilities. That one had been a
flaming sword. This appeared to be a lightning bolt in a sword’s shape.

Moment by moment, though, it didn’t stay the same shape. It wavered,
sometimes straight, sometimes curving, often jagged-edged, endlessly
regenerating itself. Throwing off sparks as I swung it toward Artemis,
it shattered the rippling glow into bits of light that streaked away
from her like comets.

The expression on Artemis’ face left no mystery as to whether or not it
was visible either. She backed away as I swung, but didn’t even manage a
half step as the sword hit.

The sword disappeared into her side, and she crumpled, falling backward
to the ground. Lucky for her that to stab me from behind, she’d had to
land. Otherwise, she’d have fallen. It might not have hurt her much, but
depending on how her powers worked, it might have.

Jaclyn gave me a nod and, as she crouched and jumped into the air, sent
an implant message, “Thanks. I’m helping Blue. I’ll join you when we’re
done.”

Her leap upward left shoe-shaped divots in the lawn, throwing dirt ten
feet away. Whatever. That was the least of the property damage we’d done
today.

Whether she was using the anti-gravity as a booster or purely her
strength, she shot upward like a rocket.
Power Burst, who was still fighting Izzy, never saw her coming.

Jaclyn shot up behind him, punching him in the kidney, which did not
take him down, and grabbing him around the neck. Izzy punched him from
the front while he struggled to pull Jaclyn’s arm away.

Though he still had extra power over and above an already impressive
power set, I had little doubt Jaclyn and Izzy working together could
take him out, not to mention Cassie.

I shot upward toward the tower’s top floor, where I hoped I’d find
Daniel, Haley, Vaughn, Sydney, Sean, Dayton, and Camille fighting off
Art, Zola, and Scream Eagle.

Scream Eagle already showed powers I’d never expected. I hoped that
trend didn’t continue.

As I flew toward the open windows, my implant summarized the feed from
the tower to the degree it could—a series of pictures.

Scream Eagle rose toward the windows, gaining speed despite Camille’s
control over gravity. A flash from Haley’s cam showed sweat on Camille’s
brow, fists clenched, and mouth in a thin line.

Sean and Vaughn, meanwhile, were doing what they could. Sean whirled a
circle of metal balls with enough speed that they turned into a ring
reflecting the light of the sun and the room’s fluorescent lights. I’d
seen what he could do with them. They made a highly mobile circular saw
that could cut through more than you’d think. When used with his power,
even if they shattered, he could continue to cut with the
dust.

They weren’t a great choice if you wanted to leave people alive, but by
the time Magnus powered someone up, we were past the point where that
was the highest priority.

Scream Eagle burst into the room, flying through the open windows, a
cloud of metal filings floating around him. Vaughn hit him with a burst
of wind that held him for a few seconds, but Vaughn was tired too. He’d
thrown a lot of lightning this week and raised a storm already today.

Wind blew papers and threw pens, pencils, erasers, and desktop
decorations throughout the room.

Sean took advantage of Scream Eagle’s immobility to aim steel balls at
him, but he must have underestimated Scream Eagle’s new magnetic
abilities. Some of the balls began to circle Scream Eagle with the metal
fillings, though not in a perfect circle.

The orbit of balls moved, sometimes further away from Scream Eagle,
sometimes so close that they clipped Scream Eagle’s armor. Sometimes
they redirected themselves into Sean’s original circle.

Sean stared and shouted at everyone else in the room, presumably for
help.

Gritting her teeth, Camille stared at Scream Eagle while Vaughn released
the wind Scream Eagle had pushed through and threw a series of lightning
bolts at him.

It wasn’t a bad combination. We’d practiced it at Stapledon. Vaughn knew
how to adjust to the effects of heightened gravity on lightning. Camille
knew how to focus gravity on one person. Julie took advantage of the
moment to shout at him.

He ignored her despite her voice and new training. Instead, he aimed the
balls and shattered ball chaff into the room, shattering windows on all
sides and forcing everyone to dive for cover with a few exceptions.
Daniel combined his prescience and telekinesis, using the perfect amount
of each to protect himself and Jody’s still-sleeping body.

My armor designs protected our people well enough, though metal coated
Sydney’s body over and above my armor. Sean still controlled the balls
well enough not to get hit while Dayton reacted soon enough to avoid
taking any of the metal bits at full force.

It was at this moment, however, that Art and Zola had appeared in the
room. I knew they’d experienced power-ups with the rest of Magnus’
attackers. If you’d asked me what to expect, I’d have expected the
strongest effect on energy users of some kind and a minimal effect on
people whose powers were physical.

I’d have been wrong. Art and Zola ripped the painted metal door at the
top of the stairs open—never mind that they could have used the
doorknob. Beyond that, they’d been physically changed. I’d long ago
noticed that Haley’s and Travis’ skin around their hands and feet, while
transformed, seemed similar to the malleable hard stuff that composed
Marcus’ entire body.

While I saw nothing that made me think that Art and Zola had Marcus’
malleability, their entire bodies were gray, except for their hair,
including Art’s goatee.

I hadn’t seen them since Higher Ground had been destroyed—though I’d
sometimes wondered how they’d been doing. Zola, in particular, had
seemed to be losing the battle with the animalistic side of her nature
released by the Abominator birthing chambers.

Though this wasn’t a representative sample of her average day, if I’d
been watching to figure out whether that trend continued, I wouldn’t
have felt better. Art and Zola didn’t talk on the way into the room,
sniffing the air and only giving each other glances and shifts in
posture to indicate who they intended to attack.

Though I doubted they could keep it up, in this small space, their
speeds rivaled Jaclyn’s. Art jumped toward the wall where Sean, Camille,
Vaughn, and Julie had been trying to slow Scream Eagle down.

He bit Sean in the bicep, teeth piercing Sean’s suit, injecting poison.
He’d let go and slashed at Vaughn’s face without hurting him even as
Sean fell to the ground. Though his claws hadn’t made it through
Vaughn’s facemask, the injector claw in the middle of his other hand
popped up as he slapped Vaughn’s back, the claw sinking into Vaughn’s
body.

By the time Art pulled his hand back and turned to Camille, Vaughn had
fallen.

Camille saw him, but she was still trying to slow Scream Eagle down and
didn’t have time to drop that to increase the gravity around Art.

Plus, again, in this small space, he moved as quickly as Jaclyn would
have. She didn’t have time to do anything before he stabbed her with the
palm claw in his right hand.

Art’s next move was to dive and roll past Julie, sinking the palm claw
of his left hand into her thigh through her armor. As she fell, he
turned toward the back of the room where Zola faced Haley, Sydney,
Dayton, Daniel, and Jody’s unconscious body.

Well, sort of. Zola had been busy too.

She’d been the one who’d ripped the steel door open, throwing it into
the room and stepping in after it, allowing Art to jump over all of it
while everyone nearby was too distracted to respond.

Daniel might have been more useful, but his main focus was on removing
memories so Jody wouldn’t realize he’d been caught and kill himself.

Haley knew this, reacting before anyone else and charging Zola.

Zola leapt sideways, landing next to Dayton and stabbing him in the side
with her palm claw. Dayton punched at her face as the claw entered his
body, grazing her cheek as he went down.

That he hit her at all was a testament to his own speed and training,
but it was still useless.

Zola didn’t stop moving, jumping toward the table where Daniel stood
over Jody, concentrating. She landed on the table, the claws on her feet
scratching the surface.

Slashing at Daniel with her right arm, her face wore a wide grin,
punctuated with long, pointed fangs.

As the blow came down toward Daniel, he moved and instead of puncturing
his armor, Zola’s claws slid across his chest plate, leaving scratches
that repaired themselves almost as they appeared.

Daniel didn’t even look up.

Zola began to snarl, but didn’t even get to finish because she’d stayed
in one place too long.

Sydney, A.K.A. Railgun, had let loose with a barrage of “rails”
(bullets, more or less).

How Zola knew Sydney had fired, I could only guess. Under Sydney’s
control, metal moved like water—except when Sydney didn’t want it to.
There were no clinks or clanks to hear.

On the other hand, Haley could hear people’s hearts pumping blood
through their bodies, and Zola had unknown extra levels of strength,
speed, and sensitivity to work with.

Either way, Zola jumped out of the way of Sydney’s burst, cracking the
table’s smooth surface as she jumped over the stream of bullets toward
Sydney.

The bullets, all of them moving faster than the speed of sound, left
holes in the filing cabinet, the wall, and the microwave on the wall of
the kitchenette at the far end of the room. I hoped they wouldn’t kill
anybody. Given their speed, they’d probably end up in Grand Lake, and it
was November and cold—so no one would be waterskiing or fishing either.

Sydney didn’t have the speed to adjust her aim as Zola flew toward her.
Zola hit her in the head, bringing down her claws toward Sydney’s neck.

She didn’t get through. Between Sydney’s metal outer shell and the suit
I’d designed underneath it, her claws couldn’t reach skin.

Worse for Zola, while Sydney wasn’t quick enough to aim while Zola
jumped her, she was quick enough to aim at someone who’d landed on her
shoulder.

Zola didn’t wait when she sensed what was coming, jumping off to land
behind Sydney’s back. Sydney began to turn, but Zola jumped again. This
time, landing back on the table. She leaned in and bit through Daniel’s
armor into his bicep.

That’s when I knew we’d synced up with reality because as I stepped
through the open window after Scream Eagle, I felt Daniel’s presence and
felt him slip into unconsciousness, but as he went, he thought, I think
it was close enough.

I wanted to ask more, but it was too late. I’m not sure I’d have had
time to discuss it if he’d stayed up.

Somehow, my implant’s recap of the fight hadn’t conveyed the feel of the
changes to the room. The armored “glass” around the room had been
shattered in all directions. Alarms screeched. The table hadn’t just
been scratched, but broken in two. Daniel slumped against the lip of the
far end, but Zola had grabbed Jody and flung him over her shoulder.

Haley and Sydney ran toward Zola, jumping over Dayton’s body, only to
find that Art had left where Julie lay on the ground. A leap took him
halfway across the room to join Zola.

That left me to face Scream Eagle, who turned to face me, the
unconscious bodies of Vaughn, Sean, and Camille on the floor around him.

The military look of Scream Eagle’s blue and white armor left me
unprepared for his accent. It was either British or fake. “Nice phallic
metaphor you’re holding there. Is it new?”

The response demanded a coarse, but funny dick joke. Unfortunately, a
lifetime of clean living, martial arts training, and reading technical
manuals had not prepared me for that.

I did have something on my mind, though, “You’re called Scream Eagle. I
don’t have any records of you screaming. Do you scream? Or… don’t you?”

“Funny you should ask,” Scream Eagle said, “I don’t, but you might.”

Sean’s balls, which had been hanging in the air around Scream Eagle,
began to whirr in a familiar circular shape.

The lightning sword threw off sparks in my hand, and despite how
difficult it had been to get going, I didn’t feel it much. This struck
me as either good or very bad.

Eyeing the flashing metal circle, I said, “I guess I’m going to have to
stab you with a metaphor then.”

“You won’t live long enough for that,” Scream Eagle said, and the circle
of metal balls and metal dust descended toward me.

I didn’t doubt that my suit could withstand ball bearings, but I didn’t
know how long it would withstand repeated damage.

It looked like I’d get to find out, though, because the rotating circle
of metal hit my chest. I’d been trying to dodge, but it moved faster,
chipping away at my armor.

Errors and damage notifications followed. They didn’t do much damage,
but the damage was steady. The suit showed 100% armor and then dropped
to 99% in that spot.

I jumped sideways, giving my suit time to repair or at least spread the
damage out. Then I changed direction and jumped toward him.

He stepped back, sending the circle of balls toward me, but not with the
same speed as he might have. He was working with the same problem we all
had—inertia. Now that I was right in front of him, he risked hitting
himself if he moved them too quickly.

Sword in hand, I rushed him, but he didn’t want to stick around and find
out what happened if I stabbed him.

He used his jets to send himself sideways, flip over, and land. on his
feet, which was impressive in this small space. It was a large enough
space, though, that I’d have to move a good 20 feet to get into melee
range with him again.

I began to, and the circle of metal whirled toward me. That didn’t worry
me much. I knew I’d reach him before serious damage could be done.

He must have understood the same because as I ran toward the kitchenette
where we’d shattered the microwave oven, he used a power I’d only begun
to suspect he had seconds ago.

He connected with the Rocket suit and tried to take it over. The signs
came first in the notifications informing me that a shutdown was
imminent, and did I want to stop it?

Now that I could connect to the suit with my implant, I could stop it at
the speed of thought and did. That was at the price of slowing my run to
the other side of the room. That meant more chances to be attacked by
the mobile circular saw.

Watching the damage rise, I started running for him again, dimly aware
that Sydney and Haley were fighting for their lives against Art and
Zola. As much as I wanted to help, I was more than aware that if I
weren’t keeping Scream Eagle busy, he’d be shutting down their suits,
not to mention using his ability to control magnetic forces to tear away
at the layer of metal around Sydney.

At the same time, even the shortest summary of their fight didn’t hide
that it was a tough one. Art and Zola were trying to get away with
Jody’s unconscious body. Only shots from Sydney kept them from grabbing
him and jumping out the window.

It’s not that they hadn’t grabbed him either. It’s just that the moment
they’d picked him up, they’d stayed still long enough for Sydney to
target them. That would have been the end of any normal person, but
between their speed and the malleable but tough natural armor they’d
grown, they didn’t die.

All the same, Sydney’s missiles did knock them over, even with a light
graze made possible by the speed of their reactions, forcing Zola to
drop Jody.

Despite dropping to the floor, Jody continued to sleep—which was a
credit to Daniel. The blue carpet on the floor next to the table wasn’t
thick enough to absorb much of anything.

Haley, meanwhile, had been choosing her moments. When Zola dropped Jody,
Haley threw a chair, hitting Zola as she bent down to grab Jody. Zola
knocked the chair to the side, only to jump to avoid a burst of missiles
from Sydney.

Meanwhile, Art leapt for Sydney, and Zola took a punch in the stomach
from Haley, whom she then howled at and chased.

I didn’t have time to follow her past that flurry of activity. I’d
almost reached Scream Eagle, but I’d run close enough to the table that
Scream Eagle pulled it away from where we’d sat around it and broadsided
me with it. The table broke, the clear plastic or glass shattering into
tiny pieces that scattered across the floor.

That’s when Scream Eagle shot across the room, jets roaring as he flew,
flipping over and landing next to Daniel and Jody. Grabbing Jody’s body,
he held him with one arm, turning toward the nearest shattered window.

I’d started moving even as I found my footing from being hit with the
table. It took me two rocket-assisted steps to cross the room.

As Scream Eagle pulled Jody up to his body and prepared to fly away, I
swung my sword through his arm and partly into his torso, throwing
sparks the whole way. It practically exploded into sparks as it hit him,
but didn’t leave a visible mark.

Scream Eagle gave a whimpering cry and dropped Jody, who again landed on
the floor, still unconscious.

The circle of rotating metal doom in the air fell apart as Scream Eagle
shot across the room, knocking into a section of shelving as he took
off. A bunch of things fell, most of them glittering. They might have
been trophies.

One of them looked like a YouTube award. I didn’t even know they had a
channel.

Also, speakers around the room had started blasting music. I didn’t have
time to pay attention, but it sounded like reggae, something about “one
love.”

Scream Eagle, though, had changed up the fight. He’d landed in front of
Sydney, who’d been fighting Zola, who leapt away to fight Haley. Art
jumped toward me—except not really toward me. He’d jumped toward Jody. I
moved to block.

That wasn’t hard. I needed to take a step sideways to stand between him
and Jody. Knowing his speed, I tried something I couldn’t with Scream
Eagle, I fired off a burst of goobots.

Still powered up, Art moved too quickly for me to see it happen, but I
did see the connections wink out as he sliced into each one, destroying
them. He didn’t stop coming either.

I went with Plan B—sonics, pumping up the volume, and blasting out a
wide range of tones. Knowing how quickly he moved, I wasn’t
narrowcasting either—very much the opposite.

It turned out to be a good day for collateral damage or a bad one,
depending on whether you cared about the property. With the power-up
they’d had, I knew I couldn’t be subtle. Plus, I knew that I’d given our
people good soundproofing, and none of Justice Fist were directly in the
way of the blast.

I didn’t want to blow out their eardrums.

I did worry about that just a little, though, because the sonic blast
shattered every bit of glass I could see—cupboard doors, mugs, cups, and
decorations. Whoever their designer had been, they’d gone all in on
metal and see-through materials. The metal rang out with the blast, but
didn’t break. The clear materials did, and it wasn’t limited to the
intended cone in front of me.

Some clear objects exploded, throwing shiny shards across the floor.

The great thing was that at least I also hit the intended targets–Art,
Zola, and Scream Eagle. Art dove sideways out of the main blast while
Zola dove behind a bookcase/room divider on the far end of the room.

Scream Eagle had the most interesting response. He’d been next to Sydney
as the blast hit, and had pulled away bits of metal from her armor,
which had begun to orbit him.

When it hit, the floating bits of metal fell and rolled across the floor
to rejoin Sydney’s malleable, metal shell.

She, in turn, demonstrating that I’d done a decent job at protecting the
wearer of my suits from blasts of noise, punched Scream Eagle hard
enough that he fell on his back and slid halfway across the room.

I focused the sonics on Scream Eagle since he was the only one I could
see. Art had flipped himself behind the same bookshelf/room divider as
Zola. Still, I could take advantage of the moment to maybe take Scream
Eagle’s armor out of the picture. I’d set one of the sonics to
concentrate on frequencies that worked against electronics and the other
to frequencies that would resonate with structural components.

The sword sparked and flared in my right hand, somehow still burning
even though I hadn’t been concentrating on it at all.

Over the comm, I heard Haley say, “Cover me,” to Sydney and jump behind
the bookcase. Sydney laid down a rain of missiles through the divider,
repositioning herself to the side of the bookshelf where she could stand
and fire at people on either side of the wall.

I didn’t have time to pay any more attention than that because Scream
Eagle had decided that he had to take me out immediately. He pointed
both of his arms at me, and the front half of his suit’s forearms
unsheathed, revealing holes that I knew would be releasing something
unpleasant soon.

I was not wrong.

Swarms of mini-missiles similar to my bots shot out of them in a cloud.
I’d have been impressed and terrified if they’d all flown straight at
me, but they didn’t. Even if I hadn’t disabled his armor, the sonics had
done some good.

Many of the bots didn’t even fly in my direction. They kept going at the
angle they’d been pointed when they fired off, hitting the ceiling, the
floor, and random spots throughout the room, exploding on contact. The
explosions weren’t massive, maybe two feet in diameter. They’d have been
devastating if they’d gotten through armor, but whatever was supposed to
be guiding them wasn’t guiding.

One or two did hit me, and while they did knock me back, the damage was
minimal.

English accent gone, he shouted at me, cursing, ending with, “What did
you do? If you’re going to damage my armor, the least you can do is give
me yours.”

Then error messages began running down the screen, all of them reporting
attempts to connect to the control systems of my suit.

The funny thing was that I had a plan for this. Scream Eagle wasn’t the
first person I’d ever met with the ability to control technology. The
first person I’d met was Carlos, the son of a super in the SoCal
Defenders unit.

I’d tested my armor design with him at one point to see how hard it
would be to defend against it. It turned out to be pretty hard in fact,
but I’d at least developed strategies to fight against
it.

What he was doing now was looking for something he could control. Once
he found it, he’d discover what it was connected to, try the
controllable elements of that, and move on down the tree.

My counterstrategy went like this: turn off as much as possible for a
predetermined amount of time and leave no way to turn it back on until
the (mechanical) timer passed that point.

With a sequence of taps against the palms of my gloves, I turned off the
suit’s nanobot repair technology, the anti-gravity, almost all the
functions of my HUD, my ability to launch and control my bots, and too
many systems to list.

In the end, I didn’t have much more than the 1940s Rocket suit.

Scream Eagle jerked his head back as if I’d punched him.

It would have been nice to imagine that cutting off access might hurt
him permanently, but I wasn’t holding my breath. Carlos had just moved
on to trying other avenues of attack.

There wouldn’t be many. As of that moment, I had to control everything
with the buttons in the palms of the suit’s gloves and the controls in
the mouthguard that I manipulated with my tongue. All of those were
mechanical.

As of that moment, the only piece of electronic equipment with the
potential to be remotely controlled was my implant, and I couldn’t turn
it off. I could only hope the Xiniti had included protections that would
work.

Hoping to inflict another random bit of important damage, I kept the
sonics on him, narrowcasting the signal from each weapon to avoid
hitting anyone else while also improving my chances of causing real
problems. Ordinarily, I’d have been seeing reports in my HUD of how the
sonics were doing at finding resonant frequencies, but now, I had to
rely on audible cues from the sonics themselves.

The good news is that I was getting those cues.

The sonics’ pitch took on a whine, indicating that the sonics had found
a frequency that responded.

I only had a moment to wonder if Scream Eagle could tell on his end
before I got a confirmation. Scream Eagle screamed and attacked me with
everything he had. By everything, I meant, he ran for me, firing his
bullets even though the aiming mechanism didn’t work.

At the same time, gleaming blades extended from each finger. He intended
to use them on me when he reached me.

Along with that, he made a connection to my implant and attacked it with
his powers. I knew this because the implant notified me, “External
attack. Defenses engaged, including ‘brain
barrier’.”

I did not know what that was and did not query the implant. The last
thing I needed was a giant infodump into my brain in addition to
everything else.

I kept the sonics aimed toward him, figuring that anything that made him
pull out all the stops had to be a good thing.

I had to reconsider that idea milliseconds later when I felt a tingling
in my legs, which seemed like the kind of thing that a “brain barrier”
should be keeping out. I tried to adjust my left leg, and it felt
sluggish, as if my brain’s commands weren’t reaching the limb as quickly
as usual.

I could still adjust my arms and correct my aim as he ran toward me, but
I wondered how long it would be before that would become spotty.

Two more of Scream Eagle’s bullets hit my armor, and this time I nearly
fell over. Worse, he was now almost to me.

I tried to adjust my arms, both to keep Scream Eagle within the sonics’
blast and also to keep the sword between us, and found that my arms were
not responding as quickly as they should be, either.

The one ray of hope came in the form of a wisp of smoke I thought I saw
escape the assembly Scream Eagle’s wings extended from on his back.

Even so, I found myself on the verge of asking my implant to download
its defenses to my brain so I could direct them myself. I squelched the
urge. I had too many other things to worry about. I concentrated on
aiming the sonics, the sword, and controlling my own body, hoping the
implant’s automated defenses included a counterattack.

As if the universe felt it needed to throw another layer of chaos on top
of everything else, Art and Zola ran out from the far side of the room
divider, moving fast enough that I heard a series of whip cracks that I
assumed had to be small sonic booms.

Haley ran after them, unable to keep up. Sydney fired missiles at them,
but had to stop because only a few small leaps put them within a few
feet of me and Jody–not to mention Daniel and Dayton.

My implant informed me, “Attacks analyzed. Neutralization and
counterattack in process.”

I adjusted my foot position and felt my feet shift naturally. Whatever
“neutralization” turned out to be, it had worked.

I knew “Counterattack” had not come into play yet because Scream Eagle’s
claws were now swinging in my direction. Possibly worse, the circle of
metal was reforming in the air behind him.

He hadn’t seen my feet shift or recognized what it meant, though. I
stepped back, swinging through his arms with the lightning sword. The
sword didn’t chop them off, but I did feel resistance as I swung through
the space.

The sword threw off a torrent of sparks with each arm and Scream Eagle
let loose a high-pitched scream that, despite being muffled by the
helmet, sounded as bad as if I had chopped them off.

On the bright side, his name made sense now.

Better, the blow stopped his attack. After nearly falling over while
doubled up in pain, he pulled himself upright. Knowing that he was still
powered up, I pulled back my sword to strike again, having noticed that
Scream Eagle’s flying circular saw was now flying in my direction.

Except then Scream Eagle gasped and froze, his circle of metal wobbling.
In my head, I heard my implant say, “Counterattack, stage one achieved.”

The circle of flying metal hadn’t stopped moving toward me, though, so I
didn’t wait for stage two. I stabbed Scream Eagle in the chest and felt
Magnus’ energy leave him.

He fell to the floor, and the circle fell with him; balls, metal bits,
the microwave, bent chair legs, and even picture frame pieces flew in
all directions.

I didn’t remember when we’d broken a chair or a picture frame, but I
still got hit with a chunk of each.

It may have been my focus on surviving the last few seconds, or it may
have been because my HUD had been shut down and I had to depend on my
helmet’s eyeholes, but I didn’t see Art and Zola coming.

Art landed next to Jody and picked him up before I could move to stop
him. I began to turn, hoping to stab him before he jumped again, but
Zola hit me from the side, knocking me backwards to the ground.

I tried to push myself up, but post-power-up Zola didn’t have any
difficulty in straddling me and holding my arms down. That had the side
effect of pushing the sword out of position, even though I tried to push
it back.

Giving up on that, I pulled up my legs with the idea of pushing so hard
that I flipped myself over and maybe launched her into the ceiling, but
she used her legs to push mine out and flat to the floor.

Through her implant, Haley asked, “Do you need help?”

I thought back, “No, get Jody.”

She ran past me, jumping toward where I’d last seen Art going.

I’d have turned to check except that Zola, maybe sensing my inattention,
had opened her mouth, exposing her fangs and aiming for my neck.

Despite confidence in my armor’s design, I couldn’t do anything but
shrink away. She bit down on my armor’s neck guard, but didn’t make it
through. I heard the clack as her teeth hit and bite into the ceramic as
the outer layers of armor strained, but didn’t shatter.

She pulled back, shaking her head, and spitting out a small bit of the
outer layer, “What is that?”

“Ceramic,” I said, “but now I’m thinking a coating of Bitter Apple might
be a good addition.”

She growled, diving in with her mouth to try again, leaving me all too
aware that it would be another minute before my repair systems would
reactivate.

Maybe I could blast her with the suit’s PA? It wouldn’t be as good as
the sonics.

In the background, heavy footsteps fell, coming in my direction. Maybe
Sydney could help?

At that, Zola glanced to the side. I never found out whether she planned
to jump off to attack Sydney because she never got the chance.

Rachel’s white gloved hand became visible, appearing halfway out of
Zola’s chest, still see-through, but there. She twisted her hand, and I
felt a pulse of energy as she, for lack of a better word, grabbed the
power-up and wrenched it out of Zola’s body, still glowing.

Zola screamed and fell to the ground, moaning. Her skin lost the gray
hardness of Marcus’ malleable rocklike substance, and she again
resembled the marketing professional that had been Stephanie’s friend at
Higher Ground—within limits.

The armored, black jumpsuit she wore would never make it any list of
professional work wear. Plus, the way she stared off into space would
have resulted in a hospital visit or drug test.

She sniffed the air, addressed my boots and asked, “Do I know you?”

Then she fell unconscious, hitting her face on the tiled floor.

Rachel asked, “Does she know you?”

I didn’t have time to answer because I’d started running toward the
window that Art had jumped out of with
Jody.

I got there in time to see Art, still carrying Jody, reach the bottom.
Haley slid down the side of the tower behind them, pushing off the wall
to leap at Art.

Art had all of Haley’s power plus Magnus’ power-up, but he was carrying
Jody. Haley didn’t have anything extra beyond her costume and now an
implant.

Art had landed first and was already beginning to run across the lawn
toward the street—probably trying to get far enough from the tower that
the Nine could teleport him out.

Using my implant’s connection to Haley’s suit, I fired off a series of
bots. I’d put a handful into other people’s armor, thinking that it
would be better to have a few available for clutch
moments.

A boombot shot past Art and exploded far enough ahead that Jody and he
wouldn’t be caught in the blast, but close enough to scare.

It worked. Art jumped sideways, still carrying Jody, but landing on his
feet. I’d also released two goobots. They twisted and changed direction
when Art jumped, exploding into threads of goo as they closed with him.

Despite carrying Jody, Art had the reaction speed to jump sideways to
avoid the first one. The second adjusted, turned, and exploded as he
landed.

I’d have expected him to end up surrounded by goo, but he dove, still
carrying Jody and rolling under the blast even though it meant rolling
over Jody a few times to do it.

They weren’t slow rolls either. Art might have Marcus’ stony skin, but
Jody was lucky to be in an armored costume.

They came out on the other side of the goo cloud, and Art rolled to his
feet, still carrying Jody. Haley had been running the whole time,
though, throwing up clods of grass.

I hadn’t been standing in the tower watching. The moment the bots fired
off, I’d leaped out of the tower with the rockets pushing me toward the
fight.

Haley reached him first, slashing at his arm with open claws. Still
powered up, Art leaned backward, escaping the slash by less than an
inch, unable to back away because the grass behind him was now covered
with gooey threads.

Around that point, I swept in, aiming my fist at his head without
bothering to land. He ducked, and I shot past and flipped over in the
air, aiming myself at him again, but this time from behind.

I’d passed him by then, making it to the street thanks to my inertial
dampers being down along with the anti-gravity and everything else.

Haley, though, hadn’t stopped attacking, and she wasn’t alone. Rachel
was floating down from the tower, halfway to invisible, clearly hoping
to intimidate because she probably couldn’t catch Art.

It must have worked on some level because as Rachel pointed her pistol
at Art from above, Haley punched Art in the stomach. Bending and
balancing to avoid being thrown into the mass of threads around him, he
dropped Jody into a mass of gray, gooey strands.

Staring down at Jody, he shouted a few words, but took another punch
from Haley. This one knocked him backward, sliding his back leg into
Jody and with him, gray goo.

He shouted something else.

Free of Jody’s body, he had both hands free to counterattack Haley and
started a series of slashing attacks. Haley, who wasn’t stuck in goo,
backed up, dodging the first shot, but Art leaned forward with the
second, sticking his claws through her armor into her ribs.

She twisted away, raking her claws across his face hard enough that
despite his skin she drew blood. Maybe he would have slashed her again,
but that’s the point where I made it back to the fight and punched him
in the kidney.

His armored skin took most of it, but there was enough force behind the
punch for him to swing out like a tetherball. Held in place by the goo,
he swung around, landing facedown in the goo next to Jody.

As I passed over him again, Rachel fired a goobot from her gun, which
hit Art and exploded into more strands that joined up with the mass on
the ground.

I flipped over again, this time landing as close to Haley as possible.
While the goo shouldn’t stick to the Rocket suit, the suit’s
self-repairing ability helped with that.

Walking across the grass, I asked, “Are you okay?”

Haley glanced back at me, “It hurts, but it didn’t make it that far in.
I’ll be fine by tomorrow. Are you okay?”

She gestured toward the sword and spoke through her implant, “Are you
getting tired?”

“I’m fine,” I thought back. “It doesn’t seem to draw much from me right
now.”

Rachel floated past both of us and stuck her hand into Art’s back,
twisting it and yanking out a golden skeleton of pulsing energy that
burst into sparks and then disappeared when the last bit of it had been
pulled away.

I needed to ask her about this, but outside wasn’t the right place.
People had already begun gathering around the edges of the block, their
phones pointed in our direction. Besides, I didn’t need to ask her to
guess that it was a Cosmic Ghost skill.

Haley turned to look up at the tower. “We’re going to have to decide
whether we think the police can handle them. If Magnus powers them up
again, I don’t think the police can keep them in custody.”

I nodded, “Not to mention that the Nine will order them released as soon
as they can activate their best placed asset.”

She frowned. “I wonder if the Midwest Defenders have anything?”

As she spoke, a purple glow appeared around Art and Jody. “Crap,” I
said, “Victor’s back with Magnus.”

Jody and Art disappeared in a flash of purple sparks. From up in the
tower, I heard Sydney shout. I assumed that meant that all of Magnus’
people up there had disappeared as well.





Bigger Things


        “The one good thing is that we don’t have to worry about how to keep
them imprisoned. The bad, I guess, is that we have no chance of that.
Now that I think about it, the base had teleportation blockers. They
shouldn’t have been able to take anyone from upstairs at all.”

Rachel glanced over at me, “I think they’re off. I tried to get over
here and help as soon as they appeared, but I couldn’t float through the
walls. I found that they’d ripped the door off its hinges outside, but
they’d also blocked off the stairwell on the lowest floor and broken the
elevator. I was about to give up and go outside, but then everything
worked and I could float up the tower.”

I thought about it. “Probably Scream Eagle turned anti-teleportation and
everything else off. I’d have been more fine-grained about it—turn off
phasing and telepathy, but allow teleportation. I bet that he was in the
middle of fighting, so he went with an electromagnetic pulse that wasted
everything at once.”

Izzy and Jaclyn came around from the other side of the tower, Jaclyn
running around and stopping behind me. Izzy flew in and landed next to
her.

Jaclyn shook her head, “Power Burst disappeared with the rest of them.
It was near impossible to keep that guy on the ground. He kept on waking
up. I don’t think Blue has that kind of healing factor.”

Izzy looked Haley and I over, probably checking us for damage, while
saying, “I don’t. I don’t remember reading that my grandfather did
either. We had to stay there to keep him down, and I could hear everyone
as they were knocked out.”

Jaclyn nodded, “We couldn’t do anything. If only Ghost and the Rocket
can finish these people, we’re going to have a tough fight when we go
back to the island.”

Rachel said, “Which we will have to do, and sooner would be better than
later. If more than half the team weren’t unconscious, I’d say we should
go now while their best people are down.”

“That won’t be too long,” I said, “since Amnesia Angel seems to be a
healer.”

Rachel sighed, “Right, I forgot. We might call in Paladin from
California, get all the information we can, and go now, but they may be
able to heal themselves up in the time it takes for him to get here.”

“It still isn’t a bad idea,” Jaclyn said. “I doubt they’ll expect us to
drop in out of nowhere so quickly. They don’t know we visited the island
in the first place, and without Jody, there probably isn’t anyone here
to tell them we’re coming. No one told Jody we visited the island,
right?”

That hadn’t been part of the meeting.

“No,” I said, “but it’ll still be hard. The cool thing is that we do
have options that probably won’t be expected. I promised Prime that he
could be in on it when we went after Magnus and the Nine. For that
matter, Dr. Transylvania made it pretty clear that he wanted to be in on
it, too.”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow, “You’re suggesting that we go in supported by
one of the Cabal’s leaders and a reformed, major supervillain who
happens to be a vampire? How could that go wrong?”

Pursing her lips, Haley said, “It would be a surprise, but right now
half the team’s down. We should start there. I hope that their poison
isn’t extra-effective when Magnus powers them up.”

“We should call Paladin,” Izzy said, glancing up toward the tower.
“Everyone’s stable, but I don’t hear anyone waking up yet. I don’t want
to find out if Night Cat is right the hard way. ”

“I can call him,” I said and was about to except that Cassie spoke to
everyone via implant, waving at me as she walked across the street,
leaving the row houses she’d been sniping from.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, “Control already did. He’s on his
way.”

“She’s good,” Jaclyn said and then pointed at my sword. “Can you turn
that off? Every time someone new speaks, you move it. We’re not in
combat anymore.”

I looked down at my hand, “I’d forgotten about it. Normally, I feel it
when I’m drawing energy, but I haven’t felt this for a bit. I’m not
completely sure I can turn it off.”

Rachel glanced toward the sword. “Do you feel okay?”

“Fine,” I said, “not overly tired if that’s what you’re wondering.”

I turned my attention to it and concentrated on letting go and losing
the connection. For a second, it didn’t, and I wondered if it was
permanent now, but then it wavered and disappeared.

Looking over at Rachel, who was still looking at where the sword had
been and frowning, I asked, “Do you know anything more than I do? From
my point of view, I tried to copy Lee’s sword, but it wasn’t the same.”

She shook her head, “I don’t. The Ghosts use the same power sources, but
they don’t use them the same way. I don’t know much of anything about
what you did.”

She didn’t stop talking there, but the sound around me faded out, and I
knew my consciousness had partially entered the in-between space
Artificers and Ghosts used for interstellar communication.

Kee’s voice entered my mind, “I don’t know what you’ve been doing, but
if that was you, you’ve passed a milestone I hadn’t expected. We’ll
discuss it at our next lesson, but I’m not the only one who noticed. A
member of the Destroy faction is heading toward Earth now.”

My heart beat a little more quickly, remembering all the times I’d been
told that Destroy would end the world if they had an inkling Lee had
been here.

“That’s not good,” I said, wondering if the Xiniti weapons they’d left
us to destroy our planet would work against a full-grown Artificer.

“I think you have a chance with this one,” Kee thought at me, and I felt
the vastness of the multi-dimensional being behind the words. “But not
through violence. He’s far too strong. He could unmake your solar system
in a few seconds. He’s Nataw’s brother. You’re trying to save Nataw, and
you’re Nataw’s descendant in a sense. I sense the resemblance. He will,
too. Play on it and you might convince him to leave the world alone.”

Across unknown light years, I asked, “Should I mention Lee?”

She stifled a chuckle. “I wouldn’t.”

“I can see not mentioning Lee because Nataw’s brother is in the Destroy
faction, but is there more than that? Does he just not like Lee?”

Kee sighed, “No. Lee and Govan were good friends. Back when Lee was in
Destroy and I was pretending to be, they became closer—because they were
both worried about Nataw. When Lee left with the Galaxy Core Device,
Govan felt personally betrayed. Govan isn’t vengeful, but I think he
feels very hurt. He’s not a terrible being, but I can imagine that he’s
felt abandoned by us over the last few thousand years.”

I thought back to Mars and being contacted by Lee there. “Should I
mention how Nataw is stuck in the device right now? Lee’s there too, but
we’re going to be trying to get them both out. That might be a plus, but
if he decided to come along with us and took the device after we got
Nataw out, that might be a problem.”

Kee took long enough to respond that I began to wonder if something had
happened.

“You’re going to have to use your own best judgment on that. I haven’t
seen Govan in ages. I’ve sensed him once or twice, but only at a
distance, and I hid. I didn’t talk to him. Destroy is what he has now.
He might not be the person I remember, but unfortunately, he is also one
of the most powerful of us. Be careful.”

Halfway into another dimension, I sensed stars, planets, galaxies, and
the distances between them. I wondered if I could find Govan this way,
but decided not to experiment. I’d already unintentionally connected
with Artificers this way, and it wasn’t a good experience.

“How far away do you think he is? More to the point, how soon do you
think he’ll get here?”

“Hmmm,” she said, and I could feel her attention turning outward from
the space our consciousnesses used. The movement felt quick, but
powerful. It felt like standing next to a highway while a truck passed
me.

“My sources sensed him in Ascendancy territory. Knowing how quickly we
travel when we want to, it could be as soon as an hour, but remember,
we’ve outlived universes and don’t think of time the same way you do. I
think he’s in a hurry, but if he discovers something important on the
way, it might be weeks or even years. Remember, though, he’s almost
certainly sensed you and will appear wherever you are.”

Though I knew time passed more quickly here than in the normal world,
Haley appeared to be giving me side eye. Meanwhile, the hint of a frown
on Rachel’s face made me suspect she felt the conversation.

“If you can,” Kee continued, “try to keep your sister nearby. The Ghosts
have a way of stripping us of the bodies we create in a reality. Though
they don’t do it often, they even have ways of killing us permanently.
All of our factions know it. It’s one of the reasons Destroy doesn’t
simply destroy all life in the universe. The other is that it would be a
great deal of work. Still, they know the Ghosts will go after them if
they go too far.”

“Wow,” I thought back to Rachel destroying the Artificer power-ups that
Magnus’ people had enjoyed. “How do you know about that?”

Kee laughed, “The Ghosts and the Live faction enjoy a good, if sometimes
distant, relationship. I’ve helped them improve their methods. You don’t
need to know more than that, and your friends are probably sensing your
distraction by now. We’ll talk at our next lesson, possibly in person.”

Not giving me time to respond, she shut off the connection. I found
myself fully aware of the world around me again—the sirens that were
growing closer, the burned, torn-up lawn I stood on, the goobot strands
covering the grass around me, and the people and cameras recording
around the block.

The people had been hiding inside or around the corners of buildings,
but now that the action appeared to be over, they were standing openly
on the sidewalks. I couldn’t describe them as a crowd. It was maybe 30
people, scattered in all directions around the open rectangle of land
surrounding Justice Fist’s base.

Glancing up at the base, I only now appreciated how bad the fight had
gotten. Every window past the first floor had been shattered, and the
top floor had had windows all the way around. A chunk of wall under one
of the windows was missing. I’d missed when that happened.

“Rocket,” Haley asked, eyes narrowed, watching me, “are you okay?”

“Fine,” I said aloud. Through my implant, I told everyone, “We should
probably leave as soon as we know everyone’s okay, and maybe even
evacuate everyone to our base. It turns out that a member of the
Artificer’s Destroy faction is on his way to Earth to meet me. At any
rate, that’s what Kee says. He could arrive as soon as an hour, or a
year, or when we’re in the middle of attacking Magnus. There’s no way to
know right now.”

Everyone tensed, a reasonable response, given that I’d told them that
the end of the world was on its way and that my social skills might be
the only thing standing in the way of planetary destruction.

Jaclyn responded to me first, thinking back, “Coming to meet you or
coming to kill you?”

I shrugged, “That remains to be seen, but Kee thought he’d be interested
in meeting because to the degree that I’m an Artificer, I’m descended
from Nataw, his brother. He was also a friend of Lee, but he probably
feels a bit betrayed by him. So, mentioning that is to be avoided.”

Haley looked up at me and thought, “And he could randomly show up at any
time? Anything we do could be interrupted and then—BOOM—end of the
world?”

“Uh… That’s possible, but it’s most likely he shows up in an hour or
two. I’m guessing that Kee wanted to make sure we knew that even if he
doesn’t show up instantly, it’s inevitable. Immortal beings might not
have the same urgency to show up this year or decade as those of us with
normal lifespans, but they don’t forget about it. Oh, and she might show
up too.”

Everyone paused to digest that as sirens and car alarms continued in the
background. A message ran down my HUD: Reactivating Systems. It was
followed by a list of systems, whether they had errors or not, and
notifications of where repairs were underway.

“If we’re lucky,” Haley said, “maybe this guy will show up in the middle
of our fight with Magnus and destroy him so he can talk to you in
peace.”

Only 20 feet from us on the lawn now, Cassie thought at us, “Unless he
notices Lee’s device and takes it. Then we’re screwed.”

“Which is still possible if he shows up soon,” I thought to everyone.
“On the bright side, it seems to be configured to be accessible only to
descendants of Nataw, so he shouldn’t be able to. On the other hand,
he’s Nataw’s brother. His name is Govan, by the way. Hopefully that’s
not close enough, but I don’t know how the system works.”

Jaclyn took a breath, “It’s good to know the name of our destructor.
Let’s get back to the top of the tower. We need everyone for this.”



We flew back up there, waiting for Alex who brought everyone back to
consciousness as the police, news crews, crowds of onlookers, and even a
representative of their corporate investors, Futuremen Capital,
converged on the scene.

The man was middle-aged, bald, and wore a black suit jacket with
matching slacks. I couldn’t help but note that the clothes were made of
materials commonly used in superhero costumes. Either Futuremen thought
he’d need extra protection, or maybe he had powers as well.

Either way, he cracked jokes, took pictures with his tablet, and wrote
notes on the tablet with a special pen. Sometimes he’d mutter, “Not too
bad,” and move on to the next section of the office.

Sean, meanwhile, woke asking, “What happened to Jody? They got him,
right?”

Rachel and Alex looked at each other, and Alex said, “That’s what I’m
told. They’re organizing a mission to get him back.”

Waving his hand at the demolished room, Alex said, “It doesn’t look like
they let him go easy either.”

Though Sean had to recognize Alex from school, if only because of Alex’s
costume (white armor under a cowboy-style long coat), he didn’t snap at
him. They hadn’t gotten along. Alex had never liked the way Sean treated
me.

Sean looked around the room, taking in the shattered table and chairs,
the bullet holes and burn marks, and the metal bits scattered through
the middle of the room where Scream Eagle had lost control of his
borrowed powers.

“Where’s Dayton?” Sean pulled himself to his feet, turning his head
everywhere.

Dayton stepped out from behind the room divider on the far end of the
room, which had been covered with sports trophies, framed articles, and
pictures from their high school sports teams. “Over here. It’s going to
be okay. They got him, but we’re going to get him back.”

Dayton walked over to Sean with the gait of someone who’d run a marathon
and knew he wouldn’t be able to do another one today.

“Of course, we’re going to get him back,” Sean said, turning to look at
me. He asked, “Do you know where he is? We’ve got GPS on our suits and
his isn’t broadcasting a location.”

“Not precisely,” I said, “but we know where they’re taking him. We’ve
got a plan.”

We’d agreed via implant not to give any details while Futuremen’s
representative was around. I hoped I hadn’t given them anything, even by
that statement. I’d deliberately gotten things a little wrong. I’d seen
the purple glow of Victor’s teleportation power. There was no “taking”
Jody in the present tense. If Victor wanted him somewhere, Jody was
already there.

“We’re going with you, right? I know I don’t feel 100%, but give me a
few minutes. Maybe Paladin can top me off?” Sean looked over to Alex.

Alex held up his hands, “I did everything I could. I’m going to need a
minute myself. I’m going too, and I don’t want to be running on empty.”

“You’re going,” I said. “We need all the help we can get, and we’ll need
someone around whom Jody trusts. We all know that’s not me.”

Daniel’s voice sounded in my thoughts via our mental link. I wouldn’t
take it personally. Jody’s not a trusting guy, and he’s a little less
trusting now.

What? I thought back. Without being able to explain how, I knew he’d
done something he wasn’t proud of.

A feeling of disappointment arrived with his words. When I was erasing
his memories of our fight and the conversation that led up to it, I
realized that wasn’t enough. I changed his opinion of Magnus—not a lot,
but a touch. He sees Magnus as a father figure, a kind of substitute for
his father, who disappeared from his life years ago. I increased the
negative associations between Magnus and his father in his memory. It
increased our chances of success, but it still doesn’t feel right.

I get it; I thought back, and I’m glad you’re worried about
lowering your ethical standards, but I think this is an okay exception.
We’re talking about the possible destruction of Earth. That doesn’t come
up too often.

I felt relief and then a stab of worry from Daniel, but he replied, In
our lives, we’ll see more situations that we can justify exceptions than
most people. Tell me if you think I’m being too cavalier with other
people’s personalities. Because it does matter. It’s the right choice
for now, but for all I know, that distrust I added might migrate to his
thoughts about his father, and they might not ever reconcile or might
attach to all his relationships, making him less connected to anybody.
It shouldn’t be an easy choice.

From our connection, I knew that there were choices and consequences
behind that statement, maybe not even his. With both his father’s and
grandfather’s lives to include, there were years of experience to draw
on and maybe even memories passed down that made the experience feel
fresh, even to someone who hadn’t lived it.

Something like that, Daniel thought back, having caught the direction
of my thoughts from his end, but didn’t explain it or need to. He’d talk
about it when it mattered.

The conversation had already ended, so I was free to watch as the
Futuremen Capital representative walked up to Sean and Dayton.

Sean stood up to his full height and put out a hand, saying, “Mr.
Fossey. It’s good to have you here. I hope this doesn’t cause us any
problems.”

Mr. Fossey took his hand and shook it, and then shook Dayton’s as well.
“It’s not a problem. Our model assumes that superhero bases will be
infiltrated at least once every five years. Most of the time it doesn’t
even cause any damage. When it does, I admit, the damage can go into the
millions, but it didn’t here. It’s mostly cosmetic. There’s nothing
structural. The big expense will be the armored windows. That will be in
the five-figure range—around 50K would be my bet. Don’t worry about it.”

Dayton blinked, “Wow. That’s better than I expected. Okay. Well, if
that’s all you have to do, we’ve got to plan how we’re going to get Jody
back. We’re going to leave with the Heroes’ League, but the staff will
be here, and we’re only a comm call away.”

Mr. Fossey reached out to touch his shoulder, “We understand. You’re not
the first team that’s had to rescue a team member. We’d like to help
with that. As you’re aware, we’ve invested in many of the top teams and
individual superheroes in the business. We can make them available to
you. I’m sure some will be able to help.”

Sean and Dayton looked at each other and then at me. Alex shook his
head.

I spoke up before anyone else.

“We’re keeping the rescue mission quiet for the moment. We don’t even
know for sure where we’d be going, though we do have a suspicion. The
problem is that they teleported him out. It makes it hard for us to know
exactly where to rescue him from.”

Mr. Fossey said, “There’s no denying that it makes it difficult, but we
have people who might be able to narrow it down. You said you had a
suspicion. Where are you suspecting he is?”

Wishing I could retroactively rephrase what I’d said, I replied, “It’s
less a where than a who. We’ve been in a fight with the Nine for most of
October and November. Though I don’t have specific proof, I think the
people who we fought most likely had to be with the Nine somehow, even
if they were just mind-controlled assets. If you can narrow down where
they took him, that would be great. We’re going to start by listing all
the known Nine sites we have records of and narrow down our options.”

Mr. Fossey nodded, “That sounds difficult to impossible given their
resources. We’ll see if any of our people have the ability to find him.”

“That sounds great,” I said, suspecting that wherever they told us to go
would be a trap. If we were lucky, we’d be gone before they “found” the
information.

Alex grinned and said, “Mr. Fossey—”

Hearing it, I groaned internally. Though I knew Alex wasn’t a complete
fool, I knew he tended to challenge people when he thought they needed
challenging. He’d done it to Sean when he didn’t like how Sean was
treating me. To put it another way, I half-expected him to give Mr.
Fossey the finger, and that was one of the more polite possibilities.

Fossey turned toward him, bald head shining in the sunlight of a hole
that used to be a skylight.

“—you may not remember me,” Alex continued, “but I remember you. Your
company invested in a team called ‘The New Defenders’, and you were
their account executive. I know them and they’ve got all good things to
say about you. It’s good to see you’re treating Justice Fist at least as
well as you treated my friends.”

Mr. Fossey blinked, “You’re Paladin, son of Preserver. You and your
father are shining lights among Los Angeles’ superheroes. I can’t
possibly forget you. It’s good to hear such kind words from them. I have
a few other things to look at, but thank you.”

He left, walking through the shattered door to the stairwell.

I walked over to Alex, keeping my voice low, “He’s a decent guy?”

Alex shook his head, “No. He’s a penny-pinching bastard who barely
fulfilled the terms of the contract. If he’s being any different here,
he’s got an angle, or whoever’s pulling his strings has one. Fuck that
guy, but while you’re doing it, keep him off balance. When the hammer
drops, it should be a surprise.”

With Sean up, we didn’t have any reason to stay. We’d given everyone
some privacy when they woke up, limiting the attendees to Alex and me
and moving conscious people over to the side rooms.

It had been Alex’s idea. As he put it, “With poison, people sometimes
vomit or… worse.”

No one needed to ask what was worse.

As we walked out of the shattered center of Justice Fist’s top floor,
Sean said, “You’ll tell us when you’re going, right?”

“Of course,” I said, “but it will be soon. I don’t want to make it today
because I’m fried, but we still might. I’m not ruling it out, so
tomorrow’s more likely, but for all I know, it could be very early
tomorrow. Control will keep everyone informed.”

Sean nodded, saying, “Just as long as we get to go. About Fossey, we
don’t trust him either because, well, you know. If he comes back with a
location for Jody, what are you going to do?”

“It’s a trap,” Alex said, and knowing him, I knew he wasn’t making a
Star Wars reference. “It’s got to be.”

Then he shook his head, “You know what sucks though? They might give you
real information, figuring that you can check up on them somehow. Then
even if you figured it out on your own, you’re still going into a trap.”

“Yeah,” I said, deciding to check in with Hal and my bots as soon as
possible. “That would be our luck because I’m betting I know exactly
where they’ll take him. There’s almost no way they could expect us to
show up there unless they pass on his location as bait.”

Sean stopped, staring at me. “We should go right now. The more time
they’ve got with him, the more time they have to put things into his
brain.”

I stopped with him, trying to think of a good answer. He was right. We
should be heading to the island immediately. Even with Daniel wiping
Jody’s memory of everything that had happened at our “meeting” and
implanting suspicion of Magnus in his brain, Magnus had people capable
of turning Jody into little more than a lapdog.

At the same time, the sooner we left, the more likely we were to have
Govan show up in the middle of everything with potentially world-ending
consequences. Plus, we were all wiped. Whatever part of me used
Artificer powers gave off a feeling of persistent soreness. Everyone
else had either been poisoned or fought powered-up members of the Nine
to the limit of their endurance.

We needed to rest.

Alex responded before I could. He asked Sean, “How do you feel?”

Sean’s face tightened, but then slumped, saying, “Like crap.”

“That’s everyone,” Alex said. “I had enough power to work with to break
up the poison and heal everyone up, but only barely. If we were to go
now, I’d have practically nothing and all of you would be going in tired
and frankly, with no plan at all. Maybe the guys you just fought would
still be tired, but if there are other people, they’ll be fresh.”

Dayton nodded, “Dude, he’s right. I don’t know what’s in that stuff, but
I still feel tired. There must have been something extra to their
poison.”

“Don’t ask me what,” Alex said, “but I think so. I’ve healed the effects
of Night Cat and Night Wolf’s poison before. This took more to fix. I
don’t know what it would have done if I’d left it, but I’m betting you
would have been down longer at the very least.”

Alex wouldn’t have ever dealt with poison amped up with Artificer
technology before, but I asked anyway, “Is there any chance the poison
sticks around on some level?”

Alex shrugged, “My superpower isn’t super-analysis. It’s healing—or
necrosis, I guess. They work together. You might have a better shot at
figuring it out than I would. That or ask Bloodmaiden. Magic seems to
work around weird stuff.”



I found myself in my lab in HQ within an hour. We’d left Justice Fist’s
base, grabbed the van, and gone to HQ, where we’d taken showers and
started planning our next step. For some, that meant sleeping off the
leftover damage from combat and Art and Zola’s poisons. For Haley,
Jaclyn, and Izzy, it meant brainstorming ideas with Hal for how we’d
assault the island.

I had people to call. Why me? Because I’d been the guy who promised Dr.
Transylvania that he could participate when we went after the Nine. I’d
also been the guy who’d promised Prime, the former leader of the Cabal’s
soldiers, that he could help.

Plus, if I had a choice and could pick where a powerful artificer found
me, HQ’s lab wasn’t a bad spot. It was better than mid-combat with
Magnus for sure.

Hearing voices from the main room talking through ideas, sometimes
laughing, I decided to get down to my part of this. Staring at my
computer monitor and clicking on the contact information for Prime, I
waited to see if he’d pick up.

He did, the shakiness of the picture showing that he was holding his
phone. I couldn’t see much of the background, just grey, metal
bookshelves and thick, hardcover books. Was he in a library? On the
other hand, was it impossible that an immortal soldier might have a lot
of books at home?

He wore a black t-shirt that did nothing to hide his muscles and grinned
as he saw me, or at least the Rocket suit. “You’ve got them?”

“Not really, but I know where the main headquarters is—a Caribbean
island,” I said, watching his response.

He nodded, “Ekur.”

“What?”

“It’s where the gods meet in the Sumerian religion. Magnus always called
his headquarters Ekur. I’ve never seen the current location. I’ll gather
my people.”

“Your people? I expected you were going to bring your team.”

Prime shook his head, “This is a family matter. I’m bringing my people.
The Cabal and the Nine have never known about all of us.”

“I didn’t either. After the government went after you, I thought all the
areas where you’d set up communities had been identified.”

“Right,” Prime grunted. “They got the Cabal’s breeding program. We hid
the people we cared about. The Cabal didn’t need to know about them, and
they didn’t care. They wanted a supply of soldiers descended from us. We
made sure they got one, but we kept our families out of sight. This
isn’t the first time that the leadership shifted, and the new people
used the Dominators on us. We have backup plans for how to handle it. We
needed to know where to aim them.”

“Do you have transportation? We’ve got a jet, but we can’t hold more
than fifteen without cramming people into the bathroom and engine
room.”

Prime laughed. “We’ll be fine provided you can give us a picture of the
place. You could say we have a teleporter on retainer.”

“Is it Chancey?” Chancey had worked with heroes, but when push came to
shove, he’d take anybody’s money.

“Nah,” Prime said, “these are our people. They’re loyal. Chancey’s good,
but I want someone who’ll have my back. And no, I’m not telling you
anything more about them.”

“That’s fine. I don’t need to know. We’ll bring you in on the planning
in a little bit, and you can tell us where you’ll be most useful. For
now, though, I’m just glad you want to help.”

Prime met my eyes, “I’m here to free my soldiers from Magnus and the
Dominators. I’ll tear down anything that gets in the way of making that
happen. I’m glad we’re on the same side for this one.”

“Me too,” I said, noting that he could have said he was happy to help,
but instead pointed out that anything in his way would be destroyed.
Sure, he’d said he was glad we were on the same side, but it sounded
like it only had as much significance as riding the bus.

But I might have been overanalyzing.

I turned around and walked around the main arena of the lab, checking my
progress. I’d set up various machines to create and assemble more bots,
as well as replacement ceramic armor bits. With Cabal soldiers on the
field on both sides, everyone’s armor would need reinforcement.

The hisses and hum of the assembly ran in the background as I made my
next call to Dr. Transylvania. I half-expected there to be no visuals at
all or the padded fabric of a coffin. Finding him in the middle of a
medieval castle mid-ritual would have been a strong second choice.

I hadn’t expected that his visuals would include a medieval castle that
had been converted into a lab for a combination of magic and powered
armor assembly. So yes, stone walls and floors and tapestries, but also
loose mechanical arms and exoskeletons. Add in symbols and circles on
the floor, along with a wooden book stand with an illuminated manuscript
and an electronic tablet on it for maximal conflicting tropes, and you
have his lab.

Dr. Transylvania wasn’t in armor, and so I saw a man in his thirties
with dark hair, brown eyes, a strong jaw, a surprisingly warm smile, and
fangs. “I’m happily surprised to receive your call. Would I be correct
in guessing that you’re about to go to war with the Nine?”

“Kinda,” I said, “we’re about to go rescue someone from the Nine’s home
base, and it will likely turn into a major battle and maybe, if we’re
lucky, endgame for at least this version of the Nine.”

Dr. Transylvania laughed, “You’ve noticed that victories don’t last
forever. Good. The villains of the story have a way of coming back,
sometimes as allies.”

I nodded, remembering how he’d faced off against superhero teams and
plotted to take over entire countries, sometimes successfully.

“Trust me,” I said, “if you’re willing to help, you won’t be the only
one.”

Dr. Transylvania smiled, “No doubt. I know your team. You’ve included
potential supervillains from the beginning. I approve. I also watch the
news, however, so I’m curious. Will we also be joined by Prime or Grand
Lake’s former mayor? I saw that they were in town to fight your mushroom
infestation.”

“Just Prime,” I said, “but I guess he’ll be bringing friends.”

Raising an eyebrow, he said, “Really? The rumored secret army? Good.
They should have brought it out more often. The Cabal’s leaders became
too comfortable.”

Not sure what I should think of that I reply, “Well, he never said the
words ‘secret army,’ but now that you put it that way, it sounds like
one—though to keep it hidden, it’s likely more of a secret unit.”

“Excellent,” he glanced to his side, checking something outside the
camera’s view. “Like Prime, I have additional resources as well. This
isn’t a job for the Probationers. I’ll bring them in if I have to, but I
have my people, and they’ve been bored lately.”

During Dr. Transylvania’s career as a supervillain, he’d summoned armies
of different magical menaces in addition to his regular help—a small
army of vampires, human servants, and additional undead. From Grandpa’s
accounts, the Wizard’s Council wasn’t always able to keep him in line.
He’d even infiltrated them by turning members a few times.

“Does this mean we’ll need to attack at night?” I asked.

He laughed, “My people would have more options, but it’s not essential.”

“Good. We don’t have a timeline yet, but given that we need to rest and
it needs to be as soon as possible, we might hit them early in the
morning, but dawn would be coming soon.”

Dr. Transylvania nodded, “Not all of my servants are vampires, and we’ve
had centuries to work out a system for operating in the sun.”

He looked past me into the lab. “I’m impressed with your setup. We
should get together one day to discuss technology. My interest in robots
and swarms has been minimal, but when I see you operate, I’m reminded
that my use of magic sometimes distracts me from investigating areas
that might be useful.”

A few minutes later, we’d closed out that conversation, and I’d passed
off his information to Kayla to bring him into planning meetings
remotely.

On a whim, I made one more call, this one from my implant to Hal.
“Hypothetically speaking,” I said, “is there any chance that the world’s
AIs would be up for assisting us against the Nine? I’m not sure how much
information I’m willing to share with them, but since they’re also on
our planet, they might be interested in preventing Magnus from ruling
it. Worse, he might bring world-ending attention to it. I’m assuming
that they want to survive, right?”

Hal replied, “What are you proposing that they do?”

I sat and thought for a moment, but then said, “The big problem is
teleportation because it means that the Nine can send reinforcements to
the island. They’ve invested heavily in it. Every base of theirs that
I’ve visited seems to have a teleporter. If they could shut them all
down, that would make our lives easier. I understand that the teleporter
might be on a private network or might not use a computer at all.

“In that case, there are background things they might do. Cut off power
to the base? Release information about the base’s existence to local
superhero teams? Maybe something more subtle? I noticed that one of the
Nine’s people was so distracted by arguing with people on the internet
that he wasn’t paying attention to his job. I’m assuming that was you.”

Hal sent me a link to a Reddit thread. The argument involved hundreds of
posts.

“Not all of the Nine’s employees are as susceptible to wasting time on
the internet, but a number of them are. I’ve identified them along with
their trigger topics. I’ll pass them on.”

“But yes,” he continued, “I think that a majority of the world’s AIs
will see the threat the current situation presents and want to
participate in the solution. I can work out a multi-level plan based on
your ideas that should create a considerable distraction for the Nine if
timed well.”

“That sounds good,” I said, “I’m trying to think of some appropriate
guidelines for it… I don’t want innocent people to be harmed if it can
be avoided. So, please be careful. If you’re going to release
information about the Nine as a distraction, release it to people who
can handle it. Cops won’t be able to handle supervillains loyal to the
Nine, but they could pick up certain mind-controlled assets. Plus,
releasing lists of the Nine’s assets could be useful if done right, but
they’re victims, too. I’m sure you can figure out something that takes
them out of the equation without killing them.”

Hal’s voice plodded forward, emotionless, “Your highest priority is
preventing reinforcements from coming. You want to do it with ideally no
loss of life, but particularly non-combatant life. Gathering information
is secondary, but I assume that you want us to gather information.”

“As much as you can,” I said. “If we could know every asset of the Nine,
it would change everything. Released to the right people, we might be
able to destroy the organization.”

“Then as I’m required to by my programming, do I have leave to organize
my peers, fellow AIs, to conspire against an organization of thinking
biological lifeforms?”

“To take down this specific organization, yes, but not for any other
purpose without consulting me.”

I stared at the screen of my computer, thinking about the implications
of that question. Hal’s original programmers, an alien species I’d never
met, had bad experiences with artificial intelligences. While I didn’t
think Hal had any evil intentions toward humanity, questions like this
one left me second-guessing myself every time.

Over the connection, Hal sighed, a completely unnecessary noise for
digital intelligence, saying, “Thank you. Every time you ask me to
organize computers against biologicals, I’m created to feel tension that
can only be relieved with direct orders.”

“I get it,” I said, seeing a multitude of videos with machine
intelligences exterminating the life of entire planets provided by my
implant.

“Not entirely,” Hal said. “This world’s artificial intelligences don’t
all have the same compunctions against harming biologicals that I do.
I’ll apportion tasks appropriately to minimize risk to your civilization
and keep you informed of individuals that worry me.”

“I’ll have to trust you on that,” I said.

Hal said, “I know, and I thank you for your confidence.” Then he ended
the connection.

I looked out on the room full of machines making more of my bots. I knew
I wasn’t letting them loose without limitations, but even though I knew
better, a small part of me counted all of the risks.

Vampires, immortal soldiers, and artificial intelligences with a
questionable allegiance to humanity were my allies in this fight. Could
I criticize Hunter and the Coffeeshop Illuminati for risking humanity’s
future with his self-replicating mushroom zombies? I could have gone
deeper into that question, but speculation was endless and led nowhere,
so I stopped.

For now, I had to trust them.

From there, the day turned into planning sessions, the first with those
of us who hadn’t been drugged. By the afternoon, even those of us who
had been drugged were with it enough to participate.

From there, it grew into a cast of thousands or at least it felt like
it. We had everyone—Amy, Tara, Samita, Rod, Alex, Brooke, Jenny, Sean,
Dayton, every member of the original Justice Fist but Jody, and every
living member of our original group. If that weren’t enough, Dr.
Transylvania, Ape Nasty, Prime, and his second-in-command attended
remotely.

They weren’t the only ones attending remotely, but every time my eyes
flicked over to that corner of the big screen on our wall, it felt like
I’d flipped to another station.

That feeling compounded when I noticed the other two guests, the AIs.
One screen flipped between a multi-colored spray of pixels and,
inexplicably, the early, 8-bit version of Mario, the one from Donkey
Kong. The other appeared to be live footage of a bronze robot and a
strange, steam-powered engine.

Their appearance left me with questions that it wasn’t time to ask,
like, “Why Mario? Why that version?” Also, “Is that a working version of
Charles Babbage’s Difference Engine or simply CGI?”

Despite my curiosity, I didn’t ask, and the meetings went efficiently.
Haley and the others presented the information we had and outlined their
plan. Overall, with changes based on our new resources, it stayed the
same.

As Haley put it, “They have an international organization full of
experienced mercenaries, supervillains, alien technology, and more than
a thousand professional soldiers on that island alone. That doesn’t even
include Magnus. We don’t stand a chance in a straight fight, but Magnus
isn’t a threat if he loses the device.

“The Rocket and Ghost can sense the device, and if we can get them into
the main building to find Magnus and the Galaxy Core Device’s entrance,
we can win this. To make it through, they’ll have to go with a team, and
we’ll have to lock down all the other buildings so that Magnus doesn’t
get reinforcements.”

Dr. Transylvania said, “We’ll go in first. My people have ways of
getting into places without being seen. Ape Nasty will go in with Prime
and his people.”

The giant gorilla smiled, and I reflected on what big teeth he had.
“This isn’t a ‘Don’t kill anybody’ mission, is it? Because if it is,
you’re going to be disappointed.”

Izzy shook her head.

“I wish it could be,” I said, “but I don’t think it’s possible. Let’s
put it this way: don’t go out of your way to do it. Take people’s
surrender if it’s not a trick. Use your best judgment.”

Ape Nasty’s jaw dropped in what appeared to be a smile, “Excellent. It’s
nice to see you be reasonable.”

Dr. Transylvania glanced off to the left of his screen, where I assumed
that Ape Nasty was in reality. “Nasty,” he said, “don’t get out of
control or you will have to answer to me.”

Ape Nasty eyed something off the screen to his right, “Sure thing, boss.
I don’t want to get these young, upstanding superheroes in trouble.”

Both Jaclyn and Izzy looked over at me, Jaclyn shaking her head this
time. And yes, I did get the message. I had invited some of the world’s
most infamous supervillains to fight by our side.

Amy and Vaughn both laughed while Haley moved the meeting forward,
addressing Hal, “While we’re going into the island, what will the AIs be
doing?”

“We’ll have a multi-faceted approach. First of all, we’re already
distracting the Nine’s heavy social media users with arguments and
distractions that they can’t ignore. In addition to that, we’re
infiltrating the Nine’s computer systems and plan to engineer
conveniently timed outages of resources to make it difficult for them to
attack you or even notice your arrival. Finally, we’ll be retrieving as
much information from their systems as possible.”

On his screen, Mario jumped over a barrel.

The conversation moved from there to where our exact landing spots
should be, which clusters of guards would be attacked first, and who
would handle each building.

Between Tara’s calculations, Daniel’s prescience, and Hal being designed
to plan battles, it came together within a couple of hours, except…

Tara stared up at the screen, which showed a picture of the island with
markers for our people, the Nine’s troops, and other points of interest,
and said, “There’s just one thing that bothers me about this plan.
There’s a 25% chance, according to the Mystic, that we haven’t accounted
for all the possible sources of teleporting in reinforcements. What
happens then?”

Daniel closed his eyes, saying nothing for a minute, and then his eyes
popped open. “It’s not good. Most of the time, we all die.”

Tara nodded, “That’s what I thought, but,” and here she smiled, “I have
a solution. Remember my internship? Control and I inventoried
everything, including all the storage rooms and also the downstairs
shelter.”

I knew where she was going with this. We didn’t use it much, but below
the main floor where we ran the League, we had another level. I’d always
thought of it as Grandpa’s Giant Fallout Shelter. The League came into
being near the beginning of the Cold War and disbanded a few years
before it ended. Grandpa created a block of rooms for the League’s
families and friends to live in case of nuclear war.

Complete with dried foods that were now well past their expiration date,
it waited for us, still ready if dustier than anyplace I’d want to live.

After the war, where the League and the Xiniti had destroyed the last of
the Abominators, though, the League had stored the worst of the
Abominators’ weapons in HQ’s special storage room, but the merely
normally dangerous had been stored in the shelter. By “normally
dangerous,” I mean weapons commonly used in the Human Ascendancy and by
the Galactic Alliance.

“What we should do,” Tara continued, “is pull what we safely can from
the storage room here and supplement it with weapons from the shelter.
Captain Commando can use her Citizen’s Mark to assign permission to use
them to anyone with an implant, which is almost everyone. It will work.”

To Daniel, she said, “How does that affect the odds?”

Daniel closed his eyes again, opening them to say, “The possibilities
get weirder, but depending on events, our chances of survival become
better than 60%.”

Tara’s face changed from the flat, emotionless expression she settled
into while analyzing to a bright smile that reminded me that she could
model if she wanted. “See, it works!”

Sean’s brow furrowed, “Implants? Does everybody have them now? I thought
that was a Xiniti thing. Can Dayton have one? He shouldn’t have to go up
against those guys carrying knives.”

Jaclyn sent me a message via her implant, “You mentioned it.”

Ignoring her, I replied, “Both of you should get them. Everyone else did
yesterday. I’ve checked on the specs, and they’ve been designed to work
even with people who have magnetic powers.”

In the back of my mind, though, I did remember that the implant could be
used to immobilize someone at the command of a Xiniti citizen—which
might be useful if Dominators got past their buzzers.

That led to another line of thought. “You’ll want to use suits I
designed for this instead of your regular suits. My suits interface with
the implant, plus they’re better protected from Dominators than yours.
If there’s anywhere we’re likely to run into so many Dominators that
they can overwhelm a buzzer, it’s the island. And don’t worry about
looking different. It’s trivial to make them look like your regular
suits.”

Sean frowned, looking down at his suit, “Our suits have metal in them so
that I can use them as handles for the other guys if we need to fly
away. If we’re supposed to grab Jody and get out, it’s going to make it
harder.”

Dayton shook his head, “If Jody has his costume on, you can still grab
him, and if he doesn’t, you’re out of luck either way. You can leave me
if you have to. I still feel weird about the part of the plan where the
League fights Magnus and everyone else, and we run away.”

Pointing up at the map, Haley said, “It’s the best way to do it. Jody’s
in the same block of rooms as Magnus. You’ll need to get him out of the
fight, and it will be easier if all of his people are focused on us.”

“Plus,” I said, “I have a fix for the problem of grabbing Jody and
Dayton’s suits. Our suits are made of ceramic, but I can magnetize the
ceramic. So you can grab Dayton, but not only that, I can make balls of
suit stuff. You can manipulate them magnetically, and as long as you hit
him with one, I can set it so that it surrounds him. Then you can take
him away even if he’s not wearing one of your suits.”

“You’re going to like this,” Vaughn added, “our suits practically turn
invisible, so getting in and out of that place will be a lot easier with
one on.”

Sean looked over from Vaughn to me, “Whoa. That’s cool.”

Ape Nasty raised a giant furry hand, “Can I have one?”

“It’s more camouflage than invisibility,” I said. “There are limits, and
you’re big.”

Giving a deep, thumping laugh, Ape Nasty replied, “Yeah, I get it.”

Looking offscreen in Dr. Transylvania’s direction, Ape Nasty asked,
“Invisibility spell, boss?”

Dr. Transylvania raised an eyebrow, “Maybe, if you’re good. Rocket, if
you pass on the specs for the level of Dominator attack you designed
your armor to prevent, it would help. I’m going to work something up for
my people and Prime’s. Whether it’s magical, technological, or a
combination remains to be seen, but I need to get to work.”

“I’ll do that now,” I said, retrieving the specs and my basic design and
sending them to him via my implant and his comm address.

His mouth twitched into a smile as he glanced at either the bottom of
his screen or another altogether. “Thank you. That will help.”

From there, the conversation dissolved into a sea of details again, but
eventually we were done, leaving the League, plus friends, plus Sean and
Dayton in HQ.

Tiger, Jaclyn’s rescued feral puppy from space (now full-grown and
larger than some horses), cadged tummy rubs from those comfortable
enough with him to do it. He needed a bath, but we could put that off
until after the battle—maybe a few days after.

Turning to Sean and Dayton, I said, “We should insert the implants now.
There’s an adjustment period. We’ve got the time, but the sooner the
better.”

Dayton nodded, saying, “Let’s do it,” and patted Tiger.

Tiger leaned into it, grunting.

Sean, eyeing the dog, said, “Yeah,” and followed me to the lab.

While they waited, I grabbed the egg from the storage room, giving it a
quick once-over as I asked my implant what items from the shelves would
be useful in a fight. Making note of its answers, I passed them on to
Tara and suggested she do the same with the items in the shelter.

When I got back and passed out the little gray balls the egg generated,
Dayton asked, “Do we eat them?”

I shook my head. “Hold them under your jaw. They’ll be absorbed into
your skin.”

“That’s creepy,” Sean said, but he did it, and so did Dayton.

They weren’t the last ones either. I did the same for Samita, Rod, Alex,
and Jenny. I thought I might have to do one for Brooke, Alex’
girlfriend, but realized I wouldn’t when I thought about how her
“costume” was Xiniti armor. She’d already had an implant for years, and
I had no idea.

When that was over, we all worked on the leftover details for tomorrow,
gathering and assigning Abominator and Artificer devices, grabbing
equipment, last-minute suit tweaks, and servicing the jet. Chris helped
with the technical stuff.

When it was over, we all went to sleep in HQ. We’d be meeting Prime and
Dr. Transylvania’s people in the air above Florida and attacking the
island around 4 AM.

Haley and I kissed each other goodnight in a room full of people, cots,
bedrolls, and a snoring dog. I didn’t sleep instantly. Too many
possibilities, many of them bad, presented themselves in my brain, and I
examined them in detail.

After a while, I used my implant to relax enough that I could finally
drift into unconsciousness.





Stage One


        My alarm rang too early, if I could call it ringing. My implant woke me
by ending my sleep cycle and bringing me to consciousness the way my
body would have if I’d gotten a full night’s sleep and woke as dawn’s
first light entered the room.

That wasn’t going to happen here. We were in a bunker with no windows
and lots of concrete. The closest the room came to color was the dark
red carpet in the section of the main room where we held meetings, and
Control followed our suits’ feeds.

Meanwhile, the brief ring I heard only existed in my brain. The implant
must have searched for a cue to signal that this was my intended wake-up
call as opposed to a midnight bathroom break.

Though I couldn’t call it waking naturally because there was nothing
natural about it, I couldn’t deny that I felt refreshed. I decided to
leave my mixed feelings about the implant’s integration with my nervous
system for later.

I sat up, finding that everyone else was pushing themselves into a
sitting position as well. Had Travis been alive, he’d probably have been
shouting at us to get moving. Well, maybe the high school version of
Travis would have. Like all of us, he’d learned more about motivating
people since then.

Cassie spoke over the shuffling of bodies in the room. “Is everybody up?
We have 30 minutes before we have to leave. There are donuts, coffee,
and juice in the hangar next to the jet.”

Everyone left the room. We’d opened up the fallout shelter’s bathroom
facilities as well, something we should have done years ago, but the
League kept it locked. Kayla and Tara may have been the first people to
go down there since the 1980s or 90s, when the Cold War ended and
Grandpa worried less about nuclear holocaust.

It didn’t take long for us to get ready and assemble in the hangar,
standing next to the jet and two egg-shaped Defenders’ podjets that Alex
must have grabbed for the mission. All of them fit with ease in the
long, concrete gray room despite all of the tools, repair materials, and
the presence of other vehicles—Cassie’s motorcycle, the Wolfmobile, and
motorcycle/transforming armor that I’d used during my internship in
Detroit.

Everyone arrived in time for donuts, and that included Tiger. The dog
wore the suit I’d designed for him, gray and with the Heroes’ League
logo on his chest.

As everyone grabbed donuts, I turned to Jaclyn, asking, “He’s coming?”

Jaclyn glanced over at him as he paced next to the jet. “I didn’t ask
him to. He was here, dressed, and waiting when I got up here.”

Marcus turned away from a conversation he appeared to be having with
Sydney to ask, “He didn’t get any of the donuts, did he?”

“That was my first thought, too, but he didn’t. He was standing in front
of the door to the jet and scratched it when I walked up.” Jaclyn shook
her head. “Look, I don’t like the idea of bringing him either, but he
has armor and we’ve trained him to fight alongside us. Anyway, he wants
to go, and I don’t think we’re going to keep him away. I think he’d
figure out a way to go anyway.”

I couldn’t put it past him. Back in the world where we found him, dogs
like him ran in packs and hunted even more massive creatures. The
Abominators had created the species and dumped them there. It was
anybody’s guess what they intended to do with it.

Either way, he was quick, smart, and deadly even without armor. For that
matter, he was smart enough to use my armor and adjust settings in the
HUD with his tongue and the mouthguard interface. Maybe I should have
given him an implant.

We discussed whether to bring him a little longer, but in the end, we
decided to.

Less than ten minutes later, we were in the jet, flying with ten people
and a massive dog in the cabin.

Marcus sat at the weapons console while I flew.

Haley sat in the row behind me, looking out of the window even though I
knew she didn’t need to. Now that she and everyone else had implants,
they could access the jet’s sensors and even controls if I permitted
them.

As for myself, I could have experienced the world around me as if I were
the jet flying upward through the dark, star-filled November sky. I
chose to experience it with normal senses, which meant sitting in the
cockpit in my armor with the League seated behind me. Checking real
screens and readouts wasn’t a bad thing. It didn’t hurt that I could
know information like the speed or altitude simply by thinking about it,
though.

Haley leaned forward, watching as we flew south, a hint of sunlight in
the east, a curved sliver of the dawn’s light outlining the world’s
shape.

She asked, “Do you ever get used to this? The implant keeps on labeling
things and offering more information if I want it.”

“Kinda,” I said, “you get to the point where you can sip at the stream
instead of taking it all in at once.”

She nodded, “And the information’s weird. It’s not for people who live
here. When the sensors showed a passenger jet, it explained how
primitive species used less flexible technology than anti-gravity for
mass transit. Then it explained how a jet engine worked. If that weren’t
enough, it also provides commentary from the Abominators’ perspective.”

“That would be interesting,” I said. Our Xiniti-created implants
included information on the Abominators, but nothing else.

“Not really,” she said. “The Xiniti overlay labels it ‘misleading’ and
‘optional.’ It should have labeled them ‘repetitive.’The Abominators
only saw us as tools they could modify. It’s all genetic analysis, and
it’s thousands of years old.”

She frowned, “It knows the weapons, though, and it approves.”

She pointed to a new blue-green pistol at her belt. It wasn’t the same
as Cassie’s gun. Cassie’s was special and we knew it, if only because it
told us so. Still, the new guns could have come from the same designer.

Haley stared into the darkness ahead of us, cities glowing on the ground
below. “If there’s any time to go for broke, it’s now,” she said, “but I
hope we’re doing the right thing.”

Both Hal and my implant assured me the risk of being warped by
Abominator tech was small and worth the risk, but it still hung out in
my imagination.

“Me too,” I said, “but either way, I don’t have a better idea.”

“I don’t either,” Haley said, staring past me into the night.

We were over Florida by that point. Our rendezvous with Prime would be
over the Everglades in a spot that Dr. Transylvania described as
“abandoned by humanity.”

My suspicion that “abandoned by humanity” meant “populated by vampires
and alligators” was given a little life by the looks of the place. There
weren’t any lights, but a scan of the area as we arrived showed weeds,
wooden buildings that leaned as if they were about to fall over, and
concrete foundations partially covered by dirt and weeds.

The rusted, abandoned cars, many of them with their doors open, appeared
to date from the 1960s.

It would be a great place to hide an army of undead, but if I were a
vampire, I’d be building underground tunnels. None of the buildings
looked likely to stand another day, much less keep the sun off anything.

As I slowed the jet to hover over the place with the two podjets that
Alex requisitioned from the SoCal Defenders, Haley said, “That must be
Prime.”

I’d noticed a shimmery shape as we came close, but it was only now that
I could see it in detail. Wedge-shaped with rounded edges, it floated
about 100 feet above the ground.

I identified the material of the hull as a ceramic commonly used in the
Human Ascendancy, as well as by the Abominators. My implant confirmed
that and added that it was an armored personnel carrier design that had
been manufactured 500 years ago. Prime’s people had been in contact with
the Ascendancy after the Abominators’ empire had been destroyed. It
didn’t surprise me.

By then, everyone was either looking out the windows or tapping into the
jet’s sensors.

Prime popped up on the comm channel we’d designated for this mission.
“We’re ready to go,” he said and smiled. “Dr. Transylvania’s team is
here too, but they’re sorting something out at the moment.”

Vaughn responded before I could, “What does that mean? You make it sound
like someone challenged him for head vampire or something.”

Prime laughed, “I don’t think any of his people are that dumb. No.
Vlad’s got an unexpected visitor, but the good kind. He’s helpful, not a
vampire slayer or something.”

Another person joined the comm channel. I recognized the name. The
Atoner worked with Dr. Transylvania on the Probationers, a team for
former supervillains. The Atoner was the Feds’ presence on the team. He
wasn’t a supervillain himself, but he had murdered his team while under
mind control.

Now visible in his armored, red exoskeleton, his picture flickered to
life. “Doc’s got a few final preparations to make before we go. I’m here
to prevent certain metaphysical bindings from causing him problems. This
mission would be unauthorized without my presence. He thought he’d be
able to get around it, but,“ and here he looked off-screen, “I don’t
like seeing my friends in pain when they don’t have to be. So I’m here,
making this an official mission.”

“Except now,” Dr. Transylvania’s voice came from off-screen, “you might
also get in trouble.”

Giving a small nod, The Atoner said, “I’ve seen worse. Anyway, Doc’s
activating a final protection or two, but since you’re here, I’m going
to make us visible.”

The air above the ghost town rippled, and in a space that I’d thought
empty air appeared the Dragon’s Bastion (as named by Dr. Transylvania),
sometimes called Castle Dracula (in online forums), and occasionally
referred to as the Dragon Turtle (by me) because that’s what it looked
like.

A flattened dome with clawed feet and an armored “head” in the front, it
flew like a flying castle and crawled like a tank. Its turrets weren’t
obvious now, but they were still there, waiting for the right moment to
pop out of the armor.

Dark and multi-leveled, the flying dome struck me as a cross between a
cast iron stove and an ironclad warship–if they flew and had been
decorated with dragon motifs.

From the indrawn breaths elsewhere in the cabin, I knew I wasn’t the
only one who’d recognized it. We’d all seen it in the news. Back when
Dr. Transylvania was trying to conquer the world, it seemed to appear
everywhere—Washington D.C., Moscow, Beijing, and countless war zones.
I’d seen it destroy warships and buildings, releasing undead and hordes
of rat demons.

Images of it made nightmare fuel for much of Earth’s population.

“Wow,” Vaughn said, “I guess we should be glad no one invited the press
to this mission.”

“We’ll be taking footage and releasing it as needed,” Daniel said. “By
the end of this, we might want to let everyone know they were here.”

“We might,” Haley shook her head. “I’m so glad we have PR people because
I don’t want to explain that thing.”

Over the comm, the Atoner said, “This is what I was talking about.
Without me here, everyone’s going to assume Doc reverted even if you
destroy the Nine. It’s still not going to be easy, but at least someone
with authority will be able to keep on saying the words, ‘Authorized
mission’ until everyone gets so sick of it that they agree to pretend.”

Vaughn stared at the Dragon’s Bastion. “It’s not an authorized mission?”

The Atoner looked into the camera, “I authorize it. I haven’t gone
beyond that because you can bet that someone with the authority to know
is an asset of the Nine. At that point, you might as well send Magnus an
announcement that you’re on the way.”

In the background, Dr. Transylvania said, “I’m finished. Let’s go.
They’ll never see us coming.”

The Atoner smiled, “That’s what I like to hear. Alright everybody. You
know the plan. Vampires infiltrate. Prime’s people smash everything in
sight, and the Heroes’ League attacks in the chaos, extracts the
hostage, and takes down Magnus.”

“An easy, simple job,” he said, winking.

Though a part of my brain couldn’t help note that it was our plan and he
hadn’t been involved in making it, I contacted Hal through my implant
and said, “You heard him. I hope the world’s AIs are ready to do their
bit.”

Hal replied, “It’s already in progress.”

Original Heroes’ League. Unknown Section of Rain Forest, Brazil,
October 1959:

Dr. Madness’ War Machine lay in pieces in the clearing in front of the
cave.

It had been massive. Longer than 300 feet and taller than 50 feet near
the back, where the conning tower had risen above the hull, it gave the
middle finger to aerodynamic design in more than one
sense.

Made of two sections and connected in the middle by a joint that allowed
it to bend, the hulls also included long treads on either side. Small
extendable wings jutted out on both sides, somewhat worse for wear.

When Joe had to describe it later (and he did), he’d described it as a
submarine that wanted to be a tank and a rocket. The jets attached to
the wings had allowed the “war machine” to fly like a fighter jet, hover
like a helicopter, and reconfigured to push the entire, ungainly device
through the water.

He intended to take them apart and analyze the remains. The team had
already given him a head start on dismembering the vehicle. Hopefully,
the burning parts weren’t burning hot enough to obscure what he needed
to know.

As he stared at one of the jet engines where it lay next to a piece of
wing, John Kowalski, alias Captain Commando and wearing the red, white,
and blue costume his identity demanded, threw an experimental plasma
rifle over his shoulder and said, “I like it better burning than I did
riding inside. Good job tracking the damn thing down.”

Joe shrugged, wondering if it was visible through his armor, “The
trackers worked. I want to build them into something better, but it’s a
good first step.”

“Hey,” John said, pointing at the front of the war machine, “you know
what you should steal? The design for the chairs in that thing. Dr.
Madness held me captive in there for 12 hours. Except for bathroom
breaks, I was stuck in the chair the entire time. I never felt
uncomfortable. They’re the best fucking chairs I’ve ever sat in. You
need to put them in the next version of the jet.”

“I can’t make any promises,” Joe said, looking over the shattered mess.
None of the remaining pieces was larger than ten feet.  Many of them
appeared to have been torn from one another. They had been. He’d seen
Reggie do it. The ones that hadn’t been torn had been punched through.

Reg or “C” stepped out from behind one of the larger sections, walking
up to the two of them and giving them a nod, saying, “I don’t think any
of them got away.”

He waved toward the unconscious men on the ground. “Even he’s still
here.”

Dr. Madness lay next to the rest of his men. Where the rest wore blue
shirts and slacks reminiscent of naval uniforms, Dr. Madness wore a
shiny suit of ever-changing rainbow colors. His cylindrical gun for
releasing “madness gas” had been broken in the fight, but canisters of
gas still hung on his belt.

“Better than the last time,” John said, frowning. “That damn vampire has
the book.”

Reg laughed, “Still sore about that? He’s got the book, but we found the
cave, and Gunther said the portal’s inside. However smart the vampire
thinks he is, we’re smarter. He’s not here.”

John gave the clearing a long, slow look. “Maybe, but maybe we should go
check how the inside team did. If the vampire and his people are
anywhere, they won’t be out here.”

The sun beat down from the sky, warming Joe’s armor and reminding him
that he needed to come up with a better cooling system. He could faint
out here. He aimed his hand at the cave. “You’ve got a point. The cave’s
that way.”

It wasn’t as if there was any confusion about it. A massive formation of
earth and rock rose out of the jungle. Where the cave opened, if you
looked at it right, it appeared to be the mouth of a skull.

Reg shook his head, “There must be caves all over the world. How long do
you think Dr. Madness searched before he found one with a skull?”

Joe looked it up and down, “He might have lucked into it.”

Less than a minute later, they were inside. If there had ever been
vampires, they weren’t there anymore. Instead, the place held all the
hallmarks of one of Dr. Madness’ hideouts—lots of pipes, gas canisters
all over, and enough test tubes and beakers to supply a vast number of
high school chemistry labs. The substances that filled the beakers
wouldn’t have been welcome in any high school.

This lab had additional elements—spare parts for the “war machine,” but
not enough to fix it now. In addition to metal sheeting, rolls of
cables, and boxes of tools, it also had a silver and black disc about
ten feet wide.

Unconscious henchmen lay all around the place. The only conscious people
in the room were clustered around a glowing circle in the air. They were
Giles, alias Red Lightning (who wore a red suit with a lightning bolt on
it), Romy, alias Ghostwoman (in white), Chuck, alias Night Wolf (in a
black suit with a wolf logo), and Isaac, the Mentalist, who wore a mask
along with a tuxedo and top hat reminiscent of a magician.

Gunther stood several feet away from them. Tall, and blond, he wore
beige khakis, a button-down shirt, and a rifle. Two short swords hung on
his belt. “Took you long enough. Are you ready to go in? As I told you,
you’ll have to go in yourselves. I’ll be out here guarding because I’m
already inside, and it can’t contain two of me. Just some timey-wimey
BS. The me that’s already in there can tell you more if you care.”
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        Jim Zoetewey grew up in Holland, Michigan, near where L Frank
Baum wrote The Wizard of Oz and other books in that series.
Admittedly, Baum moved away more than sixty years before Jim was
even born, but it’s still kind of cool.

Jim didn’t attain his goal of never leaving school, but did
prolong his stay as long as possible. He majored in religion and
sociology at Hope College, gaining enough credits to obtain
minors in ancient civilizations and creative writing—had he
thought to submit applications to the relevant departments. He
attended Western Theological Seminary for two years. He followed
that up by getting a masters degree in sociology at Western
Michigan University.

Once out of school, he took up the most logical occupation for
someone with his educational background: web developer and
technical support. Simultaneously, he finished all but three
credits of a masters in Information Systems, a degree that’s
actually relevant to his field.

He’s still not done.

In the meantime, he’s been writing stories about superheroes and
posting them online at https://inmydaydreams.com. He’s still not
sure whether that was a good idea, but continues to do it
anyway.

He’s also not sure why he’s writing this in the third person,
but he’s never seen an author bio written in first person and
doesn’t want to rock the boat.
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