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For His Own Good


        Dr. Strazinsky stood in front of the class, staring down at the pile of
paper in his hands. Then he looked at me, making me wonder what I’d
done.

This was my Calculus III class, one of the few prerequisites I hadn’t
comped out of. I was only taking it during my Junior year because of
some annoying scheduling issues between my double major in electrical
engineering and chemistry.

The professor took a long breath and looked out at the class. From his
appearance, I guessed that he had to be in his thirties, but he felt
older. I didn’t know whether it was the tan suit jacket with tie and
slacks, or the slightly balding hair.

Whatever it was, if you were hoping for a young, charismatic professor,
this wasn’t your guy.

That’s not to say that I didn’t like him. I did like him. He seemed
smart, knowledgeable, and good enough at explaining the material. I
didn’t need anything else in a professor.

He looked directly at me again—making me wonder what was going on, back
down at the papers, and then back to the class. Then he began to talk.

“I know that no one enjoys taking a quiz on the first day of class, but
I like to know what people actually remember from Calculus 2. As a
class, you did well—well enough that I’m comfortable starting without
too much review. So, we’re going to go over the quiz. Feel free to ask
about anything you want, but I’ll go over the quiz in order.”

About a quarter of the class raised their hands. Dr. Strazinsky blinked
but pointed to a blond guy wearing a blue and gold University of
Michigan t-shirt.

The guy said, “What was up with that last question? I had no idea where
to even start. I’ve never seen that covered anywhere. That’s not part of
this class, is it?”

The prof shook his head, smiling a little. “Don’t worry about that
question. You’ll never see anything like that again. It’s not part of
this class. It’s not part of any class you’ll ever take in this
university. I put it on the quiz to see how you’d try to solve it and
not because I thought you could find the answer. It’s not something an
undergrad should be able to solve. Most PhDs don’t have the necessary
background. So, don’t worry about it. In fact, don’t worry about this
quiz. It won’t be part of your grade.”

Then he passed back the stapled piles of paper.

As the stack of quizzes passed from one person to another, my stomach
began to ache. I’d thought back to the last class, trying to remember
the question, but I couldn’t. Nothing in it had seemed hard and the last
question hadn’t stood out from the crowd.

Maybe, I told myself, I hadn’t noticed it. If it were on the back of the
last page, it would have been easy to miss. I’d done that sort of thing
before.

Except then I thought about the looks the prof had been giving me. I
hadn’t missed it. I’d probably answered it strangely. Using the implant
the Xiniti had installed in my head, I’d been investigating advances
that aliens had made in math. Even with the implant, I didn’t have the
background to understand all of it, but I’d made a good beginning. I’d
have made a better one if the Xiniti were more interested in physics and
less interested in war.

Off the top of my head, I decided that all I’d have to do is explain
some of the shortcuts I’d taken or maybe offer a proof for one or more
of them.

Then I got the quiz back. I flipped it over to look at the back of the
last page. It was blank. I hadn’t missed the last question.

I opened it to the last page and looked at my scribbled answer. It
seemed simple enough. The question asked the reader to solve for the
value of a variable assuming other values that the question
defined.

Then I recognized where I knew the equation from. It was a type of
equation used in calculating the distance a jump drive would send a
spaceship. I’d learned a lot about them early in the summer when I’d
taught myself the basics about jump drives.

It wasn’t impossible that someone on Earth would come up with an
equation like this. The math needed to put something into practice often
predates a need to use it. At the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder
how it had gotten on my quiz.

It was only at that point that I noticed the words, “See me after
class,” written next to the answer I’d written on my paper.

It appeared that I was about to find out.

When class let out, I waited for everyone else to leave—which also meant
waiting for five people with questions and others who wanted to add or
drop the class. By the time that was done, the next class was already
beginning to file into the room with their professor.

Dr. Strazinsky looked over at me as I stood there. “Would you mind
walking to my office before we say anything about your quiz?”

I thought about it. “Sure.”

It wasn’t as if he was attempting to lure me back there so that he could
murder me—probably. Deep in my psyche, I couldn’t rule it out even
though a more realistic part of my brain knew that was ridiculous. Even
if he did want to murder me, his office in the math department was next
to every other math professor in the university’s office.

Plus, even though I looked like a typical college student wearing
nothing more than a backpack, jeans, and a t-shirt, the clothes, and
backpack transformed into a thin layer of powered armor. I referred to
it as the stealth suit to distinguish it from my main armor. I’d been
improving it throughout June, July and August.

Part of me wondered if that whole line of thinking was paranoid, but I’d
spent the first month of summer break fighting in a war zone. Planning
for the worst seemed like a reasonable way to avoid it.

We didn’t talk as we walked to the math department. Neither of us were
much interested in making small talk, I assumed—that or I’d missed his
attempt to make conversation because I was too deeply involved in my own
thoughts.

The math department was an open room with a desk for the secretary in
the middle, a wall of mail slots for professors that stood behind her
and counters with a copier, and other departmental resources lying
everywhere. Posters about math, academic scholarships, and off-campus
programs covered the walls except for the professors’ doors. The doors
showed the professors’ names as well as cartoons featuring math-related
humor and whatever the professor felt compelled to announce to visitors.

Dr. Strazinsky’s was bare except for his name, a piece of paper showing
his schedule, and few XKCD cartoons. He opened the stained wooden door
and I followed him in, sitting across the desk from him.

Unlike some profs, his office felt organized. The books were all on
bookshelves instead of threatening to consume the desk and the chairs.
Photographs of his wife and children sat the corners of his desk which
was clear except for his laptop.

His diplomas hung on the wall above the smaller of his three bookcases.
He’d gone to the University of California—Berkeley as an undergrad and
to Princeton for graduate school.

I wasn’t up on the standings of US mathematics departments, but I
suspected that those two were in the top tier, making me wonder what he
was doing here. Grand Lake University was in the top third of US
universities, but I doubted any of our programs were in the top tier.

I supposed that the merely good graduates of great universities needed
to teach somewhere?

Dr. Strazinsky cleared his throat. “I suppose you’re wondering why I
wrote what I did on your test.”

“A little.” I tried to sound innocent and upbeat. Keeping my responses
short would reveal as little as possible.

“You answered it correctly and not only that, you used a shortcut that
I’d never seen before. If you’d pull out your quiz, I can show you.”

I put in on the desk and he pointed to where I’d shown my work.

“There,” he said. “When I thought it through, I understood why it
worked, but I don’t know how you know why it worked.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. My grandfather was an engineer and he tutored
me in math when I was younger. He taught me a lot of shortcuts and I
might have built on some of them.”

That much was true, but I couldn’t lean on that too hard or he might
make a connection between the original Rocket and my grandfather—which
wouldn’t take a big leap to connect the current Rocket with me.

He looked at me, taking a short breath. “Is your grandfather still
alive?”

I shook my head. “He died three years ago—before my senior year of high
school.”

He exhaled, his head tilting downward a touch, becoming visibly less
tense. “I’m sorry to hear that and please don’t take this wrong, but
that’s a relief. That means that he wasn’t the man who created the
equation I used. During graduate school, I did some work for the
government, mostly the FBI. Sometimes they recover journals or plans by
supervillains who are technical geniuses and they need someone to figure
out what they were working on. I’ve helped with the math.”

He stopped, smiling as if that explained all of it.

“Uh,” I paused as if struggling to figure out what to ask, “how does
that connect with the quiz?”

He blinked. “Oh. With permission, I sometimes use bits of what I read in
tests and quizzes. I modify them a little so that I don’t give away
anything important, but if I need a hard question to separate the best
grades from the next best, I use one of them.”

That surprised me. It didn’t seem likely that the FBI would be okay with
random bits of future technology being shared with the world. That meant
that Dr. Strazinsky was either lying about having permission or lying
about why he was doing it.

“They’re okay with that?” It seemed like something I could ask. The
Galactic Alliance requirement that we couldn’t copy their technology had
passed into general knowledge.

Dr. Strazinsky nodded. “The aliens aren’t as concerned about the math as
the technology. I like to think that I’m exploiting a loophole in the
system. Don’t tell anybody. The administration might get nervous.”

I thought about that. I’d heard of people doing that kind of thing in
STEM courses. Our scientists and engineers seemed to be more bothered by
the Alliance’s version of Star Trek’s Prime Directive than your average
guy.

You could argue that the idea had some wisdom behind it. If a world got
technology before they’d had any chance think through the technology’s
potential impact, they might destroy themselves before they figured out
how to integrate the new technology into their culture.

I knew of at least one alien race that was deliberately passing out new
technology that would be far outside any species’ natural technological
development. They were counting on younger species’ lack of experience
to destroy those species.

“Are you sure?” I could play the clueless undergrad as well as anyone.

He smiled and in a voice that was likely intended to be reassuring, he
said, “Yes. There’s nothing to worry about. Better minds than mine
cleared the idea.”

“Okay,” I said and tried to think of something that would help me
understand what was going on here.

The only thing that came to mind was, “Which super villain was it?”

Keeping his voice low, he said, “The Master Martian—not the first one.
The second.”

My implant didn’t give me a massive brain dump worth of information. So
either the Xiniti didn’t know anything about the second Master Martian
or I didn’t yet have the right information to trigger recognition.

Still, it made sense in a way that someone whose schtick was claiming to
be the son of the last Martian might be working with jump drive math.

My grandfather and his best friend, Giles Hardwick, had fought the first
Master Martian and won back when they were twelve or something.

I frowned. “The second Master Martian… Is he still out there?”

Dr. Strazinsky nodded. “The last I heard. We were studying his journal
to find out what he was up to next. I don’t know what the others
learned, though. I only got the sections with math.”

I thought about that, remembering an unrelated but important event that
I didn’t want to miss at home. “Is that it?”

Sitting back in his chair, Dr. Strazinsky said, “Yes. That’s it. You’re
the only one who’s ever solved that calculation. That means that you’re
either brilliant or that you’re very smart and happen to have the right
background. Either way, people are going to be watching what you do.
Make the best choices you can, ones that you’ll be able to live with
later.”

“Sure,” I said, not sure why he felt compelled to start giving advice.
“I try to make the best choices I can.”

Then we said goodbye and I left, unsure of what had happened there. All
I knew for sure was that contacting Isaac Lim to find out if he knew
something about Dr. Strazinsky was now on my list of things that needed
to be done. That and checking if the Federal databases we had access to
included anything about him.

I’d be able to do something about that sooner rather than later because
I wasn’t living on campus this year, meaning that it was time to go
home.

I stopped by the parking garage and grabbed my van, driving across Grand
Lake in about ten minutes. It wasn’t a bad drive. I had the window open
because it was still in the first week of September. The temperature was
in the low seventies, the grass green, and sometimes, when the highway
ran alongside it, I smelled the lake.

I rolled up to the small, white 1920s bungalow I’d inherited from my
grandfather and drove inside the garage. The van barely fit. Making my
way past the shovels, rakes, trimmer and other implements of lawn care
that hung on the wooden wall, I crossed the distance to the house and
walked through the door.

No one greeted me and I hadn’t expected anyone to. My grandfather was
three years gone by now and the only one of my housemates that was home
right now was waiting downstairs.

I took the hidden elevator down into the Heroes’ League’s headquarters.
When the elevator opened, I stepped into the main room. Over the last
year, it had come to look like a working superhero base again. We’d long
since removed the cardboard boxes of memorabilia and placed them out of
sight. Bearing in mind that one of the trophies our grandparents had
collected had actually contained the disembodied essence of a
supervillain, we’d gone over all the other trophies by technical and
later magical means to make sure there wouldn’t be any more surprises.

As of now, none of the weapons on display worked. The big, black and
silver disc that I referred to as the starplate still worked, but I’d
set up a system that should allow us to catch anything that appeared on
it whether we were there or not.

On the other side of the room stood a huge screen and in front of it
several tables with smaller screens, but that was a long ways away.

The people were over here with me. As I stepped out, I heard Kayla say,
“People should have been here by now. I hope nothing’s wrong. They
haven’t called for backup or anything—oh, it’s Nick. So, I’m guessing
that everyone’s just late.”

Two figures stood in HQ’s open kitchen area. Kayla was the smaller of
the two. Tan with shoulder length, dark hair, thin, and a little taller
than average for a woman, Kayla wore a gray Heroes’ League costume as
she had at work for the past year.

Next to her stood Tara. Unlike Kayla, Tara wore street clothes (jeans
and a green blouse) and carried a duffel bag. Two big suitcases stood
next to her.

Maybe an inch taller than me, Tara’s shoulders were a little wider than
many women the same size and her arms and legs hinted at muscle. Knowing
what she was—the offspring of two nearly identical lines of genetically
engineered super soldier—her size and strength made sense.

What I’d never understood is why the designer of the True had made them
attractive. With dark blonde hair, blue eyes, and wide lips, Tara could
have modeled.

If I were making super soldiers, I wouldn’t have made them stand out so
much.

And like all of the True, Tara stood out a lot. Unlike most superheroes,
she had the physique women have in comic books—thin but with larger than
average breasts, a look few women have in real life without plastic
surgery. Female martial artists, for example, tended to be thin
everywhere—though the ones that did look like Tara got a lot of
attention online.

All of which is a long way to say that if I had to bet, I’d bet that the
True’s designer was a straight guy.

On the other hand, I supposed that if the men were just as attractive,
the designer might have been a gay man or a straight woman, making a
female True’s appearance accidental.

I didn’t share any of that with Tara. When I stepped into the kitchen
area, she put down her duffel bag next to her suitcases and stepped
forward to hug me, talking quickly, almost into my ear even as she
pulled me close. As high pitched as her voice went, that was on the edge
of uncomfortable.

“Thank you, I’m so grateful to be here. I thought I’d never find a
place to do my residency.”

Tara wasn’t as strong as either Haley or Cassie, but I felt the material
in my shirt tighten to protect me anyway.

She noticed too and loosened her grip, still talking. “I didn’t mean to
do that. You’re okay, right?”

I smiled at her as she let go. “I’m fine. Cassie sometimes punches me in
the shoulder to get my attention. That hurts.”

She smiled back. “Okay, good. It’s not good that it hurts when she
punches you, but I’m glad you weren’t hurt by me. Sorry, I’m so
scattered right now. I could be more like I am in class, but I don’t
like being that detached all the time.”

“That’s fine. Be comfortable. If things are anything like they’ve been
for the past four years, you’ll spend more time fighting than you
expect.”

I glanced over at Kayla who was watching the two of us. “Did you end up
showing her around?”

Kayla shook her head. “You told me you’d do it or Vaughn would.”

I frowned, wondering where Vaughn was. It wasn’t out of character for
him to be late, but he was generally better with something like this.
Well, whatever, he was living at the house this year too. He’d be here
eventually.

And anyway, Tara and I got along. We’d both assisted Lee in teaching
fighting as well as attending his advanced classes at Stapledon. Showing
her around wouldn’t be a big deal. She’d be spending the next year with
us.

I shrugged. “Then I guess I’m doing it.”

Kayla let out a breath. “Good. Then I’m going back to my station. Marcus
and Haley are going out on patrol tonight and they’re starting from
campus. They might start early and I’ve got to be ready.”

She turned to Tara. “It was nice to meet to you. I’m sure we’ll enjoy
working together. I hope they start you a little slower than they did
me.”

Then she added. “At least you’re prepared for it. That would have been
nice.”

After a look in my direction, she added, “Talk to you later,” and walked
toward the big screen and computers on the other side of the room.

Tara watched her walk away and then looked at me, a hint of a smile on
her lips. “She’s got a story to tell.”

I checked in Kayla’s direction. She was passing the first group of
trophy cases. That ought to be out of earshot.

“We brought her along when we fought the Cabal with the idea that she’d
help coordinate us. She was in powered armor and not in the front lines,
but she was still too close to the action. They took her out. Plus,
after she started working, we had the alien invasion and she was right
in the middle of it. I only found out later.”

Tara took another look in Kayla’s direction. “She’s got a lot of spirit
if that didn’t scare her off.”

I flashed back to another memory. “She kept her head during the dinosaur
invasion. She was steady when we needed steadiness. She’s been better
than we could have realistically hoped when Cassie suggested she could
help.”

Tara smiled. “Good. I like her.”

“Well, yeah,” I said, “but you never say anything bad about anybody.”

Giving my shoulder a punch that was more of a tap, Tara grinned at me.
“But she’s still nice. That’s a good thing.”

I showed her around HQ—the hangar where we kept the League jet (which
was semi-secretly a spaceship) and the other vehicles, the command
center across the room, the storage rooms (though I didn’t open the ones
with Abominator weapons), the exits to the tunnels, and we finished in
the lab. I pointed out the stairway down to HQ’s basement, a giant, long
term fallout shelter from the Cold War.

“We don’t use it for anything,” I told her as we walked into the lab and
pulled out stools. “It’s full of bedding and dehydrated food. Grandpa
thought people might stay in here for a year or more if there were a
nuclear war. We should throw it all out. The food might be edible, but
it doesn’t seem likely that we’ll need it now.”

Her brows furrowed. If she wanted to, Tara could pull details that she’d
never consciously noticed into detailed analysis. World events weren’t
her strength, but she could try.

“You can throw it away. The kind of catastrophe that would force people
to live here isn’t likely anymore.” Her voice came out flatter than
usual, but then reverted to normal as she continued to talk.

“But that’s not what I’m really wondering about. Are you still thinking
about quitting?”

The real strength of her power was to predict opponent’s next moves or
guess at thoughts friends weren’t mentioning to anybody.

“Less now than when we got back,” I said.

Tara nodded. “I hope so. At first, when you got back, you didn’t have
any enthusiasm for anything but going to your lab. You did everything
Lee asked you to, but only just enough. And you left as soon as you
could after the class ended.”

I remembered it from another angle. After we’d gotten back, it was hard
not to see our fighting lessons for what they were—a way to keep us
alive and take the other guy out of the fight.

If you’d asked me before I’d left, I would have said the same thing, but
at the time I hadn’t seen people die because they’d made a mistake or
felt how close the line was between death and survival.

I wasn’t even sure why I felt so much worse after getting back from
Hideaway than after fighting the Hrrnna in New York or the sentient
dinosaurs from whatever parallel world that had been. I had theories.
Fighting the Hrrnna had been an afternoon instead of weeks. I’d killed
more thinking beings when I’d fought the dinosaurs. We’d practically
nuked them multiple times.

At Hideaway, we’d lost or almost lost people I knew.

I couldn’t say that I’d known or even liked Jadzen Akri, Hideaway’s
leader very much, but I’d known her daughter, Kals. We’d stayed for the
funeral and I could tell that Kals felt her death. She wasn’t the only
one who’d died.

Between running from one place to another, hiding in a
cavern, and fighting, I could think of at
least a dozen faces that might or might not have survived the battles
there. I could think of more that I knew were dead.

Maybe it was that? Maybe it was all the running and hiding or the period
in which we didn’t know who was spying on us? Whatever it was, it went
on for a long time.

“Plus, you zoned out even more than normal,” Tara said.

She didn’t need to add, “Like you are right now.” That was clear enough
from context.

“I didn’t tell you much about what happened, did I?”

“You didn’t say anything and I didn’t ask. I thought you’d talk about it
when you talked about it.” She stopped, sitting across from me on a
stool, leaning a little on the counter next to it.

Knowing Tara, that was the request. Sometimes she was indirect about
wanting things. I told her the story, starting as Jaclyn, Marcus,
Cassie, Lee and I flew away from Earth, visiting the Xiniti and getting
implants put into our heads. I described escorting the colony ship to
Hideaway and the battle with the Human Ascendancy that followed it.

Tara didn’t interrupt me often, but she did ask questions. I did my best
to answer them, finally getting to the end and our flight away from
Hideaway. “And that’s pretty much everything. After that, we landed at
Stapledon and all of you saw us. I was relieved to be home. I don’t even
know how to say how glad I was to be out of there—which is funny. I
still dream I’m back there some nights.”

She nodded, looking into my eyes. “I know what you mean. I don’t know
how much Rachel told you, but I was born in Infinity City. My mom and
dad and I spent our entire lives on the run because my parents were like
Romeo and Juliet. The True are obsessed with remaining exactly as they
were designed and not mixing our genes with outsiders which includes
True from parallel universes, no matter how much like us they seem to
be.

“We lived in constant fear because they were looking for us and if they
found us both of my parents’ people would have killed me on the spot
because of what I am and then each of them. Even though I spent my whole
childhood in fear and even though they did kill my mom, Infinity City is
still home. I still dream of it, the good and the bad, more often the
good now.”

“Hideaway wasn’t my home,” I said. “It happened to be a place where I
got stuck.”

She gave a small smile. “What’s important is that’s it’s normal to miss
it even though it was horrible when you were there. It will fade and
you’ll feel better.”

“It already has. At least a little bit. I didn’t mean to go on this long
about it.” I tried to think if I had told anyone else the whole story
before. I’d told parts to Haley and Daniel had probably picked up more
than I was aware of.

Leaning back, Tara brushed hair out of her eyes. “I think we all need to
talk about our lives and especially the bad experiences—you too.”

“Do you?” I watched for her reaction.

She laughed. “Not too often. I’m careful about who it is. It’s safer
that way. And not to change the subject, but thanks again for letting me
do my residency here. I don’t know where I would have done one
otherwise. I don’t have many connections outside of Infinity City.”

As I began to respond, my phone and the nearest computer beeped. When I
checked the screen, it showed the FBI’s seal and the words “Agent Isaac
Lim.”

That was interesting. I’d intended to call him about Dr. Strazinsky, but
I hadn’t yet had a chance to do it.

“That looks important. I’ll step outside.” Tara got out of her chair and
left the lab.

I’d have invited her to stay, but given the conversation I was about to
have, it was probably better that she left.

That left me alone in the lab with tools, tables, the machines I used to
fabricate parts, and the computers I used to design and monitor the
machines.

I reached out and used the nearest mouse to click to accept the call.

The picture changed from the FBI seal to Agent Lim’s actual FBI
office—which could have passed for a professor’s. By that I’m not
talking about Dr. Strazinsky’s which was organized and clean, I’m
talking about the sort of professor where you have to take books or
piles of paper off one of the chairs if you want to sit
down.

His desk had several piles of paper on it, most of the paper inside
thick manila folders. He also had a few Heroes’ League action figures on
the desk, one of them an older one from the 1970s. The rest had been
manufactured within the past year. The board had shown us the designs
and asked us for our opinions.

Isaac Lim grinned at the camera from behind his desk. “Nick, you’re
going to be surprised to hear it, but you just made my life a little
easier.”

I moved the mouse so that the pointer no longer rested on his face.
“Really? That does surprise me. It seems like I mostly make your life
more complicated.”

He laughed hard at that. “You’re a superhero. Making my life more
complicated is a given, but sometimes it makes my life easier in a
completely different way. Case in point, you’re now on a list that you
probably didn’t even know existed.”

Beyond whatever list Stapledon program students got on, I didn’t know of
any other, so he was almost certainly right about that. “What list?”

He leaned forward toward the camera. “The Bureau calls it ‘The Mad
Scientist List,’ but that’s not the real name. The real name is the
‘National Atypical Intellect Threat Assessment List.’ Basically, it’s a
list of anyone who shows evidence of being smart to the point that
they’re a threat to national security.”

“How did I get on that—” I didn’t even finish my question before
figuring it out. “Did Dr. Strazinsky report me to you?”

Lim nodded. “More or less. It’s bigger than that, though. Dr. Strazinsky
and other profs like him routinely slip questions that normal college
students would find it impossible to answer into their classes.”

“And people like me fall for it and answer. Are the questions from
supervillains or are they designed by a committee for the purpose of
catching people?”

I watched as he smiled a little harder. “Good question. We do have a
committee and we do adapt them from equations supervillains created.”

I sighed. “So now what? I’m on the list. What happens now and how does
it make your life easier?”

Lim smiled wider if that were possible. “That’s the good part. Once we
find people to put on the list, we don’t waste them. We’ve got a
Stapledon like program for them, but it’s a little less direct. We
direct their energies in ways that will get them a good income and do
the country some good. In a few cases, we direct them toward areas where
normal people need the help—like creating spaceships that can go through
the alien gates or spaceships that can defend us from aliens attacking.

“That piece of the program’s newer, but it’s getting results. They used
to keep people on this list away from high tech out of fear that they’ll
get inspired in a bad way. So far, that hasn’t been an issue.”

He paused, frowned and looked directly into the camera. “Here’s where
you come in. We’ve got a joint public/private project where alien
technology that’s fallen into our hands is getting analyzed by
experienced scientists as well as interns from the mad scientist list.
It’s not something that we’d put kids from the Stapledon program into
because we don’t want to draw attention to them, but it’s too late for
that. You got on that list all by yourself and you’re someone I trust.
So I’m sending you in. You need to do an internship for your engineering
program at school. This will count. It’s a win-win. We both get
something we want. For example, I get to send someone I trust into a
program I wouldn’t normally get access to.”

I nodded. “What are you sending me in to investigate?”

Lim stopped smiling. “That’s where this all becomes a little less fun.
Some of us in the Bureau have begun to worry that the Nine have their
fingers in this particular pie. That’s what you need to find out. And
it’s a little more complicated even than that. The Hardwick family
companies own a piece of the company that’s in this joint venture. It’s
not as if Russell Hardwick himself will show up, but it’s not
impossible. You’re going to have to forget you’re the Rocket while
you’re on this. Pretend that you’re just a kid with an internship. Don’t
take the law into your own hands. Gather information and deliver it to
us. That’s it.”

Taking a break from being the Rocket sounded like a relief. Chris had
made appearances as the Rocket while I was in space. He might be willing
to while I was doing this internship. “Okay,” I said. “I’m in.”

The corners of Lim’s mouth went up in what was almost a smile. “I’m
glad. You’ve seemed a bit down lately and I wasn’t sure you’d be up for
it. I would have been okay if you’d said no. I wouldn’t have been
excited about it, but we’d try another route to get at them. You can
still say no, by the way. I’ve been in combat and even when you win, it
still takes time to heal, physically and mentally.”

I thought about it. “I think I’m okay. I had a period where I didn’t
want to put on the suit after I got back, but this isn’t putting on the
suit. It’s kind of the opposite. So, I’ll be okay.”

He looked at me for a few seconds. “That might be the best mindset that
you go into this with. If you do discover something they’re doing wrong,
we need you to document it—not stop it. If you feel like they’re onto
you, you need to report it to us and we’ll come up with an excuse to get
you out of the internship. If something really bad happens and you need
to be rescued, let us know. We don’t want you to blow your identity as
the Rocket fighting these guys.

“If it really is the Nine, they might already know or suspect, but
there’s no reason to confirm it or to accidentally make it public. We’ll
keep a watch on you and be ready to come in if something goes wrong
during the operation.”

If the feds were willing to watch me, there wouldn’t be much of a reason
to blow my identity. I knew I’d take my own precautions, but if the feds
were willing to watch me, it meant I wouldn’t be bringing any of my
friends in to help.

Isaac Lim put his hand up to his lips and then put it down, a gesture I
put down to absentmindedness rather than any wish to hush me. “There’s
one more issue that you’re going to have to decide on. I could tell you
what I think you should do, but part of working with superheroes is
knowing that they’ll do whatever they want anyway.

“So here’s what I need to tell you. You know how I said that Hardwick
Industries is an investor in the company that you’ll be working for?
Well, they own the building that the company works in and they’re not
the only company in the building. It’s part of a medical complex that
Hardwick Industries owns and they’ve got a bunch of pre-med interns
there. Vaughn, your teammate, is one of them.”

“Oh,” I said, running that through my head and watching as Isaac Lim sat
up in his seat, watching my reaction and shaking his head.

“In your situation, there are two ways to play it. If you think you can
trust his judgment and that he’ll put the mission over the good of his
family, then tell him what’s going on. He’ll be a powerful asset. If
you’re not sure that he can keep it secret or you’re not sure of where
his loyalties will lie, then don’t tell him.”

Lim delivered the last line in a low voice that gave it a feeling of
finality—at least in my head. I didn’t have much doubt that he’d keep it
quiet.

I remembered the last time that Vaughn felt like I was keeping him out
of things. He’d taken it badly and I hadn’t even known he was angry
about it until Cassie told me. Even if I couldn’t trust him, I felt like
keeping him out of this might cause a permanent rupture between us.
Maybe I was overestimating how much it would bother him, but last time I
hadn’t even noticed there was a problem.

It might be that assuming the worst would be wisest.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

“Keep us informed,” Lim said. “Whatever decision you make, we’ve got to
know who our people are. If he’s working for us, we’ve got to support
him too.”

“He’s part of the Heroes’ League either way. I have to tell him about
something like this—especially given how it all played out after Ray and
the Cabal went after us. I mean, you remember that Russell Hardwick
hired Ray to protect them from the Cabal after he escaped from prison.
Someone, maybe you guys, were looking into charging Hardwick after that
came out, but the charges were dropped. I always assumed it was because
he had money, but if he’s connected to the Nine… Well, Vaughn should
know.”

I watched Lim for signs of what he thought as I talked and was a little
disappointed. Lim nodded as I talked about Ray, but said nothing.

When I finished, he said, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We don’t
know Russell Hardwick is connected with the Nine. We don’t even know
that the company you’ll intern at is connected to them. That’s what we
need you to find out.”

Then Lim frowned. “I’ve never known how it was that Hardwick avoided
getting charged either.”

“Okay,” I said. “I suppose I should ask what the name of the company
I’ll be interning at is then.”

Lim grinned for a second. “No kidding. I like to think I do a better job
briefing people than this, but here’s the basics. It’s called ‘Higher
Ground’ which is both a reference to a song the founder liked and to the
business’s mission—getting humanity into space no matter what that
takes. It’s a startup that gets money from several sources, Hardwick
Industries being the largest investor, but there are others. It’s also
getting money from the Defense Department in addition to the alien
technology they and other government agencies have collected.”

I rested my hand on my chin, thinking about that. “Why them? Why a
startup? I’d half expect that they’d go to GE or some big
firm.”

Lim sat back in his desk chair. “That’s a question. You’re not the only
one to ask. The surface answer is that Alexander LePage—he’ll tell you
to call him Sandy— is persuasive and he’s hired good people. Below the
surface, he’s got connections that have helped him get those people and
introduce him around. What we don’t know is where those connections come
from—legitimate or not. Both are possible. We’ll send you more
information about the business. You can ask me any questions you want
after that. Still in?”

I nodded. “I’ve got to do an internship one way or another and I’d want
to be in on that if I knew it were legal. So, sure.”

Lim straightened up in his chair. “Makes sense. The internship should
count either way. You’ll just be observing after all. Later. Look for
our information packet.”

“Okay. I’ll watch for that. Oh, and with regards to the Mad Scientist
List… Is some completely different group going to contact me now?”

Shaking his head, Lim said, “That’s all outside the view of the person
on the list. You’ll probably find that you have interesting educational
opportunities that you didn’t expect for a little while.”

We said goodbye and the connection ended.

I walked out to find that Tara was playing with Jaclyn’s dog, Tiger.
She’d become familiar with him during the summer after we came back from
space.

Covered with short curly hair like a poodle or some terriers, he had
jagged black, gray, and orange stripes. About the size of a Great Dane
at this point, I hoped he was the runt of the litter. The adult version
that I’d seen on the world where Jaclyn had found him reached sizes
larger than horses and neared the size of small elephants.

Tiger barked at her to throw the ball and she did, causing him to
scramble across the basketball court-sized room, dodging trophy cases
and a glare from Kayla.

As he ran back, I noticed that the twenty-foot tall screen on the far
wall showed an aerial map of the city with two smaller windows showing
first-person views of the city as the people with the cameras swung from
building to building.

I’d thought Kayla said that the patrol started in an hour? Haley and
Marcus must have started early. I wondered if they were planning to put
any of the footage online. People would get a kick out of it or so we
were told by the for-profit wing of the Heroes’ League that licensed out
our merchandise. Kid Biohack agreed. He’d had called me recently to
offer unsolicited advice about our social media presence.

He was probably right, but I didn’t want to deal with it.

I walked over to Tara, reaching her as she was saying, “Who’s a good
dog? Yes, you!”

And then she threw the ball again—because that’s what genetically
modified super-soldiers do when dogs and balls are available, I guess.

Tiger bounded back across the room, his claws clicking on the concrete
and earning Tara a look from Kayla. Tara meanwhile was laughing at the
dog’s enthusiasm.

“He’s so funny,” she told me as I stood next to her.

I asked, “Did they have dogs in Infinity City when you grew up there?”

“Mm-hm,” she said, “but they weren’t very nice. There were stray dogs.
Most of them were genetic experiments that were specifically programmed
to eat human livers. They went around in packs. Then there were the
dog-men on block T-59, but they didn’t let anyone in their territory.
Plus, there were the cyberhounds. They might not count because they were
less than 15% dog. Still, they were friendly sometimes. Oh, and some
people had regular dogs, but nowhere near me.”

“Huh,” I said, remembering too late what my sister Rachel had told
me—that all of Tara’s Infinity City memories were nightmare fuel.

Behind me, I heard the hum of the elevator, saving me the trouble of
trying to figure out how to continue the conversation.

The elevator door opened and two people stepped out. Wearing a black
leather jacket with a black t-shirt and black jeans, Vaughn either liked
black or felt the need to look like the team’s “bad boy” even in his off
hours.

Following him, Jeremy Barrows, my roommate at school for the past two
years stared at Tara and then the dog as the dog ran toward us, dropping
the ball in front of Tara.

As Tiger wheeled away from Tara to sniff Jeremy, Jeremy leaned backward,
unsuccessfully trying to avoid getting the dog’s nose in his face.
“Where did you get an orange striped dog?”

“Another planet.” I stepped backward and put my hand on the dog’s back.

Jeremy hesitated but held out his hand for the dog to sniff.

Tiger sniffed his hand and leaned in to lick Jeremy’s face. Tiger had a
large tongue, adding a layer of slobber to Jeremy’s right cheek and the
side of his nose.

I’d have been worried that I’d just contaminated Jeremy with alien
bacteria, but the Xiniti had already worked that out. We’d stopped by
the Xiniti space station next to the Earth jump gate for debriefing and
decontamination after we entered our solar system.

Bearing in mind that the Abominators terraformed the planets where they
settled humans to use Earth species, the Xiniti had procedures for
moving humans and animals from one to another without causing epidemics
or dietary deficiencies.

I’d checked them out on my implant, but because it was outside my areas
of expertise, I didn’t go too deeply into it. It amounted to wide-scale
destruction and replacement of bacteria and viruses—using a mixture of
nanotech, bacteriophages, and other techniques.

It almost would have been ironic if Jeremy would have gotten sick from
Tiger’s lick. When I’d met him as a freshman, he’d been one of the
world’s many conspiracy theorists who didn’t believe that we’d ever been
visited by aliens. They believed it had all been faked for some terrible
purpose.

Don’t ask me what that would be. I’d known aliens before I even knew
what aliens were.

Anyway, Jeremy and I had both grown and matured since then. Besides, in
that moment I wasn’t thinking too much about Jeremy. I needed to talk to
Vaughn.

I met Vaughn’s eyes. “We should go back into my lab. Isaac Lim called me
just now with something that we should talk about privately.”

Vaughn raised an eyebrow. “No kidding? I wonder what this is about. Is
he trying to kick me off the team?”

I shook my head. “Nothing like that, but it is complicated and uh…
family related.”

Vaughn blinked. “Awesome. I can tell this is going to be good.”

I looked over at Tara. “We won’t be long. You can talk or play with
Tiger or something.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry about it. I know how this goes. I’m sure we’ll
be fine.”

We both looked at Jeremy. He’d backed against the wall. Tiger had
stopped licking Jeremy’s face and moved his head down to sniff Jeremy’s
crotch.

Meanwhile, Jeremy looked at me, then Tara, then back to me again, eyes
wide. It was then that I remembered how a couple years ago he and two
other guys had showed me a video in which Tara had taken down a street
gang and saved a mother and daughter’s lives.

Jeremy and his friends hadn’t commented so much on her fighting
skills—which were amazing—as much as on her body. I’d left because I’d
wanted to go to my lab and also because listening to them talk about her
had made me feel uncomfortable. I’d known her already back then.

On the other hand, she’d been in costume, so he wouldn’t recognize her.
Plus, I hadn’t told her that story about him. They should be fine.

I glanced over at Jeremy. If I had to name his expression (wide eyes and
expressionless face), I would have gone with poorly hidden terror. And
that sucked because the four of us were basically going to be living
together this year.

Well, he was going to have to figure this out. Besides Tara was good
enough with people that she’d be able to finesse the situation somehow.
At least I hoped so because I didn’t have any idea how to make this less
awkward.

“Okay,” I said and walked back into the lab with Vaughn.

Behind us, I could hear Tara saying, “Come here, Tiger. Good dog. Good
dog! Fetch the ball!”

Dog claws scraped across the concrete, followed by the sound of
shattering glass. I wondered which trophy case it had been.

Tara’s voice said, “Oopsie. So, Jeremy, you’ve been rooming with Nick
for the last two years. I know he’s in engineering. What are you
majoring in?”

I missed Jeremy’s answer. He mumbled.

Vaughn and I sat down on the same stools that Tara and I had sat down on
earlier. Vaughn grinned at me, looking out toward the door.

“I kind of wish we were out there. Did you see Jeremy’s face? That was
the face of a guy who’s got no idea of what he’s going to do next. I
mean, he’s seriously uncomfortable. My guess is that he’s so distracted
by what she looks like that he hasn’t noticed that she’s happy to just
talk.”

“Yeah, I’m kind of glad I’m not out there.” I glanced toward the door,
not seeing either Tara or Jeremy. I couldn’t claim I’d have been any
better than he was except that I’d almost always been training or acting
as Lee’s assistant when I was with her. All the time we’d spent punching
each other hadn’t left me much time to be awkward.

Vaughn laughed. “So, what’s going on with my family?”

I took a moment to organize my thoughts. “It’s not so much your family
as your family’s companies. They’ve invested in a company called Higher
Ground which has some contracts with the Feds to study alien technology.
The FBI suspects that the Nine have their fingers in Higher Ground too.
So your uncle Russ might be connected to the Nine. Because of that, the
feds are sending me in to gather information as part of my internship.”

Nodding, Vaughn said, “I see where this is going. I’m doing my
internship in the same complex and so I might be able to help. Plus,
being family means I can get in pretty much anywhere if I want.”

“Right,” I said. “That and also, are you okay with maybe going up
against your own family on this? Because that’s the big thing here.”

Vaughn shook his head. “It isn’t. This isn’t going up against my family.
This is maybe going up against Uncle Russ. A bunch of people in my
family were ready to remove him from being CEO after the whole thing
with Ray. Uncle Russ has always been involved in shady shit, but mostly
he’s managed to keep it evidence free. So no one’s ever proved it, but
this? If he’s involved with the Nine, that’s bad for the company and bad
for my family. The way I see it, we’re working for my family—the
law-abiding part, anyway. If he’s working with the Nine, we’ll throw him
out on his ass.”

I thought about that, finally saying, “I’m beginning to feel like I just
stepped into ‘Game of Thrones.’ That or maybe ‘The Godfather’.”

Vaughn grinned. “It’s not personal, it’s business. Except, believe me,
it’ll be personal too. There are people in my family who’ve hated him
since they were kids.”

“And now I’m getting a ‘Nine Princes in Amber’ vibe,” I said. “I hope
your family isn’t as familiar with murder.”

“We take the business seriously, but not that seriously. Mostly, I mean.
At his worst, I don’t know what Grandpa Hardwick did. He was pretty far
gone near the end. For all I know, maybe he did kill people.”

Vaughn frowned.

“I don’t know,” I told him. “I’m not up on what happened internally at
your family’s companies during the worst of it. The funny thing is that
right up until the end, my grandfather was still working on stuff for
your companies—first, because he didn’t know and after he found out
because he didn’t want Giles to know he knew.”

Shaking his head, Vaughn said, “I know. His patents are the basis of our
ultrasound technology.”

Sitting up straighter, I thought about that. “I wonder how similar that
tech is to my sonic weapons? Grandpa tried to make the designs different
enough that it wasn’t obviously the work of the same person.”

“No idea,” Vaughn said, “but I’ve never heard anybody say that the
Rocket designed our stuff. So I guess it worked.”

Another thought passed through my mind. “Hey, so if we do find out that
your Uncle’s working with the Nine, how bad does it get on your side of
things? It would have to go to the Feds first before anything else
happens, but after that, they’d go public somehow.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn paused. “It wouldn’t be fun. I guess it depends on how
public it gets. If only our family knows, he might be able to get around
it. He’s got his supporters, But still, if he’s publicly linked to the
Nine, he’ll be thrown out. No company wants that kind of publicity. Even
if it’s only known inside the family for a while, there’s a lot of
people who’d try to expel him preemptively.

“Don’t get me wrong. It would be messy. Really messy. Once you’re 18,
you can vote your share of the business and it’s not a publicly held
stock. So, it’d be family lobbying family and Uncle Russ pulling in
favors or maybe even trying low-level blackmail and stuff. And I’m old
enough to vote my share now, so I’d be in the mix.”

He stopped. “Wow. Holy shit. I almost wish you hadn’t asked me. I mean,
I’m all in, but this is going to get crazy if it turns out to be true.
If the Nine are involved, they might go after my family on his behalf.
So it’s probably good that I know. We can plan for it, right? We can get
the League involved and keep everyone safe somehow. I don’t get along
with everyone in my family, but I don’t want anyone to die—not even
Uncle Russ.”

Vaughn’s forehead furrowed and he met my eyes.

I needed to say something. “At the very least we can put bots near your
houses to watch out for everyone. Plus, the Feds have to have a system
for this. They protect witnesses all the time.”

Nodding Vaughn said, “I’m sure they do, but you remember what happened
the last time they watched out for us—they left when no danger showed up
before Haley’s Christmas party. Plus, they pulled people to help fight
aliens when Ray and the Cabal were after us. We’ve got to do it
ourselves too. I mean, the family’s already got security, but we don’t
know that the Nine haven’t infiltrated them just in case. That’s their
thing.”

With all the stories about Vaughn I’d heard secondhand in high school
and his stint in rehab for drug and alcohol addiction, it wasn’t hard to
dismiss him as a spoiled heir, but he wasn’t. He was thinking it all
through and it didn’t surprise me at all that his college entry test
scores had showed it—to his parents’ shock.

His choice to join the Stapledon program, allowing him to avoid being
dependent on them for money to attend college said something too.

“We’ll do what we can,” I said. “At the very least, we can watch
everybody. We’ll just have to do it in a way that doesn’t raise
suspicion. If we plug the streams into Hal, I don’t know what he’ll
notice, but a lot more than you or I would.”

I paused, thinking about it. “He’d probably even like it on some level.
Whatever research he’s doing on human behavior would probably
benefit—even if he is doing it mostly so he can predict our moves in
combat.”

Vaughn started nodding before I finished talking. “I like the idea—not
the part where we hand over the secrets of the human psyche over to an
alien AI, but you know he’ll do a better job than we would. I mean,
think about it. He might be able to predict what Uncle Russ is doing
before we figure it out—not to mention the Nine.”

“Alright,” I said. “I guess that’s what we’ll do then.”

Vaughn grinned and sat back in his chair, easily the most relaxed I’d
seen him since the conversation started. “Cool. Uh… Did Lim tell you
where our research labs are?”

I shook my head.

Vaughn paused, watching my reaction with a growing smile. “It’s an hour
north of here. That’s what it took to put it right on Lake Michigan. So,
you’ve got a long drive every time you work or… You ride to work with
me. There’s an executive jet that flies up there a couple of times a day
and if I put in the word, you can come along.”





Hardwick Industries


        The next day, I got an email from Dr. Strazinsky and the Engineering
department chair, Dr. Hansen. That interested me on several levels.
First, because I’d been expecting an email from the department secretary
with my internship information. Second, because while my engineering
department adviser had to sign off on whatever internship I got, neither
Dr. Strazinsky nor Dr. Hansen were my departmental adviser. Third,
getting an internship meant getting information from a contact at the
business, but didn’t mean a meeting with the departmental chair or
anyone in the department once they’d accepted you and you’d accepted
their offer.

If I hadn’t talked to Agent Lim, I’d have been worried, but as it was, I
walked into Dr. Hansen’s office at the appointed time (three o’clock)
with a good idea of what was going on.

Dr. Hansen had a corner office with a good view of the grounds from two
of the four walls. Like Dr. Strazinsky, his office felt organized. All
the books had been placed on the shelves that covered the walls. A few
potted plants had been placed in corners of the room, giving the office
a less drab feel than your average prof’s.

I wondered who watered the plants—Dr. Hansen or the departmental
secretary. Giving each plant a quick look, I was relieved to find that
my implant didn’t identify any of them.

It might seem paranoid, but, knowing as I did that intelligent plants
worked for the Galactic Alliance’s intelligence services, it was worth a
look.

Dr. Hansen smiled at me. Nearly seven feet tall with thinning blond
hair, Dr. Hansen looked like the basketball player I’d heard that he had
been in college. Twenty years past that now, he glanced over at Dr.
Strazinsky.

“You,” Dr. Hansen told me, “just got lucky. I don’t think you have any
idea how lucky you’ve gotten. You’ve been offered an internship from
Higher Ground, a startup associated with Hardwick Industries. Higher
Ground has a contract with the federal government to study alien
artifacts, something that many of the best and brightest of our
scientists want, but most will never get. Dr. Strazinsky’s the only
person at our university who’s ever had that chance and now you will
too, if you want it.”

He glanced over at Dr. Strazinsky and Dr. Strazinsky swallowed, saying.
“I didn’t tell you everything when we talked, Nick. After our
conversation, I shared your answers with a few friends from when I was
working for the government. They told me that this internship was
available and agreed that you qualified for it.”

Taking a breath, he said, “Dr. Hansen is right that this is an
opportunity for you that scientists all over the world will envy. I hope
that you’ll consider it. It won’t just look good for you, but also the
department. We’ve never had any of our students placed in something that
big—before or after they graduate. I’d say that it’s a once in a
lifetime opportunity, but it isn’t if you take it. It’s possible that
you’ll be able to make a life out of understanding alien technology.
We’ll be investigating it for years.”

Dr. Strazinsky paused, watching my reaction and biting his lip. Dr.
Hansen watched me from behind his desk where he’d sat down, unmoving.

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll take it if they’re offering. I didn’t even know
that was possible. I had no idea anyone was studying alien technology in
West Michigan—at least not first hand. It is first hand, right?”

Dr. Strazinsky exhaled and Dr. Hansen gave him a look, but replied to
me. “I assume. I doubt they’ll let you pick it up without filling out
half a dozen forms and legal releases. This is the government after all.
I wouldn’t doubt that it’ll be there in the building though. I’m sure
you’ll mostly see pictures and look at the inside indirectly, but Dr.
Strazinsky might know more.”

Shaking his head, Dr. Strazinsky said, “It’ll all depend on what they
have. There are some pieces where we basically understand what they can
do even if we don’t understand how they do it. There are others that
might be for personal hygiene or they might be nuclear bombs for all we
know. I’m sure they won’t pass out anything unfamiliar or that we know
to be dangerous, but they might let you handle the more familiar and
innocuous devices.”

“That sounds about right,” Dr. Hansen said, pulling a pile of paper from
the side of his desk into the middle of it.

“I’m glad you’re interested, but because you’re interested we have to
have you read and sign these forms.”

I stared down at the paper. “I’d thought you were joking about the
forms. That’s a big pile.”

Dr. Hansen grinned. “It’s not so bad. You won’t have to sign every page,
but you’ll have to initial a few. Think about it as practice for signing
a mortgage.”

Dr. Strazinsky laughed. “It’s less paper than most mortgages.”

I took the pen Dr. Hansen handed me and leaned over the pile of pages,
signing where it was needed.

After I’d signed a few pages, Dr. Hansen said, “There’s one more thing I
should mention. You’re going to have to drive about an hour north of
here. I hope that doesn’t cause problems. The university will try to
help if it does.”

I stopped signing and looked up. “It shouldn’t be a big deal. I’m living
in the same house with Vaughn Hardwick-Jones of the Hardwick family.
He’s got an intership that’s probably in the same complex. I’ll see if I
can ride with him.”

Dr. Strazinsky blinked and looked at me as if grown a third arm. “Oh.
That’s an interesting connection. I didn’t know you… uh… knew people
like that.”

Raising an eyebrow, Dr. Hansen gave Dr. Strazinsky a look. “I’m sure
what he means is that the Hardwicks are big donors to the university and
we tend to forget that their kids have friends just like anyone else.”

“It’s not like we’re anywhere near that well off,” I said, “but our
grandparents were friends and my grandfather did work for Hardwick
Industries.”

Then I started signing papers again. All of that was in the public
record, I told myself. I hoped I hadn’t revealed anything accidentally.

“Excellent,” Dr. Hansen said. “Dr. Strazinsky will be your faculty
contact with regards to this internship. He’s the only one on the
faculty with a security clearance high enough to read about what you’re
doing.”

Eventually, I finished signing all the papers. My hand didn’t hurt, but
that was more of a surprise than an expectation.

When I signed the last one, I looked up, handed Dr. Hansen back his pen
and asked, “I understand that you talked to friends in government about
me, but what made me qualified for this? I mean, this is secret enough
that only Dr. Strazinsky can read my internship reflection and that I
have signed a mountain of papers saying that I won’t tell anybody about
this except for people on my projects inside Higher Grounds or that have
a top secret security clearance plus codewords that will be defined
later.

“I’d be surprised if I have Top Secret clearance. I’m pretty sure they
have to do some kind of investigation for that to even be possible. I’m
not trying to get out of it or something, but it just seems too easy.
You know what I mean?”

I hoped I hadn’t blown my cover there, but it seemed like a question a
smart person who didn’t have the behind the scenes information I had
might ask.

Dr. Hansen and Dr. Strazinsky looked at each other. Dr. Strazinsky
spoke. “We had to move quickly to make sure you get into the program. If
they did the kind of investigation that the FBI usually does, you might
lose weeks out of the semester. They’ve done a quick one already. You
don’t have much of a record, so they don’t need to do as much as if
you’d been involved with anything illegal. I think they’ll continue
investigating for a little while after everything starts, but you don’t
have anything to worry about there.”

I wondered if the FBI brought in telepaths or even artificial telepaths.
I’d seen agents wearing psi helmets before. Of course, given the Heroes’
League’s relationship with the FBI, they probably didn’t even
investigate. They just told them they had.

“Okay.” I looked at each of them. Dr. Hansen kept on smiling the same
confident smile. Dr. Strazinsky’s smile slipped and reformed.

In moments like that, I wished that I had telepathy.

“I guess I’ll go then. When does everything start?”

Dr. Strazinsky said, “Tomorrow at one. It’s on the top sheet of paper.
Did you take that?”

I looked down at my hands. I had, but I’d forgotten to read it. I held
it up and waved it so that I could see it. “Yep.”

He smiled for a second. “And you planned for a year-long internship,
right? This one goes from September through to April of next year with
the option of becoming a summer job if you both want that.”

I looked down at the piece of paper. It did say that. Anyway, I’d
planned on a year-long internship this year and arranged my schedule
accordingly. Aside from that, I knew I wasn’t going to do an internship
there. I had another one planned through the Stapledon program and
anyway, six months of deep cover would likely be as much as I could
stand—assuming we didn’t destroy the company.

“That sounds great,” I told them, gave them another wave and walked out
the door.

Once I was out in the lobby, it struck me as an odd way to leave. I
hoped they didn’t think I was an idiot. On the other hand, if they
thought of me as a smart guy with a way to go in social skills, it would
make them less likely to suspect I was a spy.

If only that were acting.



Around 12:30pm, Vaughn and I stood next to the helipad at Hardwick
Industries Grand Lake campus. They had a shiny glass and metal building
on the edge of Grand Lake. It stood in the middle of five other shiny
glass and metal buildings since this was Hardwick Industries world
headquarters.

Vaughn’s lip twisted. “You know how I told you we’d use the jet? It
turns out that the jet is only for special occasions like when most of
the executive leadership goes up there. Most of the time, we’ll be
riding the helicopter.”

“No problem. I’m not disappointed. I’ve been in jets before. I can even
fly them.”

Vaughn laughed. “Yeah. No kidding. Don’t tell the pilot. He might be
able to tell you know too much.”

I might have shushed him, but we were the only people standing on the
green grass next to the pad.

As I wondered if I could continue the conversation without the two of us
discussing stuff that shouldn’t be discussed in public, the helicopter
appeared above one of the farther buildings.

Black with tan stripes running down the length of the chopper, the
helicopter had a longer body and smaller windows than I’d have expected.
I wondered if it were armored, but I didn’t see any sign of weapons. It
interested me though, that whoever had bought it expected to be
attacked.

I wondered if this was a general anxiety or if they had a specific idea
of who they might be attacked by.

Soon, it landed in front of us. One of the doors opened and a man waved
us to come inside.

The answer might be in there, I told myself, and Vaughn and I carried
our backpacks across the helipad.

In my head, my Xiniti implant labeled the helicopter as “Pre-gravitic
air transport capable of vertical take-off and landing.” It then
followed it up with the word “helicopter” in human and alien languages.

Present in my head, but below my conscious awareness, were examples of
different models of copters from different planets. If I wanted, I could
call up whatever details the Xiniti high command thought their soldiers
might need.

This wasn’t the time to investigate them, but I wanted to. You never
knew what you might learn from alien designs for technology you were
already familiar with.

A man in a blue suit stepped out of the helicopter, opening the door. A
tall man with a bald head, he appeared to be in his thirties and wore a
pistol in a shoulder holster. I wondered what rated that level of
security. Had people tried to kidnap their executives?

Vaughn might rate a guard. Holding a scion of the Hardwick family for
ransom could make you a lot of money if they were willing to pay.

Following the security guard’s lead, we stepped inside and snapped on
our seatbelts. They were a little more complicated than car seatbelts,
but about the same as the League “jet’s” seatbelts. Vaughn and I didn’t
need help.

The guard grinned, revealing a gold tooth in his smile. “When they said
interns, I figured you’d need help. Looks like you’ve spent a lot of
time in the air.”

Then he sat down in front next to the pilot. I couldn’t see much of the
pilot from where I sat, but I could tell that he had brush cut white
hair, wore a white shirt with yellow stripes on the shoulders—like an
airline pilot.

Keeping his voice low, the pilot said, “The long-haired one is Vaughn
Hardwick-Jones.”

The corners of Vaughn’s mouth curved upward for a second.

“Family?” The guard glanced back at us. “That explains it. I’m sure
you’ve been in the air more than I have.”

Vaughn shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. Uncle Russ’ family flies all the
time. My mom and dad stay around here mostly.”

The guard turned to me. “What about you? Are you rich too?”

The pilot gave him a sharp look.

“Hey,” the guard said, “I’m not trying to be nosy or anything. Just
friendly.”

“No problem,” I told him. “We’re not rich—not own your own plane level
rich, anyway. My grandpa was a freelance engineer who did some work for
Hardwick Industries as well as other clients. My dad’s a psychologist
who’s written a few books. He does okay, but he’s only known among
people who read books on parenting.”

Nodding, the guard said, “Parenting books? Maybe I should check those
out. I might need them. I’m Ronnie, by the way. You’ll see me riding
along on this flight most days. The pilot’s Bud. He’s assigned to this
chopper most days.”

Bud spoke for the first time that I’d heard. He had a strong southern
drawl. “That’s right and we just got clearance to take off. I shouldn’t
need to tell anyone this but keep your seatbelts on. It won’t be a long
flight, but if you need to use the bathroom, tell me. I’ll work it out.”

“Don’t worry about us,” Vaughn grinned at the man. “We’ll do our best
not to be a problem.”

Bud nodded. “Thank you, sir. Taking off—now.”

I didn’t know how to tell a good helicopter pilot from a great one, but
the ascent felt smooth and natural. Soon we were flying past the hangar
for Hardwick Industries corporate jet and its runway. Bud pointed it out
as we ascended.

Only then did I have a moment to take in the helicopter’s cabin—leather
seats, a screen in front of each person, wifi, and a look backward
showed that it had in the neighborhood of twenty seats as well as a
bathroom.

It was nicer than any of the helicopters that I’d flown in for
Stapledon. Most of those were military models. The cabin’s overlay of
luxury features made it harder to answer whether or not it had armor,
but I would have bet yes if forced to.

It only took twenty minutes to make it to the research labs. From the
air, the view fit with everything else I’d seen so far. The Hardwick
Industries campus sat in the middle of a block of land next to Lake
Michigan. Thick forest grew next to all the roads that marked the
borders of their property—including the beach.

The middle of the property had been cleared out and filled with two low,
wide buildings, a helipad, and a runway. It was hard to say from the
air, but I would have bet that the trees were thick enough that passing
cars couldn’t see any of that.

The only hints that people did use the area were the dirt road on the
north side of the property and the large white building on the beach.
Even from the air, I could see people sunbathing, sailing, and
everything else anyone did on the beach.

It was hard to know, but I thought I saw kids.

It was interesting, to say the least. After going to all the bother of
hiding their research facility, it didn’t seem likely that they’d put a
hotel on the property—unless it was cover. It seemed more likely that
they’d house guests there or maybe employees.

I supposed that I could ask. Even as I considered how to approach the
question, the Xiniti implant labeled the campus in my head. “Privately
held human research facility. Abominator and Artificer civilizations’
artifacts detected but not reported to Galactic Alliance. Internal
policy on this issue has been followed instead of official Galactic
Alliance policy.”

Internal policy? That was an interesting detail. Sensing my interest,
the implant gave me more information. Ever since the Xiniti had freed
the members of the Galactic Alliance from servitude to the Abominators,
they’d been policing the Human Quarantine area. Galactic Alliance policy
was to alert them if people on Earth, the birthplace of humanity,
acquired alien technology, particularly that of the Artificers and the
Abominators.

If that were to happen, the Galactic Alliance might decide to eliminate
all life on Earth.

Why hadn’t the Xiniti passed the information on? The implant responded,
“Debt owed to the following individuals,” and listed all the members of
the 1970s era of the Heroes’ League as well as those current members of
the League (including myself) who’d gone into space early this summer.

Vaughn’s grandfather wasn’t on the list as he’d been dead by the time
that debt had been incurred.

I wondered if there were a point at which the potential threat of
Abominator technology in human hands would outweigh the debt.

The implant sent back, “Insufficient information. Perhaps you could
rephrase the question.”

I didn’t.

“Nick,” Vaughn tapped my shoulder. “You’re really zoning out.”

The helicopter had began to hover above the helipad and then to descend.
Ronnie turned back to us. “Once we get down, I’ll open the door and you
can get out. You’ve got the seatbelts handled, but if you need any help,
I’m here.”

He got out and opened our door. We didn’t have any difficulty with the
seatbelts.

“Alright,” Ronnie pointed toward the nearest building. The two buildings
would have been twins if they were human. Given that the buildings were
made of bright metal and reflective glass, they would have been twins
who wore clothes made of mirrored sunglasses or 1950s era futuristic
clothes.

But maybe I’m abusing that metaphor.

“That one—Building A,” Ronnie said, “is where the offices are. There are
a lot of offices and all the rooms look alike. So you will get lost. Ask
for directions. Everybody knows what it’s like and they’ll all help.
Building B is all labs and the artifact storage area.”

“Huh,” Walking next to Vaughn, I followed Ronnie as he started toward
Building A. “Why two buildings? It seems like you might as well have had
one.”

Barely acknowledging me, he said, “Security. If we had offices mixed
with labs, stuff would start to move from lab to office and unauthorized
people would have an easier time getting into labs with their friends.
Plus, some of the stuff in the labs is dangerous. It can’t ever get out
into the world.”

Nodding along, I couldn’t help but think that it would have been
possible to make it work with one building, but I could see the guy’s
point. It did make every entry more obvious.

Noticing that the buildings had loading docks, but that the parking lot
had only five spaces, I thought back to my other question. “What’s up
with the other building? The one next to the beach.”

Vaughn answered before Ronnie did. “I know that one. Most of the
employees live there. It used to be a big resort, but it’s been
converted into a mixture of individual apartments and suites. Some
people live off campus, but they get picked up and driven in. If you’d
driven up from Grand Lake, I think you might have had to park over
there.”

Ronnie nodded. “That’s about right. We have a few people drive
in—visiting specialists, interns, and sometimes reporters. We keep their
cars in a secured garage to prevent vandalism. You know how it goes.
Some of the townies are suspicious. You’d never believe the rumors about
this place.”

“Huh. What if I do have to drive in sometime? Like maybe I miss the
helicopter or a test runs late? Do I have to get a sticker or
something?”

Ronnie shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. You’ll have an ID before
the end of the day. It’ll get you in and out of the garage.”

“Cool.” We walked down the sidewalk and I kept on noticing things. For
one, there were no bushes. The lawn was all green grass straight up to
the buildings. The buildings in turn were far enough away from each
other that if you had security on the roof of each one, you wouldn’t be
in too much fear of hitting the other building. Also, you could target
the same person from each roof.

Again, maybe I was being too paranoid. Gunning down someone from
multiple sides seems like the kind of thing that would get bad
publicity. On the other hand, when you thought about the parking
situation, you could see where that might get bad publicity too. They’d
set things up so that no one could leave unless they allowed it.

On the other hand, no one outside knew about it—something that worked
both for the parking situation and for anyone that the security guards
might hypothetically shoot.

“After you,” Ronnie held open the glass door. Vaughn and I stepped
inside, walking into a corporate lobby I’d expect to see anywhere but
less than 100 yards from the beach. It had grey marble floors, brown,
wooden walls and a black marble desk with a wide white top.

A high pitched female voice said, “Hi, Ronnie. Are these the new
interns?” I looked up from the tile. I knew that voice.

Wearing a red business jacket, and skirt, she had olive skin, long,
dirty blond hair, thick lips and a square face. She looked exactly like
Tara if Tara were four inches shorter instead of a little taller than
me. Also, if Tara didn’t have noticeable muscle and were in her
mid-to-late twenties.

Vaughn and I exchanged glances—which she noticed. “Is something wrong?”

Vaughn shook his head. “No, you look a lot like someone we know.”

The woman flashed a wide smile at him. “I hope she’s nice. I don’t want
to get off on the wrong foot with you because of someone else. I’m Emmy
Rogers. And you are?”

She held out her hand to shake ours as she said, “Thanks Ronnie,” and
waved him off.

Vaughn shook her hand, “Vaughn Hardwick-Jones. And don’t worry about
making a bad impression. You’re doing great.”

Smiling, she turned toward me. I shook her hand saying, “Nick Klein. I’m
interning at Higher Ground, wherever that is.”

“You must be very smart,” she said. “They’re all big brains there.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t feel that smart.”

She grinned. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. Now if the two of you will come
over to the left side of the desk and stand in front of the wall, I’ll
take your picture.”

I followed Vaughn over there, wondering what this all meant. On the one
hand, it might mean that Emmy was the person that all the True had been
based off, meaning that the True had been created within this complex.
This was the optimistic possibility.

It also might be true that the True had already been created and that
Emmy was one of them. In that case, the war for humanity’s survival had
begun.

That’s what I understood from Tara, anyway. In her parents’ worlds, the
True destroyed and replaced humanity before falling into disputes among
themselves as to which groups best followed the values of the True.

She couldn’t know the full story, though. The True weren’t historians.
They were soldiers. And anyway, both of her parents were born after
their bands of True had escaped their own realities by relocating to
Infinity City, a city that existed in an Infinity of worlds.

In some, the True followed a nation or world conqueror faithfully. In
others, they destroyed humanity in a rebellion or fell sick from a virus
they were especially vulnerable to.

Whatever happened, Tara only knew about the ones that escaped to
Infinity City—all of which were endlessly fighting each other.

My guess, based on the fact that Emmy didn’t give any hint of being
super-soldier, was that Emmy was the original on which all the others
were based. That or she was the spy model Or… maybe a prototype?

I needed more information and I was going to have to figure out a sneaky
way to get it out of her. I did not feel optimistic about that.

We didn’t talk much as she took our pictures aside from, “Could you move
a little more to the middle of the screen behind you? That’s right. If
you’re on the yellow line, you’re in the right place.”

Emmy looked down at her phone. “I think that’s good enough. I’ll send
the pictures to security and you’ll have an ID before you leave today.
Now, don’t forget to stop by the desk, okay?”

“No problem,” Vaughn grinned at her. “How do we get to where we’re
supposed to be?”

Emmy pointed to herself, “Not only do I take ID pictures, answer phones,
greet guests, arrange meetings, organize company events, and create
handouts, but I also act as a guide for college interns.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn said, “are you sure you have time?”

She put her phone back in her purse and put her purse over her shoulder.
“Plenty. Guests only walk in by appointment and when they do, they’re
supposed to be my first priority. This way.”

Vaughn and I followed her down the hallway. “So,” Vaughn took a few
quick steps and matched her pace, “are you from around here or do you
live at the building on the beach?”

She gave him the side eye. “I hope you’re not trying to ask me out. I
don’t date people from work—especially not college interns. You’re at
least six years younger than I am.”

Vaughn shook his head. “Not at all. I’m just friendly. I even have a
girlfriend—kind of.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Kind of?”

Vaughn frowned. “It’s weird right now. On the one hand, she transferred
to Grand Lake University, but on the other hand, she’s thinking her
family won’t approve… I mean, I get it. She’s not from around here and
her parents don’t have any idea who I am, but I was thinking we could
figure it out.”

“Wait,” I broke in before Emmy could reply. “Amy’s in Grand Lake? She’s
going to GLU?”

He nodded. “Transferring was a pain. She missed half of the first week
of classes because they were still figuring things out.”

With a half-smile, Emmy moved to the right, allowing me to get closer to
Vaughn. “How did I miss this?”

Vaughn shrugged. “I dunno. She told people, but you’ve been busy lately.
It might be that you weren’t around.”

I felt myself frown. I had distanced myself from people during the
summer. I could only guess what I’d missed and hope there wasn’t more
stuff at this level of importance.

Emmy pointed at an open doorway. The “room” inside turned out to be a
hallway with a series of small meeting rooms and one large conference
room, all of them with glass walls.

“Those are the meeting rooms we use when a guest doesn’t have clearance
to go inside.”

She turned to Vaughn. “I’m from here and I live in an apartment in
Jericho. It’s close. My adopted parents’ families have been living
around here for more than one hundred years. My biological parents live
in Florida. In the winter, I think they might have had the right idea.”

Vaughn laughed. “No kidding. I think the same thing and I don’t even
have relatives in Florida.”

I wondered how I could ask her more about that, settling on, “Florida?
Did you know your biological parents when you were growing up too?”

She shook her head. “Not at all. I got curious two years ago and managed
to find them. They got together as teens and had me too early. I know
them a little bit now. I also met my brother and sister. We’re all
similar to each other in little ways. It’s strange.”

I’d have to see them to know for sure, but it didn’t sound like she was
part of a family of True.

“When you say they’re similar to you in little ways, do you mean that
it’s not obvious that you’re related just by looking at you?” That
seemed like an okay way to get at the main question on my mind—whether
she might be part of a cell of True and somehow not realize it.

It struck me as I asked that one of the True might well pick up that I
knew what they were.

So maybe it wasn’t the best question, but if she recognized what I was
after, she never showed it. She gave me a wide smile. “Not at all—well,
they do look like me a little. You can see it in our faces, but my
biological brother and sister look like our mother or our father, but I
look like a mix. I wouldn’t have guessed we were related without online
DNA websites. We’re a mix of everything around the
Mediterranean—Italian, Greek, Northern Africa, Arabic, all of
it.”

She looked from Vaughn to me. “Did either of you ever get your DNA
tested?”

Vaughn laughed. “My parents got curious and it turned out we already
knew almost everything. We’re English, Scottish, Irish and Welsh by
genealogical research and DNA tests showed pretty much the same except
they also included like three percent from Sub-Saharan Africa. We’re not
sure what’s up with that. Is it random or did we maybe have a black
ancestor who passed for white a few generations back? It’s fun to
speculate about, but that’s all.”

Emmy turned back to me. “And you?”

I shook my head. “We haven’t done DNA testing, but I did a genealogy
project in high school. My family’s German and Dutch with a little bit
of ancestry from Norway and Sweden.”

I was lying—partly. I’d gotten my DNA tested when we were off-planet. My
ancestry was mostly human, but with a clear connection to the
Artificers, aliens from early in the universe’s history that were still
divided over whether or not to destroy all other sentient life.

Emmy didn’t ask for more information though. We’d reached Vaughn’s stop.
Emmy led us into a room that could best be described as a sea of
cubicles, almost all of them filled with people staring at their
computers or talking over the walls.

A few of them greeted Emmy and she’d smile and say, “hi,” but she didn’t
stop. She led us next to the wall, passing offices, meeting rooms and
labs—which was interesting. Ronnie had said the labs were in the other
building. I supposed that these might be labs that didn’t analyze alien
tech.

When we did stop, she led Vaughn into an office where a tall man wearing
a suit and tie glanced over at the two of them, blinked, and pushed his
chair away from his desk. While I didn’t hear everything, I watched as
he pumped Vaughn’s hand as if his departmental budget depended on it.

To be fair, it might have.

Emmy stepped out and said, “You’re next.”

I wondered if I’d be able to keep the conversation going without Vaughn
there to lead it. It turned out that my worry was unnecessary because
Emmy could handle keeping that moving on her own.

“You’ll like them. Higher Ground is a fun company. The owner, Sandy
LePage, comes from Silicon Valley and he told me he wanted it to be
different from your average midwestern office. Oh, and I don’t know what
he’s been told about you, but when I talked to him he was very excited.”

I don’t know what expression my face showed, but she frowned. “I
probably shouldn’t have said that. After the last time, I said
something, I should have known better. Sandy’s nice and even though
they’re working on top secret projects, you’d never know it. It really
is the fun side of the building and I know there’s a reason they’re
excited to have you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you’re right. I didn’t think I was
nervous, but I guess I am.”

All of that was true. I hadn’t thought I was nervous, but discovering
Emmy, noticing this place’s security, and being reminded that they knew
enough about me they were excited to have me… Well, upon doing a quick
self-assessment of how I felt, I realized that “nervous” described my
emotions accurately.

Emmy reached out and put her hand on my shoulder. “Relax.”

I didn’t, but it was nice that she cared. “I’ll try.”

“That’s all anyone can do.” She let her hand rest on my shoulder a
little longer before she pointed down the hall. “It’s at the end.”

During the walk, the hallway had jogged left and we were now walking
next to the outside wall. From the inside, the mirrored glass was only
dark, shaded glass.

As we walked, I thought about Emmy. Even beyond how she looked, she had
Tara’s friendliness and optimism. In noticing my mood, she might even
have a hint of Tara and the True’s ability to pick up small details and
predict what people would do.

All the same, from what I’d seen of her, I wouldn’t say to myself, “This
is the woman I want to use as a base for my unstoppable, genocidal
army.” Well, not unless I wanted to create an army of therapists. She
might be a good choice for that.

When push came to shove, the True didn’t have to be created here. This
could be one of the realities where they never came into being. I could
hope that she lacked some crucial ingredient.

As we neared the door, she said, “Remember. Relax. It’ll be fine.”

With that I opened the door, letting the two of us in. Then I stopped,
absorbing the room. The words, “Higher Ground” hung in the middle of the
room, glowing in green neon against a black background with smaller
lights that suggested stars.

Unlike the rest of the building which had been all gray tile for the
floors and white, black or gray painted walls, Higher Ground had wooden
floors in the lobby and green paint on the walls. A pool table and a
foosball table stood next to each other under the sign.

No one was using them.

I assumed that was because they were all working and looked past them
toward the cubicles in the main area of the office. There, at least, it
didn’t look any different than the Hardwick Industries portion of the
building.

Even as I thought that a heavy man in a black t-shirt with a white Apple
logo popped up from one cubicle holding a nerf gun. He opened up on a
cubicle three cubes to his left, rewarded by a voice shouting, “Ow!
Fuck!”

The shooter gave us a thumbs up, saying, “Heya, Emmy. Sandy’s on his
way. He’ll be here any minute now.”

Emmy gave a lopsided grin. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

On the left side of the lobby, a door opened and a man walked through.
He was tall, blond and wearing a gray and black striped suit jacket with
blue jeans and without a tie.

Gawky even as a thirty-something, Sandy LePage gave Emmy a hug and then
hugged me.

It was every bit as awkward as it sounds.

“Welcome to the team!” He released me and stepped back. “Good to meet
you, Nick. I hope you’ll love the company like we do.”

“Yeah,” I tried to think of something to say. “That would be great.”

Even as I said it, I thought that sounded kind of stupid, but Sandy kept
on smiling, so I guessed that it was close enough to an appropriate
answer.

His smile faltered. “I’m sorry I can’t take you over to the labs today.
There’s been some kind of snag with your security clearance. They tell
me it’s coming but it’s not here yet. It’ll be okay, though. The stuff
we work with is so secret that almost every single one of our clearances
has had a snag somewhere in the process. It would be strange if one
didn’t.”

“I hope there’s no problem…” I let the sentence trail off. I wasn’t
worried. If I knew anything about Isaac Lim over the past four years of
working with him, it was that he knew what he was doing. If they had
problems with clearances, he’d have made sure they had one with
me.

He put his hand on my shoulder. “There shouldn’t be any problem.
According to my sources in government, you’re our ideal
candidate—brilliant, squeaky clean record, and a hard worker.”

Deciding to play ignorant, I said, “How do they know all that?”

He shrugged. “It’s the government. I’m sure they told you about the
question you answered, but there’s more than that. Don’t be surprised if
the FBI dropped by to ask questions of your relatives. It’s essential
for a position like this. We can’t give people we don’t trust access to
this technology.”

“Makes sense,” I told him.

“That’s right. It’s too important to the future of humankind to get into
the hands of supervillains and other criminals or even to a business
that’s solely interested in profit. We’re more than that. We’re thinking
about the future of humanity and asking where the human race should be
in ten years or even twenty.”

I nodded. “I like the idea of a long term perspective.”

“That’s right. You and I and everyone in this company is a visionary.
We’re plotting the course of humanity for the next one hundred or maybe
even one thousand years. Imagine that. That’s the power of the
technology that we’re hoping will come out of this place.”

He stepped back from me, eyes transfixed on some far horizon—maybe the
future. Who could know? “I’ve got plans for this company in the long
term, but in the short term, I need you to fill out a few forms that
Emmy has for you and then we’ll give you a taste of what’s coming. A few
of your future co-workers will come back from the lab and show you what
they’ve been working on. I think you may even know one of them.”

I raised an eyebrow. Assuming Vaughn wasn’t an option, I didn’t know
anyone who worked here.

Sandy stepped back, “I’ll leave you in Emmy’s capable hands. She’ll get
you set up and show you where your desk is.”

Then he left through the door in the lobby he’d come in.

I turned toward Emmy.

She let out a breath and smiled at me. “Isn’t he wonderful? Most of the
time working for Higher Ground is the best part of this job. Come on!”

She let me to a cubicle that was empty of people but full of equipment—a
laptop, two monitors, headphones and a phone. Next to the laptop lay a
small pile of paper and a pen. “It’s nothing unusual—the state, federal,
and local income tax forms. You’ll need to fill out all of them and then
do your best to do nothing while looking like you’ve got something to
do—standard first-day stuff. I’m going to go find someone to show you
around—virtually, at least. You can’t go into the lab until your
security clearance checks out.”

With that, she left and I filled out forms. It wasn’t that hard. I’d had
to fill them out before. By the time I was done, Emmy had returned,
leading a familiar looking woman in her early twenties over to my
cubicle.

In the first moments that I saw her, I didn’t know why I recognized her.
She had long black hair, light skin, and appeared to be amused to see
me. She smirked as she pulled a chair out of the cubicle across from
mine, and pushed her glasses further up her nose. In a move I suspected
was typical for the company she wore a t-shirt and jeans.

That’s when I knew where I’d recognized her from. Her name was
Stephanie. She’d had a lab near mine at Stapledon where we’d been
training to be superheroes. There, her specialty had been designs that
hacked the human brain, causing you to freeze or fall asleep. I knew
she’d developed helpful designs as well, but I hadn’t become as familiar
with them.

Like Tara, she’d graduated this year and should be doing a required
residency with a superhero team. Working here didn’t qualify for that,
but this might be the kind of place a superhero team would investigate.

“Heya, Nick,” her smile widened as I recognized her. “It’s been a long
time. I volunteered to do your orientation when I found out you were
here.”

One other thing about Stephanie–back when I’d known her in the Stapledon
program, she’d been part of a shadowy group called the Coffeeshop
Illuminati. Without any kind of government authorization, they’d toppled
Turkmenistan’s government. I wasn’t sure if they were an official enough
team that she could do her residency with them, but I could easily
imagine that she’d still be working for them unofficially.

They were a group of supers who believed supers should do more than stop
crime. While that might be true, I thought vigilante foreign policy was
a step too far.

I had to come up with a response that fit her opening, but I didn’t know
what her cover was. I decided to be vague and let her lead. “I didn’t
expect to run into you here.”

No doubt guessing what I was doing, she gave a catlike grin. “I
graduated. After you graduate you have to get a job and I got lucky
enough to get one here.”

Emmy looked from one of us to the other. “How do you know each
other?”

Stephanie said, “We got the same scholarship. You know one of the ones
where people meet up on the weekends?”

Emmy shook her head. “You were in the same program as Stephanie? I’ve
heard of those scholarships. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

Problem solved. I knew that Stephanie was here under her actual name or
at least her first name. In addition, I mentally thanked whoever had set
up the Stapledon program. They’d set up other scholarship programs with
the same pattern of regular meetups with other students, allowing us to
blend in.

“Anyway,” Emmy added. “I have a few other things I need to finish this
afternoon, so I’ll leave you. Don’t forget to pick up your ID on the way
out, okay?”

“I won’t,” I told her.

“Don’t,” she started to walk away, giving me a wave. “Bye.”

When she was gone, Stephanie said. “She’s nice, isn’t she? Does she
remind you of anyone?”

“Yes.” I didn’t go any further than that.

“Me too. Let’s talk about it later.”

We spent the next few minutes going over forms I’d have to fill out
before going to the lab the first time, a checklist of the procedure I’d
have to follow before touching the alien artifacts that they’d
collected. She also showed me the database of information about the
artifacts we’d collected.

“Technically,” she said, “I can’t let you into the database until after
you get your security clearance, but I can show you a picture of our
lab. It’s already been cleared to go on our brochures for investors, so
don’t expect to get too much out of it.”

The picture filled the screen. It showed a big room with concrete walls
on one side and a long glass wall on the other. In the middle of the
room stood a collection of human-sized, transparent tubes in a blue-gray
base. On the floor near it stood a chair made of the same blue-gray
material that reminded me of the power impregnator.

I knew the collection of tubes from more than one context. Back when
Cassie, one of my friends, had been captured by the Nine, they’d created
something similar out of current human technology and attempted to use
it to clone her, but that wasn’t all.

Later, we’d encountered a laboratory silently sponsored by the Nine
where scientists were attempting to figure out a device exactly like
this one. Cassie had identified it as an Abominator birthing chamber,
but she had an organic structure in her brain that allowed her to
contact and control Abominator technology.

For all I knew, this might be the same device. I didn’t know what had
happened to it after we left, but I suspected that the FBI might have
taken it away.

At the time that we’d encountered it, I hadn’t had a Xiniti brain
implant. This time, it only took the picture for my implant to identify
it as an “artificial womb for human slave creation and modification.”

A tidal wave of additional information waited for me to tap it. Even
without dipping into it, I knew that this was the model they’d used to
create their armies. The implant recommended destroying it if there were
any hint that someone understood how to use it.

Beside it, the chair that I’d guessed might be an Abominator version of
the power impregnator was anti-climactic. The implant noted that it was
used for activating latent powers and that humans on Earth had already
invented comparable or even more effective devices on their own.

I took advantage of the moment to breath slowly, keeping my breathing
controlled as I did my best to avoid drowning in information about the
Abominators. I could delve into that when I got home.

Breaking through the noise in my head, Stephanie said, “Are you okay?
Why don’t we get some air?”

She helped me out a side door that must have been nearby. I was too
distracted to pay attention to detail. Whatever the Xiniti wanted their
soldiers to know about Abominator artificial wombs, they must have felt
it was very important because it took all I had to shut it down.

By the time I had, I found myself standing in the grass between the
forest and the buildings with Stephanie asking, “What was going on in
there? You can’t have that happen when you go into the lab because
they’ll notice. God knows what will happen to you after that, and for
that matter, me.”

Stephanie stood next to me, watching and wearing an expression I guessed
to be somewhere between concern and fear.

I glanced over at the buildings, wondering if they had any way to hear
what we were saying. Then I pulled a control pad out from inside my
sleeve and into my palm, setting my sonics to produce white noise loud
enough that it would obscure what we were saying. I’d tested it with a
variety of shotgun microphones and Haley’s hearing.

“You can’t tell anyone about this,” I told her. “Especially not the
Coffeeshop Illuminati or Gordon.”

Her mouth quirked. “Definitely not Gordon because we broke up this
summer and I won’t tell the Coffeeshop Illuminati because I can’t.
Remember Stapledon’s mental block? I can’t tell anyone anything about
you.”

I felt myself frown. “It didn’t stop you and Gordon from handing our
plan over.”

Her face tightened and she sighed. “Look, I’m sorry about that. We were
worried about all those people dying in Turkmenistan and your plans for
taking out their government were brilliant. We should have talked it
over with you, but it did work out in the end…”

She almost sounded like she was trying to convince herself.

“After we removed The Thing That Eats from power in Turkmenistan and
nearly had it take over Grand Lake, yes. Then it worked out.”

She nodded. “I heard about that. We had no idea he was there and I’m not
sure what we could have done about him. What happened in the end?”

“I’m pretty sure I killed him. You can’t know for sure about something
that powerful, but there’s a good reason to think it’s dead.”

She frowned for a moment. “Good. I can’t change what we did, but I’ll
promise you that I won’t do anything like that now. I don’t know why
you’re here, but I know why I am and I think we’re going to have to work
together.”

I thought about what she’d said. In some ways, trusting her seemed like
a bad idea, but she wasn’t lying about the Stapledon telepathic block on
revealing someone’s identity. It didn’t prevent her from screwing me
over in any other way, but on the other hand, the fact that she’d
graduated from the program meant she had some level of credibility.

I decided to trust her, but watch her. “Here’s what’s going on: I have
Xiniti technology in my head that instantly gives me knowledge when I
see something it recognizes, but sometimes it’s too much knowledge at
once. It’s a little bit of a challenge to shut it down. I was deluged
with what the Xiniti know about its history and how it works.”

Her eyes widened and she glanced from side to side. “That’s not what I
expected. I don’t know what I expected. Maybe an illness, but how did
that happen?”

I shrugged. “We killed a Xiniti criminal during the Hrrnna attack a
couple years ago and they made us citizens of their nation as a kind of
reward.”

“That’s so crazy. Okay, I’m here because I’m doing my residency with a
couple Michigan heroes—Red Bolt and Future Knight—do you know them?”

I blinked. “Yeah. I ran into them once back when we restarted the
Heroes’ League.” I didn’t add that they’d been implanted with
suggestions to capture us by the then Mayor of Grand Lake and we’d had
to fight them.

“Well, they got a tip that Higher Ground was searching for alien
artifacts. It wasn’t strictly illegal because they’ve got a contract
with the government to study them, but they also know that the Nine have
been looking for alien artifacts, so they sent me in.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you here?”

“The League has a contact in the FBI. He set things up so that I’d get
an internship here because he’s worried the Nine might be involved.”

She nodded. “It’s nice to know Red Bolt and Future Knight aren’t the
only ones worrying about it. Red Bolt does this fake accent thing and
Future Knight says he spent time in the future, but he doesn’t know
anything that’s going to happen… I’m not saying they don’t know what
they’re doing, but sometimes I wonder how I got stuck with them.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Every time I’d run into them
they’d been mind controlled, so I’d never experienced them when they
weren’t deluded.

I don’t know exactly what my expression was, but she read it in a way
that led her to respond with, “That look isn’t making me feel better.”

I shook my head. “I’m sure they’re good people. We just ran into them in
a weird situation. Um… So what happens if it is the Nine? What I’m
supposed to do is collect evidence and stop there. This is too big to
bring in the Heroes’ League. What are you doing?”

She glanced over at the door to Higher Ground’s offices. “We should get
back in before anyone gets worried about us, but give me a second–I’m
not trying to dodge your question. Right now, I’m gathering information.
I think they’re planning to hand it over to the Michigan Heroes
Alliance.”

“What about the Coffeeshop Illuminati?” I asked, watching her face for
any hints she might be lying.

She didn’t give me anything to work with, saying, “I don’t want to mess
my residency up. If I thought they could help, I’d ask before I brought
them in.”

“Okay,” I thought through my options. “It sounds like we’re going to get
a lot more out of this if we work together. We’ll have to hash out
something. I don’t know when. Where are you staying? Obviously, we don’t
have time to do it now.”

She glanced toward the door again. “We don’t. It’s not as if they have
any reason to be suspicious, but if we take too much longer they’ll
remember this later if either of us ever does something suspicious.”

Turning her head back to me, she crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m
staying here in the employee housing. I’ve got my equipment hidden in my
car and off campus.”

“Okay. I’m in Grand Lake. Is there any chance you could drive south and
meet with us? I can give you an address.”

She nodded. “I’m sure I can. They don’t watch us all the time. Am I
meeting the FBI or the Heroes’ League?”

“Heroes’ League.”

“Great.” She waved me toward the door and we went back in.

The birthing chambers were still on the screen when I got back to my
computer, but I had a handle on it. She showed me a few more of the
pieces they were working on. My implant identified them devices for
genetic research, weapons, Abominator survival gear for living on Earth,
and a few “unknown” items. Some were too damaged to be identified.
Others were outside the contents of the implant’s database.

Each item the implant labeled as “Unknown artifact” made me a little
worried. They had a lot of them. Bearing in mind that they were likely
hundreds of thousands of years old, I could hope that they didn’t work.

It was an awfully long time for something to stay in good repair. I
could tell myself that anyhow, but all I had to do to get a little
nervous again was to think about Cassie’s gun.

She’d found it in one of the Nine’s hideouts where it had sat for years
without turning on. Soon after she’d walked in, it contacted her and
offered itself up for her use—hoping that it would be used to kill as
much as possible.

Even as I began to wonder if I should get Cassie down here, the implant
made me aware that it had several different techniques for contacting
Abominator devices and a knowledge base of things I might try. It
wouldn’t work with everything, but it worked with many of their devices.

“You’re zoning out,” Stephanie looked over at me.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. We’re done for the day anyway. It looks like
Emmy’s here to pick you up.”

Emmy stood in the lobby, smiling at me as I noticed her, and walked over
to my cubicle. “It looks like you’re getting settled in. Here’s your
ID.”

She handed it to me.

As I took it, she asked, “Is Sandy around?”

“Why,” Stephanie asked, “do you need him for something?”

Emmy shook her head. “No. Just curious.”

Stephanie caught my eye and smirked. Then she looked up at Emmy. “You’re
just curious. Do you want me to text him that you’re here?”

“No,” she put her hand on my shoulder. “The helicopter leaves in fifteen
minutes. It’s a little early today because they need it in Grand Lake.”

“Okay,” I stood up, still thinking about Stephanie’s smirk and wondering
what was going on there. It didn’t take long to come up with a theory.
Sandy had hugged Emmy before he’d hugged me even though they might see
each other several times a day.

Did she have a crush on him or were they in a secret or semi-secret
relationship? If they were, hugging me might have been a way to give him
cover to touch her—which meant that I might be able to avoid it in the
future if I walked in alone.

As those thoughts went through my head, I walked back with Emmy, talking
with her and meeting up with Vaughn. Soon after that, Vaughn and I were
on the helicopter, talking about what we’d done, but not in detail until
we touched down at Hardwick Industries’ Grand Lake campus.

Even then we didn’t say anything about what we’d seen until we sat down
in my van. With the windows closed, we drove away and then Vaughn said,
“Oh my God, what’s going on with Emmy? Is she one of Tara’s people?”

Keeping my hands on the wheel as we merged into traffic, I said, “I
don’t know, but she’s something. Either she’s one of the True or maybe
she’s the first proto-True—the one whose genes were used to make them?
Either way, they’ve got an Abominator birthing chamber in the labs. I
don’t know if it works, but that’s what the Abominators used to
genetically modify humans into superhumans.”

Vaughn stared at me. “Whoa. So they could do it? They could make the
True right here? That’s nuts. That’s not even why Lim sent us in. What
else have they got back there?”

I merged onto the freeway, joining the long line of cars in Grand Lake’s
rush hour traffic—the kind that made “rush hour” something of a
misnomer.

By that I mean it was slow. We were moving at five miles per hour, stuck
in the middle of SUVs, semi-trucks, and small cars. The smell of
air-conditioned air combined with a hint of exhaust filled the van.

Tamping down the urge to transform the van into a catmecha and fly away,
I said, “Nothing else as freaky as the birthing chambers. They’ve got an
old Abominator power impregnator, some weapons, and a bunch of
Abominator equipment. The implant didn’t recognize all of it. I have no
idea how much of it works or if any of it does.”

Vaughn whistled. “That beats my internship by a long shot. I’m helping
the administrator of our medical equipment lab. There’s nothing special
going on there—not unless it’s a cover for Higher Ground. I wouldn’t be
surprised if Uncle Russ was using them for something dirty, but I’m not
seeing it so far.”

“One more thing,” I moved the van about ten feet further down the
highway, “you know who else is working there? Stephanie from Stapledon.
The inventor whose lab was near mine and who used to date
Gordon—Gifford’s older brother. She’s working with Red Bolt, Future
Knight and the Michigan Heroes Alliance. They think Higher Ground’s
connected with the Nine too.”

Vaughn shook his head. “I don’t care what Lim told you. No matter how
much he wants information only and no fighting, there’s no way this ends
without the lab blowing up.”





Dealing With It


        “It makes sense,” Haley pulled her chair out from under the table and
sat down next to me. “It’s the right thing to do, but I don’t like it.”

Short with black hair and olive skin, Haley frowned. We’d been going out
since my senior year of high school and after years of being together, I
knew her well enough that I knew both what bothered her and that she’d
be telling me aloud anyway.

“She and her boyfriend stole our plans and then handed it over to the
Coffeeshop Illuminati. From what I heard, she’s the one with the
connection to the Illuminati.”

Marcus sat a few chairs down on the other side of the table. “Really? I
always thought they were kind of cool, you know. They’re all young from
what I can tell, they’re not doing the traditional team thing and
they’ve got a political perspective. Most teams don’t have the nerve. I
mean, the Dixieland Defenders are almost all conservative and the
Southern California Defenders are pretty liberal, but they don’t make it
a cornerstone of their teams. These guys want to make the world better
both for normal people and supers. They’re for ending poverty,
protecting supers rights to use their powers and they’ve brought in
heroes from all races and backgrounds to do it.”

Haley eyed her cousin, “And they’ve never come out against Dark Cloak.
He actively helped that dragon we fought try to get a foothold for
Faerie in our world. And I already mentioned how they flipped
Turkmenistan’s government. I’ve sometimes thought supers should do more,
but they didn’t spend much time thinking about what would happen after.”

Marcus shrugged, “Hey, I’m not saying they did everything right—just
that they’re at least asking questions. Seriously, is catching
supervillains the only thing superheroes should do? What if they took
over a country like they did in Turkmenistan?”

Interrupting, Tara walked up to the table, mussed my hair, and asked,
“Did you start already?”

Haley raised an eyebrow, but also smiled as Tara sat down. “No. We’re
still waiting for everyone.”

Like Emmy, Tara didn’t have a problem touching people she felt
comfortable with and Haley knew it. It was just Tara being Tara and it
gave us a window into how the True might be with each other.

Then Haley started, twisting her head in the direction of the elevator
on the far end of the room. “I take that back. Everyone’s here.”

I hadn’t heard the elevator, but it wasn’t close by. As I followed
Haley’s gaze, the elevator door opened. Vaughn, Amy, and Stephanie got
out—carefully.

The elevator barely fit two people.

On the other hand, the elevator only allowed people whose retinas had
been scanned in to use it. I hadn’t ever scanned Amy’s, though I should
have by now, and I wouldn’t have scanned in Stephanie’s.

Anyway, all of them were on the short and skinny side even though Vaughn
had lost fat and added more muscle in the last two years.

Vaughn’s voice carried. “… I wasn’t trying to see how many of us I could
squish in there. It was the only way we’d get down.”

Stephanie said something I missed and Amy laughed. After a little while
they sat down at the table with us. Vaughn caught my eye. “Nick, you
need to scan Amy in. That elevator’s not made for three people.”

Stephanie pushed her glasses back up her nose. “It depends what you use
it for. If you’re hoping to get to know people, well, I feel like I know
every crevice of each of you.”

Amy’s grin flickered, but she didn’t say anything. When she wasn’t
transformed into Bloodmaiden, creation of blood magic and guardian of
her nation, Amy sometimes showed hints of shyness.

Short and red-haired with pale skin, she sat straight in her chair, a
legacy of being raised as a princess in a Victorian, steampunk fantasy
world.

Catching Haley’s eye, Amy asked, “Is anyone else coming?”

Haley shook her head. “Sydney’s the only one of us who might be, but she
couldn’t make it.”

Marcus frowned. He hadn’t been dating Sydney before we went to space,
but even I’d been wondered if they would. Sydney had taken the news that
he’d met a woman out there hard—even though it hadn’t worked
out.

She’d been avoiding him.

“Thanks for coming, Stephanie,” Haley smiled at her. “I know it’s a long
drive. I’m glad you’re here.”

Stephanie’s mouth twitched. “We’ll do better working together. You know
how it is. When you’re away from home on a case, you coordinate with the
local heroes. Plus, I know almost all of you. I know we haven’t always
been on the same side, but we are here.”

Giving no sign that she disagreed, Haley nodded. “Nick talked to Agent
Lim and he agreed that we should work together. We have to decide how
best to help the two of you. Agent Lim also wanted us to find out what
we could from Tara.”

Glancing over at Tara, Haley asked, “Did your parents ever tell you
anything about how the True were created?”

Tara frowned, but then her face went blank as her brain went into
whatever state allowed her to predict opponents’ moves before they made
them and recognize patterns of human behavior by connecting details no
one else remembered.

Then she took a breath and relaxed, becoming the Tara I was more used
to. “The True aren’t historians. We could have kept everything about the
story if we’d wanted to, but it’s important to the leaders of the True
to revere the Designer as the one who decided what it meant to be one of
the True.

“My parents each told me their battalion’s version of the story and then
I heard half a dozen different versions wherever we moved in Infinity
City. Every group of the True has their own and they’ll tell it to
anyone willing to listen.

“I don’t know which one is real. Maybe all of them are. I don’t know
enough to figure that out, but I can tell you what’s common to all the
versions I know. Maybe that will be close enough.”

She looked around the table, pursing her lips. With all of our eyes on
her, she continued. “The True come in every race, culture, and body type
found in the infinity of worlds in which we exist, sometimes even from
every culture within the same world. Still, we’re united by the same
things—we’re soldiers and every group of us believes in the vision of
the Designer—that we’re the best humanity has to offer. It’s also what
divides us from each other.

“Every world has its own version of the Designer and a different version
of the True. The True know they can’t all be right. One version of the
True must be the original True, the version of which all the others are
only shadows. That’s what we aspire to become. So, we try to prove that
we best exemplify the True’s values. Sometimes that means we fight each
other. Sometimes we work together. Whatever we do, it’s also why each of
our battalions needs to protect its own purity.

“The True believe that children of mixed battalions can’t be allowed to
live. That’s why my parents were hunted and my mother killed. Mixed
children force them to question everything. Some of us are better than
full True on either side.”

Tara stopped. “I know it sounds like I’m bragging, but I’m not. It’s
simply reality. When Nick’s sister Rachel and our friends were fighting
the True, I was a little faster, a little stronger, and a little
smarter. And they knew it. That’s one of the reasons they wanted to kill
me.”

Stephanie nodded. “I was on that field trip too. We had to sneak out. I
don’t think the True knew exactly what any of us could do at first. I
think that’s the only reason we made it out.”

Shaking his head, Marcus said, “Don’t take it wrong, but they kind of
sound like Nazis.”

Tara sighed. “I know, but I think that’s because it’s only the worlds
where everything goes wrong that the True escape to Infinity City.”

In a quieter voice, she continued, “In my father’s world, the Designer
was a man who brought a group of scientists to Mars because the Earth
was slowly becoming unlivable for humans. The Designer created the True
with the DNA of a girl (but by then a woman) that he’d never had the
nerve to talk to when he was in high school. The spaceship was named
Higher Ground.

“He sent the True back to Earth to prevent it from becoming completely
unlivable. They did what they could, but in the end, they realized that
destroying humanity was the only way to prevent change. So, they did.

“In my mother’s world, the Designer was a woman who worked for a company
called Higher Ground. She found out that she was going to lose access to
the artifact that she’d spent her career studying. Instead of letting
them destroy her life’s work, she snuck into the lab of another
researcher and used an Abominator birthing machine to create soldiers
based on her own DNA and sent them out to destroy the people who were
stopping her from completing her work.

“The problem was that they realized that the reason she was unable to
complete her work was only a symptom of larger issues. The weak, they
decided were preventing the strong from reaching their full potential.
So they destroyed them. Then they realized that they were truly the
strongest in the world and humanity was preventing them from reaching
their full potential. So they destroyed them too—including the Designer.

“They revered her teachings, but not her person.”

Haley muttered, “That’s awful.”

“I know! I know,” Tara raised her hands in front of herself. “I’m almost
done. I’ve met True from worlds where they didn’t destroy all of
humankind. They went through Infinity City as bodyguards or alone,
sometimes searching for something. In some places, they’d integrated
into humanity. In others, they were the beginning of a clone underclass
that later expanded into its own society. In the worlds where they
created their own future, they didn’t escape to Infinity City as a
group, so I don’t know much about them.

“But there are a lot of them where the Nine created the True. I don’t
know who does it because the stories are all different, but Higher
Ground shows up a lot. The problem is that it’s not always the same
thing.

“But there’s almost always a betrayal and an Abominator birthing
chamber. Sometimes it’s destroyed, but they recreate it. Sometimes the
Nine secretly replace the original with a fake. Sometimes they use your
friend Cassie as the base, but most of the time, the True look like me.”

Tara sunk a little in her seat. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you more. I
haven’t run into a story exactly like the reality we’re in.”

“That’s more than we knew.” I looked over at her and Tara smiled at me.
“Do you have any idea when that happened? The year? Or if we’re lucky,
maybe a specific date?”

Tara’s expression went blank again for a few seconds. “No, but a lot of
the stories sound like they could take place in this year. My mother’s
and father’s stories both include mentions of the Heroes’ League as one
of the first groups to face the True.”

“Cool,” Vaughn grinned and asked Tara, “how did we do?”

Tara frowned. “You all died—not all at once, but
eventually.”

Vaughn nodded. “That kind of figures, but it’s not the first time, you
know? Nick and Haley were supposed to die in St. Louis. It all worked
out in the end.”

That was true. We hadn’t. Tara’s father had, and I doubted that Vaughn
had remembered before he started talking. I did, though, and couldn’t
help but watch Tara’s reaction.

At the time, she’d told me it was the kind of death he’d have wanted. By
that, I think she meant in action and protecting people.

Tara didn’t break into tears or even pause. Instead, she replied in much
the same way as she would if Vaughn hadn’t brought up her father’s death
without noticing it.

“The stories don’t mention me at all, so I think you’ve got a chance.
When you saw Emmy, you knew what might be coming. Now we have to
prepare.”

Tara looked over the group and leaned back in her chair.

“That brings all of this back to Nick and I.” Stephanie glanced in
Tara’s direction as she spoke. “We’re in the middle of whatever’s going
to happen. No one knows if Emmy’s one of the True or if she’s going to
be used to create them, but we’ve both been told that the Nine might be
involved with Higher Ground. Nick and I will be watching for the True or
the Nine, but all of you, and especially Vaughn, will be able to watch
from the outside. We’ll need your help.

“I know that you don’t entirely trust me, but believe me when I say I’m
not going to call in the Coffeeshop Illuminati without your okay and my
mentors’ okay.”

Haley frowned for a moment, but not long enough to notice unless you
were looking for it. “We decided to give you a chance before we invited
you over.”

We had. We’d had that discussion after I’d gotten back from my first
day.

Marcus leaned in above the table. “It’s old news now. Honestly, I was
more worried that Red Bolt and Future Knight would drop by with you.”

Stephanie’s face showed the smallest hint of a smile. “They thought that
you might listen to me more than you’d listen to them. I encouraged
that.”

Vaughn snorted. “You know we fought them twice when we started? We won
both times.”

Stephanie laughed. “What? No, they didn’t mention that.” She looked over
at me. “You never said that.”

I shrugged.

Shaking her head, she added, “I’m surprised you’re talking to me at all.
Look, I’ll be straight with you. My mission is to watch for if the Nine
or anyone else seems to be involved with Higher Ground. It would be
great if you’d help. I’d love to have you researching things we don’t
have time to get to or being ready to help us escape, but you don’t
trust me, I only need you to let me work. I’ll be happy with that even
if you don’t do anything else.”

Tara took a breath and spoke before anyone else. “I feel like I have to
do more than that. My father and I made our home here and letting anyone
create the True won’t make this world better.”

Next to Vaughn, Amy said, “I’ve fought the True too—not me personally,
but one of the earlier Bloodmaidens. I didn’t know it, but she made the
connection and told me while Tara was talking.”

I blinked. That was weird.

Amy continued, “I think they came through Infinity City. Our world has a
connection to it too. I don’t know why they came through, but they
started conquering one city after another. My predecessor, the
Bloodmaiden Aife, found that fighting them was easy at first, but once
they learned how to fight her, it became much harder. She called in
help—other bloodmages and our version of Lee.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn laughed. “How’d that go?”

Amy smiled and for a moment the expression wasn’t quite hers. “In our
world at that time, Lee didn’t have anyone keeping him in check. It’s a
long story, but all of the True were dead by the end. Aife wants me to
tell you not to let them get a foothold here.”

Stephanie’s brow furrowed, but she didn’t ask how Amy knew what Aife
wanted. “Is there any way for us to get Lee in on this?”

“I think he’s off-world meeting someone.” I hoped I didn’t show any hint
of how important that meeting might be. “He’s due back in a couple
weeks. So, maybe?”

Vaughn added, “But strange stuff happens around Lee. Figure it might
just as easily be months. It’s a pain in the ass. Between what Tara and
Amy just said though, we’d be crazy not to work together.”

I was about to throw my support behind Vaughn, but my phone buzzed. I’d
gotten an email from Emmy at my university email address. Whatever had
been holding up my security clearance had stopped. I’d be cleared to
work in the lab the next time I came in.

The meeting didn’t last too much longer. We agreed that Stephanie and I
would coordinate what we were doing and keep everyone
informed—especially Vaughn. He’d be in a better position to help or be
hurt than anyone else.

Haley and I went out for a walk after that, coming back later to talk
and play with the dog.

Agent Lim called while we were sitting in my lab. We’d been waiting for
him. I’d passed an audio file of Tara’s story over to him with her
permission.

The FBI seal flashed off and Lim’s face appeared. From the background, a
bookcase filled with books and decorated with Heroes’ League collectible
figures from the 1970s and 80s, I guessed that he was in his home office
instead of at work or an FBI operation.

Nodding at the two of us, he said, “Nick, Haley, good to see both of
you.”

He glanced around, no doubt checking our background before smiling. “The
lab? It’s nice to see it in use. What are you working on?”

He pointed his finger toward the table behind us. I turned around,
reminding myself of what I’d left there.

Turning back to the screen, I said, “Micro-spybots. I don’t know yet
what they can or can’t detect, but I’m going to need something as small
and as impossible to detect as I can manage one way or another. Thus the
3d printers and teeny conveyer belts. They’re too small to comfortably
put together by hand.”

Lim shook his head. “It’s too bad we can’t officially buy your
equipment. I can think of places where I’d love to test your bots.”

Taking a breath, he said, “But let’s get down to business. I listened to
what Tara said, and I’m relieved not to have heard anything new there.
We interviewed the two of them extensively when she and her father
escaped Infinity City. It’s one of the reasons that we wanted to
investigate Higher Ground.

“I was more concerned that none of us ever noticed Emmy’s resemblance to
the True, but then I looked at the pictures our people were using to
look for potential True…”

Lim shook his head. “We were handing out pictures of Tara and other True
as adults. If we knew what we were looking for, we would have been
handing out pictures of them as 12-year-olds. Before their final growth
spurts, they look more like Emmy. We’re in luck that you happen to be
friends with her and set up her residency…”

He trailed off and paused long enough that I began to worry. Haley
touched my knee and gave me a look.

Lim picked up an action figure of Captain Commando, shook his head and
put him down. “I should just say it. This mission isn’t entirely on the
books. My last call, the one where I told you that bringing in Vaughn
was optional and totally your decision? That was on the books. This call
isn’t.

“I’m not using a Bureau phone for this call. I’m using one that a super
made me. It’s more secure and imitates the Bureau’s phones when it has
to. It is right now. I’m using it because some of the people here must
be working for the Nine. Infiltrating governments is what they do, so
I’m trying to use the work that’s on the books to get the Nine’s people
to out themselves.

“I’m using the off the books calls to keep you informed. For the future,
assume any call I make is on the books. I’ll tell you directly if it
isn’t. Second, keep the rest of the League’s involvement off-screen.
Don’t talk about it and make sure Stephanie doesn’t talk about it. I’m
sure the Nine will expect Nick to call on the League for help, but they
won’t be sure if all our official calls are with Nick and Vaughn.”

“Huh,” my heart raced as I thought through this added complication. “Is
the mission the same? Are we still just observing?”

Lim’s mouth twisted. “It’s almost the same, but it’s more complicated.
This is the problem. You’re there to find out if the Nine are involved
or if it’s someone else. If the Nine start making True with Abominator
equipment, I want you to tell us, but if you can’t you may have to
destroy it or steal it. Maybe you can bring Cassie in and sabotage it. I
don’t know, but ideally, you’ll do it without anyone knowing it was you.

“We need you to think like a spy.”

While I began to think through the ramifications of that, Haley frowned
and then asked, “Wouldn’t it be safer if you destroyed the birthing
chambers now?”

Lim nodded. “It would be, but I’m not authorized to do that and there
are people who want those birthing chambers for science or so that our
country stays ahead in understanding alien technology. I can’t destroy
it without a clearer threat.”

The curl of Haley’s lip hinted that she didn’t find that reason good
enough. “Aren’t they at all concerned that it might be too late before
they have a reason?”

Lim rapped his hand on his desk. “I’m concerned, but that’s not my only
concern. This is big enough that I might get the Nine’s people to stick
their necks out if I play it right. Nick’s the one on the ground. He’ll
have to follow his best judgement to stop the True’s creation, but the
best solution will be the kind that doesn’t leave a trail back to him or
me.”

I tried to think of ways I could stop the True’s creation without
leaving a trail. The best option that came to mind was one I’d thought
of earlier. Cassie had been cloned from her father’s DNA plus an X
chromosome from an unknown source and a structure in her brain that
allowed her to control Abominator technology.

She’d be able to turn off the birthing machine or better, set it to
almost, but not quite, follow directions.

The only problem was that she’d been created by Dr. Mind, Nazi brain in
a jar, and enemy of her father, Captain Commando. Dr. Mind had either
played a role in founding the Nine or they’d acquired his equipment and
records. The Nine had been looking for her for years and putting her
within their grasp wasn’t the brightest of all possible
moves.

Isaac Lim grinned. “Keep on thinking things through. Going undercover
requires caution balanced with a willingness to take the right risks. If
it helps, I think you can handle it. Do you have any questions?”

Neither Haley nor I could think of any in that moment and so we all said
goodbye and hung up.

As the video on my monitor disappeared, Haley shook her head. “I should
have asked him if there were any way to get me into Higher Ground.”

“There probably isn’t.” How could there be? Even if Higher Ground needed
more people, Haley wasn’t majoring the sciences. She was majoring in
graphic design.

She frowned. “I know, but it still would have been nice to ask. It feels
like the summer all over again. You were in danger and I couldn’t do
anything about it.”

“I know,” I said.

We’d discussed it at least twice since I’d gotten home.

“It’s easier when we’re both in the middle of everything. Then I don’t
have time to think about what’s happening to you—I’m too busy keeping
myself alive. And besides, at least then we’re together.”

I couldn’t deny that made sense. “Sitting around with no ability to help
would be awful. Of course, being together means we might see each other
die and have to live with it.”

Haley bit her bottom lip. “I know, but I’d rather have a chance to help
than none at all.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I worried about her too–but not most of the
time. Grand Lake wasn’t a New York, Los Angeles or Chicago—big cities
that supported competing superhuman gangs.

Of course, now that the secret to activating latent powers was public,
we did have more of that.

Haley leaned sideways on her stool, putting her elbow on the counter and
resting her head on her hand. Then she sighed.

It didn’t take a genius to guess that something else was bothering her.
“What are you thinking about?”

“The Nine. Two years ago, they kidnapped Cassie and put Marcus,
Travis, Vaughn, and Courtney into the hospital. I know, technically we
brought them to my cousin because he’s a doctor, but they should have
gone to the hospital. Then when we went in to save Cassie, they released
nerve gas in their own building, blowing it up with a nuclear bomb, and
firing nuclear missiles at us on the way home.”

I thought back to my freshman year, remembering how we’d crossed into
Canadian airspace without permission and nearly fought Canadian supers
because the Nine had enough power in the Canadian government to trump up
a story that we were planning to attack Ottawa, their capital.

That wasn’t just true of Canada. They infiltrated governments all
over—including our own.

Before I had time to drift off into my thoughts, Haley leaned forward.
“And that was back when they didn’t have any experience with us. I’m
sure they thought of us as a bunch of kids—except then we won. Plus, you
blew up Rook’s hand—”

“He was aiming nukes at the League jet and you were flying it—”

“I know… I’m glad you stopped him, but now it’s got to be personal. If
Rook’s high up in the Nine, he’s got to be waiting for a chance to pay
you back.”

I nodded. “He might not be in the leadership. No one knows who is in
their leadership except that it’s a council of nine. So, yeah. He might
be in it, but theoretically, anyone could be. Some are more likely than
others though. I could easily believe Rook would be, but I’d doubt
Russell Hardwick would be. Back when we were in high school and fighting
the Cabal, Russell Hardwick wouldn’t have needed our help to survive if
he’d had the Nine to call on.”

Haley blinked. “Why are you thinking he’d be a possible member?”

I cocked my head, eyes to the ceiling. “I don’t know. I was just
talking. In favor of the idea, Russell Hardwick is powerful and uh…
ethically challenged, an ideal recruit. Plus, if they do hate us, maybe
they’d deliberately recruit him to have someone here. Um… Huh.”

Haley and I met eyes.

“Shit,” she said. “That makes a lot of sense. We should run it by Tara
and maybe Hal. I know Hal’s thing is military strategy and tactics, but
he is an AI.”

“And he’s always gathering intelligence. Yeah. We should.” I paused,
still looking into her eyes. “I’m glad you thought of that. I’m glad I’m
not doing this alone.”

Haley looked down. In a quiet voice, she said, “I wish we weren’t
involved in it at all. This is too big for us.”

I couldn’t argue with her. We stood at the nexus of humanity’s
extinction by the True, the possibility that Higher Ground’s mission to
understand alien technology would kick off humanity’s genocide by the
Xiniti, and the more day to day menace of the Nine and their attempts at
worldwide influence.

By this time we ought to be used to it. Things we’d done during the
summer had the potential to affect the fate of far-flung human and alien
civilizations that spanned the galaxy around us—not to mention becoming
peripherally involved a civil war between Lee’s people that had lasted
for millions, possibly billions of years.

The difference being, of course, that the stakes felt higher when they
affected the city where you lived.

Haley and I sat on a couch I’d pushed into a corner of the lab, holding
each other and talking about other things until she had to go. We both
had homework.

The next day was Friday and Friday meant that I’d be attending class in
the morning, followed by a helicopter ride to my internship.

When Vaughn and I met near the helipad, he pushed his hair back,
straightening his ponytail. “Today’s going to be a little different.
It’s not going to affect you too much, but me? It’s going to be a day
from fucking hell.”

“Why? What’s going on?” Even as I asked the question, I noticed a group
of people in suits walking out of the nearest building. Near the front,
I saw Ronnie, the tall, bald security guy we’d seen every time we took
the helicopter. Next to him walked Russell Hardwick, CEO of Hardwick
Industries. Fatter than Ronnie, he was almost as tall and bald, standing
out in the crowd because of his bulk.

Though no judge of clothes, I would have bet that Hardwick’s blue suit
cost more than Ronnie’s blue suit by a factor of ten.

To my surprise, Russell Hardwick wasn’t the only person in the mass of
suits I recognized. Next to Russell walked Vaughn’s mom—Suzanne
Hardwick-Jones. Smaller and slimmer than Russell, she had the same
square face and dark, black hair as her brother and her son. She wore
her hair in a pixie cut.

The suits crowded around us in a vast wave of employee handbook approved
clothing. They didn’t get too close though because “Uncle Russ” made a
beeline for us. Vaughn’s mom matched him step for step.

In a warm baritone voice, Russell Hardwick said, “I hear the two of you
have had the helicopter to yourselves this week. I’m afraid we’re going
to have to commandeer it today but don’t worry, you’ll get your choice
of seats.”

“Sounds great, Uncle Russ,” Vaughn said as Russell Hardwick shook his
hand, following it up with, “Hey Mom. I’m on time and I didn’t wear
leather.”

He wasn’t wearing leather. He wore a red button-down shirt with a black
tie. I wore Higher Ground’s standard—t-shirt and jeans.

Vaughn’s mom’s eyes narrowed even as Russ laughed. “I can’t deny it,”
the man said. “You turned out well even though you did give us all a
scare for a few years there. Didn’t he, Suzanne?”

In a level voice, she said, “I was always confident he’d work his way
through it.”

She said more to Vaughn, but I didn’t get to hear it. Russell Hardwick
had closed in on me. While part of my mind had already suggested three
different ways I could take him down without killing him and two more
that posed a serious risk, a more realistic part held out my hand.

Russell Hardwick took it. He had a firm grip and I must have too. He
looked down at my arms. “You work out. That’s not something I imagined
when I heard you were an engineer. Of course, your grandfather was a
soldier first and never lost the look. You take after him. That’s a good
thing.”

“You knew him?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

Russ nodded. “Of course I did. He was my father’s best friend in the
world and the best engineer this company ever had even though he was
never a full-time employee. He even came by after Dad died. He was a
good man. I’m sure you didn’t see me at the funeral, but I was there.”

“I saw you.”

He smiled. “Good. I wanted your family to know I cared. He and his wife
were a comfort after my dad died. I always thought of them as family.”

It would be nice to think that Russell Hardwick couldn’t be a bad guy if
he liked Grandpa, but I also knew that Rook, a guy who might be one of
the Nine, was a fan of Grandpa as the Rocket. Rook told me so while he
was trying to kill me once.

“Thanks,” I said, stalling for time as I tried to figure out if this
meant that the conversation was ending now.

Russ shook his head. “It’s barely enough, but there’s something I’d like
you to consider. I’m sure you’ve got other prospects but when you’re
finishing school and looking for your first job, keep Hardwick
Industries in mind. You might even get to work with ideas based on your
grandfather’s technology.”

He grinned at me and gave me a wink.

“Thanks again. I won’t forget it.” I kept my voice even, trying to
project sincere interest even if I wasn’t sure how to do that while
hoping that wink didn’t mean that he knew I’d become the new Rocket.

“Don’t forget it,” Russ said. “No business can survive without good
people. You and your father have both been good influences in his life.”

The sound of helicopter blades ended that conversation as everyone in
the crowd turned to watch the copter land.

As it came down, Vaughn’s mom turned to me and tapped my shoulder. “Good
to see you, Nick.”

I managed to get out, “Good to see you too,” but not much more. The
noise made conversation impossible and I was fine with that. It’s not
that I disliked her, but the last real conversation I’d had with her
involved her informing me that she knew I was the Rocket and that she
didn’t want Vaughn to be involved with the new version of the Heroes’
League in any way.

Vaughn was so far past “not getting involved” that we couldn’t see it in
the rear view mirror—leaving me to assume that his mom would hate me.

If she did hate me, she hated me deep down, but not enough that she
couldn’t be friendly on the surface—something that would be a useful
skill for an executive at a multi-billion dollar company.

On the other hand, that bit Russell Hardwick had said about my father
and me being a good influence on Vaughn might have been something she’d
told him. My dad had been Vaughn’s therapist and I assume Vaughn made
progress under him. Plus, however dangerous fighting supervillains might
be, Vaughn hadn’t relapsed into drugs and alcohol since I’d come back
into his life and he’d joined the Heroes’ League.

I’d give more credit to the League as a group than myself, but either
way, maybe it was what he’d needed.

Whatever the case, we sat down in our usual seats in the front of the
helicopter and couldn’t talk about it at all because Russ and Vaughn’s
mom sat next to us, meaning that conversation turned toward business and
family.

I zoned out, staying aware enough to answer when one of them noticed I
wasn’t saying anything. One observation I got out of the ride? Their
family vacations sounded more expensive than mine.

Vaughn held out his phone so I could see the villa they’d rented on the
French Riviera. “We ought to invite everyone out next year for a week
next summer. It’d be pretty crazy.”

I didn’t have any doubt who he meant by everyone—the whole League plus a
few. I doubted that his mom had missed that either—she blinked and said
nothing. She had to be thinking what I was—that that would be the week
nuclear terrorists or supervillains attacked.

Aside from the inevitable disaster, it might be fun. “It’s something to
think about. I have no idea what any of us will be doing next summer.”

Vaughn nodded. “No kidding. The summer after our senior year? Me
neither.”

Vaughn’s mom let out a breath and leaned back in her seat.

Then Vaughn grinned. “We could do it right after graduation, though.
It’d be awesome.”

Russell Hardwick leaned forward to grin at Vaughn, a grin that broadened
after glancing at his sister’s expressionless face. “Did I ever tell you
what I did after graduation? I rented a…”

He spent the rest of the flight telling us drinking stories from when he
and his friends went to Europe. They were funny and we weren’t the only
ones listening. The row of executives behind us might have heard the
stories before, but it didn’t stop them from laughing along with us.

Shaky morals or no, Russell Hardwick could tell a good story and the
stories he told about himself reminded me of the stories Grandpa told me
about Giles Hardwick.

At his best, Giles was loyal to his friends and could talk himself into
just about anywhere.

When we landed, everyone else went into the Hardwick Industries half of
the building and I continued into the Higher Ground offices with Emmy.

“I know you don’t need me to lead you back,” Emmy walked next to me,
matching my pace, “but I need to hand these files over to Sandy and
they’re private, so I have to do it myself.”

“Okay,” I looked down at the plastic file box she held, barely moving,
at the full length of her arm. It looked heavy.

“Do you want help?” I wasn’t going to tell her, but the stealth suit
hidden in the shape of my clothes would do most of the work.

She shook her head. “It’s mine, mine, mine or so the government says. I
even have to make Sandy sign for it.”

We talked about other things, reaching the office. I held the door for
her. She thanked me and we found Sandy waiting in the lobby.

Handing the file box over to him, she poked his stomach just above his
suit coat’s button. “This is for you. You’ll have to sign for it and I’m
not leaving you alone until you do.”

Laughing, Sandy waved toward the door on the right side of the lobby.
“I’ll hold you to that.”

Emmy waved at me as she stepped through. The door shut and I turned
toward the line of cubicles only to find Stephanie walking around the
end of the last one into the lobby.

She stopped next to me, giving the door a pointed look.

I asked the question most on my mind. “Are they…”

She gave a lopsided grin, “Screwing? Shaboinking? Laying pipe? Making
bacon? Knocking boots? Shellacking the canoe? Opening the gates of
Mordor?”

I blinked. “Opening the gates of Mordor?”

She shrugged. “It’s an expression.”

I didn’t ask where.

Stephanie folded her arms over her chest. “Office rumor says yes. Office
rumor says that they are definitely doing the horizontal greased-weasel
tango. Office rumor does not say what his wife thinks about this.”

That was new information. “I didn’t know he was married.”

Stephanie glanced over toward the lines of cubicles and back to me.
“Office rumor says that she’s in California most of the time and I
happen to have met her on one of her visits here, so I can confirm that.
For the record, her name’s April and I kind of like her.

“Funny how Sandy can do the awkward geeky guy thing at the same time he
does the executive screwing the secretary thing. I never thought it was
impossible, but I wasn’t looking for an example.”

“I know I wasn’t.” As I spoke, movement caught my eye and I turned to
notice a taller guy standing up from his cubicle.

A few inches over six feet with light brown skin, dark hair, stubble on
his cheeks, and a goatee, he wore a t-shirt and jeans. His t-shirt said,
“No, I won’t fix your computer,” in white type on a black shirt.

As he came around the nearest line of cubicles, he asked Stephanie, “Is
this the new guy?”

“Yes,” Stephanie waved him over. “Nick, this is Victor, our sysadmin and
helpdesk guy.”

To say that Victor towered over me would have been an exaggeration but
he had a good five inches on me so it felt like towering.

As he shook my hand, Victor said, “What Stephanie didn’t tell you is
that I’m also in charge of deciphering the alien languages that appear
in your head when you touch some of the devices as well as any writing
you see.”

Stephanie nodded, adding a touch of an eye roll. “He’s the lead on the
linguistics team and does some programming. We’re working on a program
that will translate the major languages we’ve encountered.”

I looked him over. “That’s a bunch of different things to be involved
in.”

He gave a wide smile. “My undergrad was in computer science. My
doctorate and masters were in linguistics. I worked my way through
school doing helpdesk and later system administration and since it’s a
small company, that’s part of what I do here.”

I hoped he didn’t do it alone. The computer security this place needed
had to be a huge hassle. “How did it happen that you got hired here?”

He snorted. “Since you’ve got your security clearance now, I can tell
you. Like at least half the company, I took a test that tested for more
than expected. My prof called in the government and the next thing I
knew I got an offer here.”

Half the company? I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

Victor laughed. “The expression on your face, kid… You too?”

“Yeah.” Admitting it seemed safer than denying it and if I wanted to fit
in, maybe I’d have wanted to lie even if I’d been hired normally.

Stephanie nodded. “Me too. I’m working on a masters in neurolinguistics
and the same thing happened.”

Considering that Stephanie specialized in creating images that hacked
the brain, that fit.

Victor looked from me over to Stephanie. “I guess we’d better take him
over to the labs and show him around.”

“That’s what we were told to do. Let’s get it done.” Stephanie glanced
at the wooden door and Emmy and Sandy had disappeared into. “Besides,
I’m going to feel better if we’re not here when they come out.”

With that, they led me out the same door that Stephanie brought me out
when my implant started acting up. This time, instead of leading me into
the grass between the buildings, we walked across the sidewalk from the
side door out to the side door of the laboratory building.

After the retinal scanner finished and we’d scanned our cards, the door
opened, depositing us into what was for all practical purposes an
airlock. I didn’t have a better word for whatever a door opening into a
tiny room that had a door on the other end would be called.

When we finally stepped into the main room, though, I felt like I knew
exactly where we were.

When the Hrrnna, a race of evil, alien ponies, hired mercenaries to find
Abominator artifacts and potentially push the Xiniti into destroying the
planet, most of the Heroes’ League found ourselves protecting a
scientific lab that was studying Abominator artifacts.

Except for being several times the size, this lab reminded me of that
one. Computers and desks were scattered around the big, concrete-floored
room. Enclosures the size of small rooms dotted the inside of the main
room. Machines stood near the enclosures and the desks.

I recognized some of the equipment—ultrasounds, an MRI, an X-ray,
electron microscopes.

“The idea,” Stephanie told us, “is that they don’t have to ship anything
out for analysis.”

Ahead of us stood the birthing machine, a platform with larger than
human-sized tubes. Across the room stood a streamlined cylinder that
might have been a spaceship—a small shuttle, maybe. The implant needed
me to get closer to identify it.

Just to my right, a pockmarked ceramic sphere two feet in diameter sat
on top of a table. Grayish-blue, it sat on a black plastic mat.

“We’re still trying to figure out what that thing was,” Stephanie began.

Victor laughed. “An alien soccer ball?”

My implant identified it as a thousand-year-old ansible, a device that
allowed faster than light communication.

I didn’t have time to wonder if it still worked because it began to hum
as my implant informed me, “Incoming communications.”

Knowing that people sometimes noticed when the implant threw me a lot of
information, I steeled myself for the onslaught and did my best to keep
my face neutral.

The implant informed me that I had more than 30 messages to download.
The majority were from the Xiniti High Command, informing me of military
actions that the Xiniti had taken part in and how monitoring the Human
Quarantine was going. According to Xiniti intelligence, the loss of a
noticeable percentage of their fleet had caused the Human Ascendancy to
withdraw from a number of worlds they’d been threatening to occupy.

In addition, the Ascendancy’s internal resistance had been gathering
steam.

Bearing in mind that the Human Ascendancy was an interstellar
dictatorship that manipulated its citizens with mind control and genetic
manipulation, this was good news.

Katuk, a Xiniti I knew through our trip to the stars, left me a message
informing me of the military actions he’d been in since we’d last seen
each other and about the other Xiniti in his unit. It was hard to read
him, but he sounded happy.

Taking my mind off the ansible for a second, I glanced at Victor and
Stephanie. Neither one appeared to have
noticed anything. At any rate, they’d both turned away from the ansible
and weren’t staring at me.

Stephanie pointed toward the next group of desks and artifact holding
cases. “Let’s go over there.”

I followed them over. Since they’d failed to notice me going through the
previous messages, I took a look at the one I hadn’t opened.

A picture of a woman’s face appeared. Black haired with light brown skin
and full lips, Kals wore an emerald green jumpsuit with silver and white
accents. Standing in front of a window that showed the gray blur of jump
space, she smiled at the camera.

In the language of the Abominators’ human servants, she spoke my
name—the name I’d used when I visited her colony anyway. My implant
translated it.

“Nick, I’m sending this message through the Xiniti embassy on K’Tepolu.
If you ever get it, it means it passed their encryption requirements.

“In case you’re wondering, my background means what you think it means.
I got off Hideaway—which is now officially protected by the Alliance.
I’m traveling from one planet to another, meeting with members of the
resistance—which includes the four handers now. Thanks for that. I know
it wasn’t all you, but you listened to Four Hands. Not everyone would
have. You have no idea how much we needed them without knowing it.”

She turned to stare out the window and back at the camera. “I wanted to
call you, but the Xiniti wouldn’t let me. It’s a security thing for both
you and me. Anyway, I’m not just calling to tell you how I’m doing. I’m
calling because there’s something you ought to know. You know Tikki? Of
course, you know her. Tikki or Kee left around the same time you did,
but you know what? She came back and she didn’t come back alone. She
came back as Kee, but she came back with a guy who called himself Lee.

“I know you mentioned a Lee. Watching them was… weird. I’m not sure what
they were together. Friends? Lovers? Siblings? But they were something.
Anyway, I thought you’d find it interesting.”

She closed her eyes and then opened them. “I just got a message. We’re
docking, so I’ve got to end this. Wish you were here. You’ll forever be
the one who got away, you know.”

She smiled once more and the picture faded to black.

I wished she hadn’t said that. We’d spent a lot of time together, but we
hadn’t done anything. We’d never had any relationship beyond
friendship–along with a hint or two of mutual attraction, but we’d both
known nothing could happen.

I supposed that being thousands of light-years away on a starship and
maybe a little lonely made saying it aloud easier.

Letting go of the image, I found myself walking behind Victor and
Stephanie and coming to a stop in front of the cubicles next to the
birthing chamber platform.

Stephanie and Victor introduced me to the team—whose names I forgot even
as they said them. I don’t think I was rude to anyone, but after the
introductions, I found myself standing in front of the platform. The
team told me that it was more than ten thousand years old. Though they
couldn’t date it, they’d used carbon dating on other objects near it in
the excavation.

They weren’t wrong. My Xiniti implant tagged it as ten thousand years in
addition to giving me the model and the manufacturer—more or less. The
Abominators had weird names and translated from the original Abominator,
this birthing chamber came from the workshops of Artaxus the Unhallowed,
scion of the eighth lineage of someone called Magnetus the Purifier.

Whatever that meant.

Ignoring the explanation, I examined the material. I’d never have
guessed it was ten thousand years old. The ceramic’s surface was smooth
and unpitted. The birthing tubes were clear.

The implant informed me that the birthing chamber was on standby, but
operational. Running my finger down the side of one of the tubes, I
asked how it knew that, getting in return information about the systems
that the Xiniti used to query Abominator technology. It had multiple
methods for gaining control. Did I wish to start? I did not. Later would
be better.

Victor stood next to me. “That’s the motherlode right there. It’s in
perfect condition and the last lab that had it were close to
communicating with it. They even had a backup plan that might allow us
to workaround the AI. Sandy hired a few of them in. They should arrive
next week.”

I felt sick. “What lab?”

“Some lab in New York. Medford, I think? When the Hrrnna’s mercs hit New
York, the mercs told everyone the old lab’s location so the government
had to move the device. They want to keep working on it though, so I
guess we’ve got a few new co-workers, right? And maybe a better chance
to figure this stuff out.”

“It sounds like they were close enough that they should have kept it
somehow—not that I think we shouldn’t have it. It just seems inefficient
to have us start from zero on it and only bring them in a couple years
later.”

Victor shrugged. “It’s the government. I think I heard that they moved
it someplace so secret that it practically disappeared for a year and
half. Except people do know it exists and what it does. According to
government records, when the supers fought the Abominators, the
Abominators used it to create clones, engineer new supers, modify supers
that already existed, and even heal their people.

“It’s too powerful to bury and Sandy’s got pull, so we got
it.”

“What kind of pull does Sandy have?” I kept myself as calm and as much
like a normal, curious person as I could. Any name Victor mentioned
could put us on the trail of the Nine’s agents.

Victor held up his hands. “I don’t know. I don’t pay attention to how
the suits get things done.”

Having the source of influence being a mystery felt more like the Nine
than anything he’d said so far. The whole setup made more sense when
viewed as one of the Nine’s operations than the government’s. They’d put
powerful alien artifacts into a private company staffed with people from
a program they’d created to identify potential mad scientists.

It didn’t seem like the kind of thing an agency worried about public
relations would think up. It did seem like something that an
organization that didn’t care at all about public relations and cared
only for results might think up.

On the other hand, by the time a government agency satisfied a program’s
intended purpose, all relevant laws, and competing bureaucratic and
political interests, it might not look pretty from a public relations
standpoint.

Victor nodded in Stephanie’s direction. She was talking with a group of
people, two of whom wore ties. “It looks like she got caught. I should
show you around until she can join us.”

He took me around the rest of the room. To my relief, I didn’t make an
implant mediated connection with any other technology and while my
implant did recognize devices, I didn’t see anything else as worrying as
the birthing chambers. On the other hand, that might have meant that the
worst stuff wasn’t out.

I didn’t know.

With most of the tour over, Victor led me to a line of cubicles near the
far wall. “When you’re in the lab, you’ll be working here. My
understanding is that you’ll be helping with analyzing the materials
used because we’re trying to reverse engineer them. You’ll also be
helping analyze the devices’ design when we have one we can see inside.”

I thought about it. “That sounds about right. I’m majoring in electrical
engineering and materials science. I started double majoring in
electrical engineering and chemistry, but then I realized that materials
science was what I was really interested in. Fortunately, there’s a big
overlap in courses, so switching wasn’t hard.”

Victor grinned. “It sounds like you’ll fit in around here. Most people
know at least two scientific disciplines—sometimes three or four.
Stephanie told you about my IT and linguistics background, but I’m sure
I got hired because of my interest in genetic engineering and
bioinformatics.”

Even beyond the birthing chambers, that was what the Abominators were
all about. They’d remade their own variant of humanity to supply
themselves with superpowered soldiers. Victor’s claim made sense.

Victor sat down at one of the cubicles and logged in to the computer.
His desktop background showed Harley Quinn posing with a baseball bat.

He opened a few programs, one of them for email, and then looked up at
me. “You know Stephanie from somewhere, right?”

I hoped he wasn’t going to ask for details. They’d set up Stapledon to
maximize deniability about what it really was, but if he wanted details
we’d have to coordinate our lies.

“Sure,” I said. “A bit.”

Victor itched his beard. “Is she with someone? Because I’ve hinted we
should get together and she changes the subject every time.”

“Oh,” I wondered how much I should tell him since she hadn’t. “I think
she got out of a long term relationship. So maybe she’s taking a break
from dating.”

His mouth twisted. “Well, fuck her then. She could have said so.”

Maybe in that moment, I should have pointed out that he didn’t deserve
any explanation at all and that changing the subject was an answer if he
thought about it. At the same time, I didn’t feel quite right lecturing
a near-stranger ten years older than me about basic human behavior.

So, I didn’t and watched as he showed me how to log into programs I’d
need to use. It seemed to me that he typed harder than he had to. By the
time he’d shown me a few things, he’d calmed down and when Stephanie
walked up, he asked, “How’d it go,” with no hint of anger.

She laughed. “We’re getting more funding for the birthing chamber
project. Maybe they’ll let us share a little with everyone else. On the
linguistics side, it’s all one project. How are you guys doing?”

Pointing at the screen, Victor said, “Take a look. I got him into
everything important. Next week, he should be able to be useful.”

She smiled. “Excellent. Thanks. I’m glad you showed him around. Whoever
showed the last intern around left her with half the accounts and
permissions she should have had.”

“Not my fault.” Victor leaned back in his chair. “I’m pretty sure Sandy
was still handling IT himself back then in addition to being CEO and a
team lead. Too many hats. I’m glad he cut back.”

Giving a snort, Stephanie said, “Me too, but I’m wondering if he might
not be busy enough. How are you doing, Nick?”

I shrugged, “I can log into a lot of apps. That’s something.”





Deeper In


        By the end of the day, I’d been shown everything I’d need to know to
start work. At any rate, I knew how to get at my files, what programs
I’d need, and been told multiple variations on, “You can’t tell anyone
about this.”

Around five I got a text from Vaughn saying, “Copter’s leaving
late—6:30. Execs going to old hotel to get hammered.”

I texted back, “Are you going with them?”

“No choice. Family. Higher Ground’s going too. U?”

“Don’t know. I’ll ask.”

I’d been sitting in my cubicle—the one in the main office not the
lab—when I got the text. I looked up from my phone to find Stephanie
standing next to my cubicle.

“Thought I’d let you know—Higher Ground and the Hardwick execs are
meeting for drinks at the old hotel. It’s a way of showing them the
people their money supports. With any luck they won’t talk to them very
much. Some of our people don’t know when to shut up.”

I held up my phone. “Vaughn was just telling me. They’re even inviting
me? I can’t legally drink yet.”

She laughed. “I’m sure they’re not checking ID. The last intern was
underage too and she didn’t let that stop her. But that’s not why I’m
telling you. I was thinking that we could take a walk down the beach and
talk.”

Guessing that she meant “talk about work,” I said, “Yeah. I’ll check
with Vaughn. He might want me there to distract him from everything.”

I didn’t know if Vaughn needed help to keep himself away from drinking
anymore, but it seemed worth checking.

I texted Vaughn. “I’m invited. Meet you there?”

Vaughn texted back. “Dude, no. U really want to drink with my Mom and my
Uncle? I’ll get away if I can.”

I wrote back, “OK.”

Looking up at Stephanie, I said, “It sounds like Vaughn won’t be able to
get away. So, if you want to talk, it’ll just be me.”

“Fine with me. Let’s get out of here.” She turned and waved to a couple
guys a few cubicles away. See you there.”

We walked out of the door, talking about the day as we walked down a
well worn dirt trail in the woods around the complex.

The forest wasn’t anything special—just Michigan woods—leafy trees,
green shrubbery, sandy trails, ivy, and the occasional rotting log.

We came out south of the old hotel. Long with white painted walls and
large windows facing out toward the lake, it had a wraparound porch that
was wide enough for the bar and the growing number of people drinking on
it.

It struck me as a strange mixture—all of the suits from Grand Lake on
the beach with Higher Ground’s jean and t-shirt crowd. The two groups
kept to themselves with a few exceptions. Sandy and a number of the
managers at Higher Ground stood in a group that included Hardwick
Industries executives. One or two executives had wandered into the
groups of Higher Ground employees.

I couldn’t hear the conversations from this distance, but they seemed
happy enough.

“We can talk now,” Stephanie’s voice broke into my thoughts. “We’ve made
enough of an appearance that people know we’re here and we’re far enough
away that no one should be able to hear us. Plus, I’ve got a couple
things going that should distract anyone trying to listen in.”

I glanced over at the hotel again, noticing Emmy standing next to the
bar and then talking to the staff before going back to Russell Hardwick.

“Sure. What do we need to talk about?”

She glanced back at the hotel as we walked down the beach, crossing the
sand to walk near where the waves washed up on the shore.

“We need to get our story straight. I’ve had a couple people ask me how
we know each other. I’ve been telling them that we were in a scholarship
program. What have you been saying?”

“The same thing. They set up the program that way so that we’d have
cover to know each other if we had to. There’s no reason not to use
that.”

She nodded. “Good. That’s what I thought too, but there’s another
wrinkle here. We need to define what kind of relationship we had. Were
we friends, enemies, or casual acquaintances?”

I thought about it. “Acquaintances? That’s closest to the truth and if
anybody asks me about you, I can just say I don’t know.”

She stopped to pull off her shoes, stuff her socks inside, and walked in
the water. I followed her example. We were close enough to the lake that
I knew a wave would soak my feet sooner or later.

Tying her shoelaces together, she said, “Makes sense, but we could go
another way. I’ve already had someone ask if we were dating. If we
pretended to be, we’d never have to look for an excuse to disappear at
the same time again. That works almost as well for friends, but, on the
other hand, if we pretended not to get along, anyone who noticed
anything weird about me might mention it to you. Then you might be able
to deflect it.”

“I like the idea of pretending not to get along. People wouldn’t expect
us to be working together then. The problem is that I don’t think I
could manage it. I’m pretty easy-going and I don’t hold grudges that
long. Um… Pretending to be dating would get weird because I’m actually
dating Haley. Pretending to date you opens up the potential for weird
misunderstandings.

“Plus, Victor just asked me if you were dating anyone and I told him
‘no.’ So that might cause problems.”

Stephanie stopped walking, letting a wave wash across her feet. “Dammit.
Look, I didn’t tell you not to tell him, so that’s on me, but I wish you
hadn’t. The guy’s been dropping unsubtle hints ever since I started
working here.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” I searched her face to try to figure out how angry she
was at me and how much at the situation. She scowled more as she talked
about Victor than when she was telling me she wished I hadn’t said
anything.

“It’s not your fault.”

She took another step down the beach and I walked with her. “If it’s any
consolation, he seemed angry when I mentioned it because he’d noticed
you were changing the subject every time he suggested getting together.
That means he might get that you’re not interested.”

She gave a short laugh. “Maybe. Or maybe he’ll decide he needs to give
me a break for a little while and then start again. He’s a decent enough
co-worker except for that, but after hearing what he thinks about his
girlfriends, there’s no way I’d date him. I’ve hinted in half a dozen
small ways that I’m not interested and I said so as directly as I could
twice. I don’t think he hears me. The undercover thing makes it harder.
If I make him too angry, it might make it impossible for me to get
anything done.”

Turning to look at me, she asked, “How angry was he?”

I thought about it. “For an instant, very angry, but you joined us right
after that and I didn’t notice anything then.”

“Then I guess we’ll see what he’s like on Monday.” She shook her head.
“After Emmy and Sandy, it would be perfect if my internship blew up
because I didn’t want to date some asshole.”

I wondered if I should say what I was going to say for half a second
before it popped out of my mouth. “The funny thing is that if this were
a Bond movie you’d have seduced the guy.”

Giving me a twisted smile, she said, “There’s a male fantasy if you ever
saw one. No, I’m too honest with myself to play the femme fatale. Can
you imagine pretending you like someone enough to build a relationship
with them? It wouldn’t be worth it.”

I nodded. “I don’t have any idea how to go about it.”

She stopped, looking out at Lake Michigan and then back at me. “I don’t
want you to, but I wish you had the skills to do it. There will be a lot
of times where we’ll have to talk people into telling us things they
shouldn’t. You don’t have to seduce them to make that happen. All you
have to do is seem like someone who cares about them. Stapledon has a
track where you learn espionage. Half of it is listening. Try doing
that, okay?”

Having stopped next to her, I said, “Sure.”

I’d stared out at Lake Michigan many times as a result of living in
Grand Lake. It looked like it always did—dark enough that it was
impossible to see the bottom and wide enough that it might as well be an
ocean.

“And that,” Stephanie said, “brings us back to where we were before you
mentioned Victor. How do you want to play this?”

“Friends—close enough that we hang out sometimes, but not exes or even
pretend friends with benefits.”

“I thought you might say that.” She glanced up the beach toward the old
hotel and all the people on the lawn drinking. “I think that’s the best
option for you. You’re better off telling as much of the truth as you
can. That’s why we took this walk.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Look,” she continued, “pretending to be dating offers us the most
flexibility. I don’t think you’d be able to
sell it unless you were actually dating me, but you know what you can
sell? Awkwardly denying we have a relationship. We just walked down the
beach together in full view of everybody. We’re going to disappear
together a lot, partly because I’m in charge of interns, partly because
of what we’re doing.

“They’ll never believe our denials, but we’ll both be telling the truth.
We’ll get all the benefits of dating without having to pretend we’re
doing it. It’s perfect.”

Meeting her eyes, I asked, “Are you always this sneaky?”

She shrugged. “We’re infiltrating a company that might be controlled by
the Nine. We need ‘sneaky.’ I adapt. You should too.”

I stared out at the lake, thinking about its unknown depths. “Victor’s
going to be pissed.”

Swinging her shoes in her left hand, she looked out across the water.
Though still high in the sky, the sun had begun to dip toward it.

“I’ll handle him.”



The red Porsche’s engine roared as Vaughn drove it down the freeway that
ran around Grand Lake.

“That’s crazy,” Vaughn shook his head. “I’m impressed, though. She’s
definitely playing to your strengths. Especially now that you know that
people won’t believe you, you’re going to look awkward and guilty every
time someone asks if you’re going out. That’s some next-level
manipulation there. Be glad she’s on our side.”

“I guess,” I said. “I think she’s on our side, but she kind of tricked
me into doing what she wanted. I think I’d have been just as
uncomfortable with having people think I was cheating on Haley if I’d
known she was setting that up. She could have asked me.”

Vaughn glanced right and moved his car into the right lane, roaring past
the three cars that had been ahead of us, hitting close to ninety miles
per hour as he did it.

On a Saturday morning, the freeway would have been almost empty, but
this was Friday around 7 pm in the middle of the city during one of the
last weekends of summer.

There were cars—not as many as rush hour, but more than Saturday
morning. Vaughn weaved back into the middle lane and I reminded myself
that he’d only ever crashed cars when he was drinking and
driving.

It wasn’t much of a comfort.

Letting the car slow to a speed that wasn’t as far over the speed limit,
Vaughn glanced over at me. “I don’t know, this way you’re more upset
when they ask you because you’re thinking about how she did it. It might
have been the best way to get what she wanted. I don’t know that it was
the right way to do it because you’re less likely to trust her now. But
you also don’t have much of a choice because you both want to keep the
artifacts away from the Nine.”

I sighed. He wasn’t wrong. “Did you learn anything? You ended up stuck
with a bunch of executives plus your uncle and your mom. Any hints that
make you think he’s dealing with the Nine?”

Vaughn snorted. “Not a chance. I’m sure he’s on his best behavior in
front of all those guys—not to mention my mom. They didn’t hint at any
mysterious program or client or anything like they would in a movie. I’d
have been on that.

“No. It was just like getting stuck at home when my parents had board
members over for dinner. Everyone’s trying to impress everyone or
they’re talking about the business or maybe they decide to make points
with my parents by asking me a couple of condescending questions… You
know what I mean.”

I didn’t. My dad did a mixture of writing parenting books, teaching, and
counseling children and teens. My mom marketed his books. We never had
anyone like that over.

I looked over at him. “No. Well… Sometimes my grandfather would bring me
along when he visited supers he was designing devices for. If I was
lucky, they had kids my age. If I wasn’t, everyone talked over me.”

Vaughn nodded. “That’s pretty much what I was going for. But yeah, there
are no leads from my end unless they’re more subtle than I’m noticing.
Maybe I should look at the money we give Higher Ground and what we get
out of it. We might get stuff unofficially. The cool thing is that you
being there gives me an excuse to ask.”

Not sure how to say, “Please don’t ask in a way that gets them thinking
about me,” I responded with, “Good luck.”

Frowning, Vaughn said, “Yeah. I’m going to have to be careful how I do
it.”

It didn’t take much longer than that for us to get back to my house. As
we pulled up in front of the hundred-year-old bungalow I’d inherited
from my grandparents, Vaughn asked, “Do you mind if I park it in the
garage?”

“No problem. It’s not a bad neighborhood, but I wouldn’t be surprised if
it were worth as much as my house.”

Vaughn pulled up the driveway and I triggered the garage door opener
from my stealth suit.

Taking a look at the old, white-painted house, Vaughn said, “Maybe twice
the cost.”

It was a Porsche, after all.

We went inside to find Jeremy waiting for us in the living room. “So,
what are we doing?”

I stopped walking. “Nothing special—just hanging around. I think we’ll
get pizza and watch a movie.”

He closed his laptop and put it in his backpack. “If I’d ever been told
that I’d spend a Friday night hanging around with the Heroes’ League,
that wouldn’t be what I expected.”

As he slung the backpack over his shoulder, I said, “I’m happy to
surprise you, I guess?”

Jeremy took a step toward the back of the house. “It sounds more like a
cheap date or a class party in middle school.”

Vaughn cocked his head. “I could see that.”

We headed to grandfather’s workroom. He’d hidden the elevator in the
floor. We took it one at a time. It was slower but less awkward.

By the time I got downstairs, Tara, Vaughn, Jeremy, Amy, and Kayla were
sitting around the table grabbing plates or eating. Tiger sat at
attention, his tail twitching and eyeing the table, clearly calculating
his chances for getting pizza.

All the pizza boxes showed the stylized “D” that marked them as coming
from D’Onofrio’s, Haley’s family’s restaurants. By comparison to other
movie nights, the number of people was disappointing, but I didn’t have
time to think about it. Haley met me as I stepped out.

“Hey,” she said, grinning at me.

I know it’s a cliche, but it did feel like my heart melted—not that it
had anything to do with my heart. I felt good because I knew she was
happy to see me and I didn’t have to keep my guard up as I had all day.

We held each other. Then as we let go, she said, “What all happened
today?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know if you heard anything from Vaughn, but it
was weird—”

As I began to talk, the whole day’s memories flooded my head.

Haley’s eyes narrowed, “What did Stephanie do?”

“It’s complicated,” I said, and after a pause to put the story together
in my head, I told her about Sandy and Emmy, Victor, the birthing
chamber, the ansible, and the walk down the beach. I didn’t mention
everything Kals had told me because if there were ever a time to go into
that, it wasn’t now.

“So, basically,” I finished, “now everyone’s going to believe we’re an
item or want to be.”

Jeremy looked up from grabbing two more pieces of pepperoni pizza. “I
did my internship this summer at a physics lab near Chicago. I’m pretty
sure nobody was having sex with anybody there and if they were, I don’t
want to imagine it.”

Haley glanced over at him without saying anything and then back at me.
“She should have told you. You don’t just dump something like that on
someone without warning them.”

“True,” Vaughn said, grabbing a paper plate. “You’ve got to admit that
it’s clever. She could have told everyone they were dating. Then they’d
have to make out every once in awhile to sell it. This way everyone will
assume that they’re good enough at hiding it that haven’t gotten caught
making out.”

Haley frowned. “I’ve got to admit that that would have bothered me more.
I know you wouldn’t do anything,” she looked at me, “but I know guys
think she’s attractive.”

Vaughn laughed. “She was the one you saw having sex with her boyfriend
in her lab, right? Or did both of you see them?”

Haley’s mouth twisted as she said, “Mostly me. Nick had me watch them
from one bot’s camera while he checked what document they were printing
from another. And I saw more of her ex-boyfriend than I did of her.”

“No kidding?” Jeremy looked up from his pizza and over at me. “Nick did
you save that video? I’m not saying you should sell it but there are
websites that would pay a lot of money for something like that. What are
their codenames? If they’re big or if their parents are, we could be
talking six figures.”

I tried to remember. I did tend to save everything, but if I’d saved
that, I’d never looked at it. “I have no idea, but we’re under a mental
block similar to the one we gave you. We can’t tell you their codenames
if it would lead to you identifying them.”

Even as I talked, I couldn’t help but notice that every eye in the room
was on him. Kayla’s jaw dropped. “You wouldn’t really sell the video,
would you? Even if you blocked out their faces, someone might still
recognize them.”

Haley’s cheeks reddened. “The way I remember it, the screen mostly
showed her ex-boyfriend’s butt and they kept most of their clothes on.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn laughed. “I remember you guys telling us about that.
That’s the night they stole the plans.”

Looking up from the piece of pizza she’d been cutting with her knife,
Amy said, “That seems like forever ago now. That was the night the
fairies kidnapped Vaughn.”

Jeremy looked over at me. “What?”

Shrugging, I said, “It’s a long story.”

Kayla stared him in the face. “You’re not going to try to sell that
video, are you?”

Jeremy shook his head. “No. I probably can’t because my block won’t let
me. I’m just amazed you don’t think about
how much it would be worth in the wrong hands.”

Holding up her hands, Haley looked around the group. “Let’s just not
worry about that. Why don’t we find another topic and then watch a
movie?”

To me, Haley added, “Vaughn’s right that it’s better than having you
pretend to date her, but the way she didn’t doesn’t make me want to
trust her more.”

“I know. Me neither.” I paused. “So about Gordon’s butt… How would you
rate—”

She stared at me. “Ten out of ten.”

Then she laughed. I didn’t ask her to rate mine. And anyway, as long as
we were on the topic of finding other people attractive, I would have
had to admit that Stephanie was—theoretically. Between having her pass
our plans off to the Coffeeshop Illuminati, fighting a team she was on
in a tournament at Stapledon, and now this, attractiveness wasn’t the
first thing on my mind when I thought of her.

I had to admit that if I saw Stephanie wandering off with some guy, I’d
wonder if they were involved too.

Stepping closer to me, Haley looked up as she grabbed a plate. “I’m
being nice about this, but if Stephanie does something that gets you
hurt, I’m not going to be happy at all. She can’t make decisions like
that if you’re supposed to be working together.”

She put a couple of pieces of pizza on her plate. “And I know I already
said something like that. I’m going to let it go—for now.”

I grabbed my own plate and took a couple pieces myself, glancing over at
Tiger as I did.

The dog watched me with interest. That or maybe he watched the pizza and
I happened to be near it.

“Where’s Marcus,” I asked.

Haley pulled out a chair and sat down. “Well… He’s been trying to figure
out a way to make things right with Sydney. They weren’t ever a couple,
but I think she was hoping. She volunteered to patrol tonight to avoid
him and I convinced her that it would be better if she talked to him. So
they’re out tonight together.”

I pulled out a chair and sat next to her. “What happens if they get into
a fight mid-patrol?”

“They’re going with Chris. The idea is that they’re not going to discuss
any deep issues. They’re just going to get used to working together
again. I don’t think they’ll get in an argument with him there.”

She sighed. “I’m hoping they won’t.”

I asked the next thing that came into my head. “Is Chris in the Rocket
suit?”

Haley nodded. “His version of it. It’s almost the same as yours.”

I ate my pizza. That was good news. However long this lasted, Grand Lake
would still see the Rocket in the skies above it even if it wasn’t me.
We hadn’t gotten to talk about it in detail, but maybe we’d see each
other on Saturday or Sunday.

On Monday, I’d be back at school and later in the day, I’d be at Higher
Ground.

Not a lot more happened that weekend worth mentioning—at least in terms
of events with world-ending stakes. On a personal level, Haley and I
went out on Saturday and had a good time. Also, I spent Sunday studying
and I enjoyed that too. On Monday though, I went to Dr. Strazinsky’s
class. That wouldn’t be worth mentioning either except that when it was
over he said, “Nick, could you stay after class? I’ve got a couple of
questions about your internship.”

I continued putting my books into my backpack but said, “Sure.”

We walked out after he’d answered a couple questions from students and
walked to his office.

“I’m going to assume it’s going well, but I can’t ask more until we’re
inside.” He unlocked his office door.

I stepped in after him and let the door shut.

He gave me a short smile and sat down in the chair behind his desk. Then
he took a breath. “This will be quick. I think you’ve been over there
twice, maybe three times now. How are things going?”

Sliding my chair closer to the desk, I considered the question. “I think
it’s going okay. They finally got me set up with all the computer access
I need on Friday. There was a glitch in my security clearance process or
they would have done it sooner.”

Nodding, Dr. Strazinsky said, “Great. There are always security
clearance glitches. Be glad yours didn’t take weeks to sort out. What do
you think of the place?”

“Higher Ground? I think it’s okay. It’s a little different than I
expected. With the security clearance and everything, I thought it’d be
stuffier or more military somehow? I don’t know. It feels like a Silicon
Valley startup except with alien tech and in West Michigan.”

Giving a long, slow nod and a weak smile, Dr. Strazinsky said, “That’s
true. As much as I admire what the firm represents and can become, I’ve
got to admit that I prefer a more mature or more military organization
for this sort of thing. I know people who are responsible for approving
their access to certain pieces of alien technology and they feel like
the business is sloppy. Don’t pass that on to them, but if you do see
something that worries you about their handling of alien artifacts,
please mention it in our sessions. You’ll have to meet with me or send
me an email over what you’ve done. Don’t put information about what
they’re doing wrong in our official emails.

“I can get people to look into it in ways that won’t be traced back to
you. That will protect you and protect me. You’re dealing with
technology that will affect the future of the human race. We can’t be
too careful.”

More people asking me to spy for them? What was the appropriate response
for that? “Okay. I can do that, but I’ve got to admit that I haven’t
seen anything that worried me so far.”

Smiling in a way that made me think he was nervous, Dr. Strazinsky said,
“That’s good. I’d like to believe they’re careful, but I’ve worked at a
startup before—back when I was young and stupid. My experience is that
they’re fast and loose with security when they can get away with it and
they’re stressful places to work. I think everyone should do it once.
It’s an amazing experience but you should go into it with your eyes
open.”

I wondered, should I be reading more into this than he was saying? Not
sure how to get him to be more direct if he needed to be, I said the
first thing that came into my head. “I’d like to think I’m going into
this with my eyes open. It’s an opportunity to learn. It may or may not
turn into a job someday, but I can’t make any assumptions. Also, I’ll
keep you aware of what I’m doing. I’m sure you’ll see things I don’t.”

Dr. Strazinsky frowned. “Let’s hope so. There’s another matter related
to what I was just talking about. I do get a little information from
Higher Ground. The woman who manages interns knows you from college?”

And that’s where this got one step weirder and more interesting.
“Different colleges. We were both in the same scholarship program—the
kind where you meet other recipients for extra help a couple times a
month. She was two years ahead of me. I don’t know her that well, but I
do know her.”

“Good. Good,” he stumbled verbally forward quickly enough that I wasn’t
sure he’d heard me. “I don’t know her, but if you’ve got a friend there,
it might help. It’s nice to have someone to watch your back.”

Here was another place that someone else might have been able to get him
to say more. I could only manage, “Why do I need someone to watch my
back?”

He shook his head. “Don’t worry about it, but my experience is that
office politics are worse in a startup, especially one that’s just past
the beginning where it’s changing from being a few people with a mission
to a bunch of people who want to get rich.”

I thought about what I’d seen so far. I’d never heard anyone talk about
money, but that might not be something you’d tell an intern about. I
offered up, “They seem nice so far. I guess we’ll see what I think in a
week.”

He nodded. “We’ll make a more formal session out of it next time. The
first weeks of the semester are loose. Even with the internships that
don’t require security clearances, no one’s doing anything much in the
first week.”

He grinned. “You’ll be surprised at how well knowing that prepares you
for your first week in most jobs you have after graduation.”

With that, we finished off the conversation and I left to meet Vaughn at
the helipad, beginning the first week where I could be useful at work.

When I walked into Higher Ground’s office, I had two minutes in front of
my desk to check email before Stephanie all but dragged me away to the
lab. I’d literally just clicked on an email she’d written to me. The
subject? “COME TO THE LAB NOW!”

Even as I logged out of my computer and stood up from my chair, I heard
the door open and Stephanie grabbed my arm and led me out the door to
the lab.

Letting go of my arm as the door shut behind us, she said, “You’re
meeting with Ryan McCall. He’s the lab’s chief scientist.”

Walking next to her on the path to the lab, I managed to get out an,
“Uh-huh.”

“You’re going to want to make a good impression. Even if you’re not
planning to work here, it’ll get you better assignments now. If you were
planning to work here, I’d be irresponsible not to tell you that he’s
gotten people fired over the stupidest things.”

Eyeing her expression, I felt sure that she meant it. “Oh. So he’s not
easy to deal with?”

She took a breath, “He’s relaxed and friendly on the surface, but he’s
also the reason we’ve lost three scientists this year.”

I’d have asked more questions, but by then we were in the lab. We
scanned in, walked through the “airlock,” and almost walked into the man
were there to meet.

Ryan McCall stood only a couple feet back from the door. With bleached
blond hair, a slim but muscular body, tight slacks, and a blue shirt
with a noticeable sheen, he looked more like he was planning to go
dancing than work as a scientist.

In retrospect, I thought I remembered seeing him talking and drinking
with Russell Hardwick and Sandy before Stephanie and I started walking
down the beach.

Nodding to Stephanie, he said, “This is Nick?”

“That’s right.” To me, she said, “Nick, meet Dr. McCall.”

He smiled and shook my hand. “Thanks, Stephanie. You can go now. I’d
like to talk to him in my office.”

“Let me know when you’re done, Nick.” She met my eyes, giving me a look
that I interpreted as “I told you he was a jerk.”

Nodding toward the other side of the building, he said, “This way,”
leading me between groups of cubicles and cabinets full of samples, past
the birthing chambers, and over to a row of offices along the far wall.

“She’s kind of hot,” he told me.

I guessed that he meant that as small talk. Maybe if I was noncommittal
he’d move on to another topic? “Sure.”

He opened the door to his office. “How long have the two of you known
each other?”

“A couple of years. We were in the same scholarship program so we ran
into each other every two weeks during school. We’ve never been
particularly close, but we get along.”

He chuckled. “She’s a good person to know here. She’s barely more than
an intern herself, but she’s organizing the interns and acting as
project manager for a few different things. That’s the nice thing about
the newly hired. They’ve got something to prove.”

He indicated the chair in front of his desk. “Please sit.”

It didn’t seem long since I’d sat down across from Dr. Strazinsky, but
this was a very different office. Dr. Strazinsky’s had been organized
and professorial. This looked like the rest of the lab—concrete floor,
thick metal cabinets that held samples and probably files.

A box with scraps of material sat on his desk. He fished a large one out
of the box. My implant identified it as a ceramic material based on one
the Abominators created that was commonly used in galactic civilization.

Holding the long, red shard above the box, he asked, “Let’s say that we
want to analyze this material, but we can’t get a sample off of it
that’s small enough. We’d like scrapings so that we can easily put them
under a microscope or analyze them in other ways. We don’t have anything
hard enough on Earth that we can scrape anything off of it, much less
cut it or grind it down. Not even diamonds will work. What would you
do?”

I looked down at the box of scraps, thinking about it and then looking
for more of the same material inside. Diamond cut diamond. This should
be able to cut itself.

Not everything inside the box was of alien manufacture. I recognized
various metals, rock shards, and even gems in addition to alien
materials.

Finding one of the same type as the original shard, I took it and ran my
piece across it, leaving a long scrape down the length of it.

He laughed. “Very nice. You’re not the first person to try that, but
you’re one of the quickest. A few had the same idea, but couldn’t
identify the right material. Others carefully tried all of them—which I
respect, but it’s so slow. Now, explain your reasoning.”

I put the shards back in the box. “I thought if diamond could cut
diamond, this material could cut itself too. That’s all. Nothing too
clever.”

He laughed again. “That’s what I like about engineers. They go for the
simple, pragmatic idea. I think you’ll do well here. Now, what are you
interested—”

His desk phone rang and he picked it up. I had little choice but hear
his end of the conversation. He didn’t tell me to leave.

He spent the first minute or two listening, finally responding with, “I
don’t care. I don’t care what you have to do or who owns it now. Get it.
You’ve got a budget. Think about what you can do. Okay? I don’t care
how. Get it or you’re fired.”

Then he hung up, giving me a quick smile, he said, “I can’t imagine what
that sounded like to you. Sometimes we have to motivate our people to
get what the business needs. I gave him a push.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, wondering if I’d just seen the beginning of a crime.

His smile widened. “You’ve never worked at the high levels of a
business—any business, I bet, given your age. Trust me, there are things
that are normal in a business that look scary to outsiders. That guy I
talked to? He’s not going to go rob somebody. He’d go to jail, right?
No, he’s going to think creatively now. That’s part of what being a
manager means, knowing what will motivate your people to do their best.
He needs a kick in the pants.

“Now before we were interrupted, I’d asked you what you’re interested in
professionally. What’s your answer? Remember, there’s no shame in
thinking big.”

From there on, it became a completely conventional discussion about
career goals. In the background, though, I found myself wondering about
the guy. He could say he never intended that a crime should be committed
if the guy stole whatever it was they were talking about, but from what
I heard he’d encouraged exactly that without ever saying so directly.

The paranoid side of my brain wondered if he’d planned that
interruption. It wouldn’t be hard. I’d heard a story about a Silicon
Valley startup that made one of their interview questions, “If you could
press a button that would give you one million dollars, but would also
kill a farmer on the other side of the world, would you if it couldn’t
be traced back to you?”

They’d hire the ones that said yes. Hypothetically, he could be trying
to vet future employees by how they reacted. Maybe he’d keep the interns
that he thought he could bully into silence or corrupt?

If that were true, I wondered if I’d passed.

In the meantime, I kept up the career chatter, telling about how I
wanted to be on the edge of whatever technological developments humanity
made in this century. If that sounded naive, I was at least being
honest. After about a hour, we were done and I walked back to my
workstation.

I spent the next three and half hours shadowing the scientists and
technicians who were analyzing the materials used in the alien tech and
making first steps in the direction of replicating them.

With half an hour left in my day, I found myself working on a summary of
what I’d done for Dr. Strazinsky. At least that was part of what I was
working on. My implant had a collection of methods for breaking into
Abominator technology. I’d set it to try the least risky ones out on the
birthing chamber.

As I stared at the screen, the implant notified me that it had made
progress. It had access to the archives, making me wonder what was in
them.

In answer to my thought, I saw creature after creature, some of them
familiar. For example, I saw the Abominators’ standard ground
troops—humans that had been given claws, regeneration, inhuman agility
and strength—Haley’s ancestors.

Some of the images were more monstrous than that. For example, a
tentacled creature that reminded me of a panther except for the
eyestalks, mandibles, and exoskeleton—that and the lack of fur.

Sensing my interest in the creature, the implant gave me more
information. Called a Tentacled Seeker by the Xiniti, the Abominators
had used it to track people down and kill them. The tentacles had poison
stingers.

I checked out a few more and went back to the Tentacled Seeker. The
entry described its hunting techniques and effectiveness. It also gave
statistics for the process of birthing copies of the creature. The
birthing chambers could produce an adult within four hours.

The machine had at least twelve chambers from what I could see. So, you
could create 24 of the creatures in a night if you wanted to make 24
animal assassins.

I poked around the creatures’ profile a little more before noticing that
all profiles had logs of how recently they’d been accessed. Expecting to
find that it had been three thousand years or more, I looked over the
last few dates. The last two accesses were
me, but the third turned out to have been on Saturday afternoon.

The birthing chamber showed a couple more from last week.

I queried the implant to ask if there were anywhere that showed whether
or not the creatures had been used. The implant didn’t know. The
birthing chambers had a small AI that would have an easier time noticing
if we broke into that subsystem.

I stood up in my cubicle, looking over toward Victor and finding him
working at his desk. I walked over to him. “Do you know if the
linguistics team had any breakthroughs on the birthing chambers’ user
interface?”

After looking around for a moment to find the source of my voice amid
the chatter mechanical hums of the lab, Victor stood up in his cube and
faced me. “Breakthroughs with the user interface? No. And believe me,
I’d know. That would bring everything in the lab to a stop. Why do you
ask?”

Now that was something I hadn’t thought through. Why would I be asking
about the user interface, something I wouldn’t be working with at all?
“Well, you’d said that that you were having people from that other lab
come here. I didn’t phrase it well, but where do we need the help? Is it
the user interface? Does it need power? Something else?”

He shook his head. “We think it’s all a user interface issue. There are
physical controls. We don’t understand them, but we’re working on it.
There are also telepathic controls. We don’t understand them either, but
the Medford, New York lab was close to it. They’d worked up a variation
on a psi helmet—you might have seen one on TV—and we followed their
plans, but it doesn’t seem to have worked right. That’s why we’re
bringing them in. That and they know more, but I bet they know more
because their helmet worked.”

I thought back to the Medford lab. I couldn’t remember them saying
anything like that when we saved them from an alien attack, but, on the
other hand, they’d defended themselves from that attack using working
alien technology. It didn’t take much to guess that they were doing
something right.

I wondered who they’d send. I didn’t meet many people there, but I met a
few and I might recognize the person. You never know. “Yeah, I bet those
helmets would help. I’m sorry if I interrupted you, by the way. I got
curious and I wasn’t thinking about much other than that.”

Victor grinned. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell you if you’re bothering
me.”

A passing scientist (or so I assumed from his lab coat) said, “He will,”
but didn’t stop to join in the conversation.

Victor told him, “No one likes a smartass,” as the man passed and they
both laughed. When he’d finished, he said, “Like I said, don’t worry
about it. I was meaning to talk to you anyway. Do you code? We’ve got
people who do, but everyone wears different hats and we’ve all got too
many projects. You’re an intern though, so, we can make sure you’ve got
the time.”

I laughed. “A little. I’m in electrical engineering in addition to
materials science, so my programming is kind of low level. I know
assembly, C, Verilog and some Java, but I’ve never needed to use Java
except for class. I’ve been learning Python and thinking about learning
C++. Except for a little bit of experimentation with phone apps, I only
program when I need to. It’s not my main interest.”

I skipped describing that most of my programming experience came from my
various bots and the League’s communicators.

Nodding, Victor said, “That’s good enough. I don’t know what our people
are using for the helmet, but I might bring you in if we need to make
changes and none of the original programmers can.”

“Ok. Just as long as it’s a language I know. I’m willing to pickup a
language, but I don’t think you want to me to make my mistakes on
something that big.”

Victor waved his hand across his chest, waving my objections away. “You
won’t be the the first person to make mistakes on this project.
Sometimes I feel like that’s all we do. Don’t worry about it. You’re
smart. It’ll work out or it won’t.”

He sat back down—which meant the conversation was over, I guess.

With that, I finished the rest of my summary for Dr. Strazinsky and
emailed it to him and since it was five o’clock, I got up and left the
lab.

I wasn’t the only one. I left in a crowd of lab workers, most of them
talking with each other. I didn’t see anyone I knew so it surprised me
when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

I glanced back to see Stephanie. “Let’s talk for a second before you
leave.”

By that time we were outside the lab and standing on the grass. “Sure.”

She still hadn’t taken her hand off my shoulder and as we walked away
she leaned into me. I frowned. “What are you doing?”

“Selling it. Look happy or nervous. It doesn’t matter which. Just keep
on moving until we’re around the corner.”

I turned around toward the line of people crossing back to the main
office. Ryan McCall happened to be watching us as I did. He grinned and
gave me a thumbs up.

I made a half-smile and turned back to Stephanie, stepping forward until
we made it around the corner. Standing next to a windowless white wall,
she let go of me.

“How did it go with McCall?” Stephanie met my eyes, watching me for
signs of… something?

“Okay, I think. He gave me a test and seemed to like what I did.”

“The box of scraps?”

I raised an eyebrow.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “He doesn’t do that every time, but
he does it a lot.”

I did a quick check around us, seeing only the white building, the grass
lawn and the forest. No one had followed us.

“He said he’d done it before. There was one other thing. He took a call
and it sounded like he was pushing the guy on the other end to steal
something. I assumed it was an Abominator artifact, but it wasn’t clear.
I don’t think he ever told the guy to steal directly, but it was obvious
in context.”

She stared at me. “Do you have a recording?”

I thought at the implant and it replayed the scene in my head. “Yes, but
it might be hard to move it from the system I used to a normal video
format.”

“I’m not going to ask, but try. I’d like to see it. I might know who he
was talking to.”

“One more thing. I’ve got some access to the birthing chambers and
someone’s been looking at animal assassins. Do you know anything about
that?”

She shook her head, eyes widening. “No, but I think we need to tell Red
Bolt and Future Knight now.”

“Wait. What do you think they’re likely to do? From my experience
they’re likely to break in and look at the birthing chambers or worse.”

She raised an eyebrow and looked up at me, saying nothing.

“Their minds had been messed with, but they weren’t puppets. Whatever
the Mayor told them, they decided on their own that it was worth trying
to take out the whole Heroes’ League at once—including Jaclyn. Even
untrained, she’s out of their league. In fact, I’m pretty sure it was
only the second time that they were doing it under the Mayor’s control.
The first time, I think they did it of their own free
will.”

She sighed. “They’re not my first choice in mentors, but they’re not
complete idiots either. I’m pretty sure they’ll see that with the Feds
involved, it’s not a good idea to go in guns blazing. Besides, they know
people. We’re talking about Abominator designed assassins. They’ll know
who to talk to to find out if anyone’s sighted any and someone at the
Michigan Heroes Alliance will know how to warn people without losing
control of the information.”

I frowned. “I hope you’re right.”

“Me too. And please don’t take this wrong, but did you tell anybody?”

I shook my head. “You’re the first person. I haven’t even told Vaughn or
anybody on my team.”

I stopped and thought about it for a second. Stephanie stared at me.
“Who did you tell?”

“No one, but I did ask Victor if there had been any progress on
user-interface right afterwards. He didn’t seem to make any connection.
He just went on to ask me to ask me if I could program. I told him I
could and he said, he might have me write some
code.”

Stephanie took a quick look to the left and right. “What is he having
you code for? I’ve been doing the coding for the UI team.”

“I think it was something about psi-helmets. I guess they’re useful in
connecting with the birthing chamber and he wanted me to tweak the code
if the original programmers were busy. It might be connected with
whoever’s visiting from the last lab to have the birthing chamber?”

“Oh God,” Stephanie shook her head. “It sounds like it’s ‘secret
project’ time again.”

She explained before I could ask her what she meant. “It’s like this:
every now and then, the higher ups have an idea, but they don’t want to
share it. So they put together a team and place them on some other
teams’ project without telling them.”

“Oh. I don’t want to take your project.”

She shook her head. “You’re not. They’re doing some weird new thing on
their own now. You need to keep your eyes open and figure out exactly
what the project is and who’s involved. There’s going to be someone from
higher management and a middle manager—Victor, obviously. But who else?
And is it normal business stuff or is this from outside? This might be
the Nine’s project.”

I considered that. “What happens if it’s normal business stuff?”

She cocked her head. “Then someone’s trying to make someone else look
bad by getting farther on their project than the original team did. Even
better, you can bet someone’s going to get fired when it’s over.”

“That doesn’t make sense. If people learned all the stuff they need to
know to work here, it’s a huge waste to fire them like that.”

“Well, yeah,” Stephanie said, shrugging. “It’s stupid, but if you’re
playing political games and don’t have to pay for it yourself, you don’t
care about that. This place runs on cash from the government and
investors like Hardwick. It’s not going to get better until our
executives feel some pain when they fire someone for no good reason.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that.

Stephanie shook her head. “I guess we’re done. I’ll tell you what Red
Bolt and Future Knight decide to do—especially if it’s dumb. Do you have
anything else?”

My mind went back to a few days before when she told me about Emmy and
Sandy. “You know a lot of synonyms for sex.”

She laughed. “Oh yeah. My mom wouldn’t let us use the word. She’d always
say ‘have relations’ or something else that isn’t really any better. So
I rebelled and I made a special point to find euphemisms that were worse
than just saying it. It seemed funny, so I memorized a bunch from a
list.”

“It’s impressive that you still remember them now.”

Looking toward the trail that would bring her to the hotel, her mouth
twisted. “I was a little snot. Anyway, you probably shouldn’t make the
helicopter wait for you.”

“True.” With that, we went our separate ways. I followed the sidewalk
back to the front of the main building. As I walked around the corner, I
could see Vaughn waiting at the helipad, but the helicopter wasn’t there
yet.

Much closer to me, Emmy walked out the front door of the main office,
her hair blowing a little in the breeze. I waved at her.

Normally quick with a smile, she didn’t seem like herself. She didn’t
seem to notice, staring straight ahead and walking slowly, one step
ahead of the other.

When I said, “Hey, Emmy?” She turned toward me with start and I
recognized tears glistening around her eyes.

“Are you okay?” I asked, aware that I hadn’t even given her a chance to
reply.

Sniffling, she said, “I had a bad day. I’m sure I’ll feel better
tomorrow. Don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal.”

The scrunched up expression on her face as she said it gave lie to the
last sentence. I had a guess as to what might be wrong, but didn’t feel
comfortable pushing her to say more.

“Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

She nodded and walked down the trail toward the hotel where they kept
the employees’ cars.

When I came back on Wednesday, Emmy wasn’t at the front desk. That gave
me pause and I wasn’t alone in worrying. I’d kept Vaughn informed of
everything I’d seen. So it wasn’t a surprise when he leaned over the
counter to her desk, moving the computer mouse.

“Her name’s still the most recent log in.” He pushed himself off the
counter. “I don’t know if the medical division’s got rules about dating
other employees, but technically, she’d have been dating someone from
another company. So she shouldn’t get fired for that. On the other hand,
I bet there’s something in the Employee Handbook that would let them
fire her for dating a married guy. I wonder where she is?”

“No idea.” We walked together until we came to Vaughn’s
office.

He opened the door and stopped halfway through, turning back to me.
“Don’t leave me hanging, okay? Text me when you find out what’s going
on.”

“I’ll do what I can. We’re not supposed to use our phones in the lab. I
might be able to take a break outside though.”

He gave me a thumbs up and stepped through the door.

I walked down the hall, wondering how damaged the ansible was and if I’d
be able to send a message from my implant to ansible and out to the
Xiniti space station near Mars and then back to Earth and Vaughn’s
phone. Maybe I wouldn’t need to? Knowing as I did that there were aliens
on Earth, it seemed impossible that none of them had found a way to link
Earth’s internet to the interstellar ansible network.

On the other hand, if they were on Earth, they might be here to avoid
galactic civilization—which was understandable. On a personal level, I
felt like I should reply to Kals, but I felt awkward about it too.

That was my last thought before entering Higher Ground’s lobby. As my
shoes hit the wooden floor, Stephanie stood up in her cubicle, waving at
me. “Over here.”

I walked around the far end of the row, pulled my chair out of my cube,
and rolled it down the row to find Emmy sitting with Stephanie in a
chair borrowed from another cube.

I said the obvious, “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Because you’re assuming that I’d be hiding from Sandy?” Emmy shook her
head and then took a breath and looked down. “If you are, you’re right.
Sandy’s in California with his wife for the next two
weeks.”

Emmy glanced over at Stephanie, keeping her voice low. “Does he know?”

“That you and Sandy were playing ‘hide the cannoli?’ Emmy, everybody
knows.”

Emmy blinked. “Hide the cannoli?” Then she giggled and looked at me.
“I’m beginning to feel like I should have a
press conference for everyone in the building so that I only have to
explain it once. Except then I’m pretty sure I’d get fired. There’s a
section in our employee handbook about engaging in ‘immoral behavior on
company grounds.’ Technically, it would have been here, but it’s all
Hardwick property.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think they really care, but if they do, you
know they won’t punish Sandy.”

Her mouth twisted and she looked at me. “Not that you asked, but I broke
up with him. When we started he said he and his wife were practically
divorced. They’re not.”

Stephanie shook her head. “That’s practically a cheater cliche—at least
that’s what Lifetime movies tell me.”

Emmy sniffed. “Good news. All their cliches are true. I’m sure that next
week it’ll turn out that I’m pregnant with Sandy’s baby, an ex-boyfriend
will start stalking me, and one of the two of them will hire a hitman to
kill me and steal the baby after she’s born.”

“But it’ll be okay in the end,” Stephanie told her, “because you’re a
good person and because of the hot yet sensitive guy you’ll fall in love
with in the next two hours.”

I looked from one of them to another. “You’re making me feel better and
better about never watching that channel.”

Stephanie smiled. “It only seems silly because it’s not your ridiculous
fears and fantasies.”

She looked at Emmy, “Do you want to go out after work? Hit a bar and
hang out?”

Then Stephanie grinned at me, “And no offense, but not you. You’re under
21, right?”

“Twenty,” I said. We’d been in space on my birthday and I hadn’t even
noticed until we got home. They used a different calendar out there.

“Good,” Stephanie said, “then I’m not being rude. I’m being a good
example to the intern.”

And turning back to Emmy she said, “So, girls’ night out?”

Emmy paused, exhaling before saying, “I… Yes. Let’s.”

They both smiled, Emmy a little more slowly. Then she looked between
Stephanie and I. “Someone told me the two of you were going out. Are
you?”

Stephanie shook her head. “I don’t know where that came from. No.”

Deciding that I should back her up on this, I said, “I’ve been going out
with Haley, my girlfriend, since my senior year of high school.
Stephanie and I sometimes talk here, but that’s it. People make
assumptions sometimes.”

Not long after that Stephanie and I went to the lab while Emmy went back
to her desk. Before leaving, I texted Vaughn, “Emmy in my office. Still
employed.”

He texted back, “Good,” and added, “You should look at this.”

He’d sent a link to a Detroit Free Press article with the headline,
“Local Businessman Killed by Cougar.” I read the article. He’d invested
in Higher Ground.





Claws & Eyes


        My lab hummed with the sound of 3D printers and other machines putting
together more bots, some of them from new designs. I didn’t know how
sophisticated Higher Ground’s security was, but I’d have to beat it if I
wanted to learn more.

Off the top of my head, I listed what I wanted to find out more about
and wrote them on a piece of paper, numbering them, but not in order of
importance.

1. Any connection to the Nine.

2. The Higher Ground investor who’d died.

3. Whatever happened as a result of that call Ryan made.

4. Who had learned how to use the birthing chambers.

I stopped and thought, adding more.

5. How far can I trust Stephanie?

6. What about Emmy? Is she the mother of the True or not?

7. Who’s visiting from the Medford lab? Is that person connected with
the Nine? Lim seemed to think the Medford lab might be.

Distracted by the bouquet of chemicals, I hoped that I wasn’t working
with anything cancer-causing, but after checking the robots’ progress on
my computer, I picked up the pen again and leaned over the counter,
staring at the paper.

How was I going to handle all this stuff? Red Bolt and Future Knight
were going to investigate Dean Whiteford, the businessman killed by the
“cougar.” They were on that side of the state anyway if I remembered
correctly. Hopefully, they’d get back to us with information. They were
well-known heroes and Stephanie seemed to think they were competent
enough in that setting at least.

As for the rest, getting access to the Nine’s computer system would open
up a lot of possibilities. Hal, our resident AI, would be able to break
in provided I could get him a connection to Higher Ground’s network.
Even if he somehow had difficulty, he might be able to get help. He’d
told us that there were other AI’s. If he could get help without telling
them what he was doing, it might be worth the risk.

On the other hand, it might not. I’d have to talk to him about it and
then specifically forbid bringing anyone else in if I had to.

That left the people questions. Could I trust Stephanie? Emmy? Whoever
came from the Medford lab? I didn’t have an easy answer for any of them.

About the time I’d decided that for now, I should stick with bugging the
buildings and getting Hal a connection, Tara stepped into the lab.

She wore a grey Heroes’ League uniform and a few drops of sweat ran down
her face. I’d seen her practicing martial arts moves alone when I
entered HQ.

She pulled out a stool next to where I sat by the wall. “Hey Nick, how’s
the investigation going?”

“Well, as of today we’ve got our first unexplained death. In mystery
novels, that means you’re making progress because no one would bother to
try to kill you if you weren’t getting closer to understanding what’s
going on. The problem is that I don’t feel any closer to understanding
what’s going on and if anyone was, it’s probably the guy who died.”

Tara pursed her lips. “That’s hard to say. I’d need more information to
be useful. Do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

“Go ahead.”

She asked me a lot of questions, covering everything I’d been doing
since we’d last talked—which was great since when she chose to, she
could pull together details I would never notice.

When she was done, she frowned. “I wish I were there. It’s nothing
against you, but I need more detail than I think you notice.”

“Bringing you along would be a problem.” Even if Tara didn’t look like a
taller, muscular version of Emmy, there was the fact that we’d be
bringing the final product of their research in to visit—assuming
someone was creating the True.

Tara laughed. “I don’t know enough to know for sure what’s going on, but
did you wonder why Sandy happened to be gone when that man died?”

I looked at her. “Kind of, but I thought it would be impossible because
he was heading to California to spend time with his wife and the murder
happened in Detroit. Also, I don’t know anything about Sandy that says
it’s likely that he’d be a murderer. I know that he was cheating on his
wife with Emmy, but neither Emmy nor his wife are dead.”

She leaned forward, resting her chin on her arm. “It’s not that I think
Sandy did it, but there’s something about the timing that bothers me. 
Maybe Sandy was coordinating the death so he wouldn’t fall under
suspicion?”

“That would explain the coincidence, but it’s so weird that Higher
Ground would include people who actively murder people. I’d have pegged
them for the kind of people who do it indirectly by working with the
Nine—because if they hand over their research to the Nine, the Nine will
use it to kill people.”

Tara shrugged. “I told you I don’t have enough information to really do
my thing well. If I could talk to someone else who worked there, I’d be
able to make more connections. Like maybe if Stephanie came over here
again and I asked her questions…”

Tara’s voice trailed off as she leaned back on her stool, eyes
unfocusing, thinking about something only she knew.

Then she straightened. “I never thought I’d be near the beginning of any
version of the True. For both of my parents, the creation was far enough
in the past that they didn’t think about it. And this place? Even if
it’s not exactly the same, some of the same people are involved.”

She paused, staring into space and then continuing. “Even if Emmy’s not
the base for the True here, versions of her must have been the basis for
both my father’s and my mother’s version—which makes her another version
of me or at the least an ancestor.

“I hope that I can meet her somehow. I know it’s a dumb idea, but I want
to know what we were like before we became… whatever we are. Maybe after
it’s all over if Lim thinks it’s okay?”

“I’d say yes, but I have no idea what Lim would think.” I hoped she
wouldn’t try it on her own. She’d never tried anything like that, but
everyone has things that will push them to act in ways you might not
expect.

She nodded and continued talking her voice growing more intense as she
went. “I get it. I don’t expect you to make any promises you can’t keep,
but here’s one you can. If this all ends in violence or some other
situation where you have to stop them at any cost, bring me in.

“You don’t know how bad they can be. I know you’ve heard about them, but
hearing about them isn’t enough. No one should be hunted like my family
was. If I can do anything to stop the creation of more True, I will.”

She stopped there, eyes bright, face tight, and her attention focused on
me. It didn’t take much to imagine her running into battle. I wouldn’t
have wanted to be on the other side.

Looking at her, I knew I didn’t know what it felt like to move all over
Infinity City, trying to keep away from the True. At the same time, I
knew she felt it.

“In that situation, I’ll bring you in. I promise. It would be stupid not
to. I can’t promise that you’ll get to meet Emmy, but I’ll see if I can
help talk to Agent Lim once this is all over. It shouldn’t matter
anymore.”

“Thanks,” she said and she hugged me so hard that it hurt for the first
couple seconds.

In a romantic comedy or a sitcom, Haley would have walked in in that
moment and we would have had 30 minutes to an hour of misunderstanding
to work out.

Then she let go, saying, “Sorry, I’m sweaty. I’m going to go clean up.”

As she backed away from me, I asked, “How’s the internship going?”

She smiled. “Great! We’ve been working on a training regimen for your
team and Rhino and C and Mindstryke have all been dropping by at
different times and they all have so much to teach. It’s better than I
thought it would be when I realized I’d been blackballed from
I-don’t-know-how-many-teams.

“Please don’t take it wrong, but I’d have taken anything.”

“I get it. I don’t know what I’d have done in your position.”

She shook her head. “You won’t be in my position. Half of the major
superhero teams owe your grandparents somehow, but I’m sure you know
that.”

Giving me a wave, she walked out the lab’s door in the direction of the
showers.

She wasn’t wrong. I’d walked into Stapledon as the grandson of one of
the earliest known superheroes. She’d walked in as a refugee from
another reality with no connections. Also, the guys in her class at
Stapledon had hit on her constantly. I’d even heard that they had a
contest to see who could sleep with her first.

Her response had been to beat up all of them during a training session.
Unfortunately, they were from influential families in the superhero
community and that had consequences.

Once she left, I got back to monitoring the robots, wondering if I’d
done the right thing by promising she could be involved in what we did
with the True. When push came to shove, we would need her. She’d be our
best authority on how they thought and probably the only person who
could match their abilities with strategy and tactics.

On a gut level, I couldn’t help but wonder if she might find herself too
personally involved with the True to make her best decisions. Her
ability to turn vast numbers of small details into patterns argued that
she’d be fine, but the True could do the same thing and they were
genocidal, near fascist super-soldiers.

That’s the kind of thing that made me think that Tara’s feelings, hopes
and fears mattered a lot.

On the one hand, she wanted to stop the True from being created here,
but on the other, she wanted a connection with Emmy. With her mother
dead by the hands of the True and her father dead here, Emmy was Tara’s
only connection to her own history.

I shook my head. This was a problem for later. For now, I had devices to
make and then to install in Higher Grounds’ offices.

Hours went by. I lost track of time as I worked. I’d redesigned the
remote control for my bots. Though I’d recreated it as software in the
Rocket suit, my new version acted as an interface between my implant and
the bots, allowing me to control them directly with my brain.

I probably could have figured out a way for the implant to connect to
the bots directly either by imitating their control signals or creating
a system for the bots that connected to the implant, but this was
easier.

It meant I didn’t have to redesign the bots and that my first attempt at
connecting to alien technology didn’t have to fit inside a bot. Instead,
I’d designed it to look like a portable phone charger.

I tested a spybot, sending it in a circle around the room. The
connection stayed strong and it responded to my directions as well as it
did from the suit—better maybe.

I did feel a little weird to have a little window showing the bot’s
camera feed in my head, but the Xiniti had systems for controlling
devices remotely built into the implant. Figuring out how to make the
video and sound convert over had the side effect of answering if it were
possible to translate my conversation with Ryan (Higher Ground’s head
scientist) into Earth audio-visual formats.

As I began to bring the spybot in for a landing, Haley stepped through
the door. She wore her costume which was grey with an abstract head of a
cat on her chest.

“I can’t believe you’re still here.” She stepped to the side as I lost
control of the bot and it skidded across the table and hit the wall next
to the door.

I felt my eyes widen. “Sorry.”

Haley glanced down at the spybot where it lay on the floor. “It’s my
fault. I should have given you more warning.”

“I’m not sure that would have helped.”

She laughed. “I doubt it. You weren’t paying attention to anything, but
if I had made a noise maybe you wouldn’t have broken your bot this
badly.”

Bending over, she picked it up and put it on the counter I sat next to.
Its nose had been smashed in. A quick look at the bot’s vitals showed
that it was still connected to the remote and that the main rocket would
still respond.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s an old bot I only keep around for testing
anyway.”

“Good.” Then she frowned. “Do you know what time it is? It’s after
midnight.”

The implant gave me the exact time—12:14 am. “I kind of knew that. Why
are you here?”

“I went out on patrol with Tara. Chris and Camille were out too, but
they were flying so mostly it was Tara and me.”

“How’s that going?” I’d heard Tara’s perspective. Haley’s might be
different.

Haley cocked her head. “It’s good. It’s a little strange to have Chris
in the suit instead of you, but I think Tara makes us coordinate better
and she notices so much about how we fight. I think she’s good for the
team. If she wants to stay after she’s done with her government service,
I think we should take her.”

“I’d be for it. Ignoring powers, I think she’s the best hand to hand
fighter I’ve seen in the program.”

Waving her hand at the tables in the lab, she asked, “So what have you
been working on?”

“Stuff for bugging the lab. I’ve got an interface for the bots and my
implant and a couple of new types of bots.”

Haley looked over at the tables full of parts and a few finished bots.
“I only see one kind.”

“One of them doesn’t look like a bot. The box full of little black dots
about the size of ant heads? I’m calling them ‘dotbots.’ They can only
move a little bit, but once they get into the right spot, they can
burrow into concrete if they have to and at worst they’ll look like a
speck on the wall. They’re the bugs. They’ve got a decent range for both
audio and visual and as usual, they’ll self-destruct.

“The bigger bot—the wasp-sized one—I’m calling a ‘spitbot.’ It contains
several dotbots which it’ll spit out wherever I want.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Dotbots? Spitbots? Not all of your names have to
end in bot, do they?”

I shrugged. “It’s easy and I’m not telling everybody their names—just
the team.”

Haley shook her head. “That might change. Chris has been talking about
how the two of you should set up some kind of business. You need some
kind of normal way to support yourselves after college. He’s been
thinking you should invent something.”

I thought about it. “Maybe. We’ll have to have some kind of civilian
job.”

Haley reached out and put her arm on my shoulder and leaned into me. It
felt good and I reached out, wrapping my arm around her.

Her head neared my shirt and she took a sniff. “What did Tara want?”

I wasn’t surprised that she’d noticed. “To talk about Emmy and the True
mostly, I think. She hugged me when I said that I’d see if I could
convince Lim to let her meet Emmy when this is all over.”

She looked up at me. “Sometimes I wish Tara weren’t quite so
touchy-feely with you, but I know she doesn’t mean anything by it. It
would smell different. And anyway, she’s like that with all of her
friends.”

“I know.” My sister Rachel didn’t always feel comfortable with it
either.

Haley frowned. “I think we might be the closest thing to family she
has.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t mean to get into all of this. I was really
stopping by because I’m hungry. Do you want to go to the Chinese buffet
on State? They’re open all night. If you’re not in the mood for Chinese
food, I guess there’s Denny’s.”

“You know, I don’t think I had supper.” My stomach growled, underscoring
the point.

We left for the restaurant and I left the details of how I’d bug Higher
Ground for the next day.

Vaughn and I took his car to Hardwick Industries downtown offices and
the helipad after class. It felt a little showy to ride there in a
Porsche, but it wasn’t my Porsche.

It had the additional advantage of not leaving my van where it could be
inspected by Hardwick’s people. The van passed as a normal van, but if
anyone started poking and prodding it, they’d discover that the material
wasn’t quite metal. If someone who knew the model of van it was supposed
to be measured it, they’d discover that the measurements weren’t quite
right. Worse, they might figure out that most of what you could see
underneath was a facade.

You’d think that knowing the problem, I’d be able to solve it, but it
wasn’t that simple. I’d designed the van to shift into several different
vans as well as a giant catmecha version. Even with nanotech, there are
limits to how far you can go.

In the end though, leaving the van in a parking lot that I knew people
familiar with alien tech might walk through would be asking for trouble.

Thus, the Porsche, and driving down the road with Vaughn asking, “Do you
need me to do anything? I could have a thunderstorm roll in. With enough
thunder and lightning, everyone would be looking out the windows instead
of paying attention to your bots.

“For that matter, I could set up a tornado. If everyone’s heading for
inside walls to hide, they’re not going to be looking for bots.”

The wind blew through the windows over the engine’s persistent hum.
“That’s not a bad idea, but I’m thinking a definite no on the tornado.
They’ve probably got evacuation procedures that include the artifacts. I
wouldn’t put it past them if some artifacts disappeared permanently.
You’re not the only weather-controlling super out there and some of them
aren’t heroes.”

Vaughn snorted. “Tell me about it.”

Thinking about his grandfather, I said, “Sorry, but you know what I
mean.”

Accelerating, Vaughn whipped around a blue Volvo wagon that had made the
mistake of moving too slowly, bringing us into the left lane of a
two-lane road.

I tried not to think about the small truck coming at us head-on as
Vaughn eased us back into the right lane. “You know Uncle Russ got
Grandpa’s powers too. I’m not saying they won’t be worried about people
with lightning and weather powers, but I’d be surprised if they were the
biggest worry.”

I didn’t point out that Lucas, Vaughn’s cousin and Russell Hardwick’s
son, also had the same powers. Vaughn knew it. “I suppose that depends
on whether ‘Uncle Russ’ and Higher Ground are more worried about the
Heroes’ League or the Nine.”

Turning onto Hardwick Industries’ campus, Vaughn slowed the car to pass
his keycard in front of the reader and wave at the guard. With glassy
buildings, manicured lawns, and the company parking lot around the
corner, Vaughn added, “All I’m saying is that if you need a distraction,
all you have to do is text me. If there’s one thing my powers are good
for, it’s distractions.”

After that, he parked the car and we waited for our ride at the helipad,
hanging out and making the odd joke. I wondered what our grandfathers
would think if they could see us. They’d been lifelong friends before
Giles Hardwick betrayed the original Heroes’ League.

Forty-five minutes later I’d entered Higher Ground’s lab, heading
straight for the birthing chambers as I’d been told in an email
Stephanie sent me.

As I stepped through the “airlock” into the main room of the lab, I knew
the place felt different. It took only a moment to realize why. The
birthing chamber platform had twenty people standing in front of it.

All of them were lab employees (including Victor and Stephanie). The one
person who I didn’t recognize did strike me as familiar. Where had I
seen her before?

A light-skinned woman in her early to mid-forties with short brown hair,
she could have been anyone. Something about the intensity of the way she
looked at the birthing chamber sparked a memory, but I couldn’t say
where it came from.

The Xiniti implant came to my rescue. A translucent label appeared under
her face saying, “Dr. Valerie Griffin, electrical engineer with a
specialty in investigating galactic technology including Abominator
artifacts. She’s human, born and located on Earth. She’s believed to
have Galactic connections. It’s unknown whether or not she is knowingly
involved with agents of the Human Ascendancy, but she does know
individual agents on sight. Some of these agents are connected to the
Nine, an Earthling criminal organization with connections in the
Galactic Alliance and Human Quarantine.”

The Xiniti records went on longer, detailing specific points at which
she’d come to the attention of Xiniti intelligence services. I didn’t
have time to absorb every last detail, but there wasn’t enough to peg
her as anything more than an engineer with unintentional connections to
crime.

All the same, I knew who she was. She was the leader of the Medford lab
that studied the birthing chamber platform a couple years before. We’d
saved her family and the lab from an attack by alien mercenaries
searching for Abominator artifacts.

She’d given Vaughn, Cassie, Amy and a few more of us a tour of the lab
before the government had appeared to grab the birthing chambers. I
tried to remember anything she’d told me then, but Stephanie’s voice
interrupted me.

“Over here, Nick.” As I walked over to her, Stephanie continued, “Dr.
Griffin, this is the last member of our team, Nick Klein. He’s an intern
from Grand Lake University. He’s here as part of the same program I
mentioned earlier.”

Dr. Griffin held out her hand, smiling. “Hi Nick, I’ve heard good things
about you.”

Reminding myself that she couldn’t possibly recognize my voice because
the Rocket suit had modified my voice to sound like my grandfathers’, I
shook her hand. “Thanks. I heard they were bringing in someone who knew
more about the birthing chamber platform.”

She laughed. “I don’t know much more, but I think I can help. People
underestimate how alien alien artifacts are.”

Behind her, the platform glinted bluish-green in the light. I’d thought
she’d be coming next week. Why was she here now?

On the bright side, I was an intern. Interns are inexperienced and
haven’t absorbed how things are done in the workplace. That meant that
as long as I wasn’t too obnoxious about it, I could ask anything.

Provided I wasn’t too obvious about my prying, the worst that people
would think was that I was naive.

“I’m not sure I heard this right,” I began, “but I thought you were
coming next week.”

She gave a quick smile. “You’re right. I was, but they called to ask if
I could come early and it turned out that I could move my schedule
around. Now what I’ve heard is that you’re not just majoring in
engineering and materials science, but you’re also a programmer.

“Our lab modified a psi helmet to contact the birthing chamber platform
but your people couldn’t get theirs to work. I checked over the
circuitry. From what I can tell, it’s a match to ours. I’m hoping that
you can modify the software until it works.”

I looked over at Victor. He seemed to be smiling.

“Sure,” I said, “but I’ve got another question. What happened to your
helmet? I mean, I’m all for having a backup, but if you’ve got a working
one, couldn’t we use that? It might even help troubleshoot what’s wrong
with the new one.”

Her mouth twisted. “I wish we could use our old one. When the government
took the artifact, their people didn’t secure the helmet well enough and
it dropped when they were moving it all into storage. Higher Ground has
ours. It’s shattered beyond repair.”

“Oh.” I thought about that. “Do you have your original code for the
helmet’s software?”

She paused, frowning. “I didn’t write it. Before now, I didn’t have much
to do with the new investigation into the artifact, but what I
understand is that the government gave them our finished code.”

“Right,” Victor walked up and stood next to Dr. Griffin as did
Stephanie. At the same time, I noticed that the rest of the group was
beginning to wander off to their own work areas.

Victor looked between the four of us. “I think we’re going to have to do
a little bit of knowledge transfer before Nick can get started. Dr.
Griffin, if you could answer any questions he has about how the helmet
design and what your additions allowed it to do.”

“I…” She looked over at Victor. “I’ll try to do anything I can to help
him. Do you have anywhere private that we can talk?”

Victor nodded. “We’ve got offices on the far wall. Stephanie can show
them to you. She’ll need to go with you anyway. She’s one of the people
who wrote code for the new version of the helmet. She understands the
new code and hardware better than anyone else that’s still here.”

With that, Stephanie led the two of us across the lab, passing teams,
file cabinets, enclosed areas, some of which I still couldn’t identify.

Less than a minute later, we sat in a small conference room on the same
wall as Ryan McCall’s office. I wondered if he was in it or if I’d have
any chance to bug it.

In any case, saying that the conference room was small didn’t quite do
justice to it. It had four chairs, but only
enough space to fit three at the table with pulling the table away from
the wall. Even then, it would only have been comfortable if only two
people at most attempted to put stuff on the table.

Stephanie’s laptop seemed to take up most of it.

Dr. Griffin sat down at the table and Stephanie and I joined her.
Stephanie had plans for the helmet on her laptop—both Dr. Griffin’s
original plans and Higher Ground’s modifications.

The next two hours involved learning that telepathy was complicated and
machines that enabled it were also complicated. That wasn’t a surprise,
but sheer amount of detail meant that I had to take notes. To hear Dr.
Griffin explain it, telepathy was a case of applied quantum mechanics.
They still weren’t sure how information transferred, but they could set
up the conditions for it to take place and had a system to interpret
what arrived.

Near the end, it all began to make sense—enough sense that the implant
began giving me access to similar designs and documents describing the
general flow of telepathic connections. Dr. Griffin’s device and
Stephanie’s version of the software imitated how telepaths connected
without fully understanding it. The implant had a big picture version of
a civilization’s successful understanding and implementation of the
technology.

I might not know every detail of how I’d put it together, but I
suspected I might be the only person on the planet who understood how
this worked.

Then it struck me—I could stall progress on it for a long time, maybe
permanently. All I had to do was get it almost, but not quite right. We
might be able to avoid the True if no one could get access to the
telepathic controls. If they had to work with the physical controls,
they might be limited to what’s in the birthing chamber’s library.

The more I thought about it, the more I suspected I couldn’t make that
decision alone.

“Nick?” Stephanie tapped the table. “Are you listening?”

“Yes. I mean, I missed what you just said, but I’ve been listening to
everything else.”

Dr. Griffin laughed. “I’ve seen that look before. What were you thinking
about?”

“I…” I considered lying, but decided to go with the truth because that
might allow me to lie with credibility later. “I think I understand the
basic system for how it works.”

“And what’s that?” She pulled a blank piece of paper out of a small
printer in the corner. “Can you diagram it?”

“I can try.” I took the pen she passed me along with the paper and
started, explaining as I went.

For the most part I didn’t give them anything new, but I felt like I had
to give them one new thing to justify allowing me to have the project.
It made Higher Ground that much less likely to take it away later when
the project stalled.

So, in the midst of running through what prior programmers had thought
was simply the minimum requirements for making a connection, I said,
“But it’s not. We’ve been using ‘frequency’ as a concept related to
telepathic connections as if were the same as radio waves. Sometimes the
model works, but it’s something people shouldn’t use too literally
because it leads to mistakes. People expect frequencies to stay the
same, but in this case, the pattern of frequency change people have been
noticing isn’t a negotiation of the connection’s frequency. The
frequency is already set. It’s set before the pattern starts. The
pattern exists to show the range of frequencies that associated concepts
can be sent at to give context for the thoughts they receive later.

“I’m not completely sure about why it involves so much repetition, but
if you look at the communication that they used to as an example, they
mention there’s a lot of background chatter on those frequencies and
don’t have any idea why.”

Dr. Griffin blinked. “I remember discussing the background chatter and
arguing about whether it was important or not. I thought it might be,
but I didn’t know how.”

She looked over at Stephanie. “What do you think?”

Stephanie had picked up the laptop and clicked on the window with graphs
of of the connection patterns. “I wish I’d seen it. I did think it was
weird that all the background chatter stayed in that range.”

After a few clicks, she added, “I think he’s right. It’s completely
consistent and there are points where we skipped broadcasting background
noise that match up with users having issues with making sense of what
was said.”

Dr. Griffin smiled at me. “It sounds like you’re the right person for
the job. Now what else do you see?”

I rolled through the rest of the explanation without blowing anything
else that big, but pointing out where the background noise had affected
the example conversation.

When it was all over, Dr. Griffin left “for another meeting,” and
Stephanie walked back to the birthing chamber platform.

“I don’t have time to ask you about it now, but maybe you can tell me
how you figured that out later. As for now, I’ve got to give you access
to everything we’ve got on this project. Do you need anything else to
do?”

She shook her head, smiling a little. “I guess they put you on the Feds’
list for a reason.”

I wanted to tell her that I’d cheated. I had noticed the relationship
between the frequency range and the background chatter as she had, but
that’s one of the things that had prompted the implant to start handing
me designs and theories about telepathic connections.

On the bright side, she was as good as her word about getting me access
to the previous research. I sat at a cubicle in the lab pretending to
browse the info about the helmet’s system for telepathic connections
while releasing the “spitbot” to place “dotbots” throughout the lab and
its offices.

Around 5 pm, Stephanie and I followed everyone else out of the lab,
walking down the lawn between the lab and the office building next to
it. We didn’t go all the way to the helipad, stopping near the parking
lot in front of the building.

She took out her phone, tapped on its screen and said, “We can talk
privately now. Anybody who looks at us will feel an urge to go somewhere
else. Related to that, don’t try to look at the back of my shirt.”

Though tempted to see if I could use the implant to record out of the
corner of my eye and analyze the image later, I resisted the urge.
Stephanie’s ability to hack the brain with visual symbols was a cool
thing that deserved some investigation, but I didn’t have time.

I did use the stealth suit’s white noise generator to obscure our voices
for redundancy

“Sure. With regards to the connection protocol, I cheated. I only
noticed as much as you did, but I’ve got a source on telepathic
connections that made it easier.”

She frowned for a moment, but then smiled. “Of course you have a source
on telepathy. Good. I’d like to think we’re equals, but I totally missed
all of this. Don’t rock my confidence like that.”

She was probably thinking about Daniel, my best friend and third in a
line of powerful telepaths. That was okay.

Then she laughed. “I guess I’d better go, but be careful what you give
them. If all of this is going to the Nine, we don’t want them to come up
with their version of the True while we’re not looking.”

I glanced over toward the helipad ahead of us. Vaughn stood waiting
there. “I know. I’m going talk with people about ideas for handling
that.”

“Keep me in the loop and if you’re having a team meeting about it, don’t
forget me. I want in on that.” Then she nodded toward the helipad. The
helicopter hung in the air in the distance. “It looks like you’ve got to
go.”

We stopped talking and I hurried toward the helipad. Vaughn saw me as
got closer. “Done talking with Stephanie? I was going to join you, but I
suddenly felt like I should go to the helipad. Was that what I think it
was?”

He knew about Stephanie’s skills too.

“Yeah. Sorry about that. We needed privacy. On the bright side, I got
done what I meant to get done today.”

Vaughn grinned. “Excellent.”

We might have talked more then, but the helicopter had come to a stop
above us and begun to lower itself for a landing.

I turned off the white noise. We didn’t need that all the way home.

After Vaughn and I went back to the house, I headed immediately down to
my lab because I wanted to talk with Isaac Lim. I’d told Vaughn about
how I’d now become the “lead” and only programmer on Higher Ground’s
birthing chamber remote control project (or whatever it was called).

He’d stared at me long enough that I worried that he wasn’t paying
attention to the road. “Let me get this straight—you’re duplicating
Cassie’s Abominator Citizen’s Mark with a psi helmet?”

Shaking my head and looking forward, hoping Vaughn would take the hint,
I said, “Not exactly. I think her Citizen’s Mark gives her total control
of the device. From what I understand, the
psi helmet would give the user the default level of access the
Abominators gave normal users. I suspect that would still be more than
we’re comfortable with.”

Vaughn nodded. “If you’re right and they’re using that assassin thing
you found, I’d say yeah. We should bring Cassie in. Then you can make
the psi helmet work, but she’d be able to lock the chambers down so that
they can only make what you let them make.”

We exited the freeway, rolling down the circular ramp and coming to a
stop. Cars and trucks filled the road. Watching as Vaughn waited for an
open spot in the stream of vehicles, I took the moment to respond.

“I thought about that, but she’s in Washington D.C. because the Nine are
looking for her here. That and they can protect her more easily there.”

Nodding, Vaughn gunned the car, fitting it into a smaller space than I
would have attempted, causing the guy in the pickup truck behind us to
lay on his horn.

“I get that,” Vaughn slowed, giving us more space from the car ahead and
prompting another series of beeps from the car behind. “But maybe it’s
time for her to come back. The birthing chambers big. It could create
the True, but think about it. Higher Ground’s got a lot of stuff. Sure
the birthing chambers are bad, but for all we know, they’ve got stuff
that’s even more disruptive that they haven’t figured out yet. Cassie
could shut them all down.”

Within a few blocks, the neighborhoods had changed from old factories,
car repair shops, and old houses with flaking paint to old houses with
green lawns, new paint, or aluminum siding. We were getting closer to
home.

“That’s a pretty good idea. If it were just us and Agent Lim hadn’t
asked me to watch and not act, I think this would be worth bringing
Cassie in. As things are, I texted Lim and I”m going to ask him what he
thinks we should do.”

Vaughn nodded. “Yeah. That makes sense. Bringing Cassie in might blow
the ‘secret investigation’ wide open. She’s generally not too subtle
about how she handles things. Let everyone know how that meeting goes,
okay? I’m pretty sure the rest of us don’t want to be surprised.”

Vaughn wasn’t wrong about Cassie. She wasn’t subtle, but he wasn’t
either. As for what he’d said about me? Well, he had a point. I did
sometimes forget to tell people things.

“I’ll tell everyone what happens and if we need to have a team meeting
after that, we can.”

There wasn’t much to say after that. Once I went down to my lab, I
logged into the computer, setting myself available for calls, and poked
around the lab, trying to think if I needed to design any more bots and
wondering what my current bots had picked up.

It didn’t take long for Agent Lim to call and I picked it up
immediately, watching as the black screen dissolved into Agent Lim’s
home office. He frowned as he looked at me.

“I got your text that we should talk and that we should do it the most
secure way possible. What’s going on?”

Remembering back to the last time we’d talked, he’d told me that he was
talking to me over an unofficial system because he didn’t trust the
official systems, implying that the Nine might be bugging the official
phones.

“It’s Higher Ground. They want me to program a psi helmet to connect to
the birthing chamber they’ve got. Worse, I can do it. They’re having
problems because they don’t fully understand Abominator and Galactic
Alliance standards for programming a mind to machine interface. I do.
It’s in my implant.”

Lim blinked. “No kidding? They gave you an implant? Shit. Look, I know
that aliens use them, but it never occurred to me that they’d give you
one. The rest of the team too?”

“Everyone who went to space with me.”

Isaac leaned back in his chair. “Well, I hope they’re not listening in.
The Xiniti seem to want us to survive, but they don’t need to know
everything. Do you think they are?”

I checked. “The implant says it’s not programmed to give regular updates
about me beyond notifying them if I die.”

Lim frowned. “I hope it’s telling you the truth. Anyway, so what did you
want to ask me?”

“I’ve been thinking maybe I should sabotage the psi helmet. I’ve got
more than one way to do it—programming the psi helmet wrong is the most
obvious. Beyond that, I’ve got my own backdoor into the birthing
chamber, so I might be able to slow down
their access from that direction. Plus, there’s always bringing in
Cassie. She’s got total access to everything.”

Lim placed his chin on his hand. “Let’s think about that. First, let’s
start by saying that bringing in Cassie is an absolute last resort
option. That opens up all new ways this op could go wrong. Plus, I don’t
want to tangle with her mom. She’s already isn’t happy that we’re
sending you in.”

Cassie’s mom was some kind of big deal in the CIA.

“Next, do you have any kind of evidence that someone’s trying to create
the True? Did someone say it and did you record it?”

I felt myself slump on my stool. “No. We think that the Higher Ground
investor that died was killed by an Abominator assassin creature that’s
easy to get access to in the DNA library, but we don’t have direct
evidence. I know the creature’s details were accessed but don’t have any
way to know if one was created—but I do know they had time to make one.
Beyond that, Emmy, Hardwick Medical’s administrative assistant, looks
like Tara’s smaller and weaker twin.”

Lim shook his head. “That’s something, but it’s not enough. If that’s
all you have, I’d say that you should give them what they want. You
don’t have to be quick about it, but right now they’re a government
contractor in good standing and you’ve signed a contract to work for
them. If you deliberately sabotage them, and we can’t prove they were
doing anything wrong, you might be sued for breach of contract and we
might not be able to protect you.”

I stared at him. “Seriously? I’m supposed to help them do it? Isn’t
there a point at which we intervene?”

Lim frowned. “There is. When we know before someone might die, we
intervene, but even then we try to do it without blowing our cover if
it’s possible. Right here, we don’t have that. We’ve got a body that
might be be connected and we are following up on that. We don’t need you
to do it.

“We’ve also got a problem that has destroyed humanity in alternate
universe and that puts this whole operation on a lot of people’s watch
lists for a lot of different reasons. The problem is that some of the
people whose watch list it’s on are not in it for the right
reasons.”

Lim stopped, looking into the camera and saying nothing for a moment.
Then he took a breath, sighed, and started to speak. “Last time we
talked I told you why we needed to sometimes use alternate methods of
communicating—like this one. It’s a given that the Nine have infiltrated
the FBI or the Justice Department. A secondary purpose of this operation
is to find out who’s watching this op, if anyone’s trying to hide the
results, and who attempts to get control of Higher Ground’s research.

“When we know that, we’ll have some clues as to who’s been compromised
around and above me.”

Lim stopped and looked out the window to his right, responding to a
noise I hadn’t heard or movement I hadn’t seen. Turning back, he said,
“That’s the big prize and if I want it, I’ve got to live as if I don’t
know anything. Sometimes I might want to act, but choose not to because
I’m only going to get one shot at some of these people. If I act too
soon, they’ll know I’m looking. I’m going to need you to do the same
thing.”

His voice stayed low, but he spoke with more intensity than I could ever
remember hearing from him.

“I know you want to act,” he continued, “and I get it. In fact, I might
have to take advantage of it. For me, the fact that you’re vigilantes
and you can choose to ignore the law is your real superpower. You’ll be
able to act when I can’t if the necessary legal permission don’t come
through because the Nine don’t want them to.

“But you won’t be able to act if you act too soon and they figure out
that they’re being watched by the Rocket and the Heroes’ League. Count
on the fact that they’re watching for you. Between Cassie breaking into
their secret research facility and getting the gun—something that has to
eat at them—as well you fighting Rook off and getting her back after he
captured her, they have to fear you by now.

“That and you can be confident that Rook’s waiting for his chance to get
you back for blowing up his hand.”

I thought about that, running through bits of it in my head. “Alright. I
guess I’ll work on the helmet. I’m just going to act as if I didn’t have
access to the Xiniti’s work on it and pretend to fight for every piece
of it.”

Lim nodded. “That’s the way to go. Make progress, but don’t make so much
process that they begin to suspect that you’ve got an implant. There are
people out there that will try to steal it and won’t be bothered that
they have to remove it from your brain first. Do you have anything
else?”

“I did plant some bugs today. I’ve got them in the conference rooms as
well as management’s offices. I’m sure that’s not the only place they’ll
talk about secret things, but that’s where I’ll get the best
recordings.”

Smiling, Lim said, “That’s what we need—unambiguous proof of whatever it
is they’re doing. That’s the best news I’ve heard so far this week. Now,
later on in this, it might be that we’ll want to sacrifice a bug if they
begin to get suspicious. So you’ll want to come up with an alternate
design and be ready to place them in more obvious spots.

“Oh, and one more thing. We’re going to have to do a fake report on the
regular line just in case someone’s watching. You’ll want to mention
that you’re planning to install bugs. Can you be ready in an hour from
now?”

I thought about it. The only thing that would interrupt was homework.
“Sure.”

Not long after that, we ended the conversation. I started up a few
printers to make bot parts and worked on my calculus homework. I
continued working on that after the second (fake) call with Isaac.

Around eleven at night, I considered wrapping it up for the night and I
did, but not in the way I expected.

I heard the sound of voices—Vaughn and Amy laughing about something.
Then heard Sydney laugh with them. I got up from my stool and walked out
of the lab in time to see Amy and Vaughn step into the elevator that
would bring them back up to the house.

I knew I’d heard that they weren’t dating anymore, but seeing her
leaning into him, I wasn’t sure if I’d heard that right. Sydney,
meanwhile, stood next to the team locker room. The metal that had
encased her flowed off of her body, forming into a gray blob of steel,
leaving a slim, pale-skinned girl with blond hair that went halfway down
her back.

A friend of Haley, she waved at me before going into the locker room.
That left me alone with Chris–who’d stepped out of HQ’s hangar and made
a beeline for me as I stepped out of the lab.

A few inches shorter and stockier than me, Chris wore a gray Heroes’
League costume that I knew he used as a flight suit under his version of
the Rocket suit. He wasn’t wearing the mask that went with it, showing
his blond hair and grinning face. “Hey Nick, we should talk. It’s been
forever.”

Slipping off of my stool, I took a quick look at the factory dashboard
on my monitor. I didn’t have any processes running that had to be
manually stopped.

I was safe from whatever the nanotech equivalent of Mickey Mouse
directing brooms to carry pails of water might be.

Compelled to be accurate, I said, “We did talk a few different times,
but yeah, it hasn’t been much more than ‘hi’ and a couple technical
things.”

Chris nodded as I spoke. “The links you sent me to your Rocket suit
documentation were a lifesaver—probably literally. I understood a bunch
of different things that I hadn’t been thinking about at all.”

I shrugged. “I grabbed a lot of that from my grandfather. I use a lot of
his tests and minimum specifications with
the newer versions of the suit.”

Chris grinned. “I know. My grandfather happened to be looking over my
shoulder once and he was freaking out. He kept going on about how he’d
noticed it years ago or how it explained some things or telling me about
the fight where you grandfather must have decided that was important…”

Then he frowned. “I hope you don’t mind that I let him look.”

I shook my head. “I might have a few years ago, but he’s acting as a
kind of advisor now. He probably needs as much information as he can
get. I think I might have read that he was helping with Tara. It would
have been in a League Board email.”

Chris shrugged. “I don’t get those, but he might be. He’s been busy with
League stuff lately. Do you mind if I sit down?”

“No problem.” I got back onto the stool I’d just left and he sat on the
one next to it.

“So,” he took a breath. “I’ve been thinking lately. You’re close to
graduating college.”

Taking a glance at the monitor, I said, “Sort of. I’m a junior—so next
year.”

He nodded. “Right. So what are you doing after graduation?”

I’d thought about that. “You have to do a couple years of residency and
government work after graduation from Stapledon, but in terms of a
civilian identity, I’m thinking I’ll set myself up as a consultant.
Between Stapledon and my grandfather, it looks like I’ll have enough
contacts to take a shot at it.”

“Make sense,” Chris kept his face blank, “but I’ve got another idea. You
could do that for a couple years, but after that we could go into
business together. Between the two of us, I bet we could come up with
something that would really take off. That or, I don’t know, maybe I
could join your consulting practice? I think if it were more than just
you, you’d have a better chance of keeping your projects covered if you
got busy. And that works both ways. I’m backing you up here right now,
but when things get slow on the superhero end, you’d probably enjoy
taking over projects I’m on.”

I thought about it. I wouldn’t mind working with Chris. In fact, past
experience argued we worked better together than separately. “Sure. I
like the idea. The only problem is that we’d probably both be busy at
the same time with League stuff and maybe work too.”

“I thought about that.” He grinned. “I think you might like this idea.
You know more inventor types from Stapledon, right? We pull in the
interested ones and everyone gets an alibi as well as interesting work.”

It struck me that we might not want a link between the group of us, but
might be some way to make it work. “I… kind of like the idea. There’s a
security element we have to think about, but I bet we could work
something out. Also, sometimes mad scientists or super-geniuses or
whatever-it-is-we-are have some odd quirks. So if we did do something
like this, we might have some weird personality issues to work with, but
it’s worth a look. I’m still not sure what I really want out of my
civilian life.”

Frowning, Chris raised an eyebrow. “Personality issues? That’s a good
point. I was mostly thinking about how we work together, but other
people might not work together as well. Yeah, we’ve got to think about—”

The speakers began playing the ringing of an old time phone. That meant
someone was calling the Heroes’ League line and that it was someone we’d
whitelisted to not go directly to voicemail.

I checked the monitor. It was the Grand Lake Police Department. I took
the call on speakerphone.

“Heroes’ League, this is Lieutenant Hekman, the GLPD watch commander for
tonight. We’ve sighted a superhuman and we’d like your help. It’s
climbing on Hardwick Industries building downtown.”

“Climbing?” I looked over at Chris. He was taking deep breaths.

“Yes. It looks like Night Wolf or Night Cat, but it’s not either of
them—too small for him and too big for her. It looks like one of those
alien soldiers—human shaped with the claws? But this one isn’t in their
armor.”

“We can look into it, but none of us are in costumes right now. It’ll be
a minute.”

“Understood. We’ll be waiting.”

Chris sighed. “I’ll get back into the Rocket suit—unless you want to
take this one.”

“Um… There probably ought to be two of us. I’ll take the stealth suit
and stay in chameleon mode. That way there will be two of us, but it
might not notice.”

In my head, I thought about Haley’s senses and mentally added a,
“Maybe,” to the sentence.

“What’s going on? I just got out of the shower when I heard the alarm.”
Sydney stood in the doorway in jeans and a t-shirt, her long blond hair
still wet.
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        Chris replied before I did. “The police saw some guy that looks it could
be Haley’s or Travis’ relative—like when you got burned—except not in
alien armor.”

Sydney’s mouth twisted. “I remember those guys. But not an invasion,
right?”

Shrugging, Chris said, “They only saw one and no spaceships.”

Deciding they ought to know, I added, “I’m betting it’s from the
Abominator birthing chamber where I work. It’s not the first creature
created in the thing that’s been used lately.”

“Okay,” Sydney said. “I’ll go.”

“You don’t have to. You just got done washing up.” She was literally
still dripping with water. There were dark spots on her shirt and a few
on her pants.

With a curl to her lip that reminded me of her brother Sean, she said,
“I want to. There’s no point to all the training we do if we don’t use
it.”

She stopped and looked out of the lab into the main area of HQ. “The
only problem is that Kayla’s gone home.”

Glancing over at Chris, I asked, “Do we need Kayla?”

He looked over at Sydney and then back at me. “We’re trying some things
Tara recommended. So now we always have someone back at base to
coordinate. We generally tried to do that in the past, but now we’re not
making any exceptions.”

Then he added, “It’s okay, though. Tara said that she’d do it if Kayla
wasn’t around. I’ll text her.”

It made sense that Tara would look through how we did things and try to
improve our system as part of her internship. There was no way to deny
that having Kayla or someone like her around to coordinate things back
in HQ helped. She was different from how she’d been before she figured
out who we were. All the same, it felt weird to have her involvement
required.

It didn’t take long before Chris and I were in the air. Sydney ran and
jumped below us, making better time than I would have expected.

It felt more like summer than fall. My HUD showed the outside
temperature as 73 degrees and even though it was after 11 pm, I could
still see people sitting outside at a few downtown restaurants and bars.

It felt nice to be in the air again. I’d flown in exercises during the
summer at Stapledon but not much since getting back to Grand Lake. It
could have been any night out with the team except that it wasn’t.
Tonight I wasn’t with Daniel, Cassie, Vaughn, or Haley. I was with
Chris, grandson of my grandfather’s nemesis Man-Machine, and Sydney,
younger sister of Sean, a high school classmate that I’d fought both
with and against.

Sean and I had had a better relationship since I’d arranged that she’d
be healed after she had nearly been burned to death.

As we neared the downtown headquarters of Hardwick Industries, Tara’s
voice came over our communicators. “Rocket and R2, please release some
bots so that I can get a better look at the scene.”

Not all changes were bad. We could have used bots and a coordinator in
the early days of our version of the League.

“Railgun stay in the front. R2 make a circle in the air above the main
building. Rocket hover on the other side. Get as low as you think you
can and stay out of sight. Tell me if you see something.”

R2 turned out to be Chris’ codename while wearing the Rocket suit. “Like
R2D2?” I’d asked.

“No one thought about that until afterward.” The Rocket suit’s helmet
had formed around his head. “They just didn’t want to call me ‘Rocket.’
It’d be confusing when you came back. You’re the Rocket.”

I thought about that as I hung on the other side of the building, noting
the empty helipad where Vaughn and I waited during the week. Several
stories high, the main building on the downtown Hardwick Industries
campus was much longer than it was tall.

Even with the stealth suit’s night vision and the feeds from the bots I
didn’t see much. In a sense, it didn’t surprise me. Haley and even
Travis seemed to have a talent for stealth that went beyond anything
they could have learned.

Tara said, “It’s Control again. R2 take another swing around the
building and make it as slow as you can. Make sure you’re leaning on the
sonics for your night vision.”

And that’s when I knew for sure what she was doing. She was trying to
force them to move. Knowing the sensitivity of Haley’s hearing, she’d
hear the sonics when used as part of a sonar system. Whoever this guy
was, he probably would too.

In the distance, on the other side of the building, two police cars sat
in the otherwise empty parking lot.

As Chris swung around the far end of the building, he spoke into his
comm. “They must have snuck away before we got here or even after. I
mean, you know what Night Cat and Night Wolf are like.”

Calm but with a tone that made me think of steel, Tara’s voice came over
the comm again. “Don’t make assumptions. Watch.”

In fairness to Chris, Travis and Haley could have gotten away before we
reached the building and we wouldn’t have seen them—if they had nothing
to do inside.

Whoever these people were, they came out of a door in the back—both of
them. The first one stopped with the door halfway open, staring out into
the dark. Tall and muscular, he wore a dark uniform that from what HUD’s
computer enhanced vision showed barely reflected light. It did less well
against sonar.

Keeping my voice low and my comm on, I said. “They’re coming out the
back.”

As I spoke, the second came up behind the first. When the suit’s visuals
depended on the sonic and thermal systems, the edges became fuzzier than
with normal night vision, but the second person appeared to be female.

Unsure if it would be worth listening in, I decided to anyway. The suit
was receiving sound from that direction already. It would just process
it differently.

Static resolved into a husky woman’s voice. “… How far do we have to go?
Halfway between the buildings?”

The man turned his head, maybe enough to see the woman out of the corner
of his eye. “That’s what they said. Don’t worry about it. I gave them
the signal. They’ll be watching.”

“Great. More alien tech. God only knows what this will do to us.” Even
with the fuzzy outlines of the sonics and the mask over her upper face,
I could see her lip curl.

The man snorted. “If you don’t like alien tech, what are you doing
working at Higher Ground?”

Her voice near to a hiss, the woman said, “I like science. I like
studying alien tech. I don’t like being experimented on.”

This time, he turned to look at her. “Are you kidding? This is the best
thing that ever happened to me. You know what I’m like normally. I’m
nothing. People have walked over me my whole life. Now I can rip them
apart if I want to.”

She stared up at him. “You won’t really do that.”

He grinned. “Who’s going to stop me? The Heroes’ League? I can take any
of those kids. Think about it. We’re stronger than most of them and
smarter than any of them except maybe the Rocket.”

The woman turned away from him, staring at the lawn ahead. “If we don’t
time this right, you’ll get your chance to prove it.”

“Let him make one more circle. We’ll go when he reaches the far corner
of the building.”

The two of them shut the door and backed into the indentation around it,
blending in.

Thinking about Haley’s hearing, I talked as softly into the comm as
possible. “They’re going go after R2 makes his next circle. I’m getting
the impression that they’ll get picked up if they make it halfway to the
next building. I don’t know how. We need to stop them from making it.”

Tara’s voice came over the comm, her mind having already calculated
probabilities to small for me to guess at in the time we had. The True
were like that.

“R2–watch behind you when you go past, circle around and be ready with
your goobots. Rocket, tell him when they move around and slow them down
with goobots or sonics, whichever fits best. Railgun, jump over the
building when you hear the Rocket.”

Chris neared the far end the building, his rocket pack keeping him in
the air with twin streams of reddish-orange fire. It felt a little
strange to be seeing a Rocket that wasn’t me.

“I’ll be ready,” I said as Chris added, “Got it” and Sydney muttered,
“Okay.”

Chris made the turn around the building and I readied goobots. I’d added
guns to the stealth suit since coming home—small ones, the equivalent of
a pistol or maybe submachine gun.

Through the suit’s HUD, I heard the woman speak again. “Rocket to our
right.”

They watched Chris fly toward them, flying almost upright, looking
around as if he had no idea where the infiltrators were.

He flew at maybe fifteen miles per hour.

The man said, “He’s flying slower this time around than the first. I
think we could take him.”

“Don’t,” the woman’s voice went up a step. “That’s not you. It’s
whatever change they made to us in that machine.”

“It doesn’t matter. I like it.”

I couldn’t see more of them than fuzzy human shapes, but the smaller
shape seemed to shrink back from the larger
one.

Chris was almost there by then. Again keeping my voice low, I spoke into
the comm, “R2, be prepared. You might be attacked on the way past them.”

In a louder voice than I would have used, Chris said, “Seriously?”

“Did you hear something?” The woman stared out into the night, loosely
in my direction. “I thought I heard someone say something and then the
Rocket responded. I think someone else is out there.”

Before I could say anything else, the man stepped out from the doorway,
took a leap that put him on the lawn a little short of Chris.

His next leap came as I said, “Watch out!”

It didn’t do much good. Reaching out with claws extended, the man
wrapped his arms around Chris and the Rocket suit and began to squeeze.

Even if she didn’t seem to be as enthusiastic, the woman didn’t leave
her partner alone. She jumped after him, but her first leap carried her
past where Chris and the man fought.

Her second leap sent her in my direction. Chris was going to have to
fend for himself for a little while.

If I were using the original version of the stealth suit, I would have
died. Whoever this woman was, she had all of Haley’s strength, more size
and greater reach to work with.

Her claws would have torn through the fabric of my armor even though it
had multiple layers and hardened in response to pressure.

This stealth suit’s materials came from my own imagination combined with
alien tech. Using elements of nanotechnology, it adjusted and even
repaired itself while it was being damaged.

That was good because the suit was getting a workout. When she’d jumped,
she’d grabbed me around the waist, but reached out with her left arm,
pulling her head even with mine.

That was the moment when Spider-man or one of many fictional superheroes
would have made a joke. I thought of a few later when it didn’t matter,
most of them revolving around the fact that she had one hand on my
shoulder, her arm around my waist and she was stepping on my feet.

The moment was ripe for a series of jokes about how bad a dancer she
was, how we hadn’t been properly introduced, and, if I spun around, I
could have made a joke about spinning her around as I threw her off.

In retrospect, none of them seem all that funny, so it might be best
that I didn’t. All the same, it also felt strangely intimate.

Spoiling that feeling, I saw the teeth of a carnivore on a face that was
hidden by a mask and knew somehow that she’d be going for my throat if
she could.

I didn’t think through my response. I reacted, aware that if her
strength was like Haley’s, she’d be stronger than I was. Throwing the
sonics to full volume, I whistled, amplifying the sound to a decibel
level well past the 130 decibel “threshold of pain.”

Screaming, she pushed off from me with force that would have ripped me
in pieces if I hadn’t been wearing armor. Even with armor, I felt it as
her motion threw me backwards.

I pushed down the button combination on my palm that brought the suit
upright, sending me higher as a side effect.

In the meantime, my attacker had fallen to the ground, gotten up and
begun to run away. At the same time, in front of me, Chris fought the
man on the ground. Why he’d landed, I wasn’t sure.

As I watched, the man swung at him, claws extended, moving so fast that
Chris had no chance to dodge. Even using his own version of the Rocket
suit, Chris benefited from the fact that the suit was designed to keep
those of us with no chance to dodge alive.

The claws scraped across the front of the Rocket suit, hitting hard
enough that they would have ripped apart a normal human’s chest. The
suit’s chest plate didn’t break and Chris, trained by Lee and his own
grandfather, had stepped back with the hit, helping his balance and
softening the blow.

I saw Chris’ response coming before he made it, but his opponent didn’t.
It wasn’t an especially clever technique—Chris jabbed at the guy with
his left arm—but the strength in the Rocket suit made the blow “don’t
blink or you’ll miss it” quick.

Still more agile than Chris, the man leaned back and Chris’ jab passed
his face without connecting.

It didn’t matter.

The jab to the face had been a feint. The real blow came from Chris’
right arm as Chris twisted, stepping forward and driving it into the
man’s stomach. Whether because of the man’s speed or luck, Chris didn’t
hit the spot he must have been aiming for—the man’s solar plexus.

That would have knocked the breath out of him. As it was, the blow
knocked the man backward into a flip that he turned into a second flip.

At the same time all that took place, Sydney’s jump over the building
ended as she landed on the lawn. A massive, human shaped sculpture of
metal, she glittered silver in the building’s outside lights, sinking a
good foot into the lawn.

As she did, creatures I hadn’t even noticed earlier stepped away from
the building to attack first her and then, I assumed, the rest of us.
Worse, I recognized them. The birthing chamber and my implant identified
them as Tentacled Seekers, creatures the Abominators used for scouts and
assassins.

With the same build and style of movement as panthers, they also had
chitinous exoskeletons, antenna, and tentacles.

Sydney smashed the first one with a massive metal fist, cracking the
exoskeleton, making unknown fluids and internal organs more visible than
I wanted them to be.

She shot another with a metal slug, splattering it across the lawn.

Unable to give any of that my full attention, I aimed my arm at the
woman I’d fought as she ran away and fired off some goobots.

She dodged the first two shots. The third hit, spreading across her
upper chest and sticking to her uniform, but not sticking her to
anything.

She kept on running and I flew after her.

She took twenty feet or more at a step. I’d seen Haley do the same when
she wanted to. At the same time, Haley ran with more confidence. The
woman I was fighting now almost fell twice, catching herself the first
time and diving into a roll on the second.

It hinted that she wasn’t used to her powers or that blasting her with
sound might have damaged one or more of her eardrums and her sense of
balance along with it.

As fast as Haley could run, I knew the Rocket suit flew faster and this
person had less control over her abilities. I let more fuel into the
rocket pack and felt the suit lurch forward even as she poured on the
speed.

I’d almost caught her when she began to glow and then vanished.

I slowed down, circling around the spot, trying to see if there were
some kind of teleportation portal either on the ground or floating in
the air where she disappeared. Then I looked up to see if maybe there
might be a ship above her that had beamed her up as in Star Trek.

Even with the Rocket suit’s sensors, I saw nothing.

Knowing it was a long shot, I checked with my implant to see if it could
detect an ansible or other implants in range.

It detected Earth’s main ansible, but nothing else close except for
Marcus. The next closest object to appear was the ansible in the lab.
Its connection status was labeled as a “poor.”

Then it asked me if I wanted a list of all public implant connections on
the planet. I did, but not at that particular moment. All I’d been
trying to find out was if there were any alien implant users nearby.
Because while it didn’t seem likely that the people we were chasing were
aliens, it wasn’t impossible.

A crashing noise knocked me out of my thoughts. I turned toward the
noise to find Chris had hit the ground. A quick replay of what the
implant had recorded in my peripheral vision showed that Chris had
grabbed the guy and taken off—except then the guy had shifted his
weight, redirecting them downward and jumped off before Chris hit.

As I watched, the man was running away in the direction the woman had
gone.

Tara’s voice came over the comms. “Rocket, get him! R2, are you okay?”

Heavy breathing came over Chris’ connection. “I’m winded and my suit’s
repairing itself. The guy didn’t get through, but it was close.”

Chris hadn’t even finished the first sentence before I’d aimed myself at
the man, firing off more goobots as I did.

In all the time I’d spent sparring with Haley, you’d have thought that
I’d be better at fighting people with massive agility and senses capable
of noticing my smallest movement, but that was the nature of her powers.
Anyone with her abilities was good at reacting to what I did.

So when I fired off the goobots, the man avoided all of them. When I
aimed a wide blast of sound at him, hoping to incapacitate the guy with
noise, he seemed to guess what I’d been trying even as I did it and
jumped sideways as sound blanketed the space in front of me.

If the noise hurt him, he didn’t show it.

Leaning left and then right, I adjusted my flight path to go right for
him. His eyes widened and he took a couple more steps only to jump to my
right, sailing past me too quickly for me to catch him.

I circled right, making the turn as tight as I could without blacking
out.

It wasn’t tight enough. He’d made it roughly to the spot on the lawn
where his partner had disappeared and he went through a similar
mini-light show. I couldn’t quite decide whether it looked more like a
Star Trek style “beam up” or a bodily assumption into heaven as done by
a low budget religious movie.

Either way, he glowed. In fact, he held out his hand and gave me the
finger as he disappeared.

“Can I get some help over here?” Sydney crushed another “tentacled
seeker” by jumping up and landing on it. It was far from alone. Dead and
alive, I could see about a dozen. The dead ones outnumbered the live
ones. I counted seven bodies.

Chris was already flying over to help her in his Rocket suit, firing
bots as he went, exploding one of them before he even touched down next
to her.

I’d decided to fly after her except that even as I turned, the light
reflected off the building allowed me to notice a smear of red on my
suit’s left arm.

It had to be blood and it had spread across the suit’s bicep. My time in
space had left me with a suspicion that I should keep the means to
collect DNA on me at all times. I had a kit for it on my belt.

I felt a little weird about not helping Sydney, but they didn’t seem to
need me. Chris shot the weird tentacled things, blowing up two at a
time, as Sydney crushed them with a metal hand or foot.

That’s not to say that there weren’t tense moments. Two of the monsters
grabbed one of her legs each and tried to drag her away.

Though I considered stopping swabbing my suit to help, I didn’t have to.
She fired a metal rod out of her armor that exploded the seeker’s body.

Chris smashed the other one and then there weren’t any left alive.

I finished collecting the blood. Even if it didn’t get me anything
useful after being tested for DNA, I could call Amy.

Blood magic might tell me more in the end.

I couldn’t call Amy at nearly midnight. Well, maybe I could, but she’d
left with Vaughn. Even if they weren’t officially dating anymore, what
they were doing looked exactly like dating—which meant that any texts I
made might interrupt nakedness.

I didn’t want to be that guy.

Tara’s voice, high pitched but steady sounded in my helmet. “They
teleported away with Abominator technology.”

Chris and Sydney stood in front of the office building, each of them
looking in opposite directions next to the bodies of the tentacled
beasts they’d killed.

Chris asked, “Are you sure?”

“It’s possible,” I said, “but there are plenty of people out there who
can teleport.”

With a note of finality, Tara replied, “It’s Abominator tech. There are
messages from… Sensor Array 5? Is that Abominator technology the
original Rocket found?”

“More or less,” I thought back to the hours I’d spent reconnecting it to
the current network and getting my grandfather’s programs to work on
modern computers. It would have been much harder if he hadn’t ported all
his programs to C in the mid-70s.

The implant flooded my mind with information I hadn’t had back when I
did the work. I ignored it. I didn’t have time for that.

Tara didn’t either because her next comment was, “If there’s nothing
left, you should get out of there before the press appears. Tomorrow
we’ll review the footage and see what we can turn over to the police.”

That was new. “Were we filming? I know I was, but I didn’t know that
Railgun or R2 were.”

Chris, walking toward me in the Rocket suit, nodded, the golden armor
glinting in the spotlights aimed at the building. “We were told it was
best practice.”

“It is,” Tara said. “Defenders units across the country do it. It helps
avoid lawsuits and the police like you better when you’re handing them
evidence on anyone you catch.”

She had a point.

A giant being of gray metal as Railgun, Sydney looked up toward Hardwick
Industries headquarters. “You know what? I think I’ll run around the
building on the way home.”

“Just leave,” Tara said. “I’m seeing a van that says NBC News 10 pulling
into the parking lot near the police. They both look like they’re coming
this way.”

Talking to the press could get embarrassing. Talking to the police could
cause other problems.

We went back to League HQ the same way we came. Sydney jumped or ran,
taking giant steps. Chris and I flew back, staying in sight of her just
in case.

When we got back, Chris and I took showers first because Sydney wasn’t
sure if she wanted to take a second shower tonight within an hour of the
last one.

As we dressed in the locker room afterward, Chris looked over at me,
“Sometimes I feel like an embarrassment to the Rocket suit. Tonight,
that guy flipped me over before I knew it. I’m not even sure how he did
it. He just moved so fast and I was falling over. He wasn’t even very
good. He moved so quickly I couldn’t dodge him or hit him. It’s
embarrassing.”

I pulled on my t-shirt and shrugged. “I’ve been punched into the ground
in a clip that made national news and every time we fought the Cabal, it
felt like I screwed up somehow. I don’t feel up to it most of the time
either.”

Chris sighed and pulled a backpack out of his locker. “I get that. Your
grandfather’s a lot to live up to, but so are you. You’ve saved the
world at least a couple times in the last three years. I think that even
if you aren’t quite what he was, you’ve got a great start. I want to see
what you do when you’re back in this suit and I’m back in the lab.”

Not wanting to follow up on that line of conversation, I said, “You
should make yourself your own suit. All I’ve got on you is time. You
shouldn’t have to feel like you have to live up to anyone but yourself.”

Chris smiled. “You shouldn’t either, but it’s okay. I’m doing it for the
same reason you do—the world needs the Rocket even if it’s my version of
him. Anyway, keep on thinking about that business we’re going to start,
okay?”

Then he left and I followed him out. Sydney was looking at her phone at
the table near the kitchen. The door to the showers
and locker room was on the same wall as the
kitchens and elevator.

She looked up at me as I watched Chris get into the elevator and
disappear. “He’s right.”

I stopped and turned to look at her. She smiled and continued. “I don’t
know how much the world needs the Rocket, but patrolling is better when
the suit’s out there. People stop and
listen to whoever’s wearing it. I think it’s the way it’s old timey
tough without being… I don’t know—too tough?”

She put her phone on table. “You know my brother–“

That was an understatement. During my first couple of years in costume,
if anyone could be considered my nemesis, it would have been Sean.

She continued, “When I first met you, I was ready to dislike you, but
you’re nice and you make Haley happy. So I don’t. And I’ve seen you
enough in the suit that I think you’re good in it.”

Not sure what response to make or why she’d think it was important to
tell me so, I said, “Thanks. I’m trying—at least I will be one of these
days when I put it on again.”

She picked up her phone and got up, giving me a nod and then frowning.
“I think I’m going to take another shower. I end up stinking whenever I
do anything with all that metal around me.”

She left for the locker room and I pulled out my phone. If I texted Amy
about the blood now, she didn’t have to respond until tomorrow. I
supposed that if she did respond while doing something with Vaughn, she
couldn’t be having too good a time anyway.

I wrote, “Have blood from supervillain. Can you use it?”

The reply came back seconds later. “On my way.”

I hoped I hadn’t interrupted anything, but it was good news that she was
coming now. From the way they talked, the people we fought almost had to
be employees of Higher Ground.

Amy didn’t appear in the next instant, but it didn’t take too long—maybe
five minutes.

When she did appear, she walked through the door with frown on her face
that edged close to a snarl and a quick but stiff walk.

Taking in her expression as she walked through the door and took a seat
on the stool next to mine, I said, “I hope you didn’t feel like you had
to come. This could have waited until tomorrow.”

She took a breath, waited, saying nothing and let it out. “I’m not angry
about coming down here at all. I needed to leave—desperately.”

I studied her face. She sighed again. “You know, I’ll just explain it.
I’m leaving—not today or tomorrow and maybe not even this year, but I’m
going to go home. I’m not staying here forever and when I do go home, I
can’t take Vaughn with me.

“I explained it all to him. I’m royalty and even though I’m a twin
Bloodmaiden and no one wants me to come back, I have to. My dad told me
that if he didn’t send me a message within the next ten years to come
back ready for a fight. It’s only been three years and while I know I
shouldn’t expect anything, I have to be prepared and I can’t have any
ties that will keep me here.”

She looked down at the counter.

It seemed like she’d told me a little about this before. I couldn’t
remember the occasion, but it seemed like she had. “I think you’ve got
ties and that’s not a bad thing. If you need us to come back with you,
we’d want to help. I’m sure no one would be expecting it.”

She laughed. “There’s no doubt you’re right about that, but it would be
confusing as all hell. There’s already a version of you back home. Your
grandfather’s still alive and so is Vaughn’s. And you went out with
Haley there too—except back home she’s part of a pack of werewolves.
Vaughn and Cassie are more than friends there and sometimes I think
that’s inevitable here too.”

She frowned.

We’d talked about this a few different times since the first time she’d
mentioned it. “And there’s a version of me.”

She nodded, red hair falling across her shoulders. “Yes. I’m sure he’s
forgotten about me by now.”

I thought about it. “I wouldn’t have—not the way you described it. The
building was under attack as he and his grandfather worked to get their
starplate going to send you here? You’d have to live an exciting life
for that to just blend in with the rest of it.”

She looked up at me. “Don’t get my hopes up. I’m sure he’ll find someone
else in ten years. Even if he didn’t and we somehow got together, it
would be messy. I’m a princess and he’s from the colonies. The best case
scenario is that I stay in the Colonies—which would be politically
better in some ways and worse in others… But that assumes my family’s
alive and still running the kingdom back home. I can’t assume that. I
want to check in before it’s too late for them.”

“We’ve got a transdimensional gate here too. We can send people through
and bring them back pretty easily.” I watched for her response.

She shook her head. “The more I try to keep you all out of this mess…
Okay, don’t be surprised if I take you up on it. Now let’s talk about
your problem.”

From the tiredness of her voice, I doubted that she felt better, but the
political situation that had sent her here wouldn’t be solved by the two
of us talking about it. On the other hand, if she could use blood magic
on the blood I’d found, that might lead me to the answers I needed.

I pulled the glass tube with the blood I’d collected and passed it to
her. She held it up in the air, examining the bloody swab inside.

Then she took a breath and mumbled a few words. The blood in the vial
glowed. “I can work with this. When I’m done with it, the blood will be
useless for scientific analysis, but I can make it glow when you’re
close to the woman it came from.”

I felt myself frown. “Is there any chance of finding out more about them
now? I’m a little worried that being right next to them and having
something on me glow might be a little suspicious—especially if I’m
wearing civilian clothes or the stealth suit.”

She shook her head. “Nope. That’s all I can do. The blood is a few hours
old now. For finding people from a distance, you need newer blood that
has more of a connection to its creator—minutes old, not hours old, and
ideally more of it. Plus, it’s better if it’s not dry. You’re lucky that
anything will work.”

Nodding, I said, “Then what do you need?”

“Not much more than this,” she held up the vial between us. “I’ve got
the rest on me.”

Then she pulled out a knife from her backpack along with several clear,
plastic bags filled with different colored powders. “Sometime I should
ask you if you have spare space down here. I’ve got more equipment that
I can’t keep out in my dorm room. I keep what I can in my backpack.”

Eyeing the bags, I thought about HQ. “We can make space. We’ve got some
rooms we’re mostly using for storage. Back during the original League’s
time, everyone had their own separate space. Right now, I’m the only one
who cares.”

She let out a breath. “Good. I’ve been keeping bags of blood in one of
those little fridges in my dorm room. You know someone’s going to ask
for a Coke and I’m going to forget about what else is in there.”

“And ask if you’re a vampire.” I grinned at her.

“And tell the entire floor and the RA that I’m a weirdo who keeps bags
of blood in her fridge. No, thanks.” She poured some pink powder into
her left hand. Then she picked up her knife from the table.

“You can look away if you don’t want to see me cut myself.”

I shrugged.

She cut into the skin of her palm next to the powder and angled her hand
so that the blood ran sideways. When it met the powder, she picked up a
small spoon and mixed the blood and powder until they turned into a
paste.

As she did, the combination took on a dim, red glow. Putting down the
spoon, she opened the vial with one hand and pulled out the bloody swab
inside.

It looked difficult, I said, “I could have done that—”

She only said, “Shhh,” and held the swab above the paste. Then she said
a few words in a language I didn’t understand. My implant didn’t either,
sending up an error message about it.

To me, the language sounded a little like German, but maybe a version of
German that came from another world.

The blood on the swab changed from a stain to a wet drop of blood, one
that fell from the swab, leaving no trace. In the moment that it hit the
paste, the paste reformed into a dark, red gem. At the same time, the
cut on Amy’s hand healed, changing from a bloody slice to a thin, pink
line.

“What would you like it to be?” She asked. “A necklace? A ring?”

I thought about it. I didn’t wear jewelry. “A twenty-sided die? I can
show you an example. I’ve got a few in my backpack.”

I got off the stool I’d been sitting on and dug around in my backpack
until I found my bag of dice, eventually finding a twenty-sider. Because
of the number of sides, it was nearly, but not quite round. Made of
translucent, blue plastic, it matched the other dice in the set.

As I put it on the counter in front of her, she asked, “What do you use
it for?”

“Games. Specifically, role-playing games. I don’t have a lot of time for
them right now, but they’re games where you play a character—usually a
hero in a fantasy world. The dice help determine if you’re successful in
what you try to do.”

She looked up from the die and met my eyes. “A fantasy world? If I
understand that right, you’re meaning a place where magic works, nobles
rule the nations, and a place where nonhuman races also live. Basically,
places like my home.”

“I don’t know. Does your home have dragons?” I smiled at her.

She didn’t smile back. “Here and there. Not anywhere civilized.”

Shaking her head, she said, “It doesn’t really matter. I can make it
look like a twenty-sided die. It will glow when you get close to the
woman whose blood it came from. You’ll want to have it somewhere you can
see it.”

She covered the gem with her right hand and when she uncovered it, it
looked like a twenty-sided die. The red glow faded as I watched.

“How close do I have to get before it glows?”

She frowned. “Maybe ten feet. I didn’t want to put a lot of energy into
something that you’ll only use once. And it won’t continue to work
forever. You’ve got about two weeks. After that the magic will fade
away. You don’t need something that will last longer than that, right?”

“I shouldn’t.”

She passed me the die and I looked down at it where it sat on my palm.
It felt warm, warmer than my hand and the room anyway.

Then an idea struck me. “Could you make it glow when I touch it? It
doesn’t have to be much—ideally about as much as it would when the uh…
donor comes near.”

Amy scowled. “Now? If you’d asked me before, it would have been easy,
but now I’d either have to undo it and remake it—and believe me, you
can’t guess how hard that would be—or…”

Her voice trailed off and she stared at me. “Of course that only applies
to normal people. For you, it will be easy. Hold out your hand—not the
one with the die.”

I held it out.

“Now,” she said, “Close your eyes.”

I did.

“Excellent. Now, this might hurt a little…”

Even as she said, “a little,” I felt a stab of pain in my hand, followed
by her hand grabbing mine, covering my palm, and turning both of our
hands sideways. Warm blood dripped between them.

Opening my eyes, I found that she’d moved our hands over the die and saw
blood dripping on the die and only the die. None of it reached my hand.

Then she let go and I looked down at my hand, finding no sign of blood
on it. The only remnant of what happened was a pink line on my palm that
matched a second pink line that she’d added to hers.

“I’m pretty sure this violates everything Stapledon ever taught us about
wound care.”

Amy rolled her eyes.

I kept on going. “But thanks. I’m pretty sure you said that you couldn’t
heal people, though. All I remember you being able to do is heal
yourself by taking other people’s life force. Samita was the one who had
those bandages that kept things from getting worse, but didn’t make them
better.”

Amy nodded. “That’s right, but you’re an exception now. There’s some of
my soul, life force, or whatever that used to be yours. All I did just
now was close a small hole. If any healing took place, it was because
some of your life’s energy got back to where it was supposed to be.”

She looked into my eyes, scowling. “Don’t ever do that again.”

“I won’t. We already talked about this.”

Shaking her head. “I know, but I’m not sure that I believe you.”

I thought back to the day she’d been hurt and was dying after we’d
fought and killed The Thing That Eats, one of her alter ego’s
traditional foes. I’d stabbed myself with her spear, thinking that it
might transfer enough of my life over to her that she’d live and I’d be
able to stop it before it drained me of everything.

It turned out that the spear was a greedy little magical artifact and
only intervention by Lee, my fighting teacher, had stopped it in time.

“Anyway,” Amy continued, “the die will glow if you touch it now.”

She wasn’t wrong. Even as she’d started speaking the die had begun to
glow, starting with a small glow in the middle and then spreading to
every facet of the twenty-sider.

I put it on the counter and the glow faded.

“Huh. That’s exactly what I was hoping it would do. I probably should
have asked you to make it so that I could control the glow from a
distance, but this will work.”

“Good,” Amy said, “because the way I did it doesn’t have much to do with
your wishes. It’s a spell that one Bloodmaiden created to identify Lee’s
people if they happened to visit our kingdom.”

That made a kind of sense. Another of Lee’s people had told me I looked
like one of their young—not physically, but to some sense that I don’t
have. I could see why they might want to be warned when someone of his
level of power visited. Bearing in mind that he was billions of years
old and had bodies in an infinity of different universes, it was also
reasonable to wonder what they thought they could do if he or his people
chose to visit.

Touching the die with my finger, I watched as it began to glow again.
“Why did that Bloodmaiden want to know?”

Amy sat back on her stool and held up her hands. “I don’t know. The
previous Bloodmaidens are all there, but they don’t tell me everything.
They know we’re friends. They know you’re connected with Lee and if they
don’t want something to get back to him, they won’t tell me.”

I thought back to the fight with The Thing That Eats. Thanks to an
accidental connection between Lee, myself, and Amy’s magic, I’d been
able to use some of Lee’s power to help Amy kill it. That in turn had
led to me going to space with Lee, which he’d used to accomplish several
different things he couldn’t have done alone as easily.

I placed my arm on the counter and leaned into it. “Do you ever feel
like we’re pawns in a game of cosmic chess?”

Amy sighed. “Often, but I’m descended from generations of heroes,
sorcerers, kings, and queens and it’s not unusual for us to think we’re
more important than we are.”

I looked down at the red die. “I’m pretty sure that I’m a pawn in a
larger game that Lee’s playing and I think I know the end goal. What I’m
wondering is if what we’re doing right now somehow fits into it.”

Amy closed her eyes for a few seconds. When she opened them, she said,
“The previous Bloodmaidens won’t say a thing. Personally, I’m assuming
that means yes, but we won’t figure it out tonight.”

She frowned. “And you know, preventing Lee from finding something out
isn’t the only reason the previous Bloodmaidens might not tell me
something. It’s just as possible that they made an arrangement with him
to push me in some direction. All they have to do is give or withhold
the right information at the right time.”

Shaking her head, she pushed herself off the stool. “Anyway, that’s all
I’ve got. Unless you need anything else, I should go to bed.”

I shook my head. “That’s all for me. I should sleep too. I know I’ve got
stuff to hand in tomorrow. If I go to bed soon, I’ll be able to do it
tomorrow morning.”

And with that, we both left, me to my room and her to her
car.

I found myself lying awake in bed in the dark, wondering what would
happen the next morning. The twenty-sider sat on the dresser next to the
bed—unlit. This was good. The two situations in which it would glow were
if the woman I’d fought had tracked me home or if Lee or one of his
relatives had decided to visit and picked it up.

My thoughts ranged from the room I stayed in—it had been my
grandparents’ bedroom—to Amy and Vaughn and the possibility that Amy
would leave. The homework that I was leaving till tomorrow made an
appearance as well as the bots I’d planted in Higher Ground’s offices.
They had to have captured something by now. If that weren’t enough by
itself, I drifted into replaying the fight outside Hardwick Industries
in my mind, feeling my heart race at the memory.

I took a few breaths and forced the thought out of my mind, paying
attention to the movement of the air through my body—first into the
nose, then down to my lungs, and back out through the mouth.

After a few minutes of that, I did drift off, waking once to find that
Tiger, Jaclyn’s dog, had curled up next to me on the bed. I drifted back
to sleep again, this time dreaming of the planet Hideaway and the herds
of animals I’d seen there.

The next time I woke up it was around seven in the morning. Tiger had
gone somewhere else, possibly back down the elevator. The dog was
smarter than he ought to be.

I got up, pulled on clothes, grabbed my laptop, and walked into the
kitchen to work on a two page reflection on Citizen Kane for my film
studies class. Doubting that the prof wanted to read another paper about
the sled, I wrote about the effect of Kane’s wealth on the life of
Susan, his second wife, who he pushed to take up opera despite her lack
of talent for it, and how Kane himself had been sent away from his
parents for education after the discovery of a gold mine on family land.

Adding more examples of how wealth affected the different people in the
movie (but especially Kane) easily filled two pages. I wasn’t sure I
bought my own thesis, but I did my best to find support for it in the
film.

While I was finishing up, Vaughn stepped into the kitchen, pulled some
cereal from the shelf and poured it into a bowl, followed by some milk.
He sat down next to me and started eating.

I saved the last changes to the document, uploaded it to the class page,
and closed the laptop. I began to push my chair back when Vaughn said,
“I hear that you got into a fight near the family business last night.”

Remembering back, I’d seen Vaughn and Amy leave before we even got the
call. “How did you know?”

He put down his spoon. “Nothing special. Tara, Amy and I were upstairs
when she said she’d act as Control for you. Amy and I went downstairs
and listened after you left.”

“Huh.” I’d had no idea. “It wasn’t too bad. Chris and Sydney did most of
the work. I got lucky enough to have one of the two burglars bleed on
me. I texted Amy for help and now we’ll have a chance at finding her if
she works at Higher Ground.”

Vaughn blinked. “Oh. That explains that. Amy and I went upstairs and we
were having an argument. Then she just said, ‘Gotta go,’ and left.”

“I’m sorry.” I’d suspected as much, but I wasn’t going to tell him that.

He shook his head. “No. It’s okay. It was time to stop talking anyway,
but neither of us could do it. She’s going to go home someday.  She’s
decided she doesn’t want any attachments to this place stopping her from
saving her family. I think she’s going go home early even though she
doesn’t have to. What sucks is she doesn’t want to bring us along even
though she could use us. Taking on whatever’s happening over there won’t
be easy.”

Stopping, he stared down at his cereal bowl. Then he took another
spoonful, speaking as he chewed. “What’d she do for you?”

“She made a twenty-sided die that glows when the woman I fought gets
near.” I stood up, picking up the laptop. “I’ll show you on the way to
work. If you get impatient and you want to see it now, it’s in my room.
I’ve been writing since I got up, so I’m going to take a shower.”

Vaughn poured more cereal into the bowl. “I can wait. Do you want me to
drive?” Not waiting for an answer, he added, “Same time?”

“Same time,” I stepped toward the doorway to find Tara there, already
dressed in black and pink running clothes. From the sweat on her
forehead, she’d already been out. She reached up, mussing my hair like I
was five and stepping past me into the kitchen.

There she looked down at Vaughn’s cereal. Putting her hand on his
shoulder, she asked, “Is that Cheerios?”

Vaughn peered up at her. He was as aware as I was that this could get
weird.

“In Infinity City,” she said, “we had a version of Cheerios that had
drugs in them that made you happy—except when it made you depressed or
put you into a murderous rage. My parents didn’t let me have any after
the first time.”

Before I thought about it, I asked, “Why would your parents let you try
drugged Cheerios even once? I’m assuming they didn’t label them.”

Tara laughed. “No. I mean, you know Infinity City. It’s in the middle of
North Dakota in this world and it’s not in the center of civilization in
most places it exists. So the nations around it find it easy to control
what gets in an out and we don’t have farmland, so we’re dependent on
anything that gets imported. If food comes from an alternate universe
where the government keeps its citizens in a drugged out haze, we’ll
take it. If a government’s trying to control the version of Infinity
City that exists there, we’ll still take the food and it’ll probably get
shipped into place that have nothing to do with where the food came
from.”

“What’s Infinity City?” Jeremy, my Freshman and Sophomore year roommate
stood on the other side of the kitchen. The only person in the house who
wasn’t a superhero and hadn’t attended the Stapledon program, he had a
telepathic block in his head to prevent him from spilling anything.

Short and heavyset, he wore a t-shirt that said, “Science: It’s like
magic but real.”

I wasn’t sure when he’d joined the conversation, but his room was on the
other side of the kitchen. He could have been listening the entire time.

Vaughn and I looked at each other, but before either of us could figure
out how to address this Tara said, “It’s a city that might not exist in
all alternate universes, but it does exist in an infinite number of
them. Your government keeps it secret. Most do. I was born there.”

He shook his head. “That explains a lot. There’s this place in North
Dakota that the military won’t allow anyone near and satellite imagery
blots it out in the weirdest ways. You have no idea how much cred it
would get me online to explain this one. Everyone thinks it’s some kind
of Cold War intelligence facility.”

Nodding Tara said, “Sometimes there’s an exit in Russia. I mean, not
always, but sometimes. So they used to sneak spies in that way during
the Cold War and the Russians would sneak them in over here. The whole
place used to be full of spies. There are still some from universes
where the Cold War hasn’t ended yet.”

Jeremy looked over at me. “You guys have known this for years, right?”

I hesitated, but then said, “My grandfather mentioned it a few times.”

Vaughn said, “Only since Nick’s sister went on a field trip there and
nearly got sold into slavery. So, two years.”

Jeremy blinked. “You know what? This sounds more and more like the kind
of thing I shouldn’t know about. I’m going to go back to my room, get
ready for class, and pretend I never heard anything.”

He took a step backward out through the far doorway and then turned
around and stepped into his room, proving that he might be getting
wiser. He’d been a believer in superhero related conspiracy theories
before he learned about my identity as the Rocket.

Pausing as he picked up his spoon to turn toward me, Vaughn said, “I’ll
text you when I’m ready to leave.”

Four hours and a couple of classes later, I found myself at my
internship. Hardwick Industries wasn’t taking whatever had happened the
night before lying down. I’d had to pass a security guard at the door.
Ronnie, the guard who’d ridden along on the helicopter on my first day
had been on it again.

He’d been less talkative than the first time, keeping his attention on
anyone who appeared to be approaching the helicopter while we were on
the ground and out the windows while we were flying.

I was tempted to ask him what he thought he’d do if we were attacked by
flying supervillains or fighter jets, but I decided not to. Between the
thin line of his mouth and his endlessly searching eyes, I thought he
might overreact.

A more cautious person might have thought better of adding a magical
glowing die to the mix, but I decided to anyway. As I sat down at one of
the cubicles to start writing code for the psi helmet to birthing
chamber connection, I made a point of placing the die next to my laptop
and stopping to touch it every now and again.

Stephanie walked up as I stared at the screen, trying to figure out the
best ways to put my understanding of telepathic connections into code.
She picked up the die and held it up to the light.

It did not glow at all. I don’t know what I would have done if it had.

“Planning to start a company D&D game?” She rolled the die. It came up
as an eleven. She smiled and left it on my desk. “You wouldn’t be the
first.”

“I’m not planning on it, but are there games going?”

“A few. I’m not in any of them, but they exist. With everyone living on
the property, you can bet they’ll play some games. But I’m not here to
talk to you about that. I’m here because Hardwick Industries had a
break-in last night. You might have seen it in the news. So if you’ve
got anything that you think might make security nervous, you should take
care of it now.”

“Are you imagining that I brought weed along in my backpack? Or maybe
guns? Bombs?”

I grinned at Stephanie, knowing that she didn’t expect any of those
things. This was likely her way of hinting that any bugs I set in the
offices or anything I might be carrying to control them might need to be
hidden better or removed.

Stephanie rolled her eyes. “No. I was thinking you maybe had a
jackknife.”

A couple cubicles away, Victor laughed. If there were an art to saying
secret things in public, we seemed to have mastered it—or maybe that was
just her.

“Do you think they’d actually be bothered by a jackknife?” I did have
one in my pocket. It was a real Swiss Army knife—not a fake Swiss Army
knife that was actually a laser, radio, or bomb detonator.

All the same, it did have three different knives, two different
screwdriver heads (one was a Phillips), an awl, tweezers, and a
toothpick. It’s hard to underestimate how useful screwdrivers can be
whether or not they’re sonic.

“Technically,” Stephanie began, “the contract you signed specified that
you can’t bring knives of any kind into the lab.”

“I’m pretty sure I’ve seen people using knives in the lab.” I looked
from her over to Victor. There were other people around, but no one else
seemed to be paying attention.

Victor stood up in his cubicle. “Those were knives from official lab
toolkits.”

I stared at him.

He held up his hands. “I know! I know! It sounds like legalistic
bullshit, but it’s legalistic bullshit that’s written into your
contract.”

“Okay,” I turned and shut my laptop. “I’ll run over and put my jackknife
in my office cubicle.”

“Good,” Stephanie said, glancing over at the door. “While you’re at it,
you should check if you’ve got anything else that shouldn’t be here.
There’s a list in your email that the marketing department sent out this
morning.”

Resisting a temptation to ask why the Marketing department would be
responsible for that as opposed to, for example, security, I said, “I’ll
check that first.”

Then I reopened my laptop, logged in again, and looked through my email.
In fairness to Stephanie, I’d completely missed that email, but there it
was, listing all kinds of things that weren’t allowed in the
lab—including food and drink. I wasn’t sure whether they were afraid we
might ingest bits of alien artifact or spill orange juice on the
ansible.

At the same time, given that we were investigating Abominator artifacts,
it was well within the realm of possibility that they were releasing a
virus that would alter our minds, strengthening our worst qualities and
increasing our willingness to serve whatever authority figures appeared.

When I finished reading the email, I closed my computer for the second
time. The Swiss Army knife was the only thing I had that was on the
forbidden list, but I took my backpack anyway, putting the die inside.
It wasn’t that I expected anyone to steal either my backpack or the die
while I was gone, but the backpack contained a lot of material that
converted into the stealth suit.

If I had to transform, I wanted it nearby.

As for the die, I didn’t expect anyone to steal it, but if someone did,
replacing it would be a pain if it were possible.

It didn’t take long for me to leave the cubicles for birthing chamber
related work, cross the lab, walk across the sidewalk between the
buildings and go inside.

Once there, I put my knife in one of the drawers in my cube. Then I
opened up my laptop, realizing that with the majority of the office in
the lab, I’d be able to write code with fewer interruptions. I didn’t
even need a psi helmet to test it on—not that I was up to that yet. All
I needed was the emulator I already had running on my laptop.

With that thought, I placed the twenty-sider on my desk and started
working. Even if I couldn’t put it into words at that moment, I knew
that it felt better to be writing in a quiet room with carpet, warm
colors, and wood (even if it was fake) than in a room with the constant
whirr of fans, more desks, more chatter, and gray, concrete floors and
metal supports.

Time disappeared and only two things mattered in the world—the way I
imagined the helmet ought to act and the way that it actually responded
when I ran my tests through the emulator.

Distracted by the process of making one small change after another, I
became aware that there were voices in the office without feeling a need
to do anything about it. Then the die on my desk began to glow.

I kept working for a little while then, but something in me felt that
working was bad for some reason. So, I stopped and considered why
working when the die glowed might be bad.

That thought snapped me fully back to reality.

There were people talking to each other in Higher Ground’s office and
they were talking in the row on the other side of my desk.

A woman’s voice said, “We have to think about how we’ll frame the break
in last night so that the staff doesn’t
find it frightening—”

A man’s voice said, “There’s someone here. We should find a conference
room.”

Not having a better idea, I stood up to get a better look at them.

I recognized them. I didn’t know their names, but I’d seen them at the
party the company threw at the old hotel by Lake Michigan.

Neither of them went by the company’s informal dress standard—jeans and
a t-shirt, but their success in looking a cut above the rest of us
worked better on the woman than the man.

Only a few inches shorter than I was, the woman had light skin, blond
hair and wore a green suit jacket with a black turtleneck and pants. It
struck me as a goth turned business professional look. I guessed she
might be in her early thirties.

I pegged the man as being in his early forties. A couple inches shorter
than the woman, he had curly black hair, tan skin, and either hadn’t
shaved or grew facial hair at an alarming rate.

A look over his clothes made me think he was either trying too hard to
look important or not hard enough. He wore blue jeans with a gray suit
coat and a black t-shirt showing a yellow smiley face with a spot of
blood on it.

I liked the t-shirt, but I wasn’t sure I’d wear it in a work setting.

Seeing me stand up, the woman smiled without missing a beat and said,
“I’m sorry we interrupted you. Aren’t you the new intern? You’re Nick,
right?”

If you’d asked me half a second before what her name was, I wouldn’t
have known it, but my implant recognized both of them. Zola Rood worked
in the marketing department doing graphic design. The man was Art Marin
who’d moved out of lab work one month ago and now designed reports for
the business office.

I wasn’t sure when the implant started paying attention to those
details, but it was. I knew without asking that it hadn’t come out of
the Xiniti’s data on Earth. In the next instant, I knew that the
information came from emails I’d skimmed but hadn’t read.

Not letting myself get bogged down in implant data overload, I told her,
“You’re right. I’m Nick and you’re Zola and,” I nodded toward him,
“you’re Art. Stephanie introduced me to you both when you walked through
the lab on my first day.”

Zola smiled. “That’s impressive. I didn’t expect you’d remember us at
all. When I was working in the labs, I didn’t remember any of the suits
that came through.”

Not sure what the situation demanded, I decided I’d keep the
conversation going. “I didn’t know you’d worked in the labs.”

That got a laugh out of her. “Oh yes. I was trained in medical
illustration but I’ve worked in graphic
design as well since getting out of school. They hired me into the lab
because they had an artifact that had biological effects and wanted to
animate the findings. Except they’d roped me into other projects by then
and I stayed in the labs for a while. I only got out a few months ago.
Now I’m doing graphic design and some animation again.”

I paused, unsure of where I wanted to go with this. With the die glowing
red on my desk, she had to be the woman who broke into Hardwick
Industries last night and the guy might be the guy who had been with
her.

What was I supposed to be doing at this point? Make a connection so I’d
have an excuse to talk to them later? Get them to give me some clue as
to why they’d done it?

I didn’t even know what questions to ask and I couldn’t afford to get
too worked up about that. My girlfriend, Haley, had the same powers they
did and could read people’s anxiety from their smell alone. Maybe they
didn’t understand how to use their powers as well as she did, but maybe
they did. Either way, they could tear me apart if they wanted to.

I answered her, “That’s a pretty crazy career path.” Then I caught Art’s
eye and said, “I like your shirt.”

If nothing else that was honest.

He looked down. “Watchmen blew me away the first time I read it. I don’t
know why I wore this shirt today, though—probably because it was at the
top of the pile.”

Zola shook her head. “We should get to our meeting. Nice to meet you,
Nick.”

Then she stared at me. “What’s glowing red on your desk?”

I reached down and picked up the die and showed it to them. It glowed
brighter in my hand. “It’s a novelty twenty-sided die. It glows for some
people and not others. I’m still trying to figure out why.”

Art stepped into the cubicle on the other side of mine and held out his
hand. “That’s cool. Can I take a look?”

Zola stepped in along with him. After an instant of not being sure if I
should, I let it fall into his hand.

It went from being bright red to barely glowing at all.

Art snorted. “Well, I guess I shouldn’t buy one. Here.”

He passed it over to Zola and the die brightened, but not as much as
when I’d been holding it.

Zola rolled it across her palm a few times and then passed it back to
me. Though already bright, it glowed brighter in my hand.

“Nice,” Zola stepped out of the cubicle. “Come on, Art.”

With a wave in my direction, they left and I watched them go, hoping I’d
bugged the room they chose to talk in.

I sat down, not wanting them to think I was watching them. Thanks to the
bots I’d hidden around the offices and the lab, I didn’t have to watch
them with my eyes. Allowing communication between my bots and my implant
let me sit at my desk and watch the two of them move with my brain.

No doubt that opened up issues related to both privacy and humanity’s
cyborg future, but I wasn’t worried about them. For me, being able to
watch the two of them as they walked over to one of the small conference
rooms meant that life was good.

I’d bugged that small conference room.

With glass walls on three of its four sides, the conference gave the
impression of being modern or even futuristic, allowed the room to feel
more spacious, and meant that the sort of senior executive that made
passes at lower-ranked female co-workers would be less likely to use a
conference room to do it.

It also made it a little harder to hide a spybot in the room, but
fortunately, the room had the same kind of drop ceiling you found in
almost every office in the US. Whatever they were made out of, whether
it was vinyl or polystyrene, the tiles weren’t hard to burrow through.

That left me with a bird’s eye view of the room. Zola and Art sat across
from each other. Art leaned back in his chair while Zola leaned toward
him.

Glancing in what I realized must be the direction of my cubicle, she
turned back toward Art. “Did anything about that conversation seem off
to you?”

Art shrugged. “I don’t know. He just seemed like a geek. What other kind
of guy recognizes this shirt on sight?”

Zola threw her hands up. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m being paranoid after
the fight last night. If they hadn’t teleported us out, we’d have lost
and then we’d be in jail right now or maybe dead.”

“Dead?” Art laughed. “This is the Heroes’ League. They don’t kill
people. Now if Vengeance was in town I’d be worried and I can’t say I’m
not. He’s been in town with those zombie guys he leads—the Hangmen.
Those guys will string you up with their lassos. They’re like a zombie
lynch mob. That makes me nervous. They’ve been around twice in the last
few years—once when the new Heroes’ League started up and then again
when that weird thing with the big head showed up. I don’t know what
that was, but Vengeance came back. That’s not good.”

Zola looked down at the fake wood grain on the table and breathed
without saying anything. Then she looked up. “Let’s not talk about that.
I don’t think I can take worrying about any more things. What we’ve got
is bad enough. We fought the Heroes’ League last night. Now they’re
going to be looking for us. I hope that whatever they had us steal was
worth it.”

Sitting up in his chair, Art said, “It was. Ryan seemed happy when I
handed him the flash drive.”

Zola snorted and then said, “Ryan,” stretching out the syllables into,
“Ryyyyannn…”

She shook her head. “Dr. Ryan McCall, director of research and hot stuff
in his own mind. I can’t believe we let him do this to us.”

Art smiled and even from above, I could see his teeth. They’d grown.

Zola whispered. “Don’t do that here.”

Shaking his head, Art let his teeth turn back to normal. “No one will
see it except maybe the kid. Like I’ve said before, enjoy it. I feel
more alive now. I can smell smells I didn’t know existed. I can hear
your heartbeat and the kid’s breathing, people talking in the Hardwick
offices, and more. That doesn’t touch what I smell or that I can see in
the dark or how strong and fast I am. What’s there to complain about?”

Zola didn’t say anything for a few seconds. Then she said, “Don’t you
feel different? When I held the dice-”

“Die,” Art said.

She continued as if he hadn’t said anything. “—I thought for a second
that I smelled blood and I’ve been coming back to it ever since. It
makes me feel hungry. As soon as we decide what we’re going to put in
the company email about the break-in, I’m going to get lunch–steak,
warm, barely cooked and bloody. I didn’t used to like it rare. I can’t
stand it any other way now.”

Art shrugged. “I never noticed. I always liked steak rare to medium
rare, but you know, I do like it more rare now. After we get this email
written, let’s get steak. That sounds good.”

She nodded. “It’s awful, but I can barely think about anything else
right now.”

Shaking her head, she pulled a laptop out of her bag. “The company line
on break-in is that yes, it’s bad, but we have enough security that we
should be safe as long as everyone follows procedure.”

Nodding, Art said, “Sounds good. That’s what Ryan wanted. Once we knock
it out, we send it to him for approval and we’re done.”

She started typing, writing a paragraph and then saying, “What do we do
about the kid?”

Art met her eyes. “What is there to do? He doesn’t know anything.”

She took her hands off the keyboard. “He smelled nervous to me.”

Art laughed. “I don’t know how many guys like him you knew in college,
but here’s a little secret. Guys that age want women desperately and
have no idea what to do about it. You’re good looking. Even if he never
says anything, he’ll probably get nervous every time he gets near you.”

Zola shook her head. “I hope not, but I’m not sure it’s nervousness. I’m
still figuring out what all these smells mean, but that doesn’t seem
quite right. Besides, doesn’t he have a girlfriend? I thought I heard he
was with someone or maybe Stephanie?”

Shaking his head, Art said, “Not Stephanie. At least that’s what Victor
told me, but that might be wishful thinking. You know, I’ve seen the
intern talking with Emmy every time he comes in.”

Zola laughed. “Emmy’s not going to date some college kid right after
breaking up with Sandy. Of course, knowing Sandy, if she’s into geeky
guys, Nick qualifies.”

Snorting, Art said, “If she’s into geeky guys, I qualify, and she’s not
into me. No, could be Emmy’s into money. There’s Sandy first of all, but
then this kid is friends with one of the Hardwicks. That’s what Ronnie
told me.”

Zola’s raised an eyebrow. Art stopped and then continued. “You don’t
know Ronnie? He’s one of the security guards. He was special forces—I
don’t know which one—and now he works for Russell Hardwick. Anyway, if
the intern is a friend of the Hardwicks, he’s probably rich too. Rich
kids run together in my experience.”

Turning her head in the direction of my cubicle, Zola said, “A friend of
the Hardwicks? He seemed normal to me.”

Art grinned. “Well, if you’re interested, I’m sure he is.”

“What is he, like twenty? No. I’ve dated guys that age when I was that
age and believe me, the geeks aren’t the only ones with no idea of what
to do in a relationship.”

Then she looked in the direction of my cubicle again. I made a point of
keeping my head facing the computer screen and not looking away.

Leaning in toward Ryan, she said, “Let’s say he’s a friend of the
Hardwicks and he knows too much. Maybe he’s even a spy for the
Hardwicks. They’ve put millions of dollars into this place. They’d want
to know what they’re buying. Well, let’s say we tell Ryan. What’s he
going to do? They can’t do anything to this kid or the Hardwicks will
come down like a hammer on all of us.”

Art shrugged. “Not my problem.”

Zola’s eyes widened and she began to open her mouth.

“No,” Art said, “it isn’t and it isn’t yours either. The way I see it we
both sold our souls to the group when we agreed to let Ryan and Victor
run us through the damned machine. I’m pretty sure the government didn’t
have human experimentation in mind when they let Sandy have the birthing
chambers. So we’ve got something on them. Problem is, you can bet
they’ve got something on us. I know they’ve got something on me. I did
some work for the Nine as an analyst a few years back. I don’t know how
Ryan found out, but he found out.”

A hint of an animal snarl entered his voice. “They said they wouldn’t
tell anyone, but you know they will if we snitch on them. Sure, it won’t
get them out of trouble, but you know Ryan. He’ll take us down with
them. Why’d you say yes? What have they got on you?”

Checking both ways before speaking, Zola’s voice must have come out
louder than she intended. I could hear her through the glass and across
two rows of cubicles. “Why do they have to have anything on me?”

In my mind’s eye, I saw Zola slap her hand across her mouth as she
sobbed or maybe hyperventilated. As she did, Art slowly looked around
and into the main room, stopping on my cubicle.

I considered standing up and looking over there because that would be a
normal person’s response, but then decided not to because I didn’t want
to have a normal person’s response. I wanted to have an oblivious, flaky
genius’s response.

I looked back at the function I was editing and typed a few words,
stopped and typed a few more.

I managed to keep on typing even as Zola started talking again. “I’ll
tell you, but you can’t tell anyone. Too many people know already. When
I was in college, I roomed with a supervillain. She goes by Preying
Mantis now—that’s with an ‘e’—but she didn’t have a codename then. We
were just art students and we had no money so she’d steal from people
and I’d act as lookout. One night someone discovered us and
Paula—Preying Mantis—ripped her head off. I helped her hide the body.

“Ryan knew somehow. I think Preying Mantis works for the Nine now. I
haven’t heard from her in years. If he’s got a connection to the Nine,
that’s got to be why.”

Art stared at her. “I thought I’d screwed up, but wow. You helped murder
somebody.”

Zola’s face tightened. “I didn’t murder anyone. I just helped Paula hide
the body. That and burglarize some stores and houses.”

Back in my cubicle, I knew I had to get this to Isaac Lim. Having the
leadership of Higher Ground using Abominator tech for some purpose
seemed like the kind of thing the Feds would shut down the investigation
for.

Well, maybe.

Using alien technology to empower people to break into Hardwick
Industries and maybe commit other crimes as well had to be in violation
of some agreement. Plus, they were talking about me. Didn’t the FBI quit
while they were ahead if they had something and a civilian “asset” was
in danger?

They hadn’t said, “That kid makes me nervous. Let’s kill him,” in so
many words yet, but a risk to life and limb seemed implied in the way
they were talking.

Of course, Lim didn’t view me as any civilian. He viewed me as the heir
to my grandfather’s work and maybe even my grandfather’s genius. He
wasn’t all wrong with that, but these people weren’t complete pushovers
either.

Zola and Art were faster and stronger than the Ascendancy troopers I’d
fought in space. They were more in Haley and her older brother Travis’s
league. I doubt I’d have survived fighting them if the Ascendancy’s
troops had the same physical abilities—though the troopers were likely
better trained.

Art and Zola most likely hadn’t been trained much at all. They didn’t
fight like it anyway. Unfortunately, talent might be enough if they both
attacked me. My current version of the stealth suit was better than any
previous one, but it was meant to be something I could wear without
giving any hint that it was more than clothes. Nothing else, including
weapons and armor, compared to that.

Plus, any fight where the suit had to be used would reveal that I was
using a version of the Rocket suit. It wouldn’t be a big leap from there
to guess that I was the Rocket.

The fact that Chris and I had both been using versions of the Rocket
suit last night might obscure it, but not for long.

At any rate, those were the thoughts that flashed through my mind.

In the conference room, Zola had covered her face with her hands and
wasn’t saying anything.

Art watched with his mouth half-open, sometimes glancing out toward the
main area of the room. Then he said, “Look, I was just talking. I
shouldn’t have brought it up. I should have known that anything they had
on you couldn’t be good.”

Zola pulled a tissue out of her purse and dabbed under her eyes. “It’s
not you. It’s that it’s not over. After Paula and I graduated and I got
my first job, I thought I’d never have to worry about that again and now
it’s back. I made a mistake and now I’m stuck with it forever.”

Shaking his head, Art said, “Not forever. They said they’d leave me
alone after a year or two.”

Zola snorted. “They’ll never let us go. They don’t have any reason to
let us go. We’re not the same people who said yes to them. They changed
our DNA and who knows what they put in it. They made us into the people
they want us to be, but what about the people we want to be? We might
not feel it yet, but a year from now, we might like what we do for them.
Maybe we’ll like the excitement and the violence the same way I’m still
thinking about that steak even though I never used to. Maybe we’ll like
it the same way I want to pounce on any animal or person that looks
weak… Fuck, I used to be a vegetarian.”

Art looked at her and sat back in his chair. “You’ve got a point. I get
twitchy when see people I think I can take
in a fight and I keep on thinking of how I can get them away from help
when I do it.”

“That’s what I’m talking about. Whatever they did to us turned us into
predators.” Her voice never became loud, but it became harsher, more
intense.

Art glanced over in the direction of my cubicle. “What do you think
about the intern?”

She said, “He’s not acting like prey.”

I didn’t know what prey acted like, but I wasn’t going to ask them.

“So….” Art began, “we should write that email.”

She put her hands on her laptop’s keyboard.

Nothing interesting happened after that. They negotiated their way
through a “good” email about the break-in, sent it out, and left. She
waved at me on the way out and her eyes lingered on me a little too
long.

I worked on code for the rest of the day, but also made a few quick
edits to the conversation for Isaac Lim. I planned to call him as soon
as I could.

A few hours later, I found myself on a call with him. Isaac sat in his
home office. I sat in my lab. I’d used backchannels to let him know I
had something big and he’d called me from his secure system—the one so
secure that even his superiors wouldn’t be aware of it because they
might have been compromised.

I’d given him access to the video I’d made. He’d finished watching and
shook his head. “That’s bad. I’ve seen worse, but that’s pretty bad.
Higher Ground is blackmailing their own employees into getting their DNA
modified by alien artifacts. Then they’re using them to steal an unknown
piece of data from Hardwick Industries. It seems to be organized by
their research director who might have connections to the
Nine.”

Stopping, he took a breath. “Do you have more? It’s not that this isn’t
great, but let me tell you what we still don’t know. We don’t have
definitive proof that the Nine are involved. We just have two people
guessing and we don’t have any reason to believe they’re right. I’m not
saying they’re wrong, but we don’t have anything solid.”

Thinking about the hours of recordings we’d probably made, it struck me
that we didn’t yet have a process for getting them listened to yet. Hal,
our AI, had agreed in principle to go through them and so had Tara, but
we hadn’t handed them off to anybody.

We’d only been listening in for a few days, so we probably didn’t have
much.

I met Lim’s eyes. “We don’t yet. We’ve got recordings, but no one’s gone
through them. Anyway… I’m a little surprised that you aren’t telling me
to shut everything down and get out. They’re changing normal people’s
DNA with alien tech and the people are saying that they have urges to
kill and eat people. That’s pretty far out there.”

Lim nodded. “I get it. There’s no denying those are both big problems
and we could go after them for that—Higher Ground would lose their grant
to study the artifacts they don’t own and the ones they do could be
seized. Beyond the artifacts, Ryan might go on trial for blackmail and
if Art and Zola don’t murder people in the meantime, we might be able to
make it stick. The problem is that the big fish here, by which I mean
the Nine, will completely disappear and we’ll be right back to the
beginning there.”

I slumped on my stool, watching him as he nodded.

“I get it, Nick. Investigations are tough and investigations are slow
and believe me, this is easy work by comparison to what we’ve had to do
with organized crime. We’ve had to work with geeks hired by a mob boss
to handle their computer systems. Except those geeks were nothing more
than geeks. You’ve had years of training in the same techniques our
agents use for deep cover—except in your case it’s called a secret
identity. Plus, you can handle yourself in a fight, you’ve got contacts
with talents no one’s going to expect, and if everything goes to Hell,
you can call in the kind of cavalry that gives people nightmares.”

He smiled at me. “This is going well. It’s not perfect. I’d be lying if
I said I’m not worried that Art and Zola might become serial killers or
maybe murder Ryan, but you just got evidence we couldn’t get before now
and you’re in a position to get more. Start processing your recordings
and we might actually be able to end this thing.”

Then he met my eyes. “As much as I want to get as much as I can out of
you being in there, I don’t want you to get killed. The good news is
that being a friend of Vaughn’s makes that less likely. They know
someone will miss you and that that someone’s connected with the major
source that funds their research. If at any time, you think that it’s
become too dangerous for you, tell me and we’ll decide if you need to
pull out. How are you feeling right now?”

I didn’t say anything, considering it. “Well, I’m okay. I know that Zola
is suspicious of me, but I think I might be able to give her the
impression that I’m attracted to her. She’s got the same powers Haley
does, but I’m pretty sure she isn’t as good at using them. Haley might
be able to help.”

Lim nodded. “Good. Keep me updated on that. If you need to get out, we
can do things like lower your security clearance or revoke it, giving
you an easy exit.”

Then he frowned. “One more thing. Document their security practices. I’m
not impressed with what I’ve heard so far, but that’s good. One
anonymous complaint and we can swarm that place with agents. I know
exactly who will make it. You won’t even be connected.”

Staring at the screen, I said, “You’ve got someone else in there?”

Lim grinned. “Yes, but don’t go looking for them, okay? They don’t have
your access, but they are in a position to help or distract if they need
to.”

Flipping through the people I could remember from work, I couldn’t think
of any that had even hinted that they might be Feds or in any way on my
side. To be fair, that was probably a mark of competence.

That in turn reminded me of Stephanie. I needed to show her this video.
Even though I wasn’t quite sure she was trustworthy, we were in this
together now and she deserved some warning if they somehow caught on to
her.

You could make an argument that she might be better off not knowing
given Zola and Art’s senses, but I couldn’t quite make myself believe
it. At core, the more a person knew, the better they could adjust their
actions to match their situation.

“Nick?” Isaac Lim waved at me from the screen. “What are you thinking
about?”

“I have to tell Stephanie. If they get a hint that she’s more than she
seems, she needs every chance to survive and to avoid letting it
happen.”

Lim nodded. “I agree. I’m not wild about it, but she needs to know and
from everything I know about her, she’ll make it work. She did well at
Stapledon. She deserved better than to intern at the Michigan Heroes
Alliance. They’re not a bad group, but she could have interned with a
Defenders unit. I don’t know for sure, but I’d guess it’s her
ex-boyfriend’s doing. His family’s more influential than hers.”

Soon after that, he hung up and I started organizing the recordings we’d
made. They’d been stored in the implant while I worked and had to be
converted into Earth formats. Hal could do that as he watched and
transcribed them. After contacting Stephanie and arranging a meeting, I
did homework in my lab. Homework didn’t stop for breakthroughs.

A couple hours later Stephanie walked through the lab’s door. She looked
around the room, eyeing pieces of the Rocket suit, buckets filled with
the suit’s nanotech building blocks, the 3D printers, and other devices
I used while creating bots and new suit materials.

“I didn’t tell you last time, but I like your set up. I hope to have one
like it someday.” She bent down to look at a laser that assembled itself
from a mixture of ceramics and electronics that passed for denim.

Frozen in place from an error, it demanded attention and time I didn’t
have right now.

I closed a couple books and pushed myself off my stool. “It’s not all
mine. I inherited the basics and access to the money to pay for it from
my grandfather.”

She looked up and smiled. “That would be nice. We should collaborate
sometime. I spend so much time hiding my brain hacks. It would be easier
to have my uniform mold itself into the right shape or have the upper
layer slide out of the way. I have to hide them under a flap or on the
inside of a jacket. If my work ever made the news, they’d probably call
me the Flasher.”

“We could probably work out a trade. I’m not sure when I’d use your
work, but being able to flash a symbol that makes someone stand in place
and do nothing would be useful.”

She nodded. “I know, right? You can’t guess how many times I’ve had to
use it during this mission alone. The trick is to make one that will
make people forget what it was they saw just before they saw the symbol.
That’s when it becomes useful. If you loop someone and they still
remember they saw you in Sandy’s office, you might as well have been
caught. If you leave them wondering why they’re standing alone in
Sandy’s office, that’s better.”

I was about to ask her if her example was based on a real event when
Haley and Tara walked in, Tara towering over Haley, both of them still
in costume. Neither was out of breath, but their faces shone with sweat.

“We were out on patrol when we got your message,” Haley said.

Tara smiled, “Haley showed me how to use your grappling guns for
swinging. It’s amazing.”

Stephanie looked down at the guns on Tara and Haley’s belts. “What? Like
Spider-man? That’s too high. I’d fall and end up road pizza.”

Tara shook her head. “There’s a trick to it, but you could learn it.”

Stephanie frowned, and opened her mouth to say, “Believe me, I can’t,”
but she didn’t get to finish because Haley started talking at the same
time she did.

“What did you say you had to show us?”

“This,” and I played them my recording, the same one I’d shown Lim
earlier. I’d cued it up on my computer. When it was over, Stephanie
shook her head. “They had the people who broke into Hardwick Industries
write the company memo telling us not to be worried about the break-in?
That takes balls.”

Tara’s expression had changed from a grin that now reminded me of Emmy
to the blank expression that told me she’d shifted her brain into a
different mode. Stepping forward to study Art and Zola on the screen,
she said, “They’re not the only ones.”

Glancing from Tara over to me, Haley frowned. “Who are those people?”

Stephanie grinned. “The face of real evil. They’re in the marketing
department.”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “But for real, who are they?”

Crossing her arms across her chest, Stephanie said, “They really are in
the Marketing Department. Zola’s a graphic designer except she also
writes—which means she writes a lot of internal memos from management to
the masses. She’s not a bad person. She’s artsy—likes to talk about
different periods in graphic design. I went out with her to a few bars
when she worked in the lab. I haven’t seen her much lately. She’s been
busy with work and learning to use her powers, I guess.

“Now, Art… I don’t know him as well. He worked in the lab too, but I
avoided him. He’s the kind of 40 year old guy who’s always chatting up
the 20 something women in the company? A little creepy. He didn’t ever
do anything that could get him fired, but I stayed out of his way after
the first couple times and he seemed to get the message. He used to do
programming and analysis in the lab. Now he designs reports for
management and some stuff for marketing too. I’m not sure what. Our
company’s so small management and marketing are basically one team.”

Giving a shrug, she added, “And that’s pretty much all I know about
them. I can tell you a couple stories about going drinking with Zola,
but you’re not going to learn anything except that she has too much
sometimes.”

Haley gave a short laugh. “Not anymore. It sounds like they gave her the
same powers I got—which means getting drunk is going to be a lot
harder.”

Stephanie’s brow furrowed and then her mouth twisted. “That’s for the
best. She threw up in my car once. It took weeks before the smell was
completely gone.”

That gave me the opening I needed. “Tara, what did you mean when you
said, ‘they’re not the only ones’?”

She turned, her eyes meeting mine instead of some unknown point in the
distance, and her mouth no longer a thin line. “I don’t know. I mean, I
know that I meant that they obviously modified other people, but I don’t
know who. And I don’t know how I know it.”

She interrupted me before I could ask why.

“Sometimes when I think I put together chains of facts that were too
unrelated to notice normally, but sometimes I read between the lines
without knowing how I did it. Right now, I know that Art and Zola aren’t
the only ones they modified, but I don’t know who the other ones are or
what they can do.”

In a tone that was all hers and not even Emmy’s, Tara said, “Sorry,”
ending the word on a breathy, high pitched whisper.

Stephanie looked from Tara over to Haley. “Great. I guess we’ll find out
what the other modified people can do later, but for now, how would I
fool you into thinking what I want you to think?”

Haley bit her lower lip. “Um… I get most of my information on your
emotions from your smell. Perfumes help mask scents especially if
they’re perfumes that smell like human odors. So a musky smell might
help. I’ve learned how to tell the difference, but Art and Zola might
not be able to. I can also hear your heartbeat. If it becomes faster, I
know you’re nervous or excited. I don’t know what to tell you to do
about that. Think calm thoughts?”

Stephanie frowned for a moment, but then she smiled. “I think I can
handle it. All I need to do is hack my own brain. I’ll make a symbol
that keeps me calm but keeps me alert. It won’t be the first time I’ve
made stuff like that. What are you going to do?”

I stared into the distance between Tara’s and Haley’s heads, thinking
about my options. “I’m thinking that I’ll use my implant. While we were
off-planet, we had the thing substitute the standard language for the
Alliance in when we were talking. We didn’t even have to think about it.
It translated our intended words into words in a completely different
language—which means it’s got some serious hooks into my body, maybe
even into things I can’t normally control.”

With a thought, I told the implant to give me blush. In seconds, I felt
heat in my cheeks.

As Stephanie said, “That’s pretty good,” I told the implant to let my
blush fade.

Even as I did, Haley added, “Can you make your heart speed up? It does
that sometimes when you’re attracted to someone.”

“I guess,” I began.

“And sometimes,” Tara said, “you don’t make eye contact with them if
you’re feeling really nervous.”

Stephanie grinned. “It sounds like the three of you are going to figure
this out. I’m going to drive home. I’ve got some work to do.”

She gave us a wave as she walked out the door of the lab.

“You do,” Tara said.

She wasn’t wrong. “I guess,” I tried to remember the first time I’d met
her. Had I done that or had she noticed that from other examples? Either
way it was a little depressing.

We worked on it a little while longer until we had an approach that
would work. Tara left me alone with Haley and the two of us talked
together in the lab, holding hands as we sat next to each other.

“In a way,” Haley told me, “I feel sorry for Art and Zola. Everything
they were talking about, I’ve felt too—maybe not in exactly the same
way, but I have. Unlike them, I had my grandfather to teach me how to
use my powers, and Travis and I could always talk about them with each
other. So I knew I wasn’t the first person to feel this and I knew that
I was more than my instincts.”

She looked up at me. “I wish I could talk to them—or at least to Zola
because it sounds like it bothers her. Maybe after everything is over.”

“Maybe. I just hope she doesn’t go off the deep end before then.” Zola
seemed to vary between worried about controlling herself, angry, and
nice. At least she’d seemed nice. Overall, it didn’t seem like a good
combination.

“Nick?” Haley’s voice broke through my thoughts.

“Sorry. I was thinking about all of this.” I looked at her face. From
the way she looked up at me, she seemed concerned, not angry.

“I should go. I still have homework to finish.” She leaned toward me and
we kissed.

“That’s okay. So do I and I should also show the video to Vaughn in case
he needs to know too.” I let go of her hand and she went to the locker
room to strip out of her costume and shower.

We did see each other before she left, but it was while Vaughn was
watching the video.

“Stay safe,” she said, poking her head into the lab, and I waved to her
while Vaughn said, “Oh, man. This just gets worse.”





Truth and the True


        With everything going on at Higher Ground, you’d think that I’d work on
that and nothing else, but life wasn’t that simple.

We’d gotten to that point in the semester when the tests begin to appear
and papers along with them. Electronic engineering and materials science
weren’t majors with a lot of papers, but I did have to turn in a couple
of short ones explaining the technical choices I’d made on projects. The
tests weren’t bad—Dr. Strazinsky’s calculus class asked about material
I’d learned on my own and “Principles of Photonics” was interesting
enough that I couldn’t ignore it.

No, the thing that sucked time out of my life was that I had a Stapledon
weekend on top of all that. That meant being teleported to Castle Rock,
Colorado for the weekend and engaging in physical training, tactical
drills, and a few lectures on top of whatever school work I hoped to do.

Twice monthly training weekends in exchange for free tuition wasn’t much
to complain about, but I found myself doing exactly that.

We were all in the dorm room I shared with Daniel when we were in Castle
Rock. It wasn’t just Daniel and me either. Cassie and Jaclyn were also
there. We’d cleaned up after the last training session and were waiting
for supper.

Crossing her arms as she leaned against the wall by the door, Jaclyn
said, “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me any of this. I’m literally in
HQ every day.”

Almost as tall as I was, Jaclyn’s dark skin, narrow face, and lean body
reminded anyone who knew that she was the granddaughter of the Heroes’
League’s original speedster “C.”

I told her. “I keep on seeing your name in the entry records. When are
you in?”

Her mouth twisted, “Around six in the morning. I walk Tiger and then I
leave. Who’s been feeding him? You guys said you’d handle it.”

“Kayla. On the days when she’s not in, I do it, but I think Tara’s
handling it this weekend.”

Shaking her head, Jaclyn said, “That sounds like a great internship.”

Cassie laughed. She’d sat down on my bed and was leaning against the
wall, her platinum blonde hair on her shoulders, still bent from being
in a ponytail when she was in costume.

Sitting up, she added, “And after that, she gets to clean up after it,
right? Remember when we were on the way back? It pooped outside the ship
at K’Tepolu station and the biological contamination alarms went off.”

Jaclyn closed her eyes and brought her left hand up to her face.

Looking from Jaclyn to Cassie to me, Daniel grinned. “Sometimes I feel
jealous that all of you got to go to space, but you’re making me feel
better all the time.”

“No kidding,” Cassie said. “You can be glad you didn’t get stuck in a
one-room spaceship for a week with a giant puppy from space that
someone,” she glanced over at Jaclyn, “decided she needed to bring
home.”

Jaclyn glared at her for second and then they both laughed—which was a
change. They’d never hated each other, but they’d never struck me as
friends before the trip.

“Anyway,” Cassie continued, “you were complaining about your secret
mission?”

And with that, we went through everything I hadn’t already told
them—absolutely everything—because with Daniel being one of my closest
friends and a telepath, he knew when I’d skipped or forgotten something
important and asked about it.

When I was done, Cassie looked up at me. “I can’t believe you’re here
instead of home. With all of that hanging over my head, I’d have skipped
this weekend.”

Nodding, I met her gaze. “I thought about it, but in some ways, this is
the closest thing I’ve got to a break and I decided to take it.”

Tilting her head she didn’t say anything for a second. “I get it, but if
you need someone with an Abominator Citizen’s Mark, you know where to
find me. I know the Nine are looking for me, but it’s not the first time
the Nine and I have tangled. I can handle it.”

“It’s probably not a good idea—,” I began.

Cassie didn’t let me finish. “I got a look at the birthing chamber
platform when we were in Medford. If they’ve got any control of the
machine, they’re going to give someone a Citizen’s Mark. It’s in the
library and it probably won’t take more than an hour to add it in.
You’ll need someone to stop them.”

I hadn’t noticed it when I was going through the birthing chamber’s
library but I hadn’t gone through the whole thing.

“I’ll call you if it all doesn’t move too quickly.”

In a level voice, Jaclyn said, “Even if she can’t get home from D.C., I
can. I might not be able to control ancient alien artifacts, but I can
break them if there’s nothing else we can do.”

“Same here.” Standing next to our bunk beds, Daniel grinned at me. “I
might not be able to control alien artifacts either, but I think I can
shut off somebody’s access to them.”

Cassie reached out to smack his leg with her hand. “Seriously?”

He nodded. “I think so. And Nick, you know that I’m not always right,
but I’m feeling like something’s going to happen soon—maybe on Monday.
Cassie might want to see if Chancy can be on call so he can teleport her
in if you need her.”

I let out a breath. “Let’s do that.”

Daniel frowned. “Tell us if everything falls apart. Even if I can’t make
it on time, Izzy can hit Mach 4. Between her and Jaclyn, you’ve got a
good chance of handling what you need to. Depending on what’s going on,
Izzy can bring me along.”

Between Izzy and Jaclyn, we’d have two people who were near impossible
to take down and strong enough to shatter buildings. That would help.

Not long after that, we went to supper and the weekend passed like they
always do.

On Monday, I went to my classes, turned in calculus homework without Dr.
Strazinsky pulling me aside to talk to me about my internship, and made
it all the way through the helicopter ride without anything special
happening.

When Vaughn and I walked in through the big glass doors to Hardwick
Industries, we found Victor talking to Emmy. She stood behind the desk
wearing an expression almost as blank as Tara’s when she went into her
alternate mental state. A slight curl of the lip flavored the expression
on Emmy’s face, hinting that it was less dispassionate analysis and more
controlled irritation.

Victor stood in front of the desk, towering over her and talking without
stopping.

When she saw Vaughn and me, she gave us a wide smile and waved us over.
“I’m so sorry, Victor. I’ve got a few things that I have to pass on to
Nick and Vaughn. We can talk again later, but this might be a little
while.”

Victor’s face tightened, but he moved away from the desk and managed a
smile as he took a step toward the hallway that led toward Higher
Grounds offices. Nodding to Emmy, he said, “Talk to you later. You too,
Nick.”

Then he stared at Vaughn. “Vaughn Hardwick?”

“Almost,” Vaughn grinned at him. “Hardwick-Jones. My mom wanted to take
my dad’s name, but she wanted me to have Hardwick in my name so she
joined them together.”

“No kidding. I thought you were Russell Hardwick’s son.” Victor stopped
walking, giving Vaughn a once-over that seemed to take in everything
from Vaughn’s black jeans to his leather jacket, purple button-down
shirt, and long hair.

Vaughn shook his head. “I’m just his nephew.”

“Then you’re a lucky man.” Victor grinned at us and started down the
hall, glancing back at us one more time before he disappeared.

Catching my eye, Vaughn asked, “What did that mean?”

I stared down the hall, following the sound of Victor’s footfalls. “I
don’t know.”

Emmy glanced down the hall after him. Then she walked over to the
hallway and looked down it, turning back to us. “I wouldn’t worry about
it. He doesn’t always make sense.”

“Okay,” Vaughn leaned sideways and looked down the hall. “What did you
want to tell us?”

Emmy’s lips curled. “I’m sorry—nothing. I couldn’t think of a better way
to get rid of him.”

Vaughn grinned. “I knew it.”

Stepping away from the hallway, Emmy said, “I know. I wish he’d notice.
He’s stopped by here almost every day since… um… lately.”

Following Emmy, Vaughn moved away from the hall. “You could tell him
you’re not into him.”

Frowning, she said, “Maybe I should. Being polite but uninterested isn’t
getting me anywhere. Except… I feel like he’s the kind of guy who will
make a scene.”

Thinking back to what I’d seen of Victor, I had to admit she had a
point. “That’s possible.”

Emmy walked out from behind the desk. “I know. This is going to sound
ridiculous, but my intuition is unusually good, maybe even psychic. I
feel like something bad’s going to happen and all of us—including
him—are going to be in the middle of it.”

“No shit?” Vaughn looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “Do you know
when?”

Emmy frowned. “Are you making fun of me?”

“No,” Vaughn shook his head and then smiled at her. “I believe you.
There are psychics all over. The Heroes’ League in Grand Lake has had at
least two—the Mentalist and the Mystic. They’re pretty well known and
I’m sure there are a bunch of people with potential out there that no
one knows about. Do you take power juice?”

“What?” Her eyes widened. “No. That’s illegal. I’ve got to admit I’ve
wondered if I would make what I can do into something more predictable,
but even before it became a controlled substance I didn’t want to risk
it.”

Vaughn didn’t say anything for a second but then said, “Yeah. I get
that. It was all over my high school and I didn’t try any, but I’d just
gotten out of a program for fighting substance abuse the summer before
it happened. I didn’t want to relapse.”

That, of course, was a lie. Vaughn had come out of rehab before our
senior year of high school, but the reason he didn’t try power juice was
that there wasn’t any use for it. He’d already awakened his powers fully
with the power impregnator.

Tara might well have seen through that lie even if she didn’t know
Vaughn’s history, but Emmy only said, “That’s right. I forgot you went
to that high school—the one where the guy turned into a monster at
prom.”

Shrugging, Vaughn said, “Nick went there too. It’s no big deal. No one
got hurt. The Heroes’ League showed up on time. For real though, I’m not
making fun of you. Do you know any details? Something specific we could
watch for?”

Shaking her head, Emmy leaned against the front of her desk, almost
sitting on it. “No. You always hear about psychics having strange dreams
or visions or I don’t know what… For me, it’s more like solving a
puzzle. I think about things in a certain way and I can see a
relationship even if it’s not much of a relationship. Most of the time I
don’t know how things fit together, just that they do.

“That’s what I’ve got now. I know that Victor and Nick are connected to
something in the Higher Ground offices,” she glanced over at me, wide
eyes watching for something, maybe a reaction, “but you and I are on the
outside. I don’t know what will happen or when, but Nick moves like
someone who expects a fight and Victor’s always angry. It’s going to be
violent.”

She looked me in the eye. “Am I right?”

Hoping that the note of fear in her voice didn’t mean she was afraid of
me, I met her gaze. “I’m not allowed to talk about any of the artifacts
in the offices, but I am trained in fighting. I’ve been training for
more than ten years. As for Victor, he does seem like an angry guy.”

She looked around the room before speaking in a lower voice. “Sandy told
me more than he should have about what’s in there. I have some ideas.
Watch Victor. I feel like he’s going to do something and I’ll be
involved.”

I nodded. “I can do that. He’s been worrying me a little anyway.”

“Good,” she leaned back over her desk and moved her mouse and looked at
her computer monitor. “I’m sorry I kept you, but you shouldn’t let me
slow you down. Don’t be late to work, but don’t forget about what I
said, okay?”

“I won’t. This is more important to me than you might think.”

We walked away, taking footstep after footstep across a bland, corporate
carpet in a bland corporate hallway toward offices filled with potential
mad scientists and murderers.

Neither Vaughn nor I said anything at first, but he stopped in front of
the door to Hardwick Industries’ offices. “You know what she is, right?”

Keeping my voice low, I said, “I know what she might become.”

Vaughn checked the doorway. “Yeah. That. Let me know if you need help. I
think I heard that rain was in the forecast, maybe even lightning and
thunder.”

I told him, “I’ll let you know,” and then I walked down the hall,
thinking about Emmy, Tara, and the True.

Nothing about Higher Grounds’ offices hinted at the possibility of an
upcoming apocalypse in the form of the True. It felt as dead as usual
and the labs felt as full of activity.

Victor gave me a wave but otherwise stared at the screen of his
computer. No one bothered me as I started writing computer code for the
psi helmet in the cubicles near the birthing chambers.

When I contacted the spybots and started downloading last week’s
recordings, no one showed any sign that they noticed that I’d stopped
working. Bearing in mind what Cassie had said about the Abominator
Citizen’s Mark, I decided to contact the birthing machine to see if they
had modified anyone while I was at it.

I felt the birthing chambers presence in my head and called up the
contents of the library, sorting by the most recently accessed records.
My stomach lurched as more than one hundred different records became
available. Someone had been searching through the library over the
weekend. I let my implant go through the files, checking the summaries
for anything interesting.

It didn’t surprise me that the system for adding a Citizen’s Mark turned
out to be one of them. If they understood what it was, adding it to
someone would make modifying the psi helmet to control the birthing
chambers redundant. It would also allow them to control any Abominator
device in range—including weapons.

Checking the access dates showed that it had been accessed a week
ago—before most of the others. I turned that over in my head. It didn’t
seem impossible that they’d added the mark to someone, maybe more than
one person, and all the rest of the files had been accessed last weekend
with the mark.

With all the people working in the lab around me, I wondered who.

Then I worried if they’d notice that I was looking around or worse, that
I was barely working. For a moment I felt like my heart was about to
speed up, but it didn’t. My implant informed me that it was, “Quelling
‘fight or flight’ response,” and I began to feel normal.

While I hoped it wouldn’t do that when I was in a fight, I felt relieved
to know that it worked.

Though I didn’t see either Art or Zola, I decided that I ought to get
back to work. I could check through access to the library later.

Coding did distract me from the world for a while, but not forever.
Midway through the afternoon, it struck me that if someone in the
company had a Citizen’s Mark, finishing the helmet might be the best
thing I could do. My implant’s hack into the birthing chamber platform
only allowed me access to the library of creatures, but not total
control.

The psi helmet might give me full access—maybe even enough to compete
with the Citizen’s Mark, allowing me to control the birthing chambers.

That might allow me to modify the usage logs. If they had someone with a
Citizen’s Mark, it was only a matter of time before they discovered that
they weren’t the only ones with access.

Deciding I’d be better off getting further in my project, I pushed
myself to concentrate on code again. As was often the case, I lost track
of time and everything around me.

In the middle of testing why a section of my code wasn’t delivering the
expected variable in the simulator, I heard someone say my name. By the
second time, it struck me that they were trying to get my attention.

I turned away from the computer screen, finding that Dr. Valerie
Griffin, head of the lab that used to have the birthing chamber and
consultant to Higher Ground, stood next to my cubicle.

In her white lab coat, she looked like half the people in the building.

“I see that you’re working on the helmet. How would you say it’s going?”
She pulled out a chair from an unused cubicle and gave my computer
screens a calm, slow look that hinted that she might understand more of
what I’d written than she’d said.

Shrugging, I said, “Okay. I’m making progress, but I’m not done. I don’t
even have a guess as to when I’ll be done. I’m not primarily a
programmer and I’ve never written anything like this before.”

She shook her head. “I understand. Research like this isn’t the kind of
thing that you can push. Don’t feel pressured. I understand exactly what
you’re going through. I’ve spent a lot of time on alien artifacts during
my career. What I want to know is if you feel like things are going well
or badly? Are you feeling like you understand where things are going or
does it feel alien and almost completely unpredictable?”

I considered it. If I told her things were going well, they’d expect
something soon. If I told her things were going badly, she might tell
them to pass the project on to someone else.

The answer, I decided, lay in how I was trying to present myself. The
version of me that was selling to them was that of a brilliant
wunderkind, grandson of the engineer that made the Hardwicks millions or
billions of dollars.

“It’s pretty straightforward,” I told her. “It can always go bad, but
right now, I’d say I understand where this is going.”

I wasn’t lying. Between the implant’s store of knowledge about
Abominator and galactic technology and my own experience with the alien
technology in the League’s “jet,” it didn’t feel like alien technology
anymore.

Dr. Griffin blinked. “In more than twenty years in this field, I don’t
think I’ve ever heard anyone say that. If you can pull this off, you’ll
be getting job offers from places you’ve never even heard of, most of
them so secret you won’t ever be allowed to fully explain your job.”

She glanced around, and not seeing anyone nearby, she continued talking,
“I’ll deny it if you tell anyone, but if you do pull this off, consider
yourself as having a standing job offer from my lab. We can use someone
like you.”

Giving the area around us another once over, she added, “Medford isn’t
far from New York City, but still has a little bit of small-town feel.
You might like that. Just don’t tell anybody I said any of this. It
would get awkward.”

“No problem,” I said. “I won’t.”

She smiled. “Good. Keep me updated on it and don’t hesitate to let me
know if you need help. I’ve got more experience with alien technology
than anyone else here. That’s why they brought me in.”

Standing up, she pushed her chair back into the correct cubicle and
walked away.

Thinking back to when I’d helped defend their lab a year or more before,
they’d weaponized alien tech that disintegrated the mercenaries trying
to break in. I didn’t know what they were working on now, but I’d be
interested in learning about that. On the other hand, whoever had rigged
that up probably had ended up in a top secret government lab.

Since it was later in the day and I’d been interrupted anyway, I
accessed the library again, going through more of the entries that had
been accessed over the weekend, checking if any stood out.

One did. Labeled “Experimental,” it appeared to be a design from
Abominator scientists stationed on Earth. The design described the
minimum genetic tweaks necessary to get an effective fighting force out
of human beings by heightening their ability to analyze information as
well as the tweaks needed to maintain that group as distinct from the
rest of humanity.

It didn’t take me long to recognize that they were talking about the
True.

In order to power the abilities that supers have, humans need to be
changed. The standard Abominator practice involved implanting genes that
allowed humans to absorb energy not only from our reality, but from
others as well. The Abominators were working to set things up so that
they controlled which humans could use the powers they’d gained.

At the point where they’d designed the True though, they were at a point
where those genes weren’t fully understood or as effective as they’d
eventually become. So, they were trying to design human soldiers that
used a lower level of energy, something a normal human body could
produce.

They’d designed genetic modifications that allowed their humans to
notice and store more information and then to access it and draw
patterns more quickly than a normal human. Their modifications improved
reaction times, strength and endurance in addition to the mental
improvements.

To all of that, they added in a change to the reproductive system that
allowed the women of the True to reproduce identical or gender-swapped
copies of themselves.

If the Abominators had been trying, they couldn’t have come up with a
better candidate than Emmy to run through the birthing chambers. However
it happened, she had some kind of ability to see the future. Whether
that was psychic as it was for Daniel or simply a kind of intuition, it
meant that the True had one more piece of the power set that the
Abominators had been trying for from the beginning.

What the True could be if I understood them correctly was a fighting
force full of people that could learn and adjust based on minimal
information or warning. They could then take the information and respond
in the best way possible.

One other thing made sense too—Tara’s story. Tara had told us about how
the True fought True from other factions and other worlds connected to
Infinity City. Even though humans were perfectly capable of fighting
people with similar backgrounds or beliefs to the death based on small
differences that were believed to have life or death importance, the
Abominators had an absolute mania for genetic purity.

Even the Xiniti records in my implant couldn’t go too deeply into it,
but the Abominators had been divided into factions based on their
similarity to the Abominator genetic ideal and even gone to war among
themselves based on it.

The True’s internal feuding duplicated Abominator attitudes. The way
that the different groups united to kill Tara’s parents for mixing two
strains in creating Tara was all Abominator—not to mention destroying
the human race on some worlds.

Now all I had to do was get the most recent recordings back to our HQ
for analysis. With any luck, we’d be able to prove that Higher Ground
had some connection to the Nine before True emerged from the birthing
chambers—assuming they hadn’t already.

With that thought, I started paying attention to the world around me
again. It wasn’t much different than it had been when I stopped paying
attention. People stood in and around the canvas enclosed “rooms” or sat
in cubicles. No one looked in my direction with any kind of special
look.

I almost felt like they should be. I’d just understood something big,
ignoring what I was supposed to be working on for… however long that
went.

I checked the time on the bottom left corner of my monitor. It was 3:11
pm. I had almost two hours left for the day.

It almost felt anti-climactic, but I started working on the helmet
programming again. With that, the rest of the day flowed past without
any kind of notice. By the time I came up for air while programming,
Victor stood next to my cubicle. “Day’s over, Nick. Time to go. No
matter how much you might want to stay after hours, it makes management
nervous.”

“I wouldn’t want that,” I told him—more because it seemed like the kind
of thing I should say.

Victor watched as I put away my work stuff, putting the psi helmet
itself back into a metal locker and listening as the clicks of the lock
system ran.

“How’s Emmy?” Victor asked. His voice didn’t seem to hold any special
anger. He asked as he might have if he hadn’t been there when Vaughn and
I arrived and if she hadn’t used us to get away from him.

“She seemed fine,” I told him as we walked away from the birthing
chamber, following others toward the door.

“Did she say anything about me?” He looked down at me as we stopped,
waiting for the line of people ahead of us to make it out of the lab’s
side door.

Knowing that I didn’t want to tell him, “Yes, she did. She told us that
you won’t leave her alone even though she’d like you to,” I went with
the first thing that came into my head.

“Nope. She just talked about a form or two we had to fill out for
school.”

Victor nodded. “Ok. Well, I thought I’d ask. We’re getting to know each
other better these days.”

Whatever emotion showed on my face, he took it as disbelief. “Look, you
saw us talking. We’ve been talking a lot since she broke up with Sandy.”

I glanced around. While Emmy and Sandy’s relationship might have been an
open secret for some people, it was possible that saying it aloud might
force someone to take official notice.

The people in line for the door ahead of us weren’t close and no one
stood behind us. On the other hand, there were people coming in our
direction—Art and Zola. I hadn’t been wrong in thinking that Art was
both a good six inches shorter and 20 years older than I was. It did
surprise me that he could get away with wearing a “Rick and Morty”
t-shirt in an office environment. On the other hand the shirt’s message,
“I’m not arguing. I’m explaining why I’m right,” fit Art well
enough.

Zola on the other hand stood a little short of my height. Seeing her up
close instead of across the room from my desk or from the lense of one
of my spybots, my first impression was red lipstick, blond hair and
glasses that, if her senses were like Haley’s, were purely decorative.
The black denim, button down shirt might have been one button lower than
I’d think of as business casual, but it was a casual office.

It made it easier to imagine her going out to a bar with Stephanie and
getting drunk.

She put her hand on my shoulder, saying, “I hope we didn’t interrupt
your work last Friday. I happened to hear later what you must have been
working on. You have no idea how much the company’s invested in that
thing. You must be amazingly smart.”

I felt the warmth of a slight blush. Knowing that I’d programmed the
reaction into my implant the week before, choosing a subtle blush in the
hope that it would be enough, did not make the blush less awkward or
embarrassing.

Doing my best to ignore it, I said, “I don’t know. What’s smart? I think
I’m better at figuring out technical issues than most people, but
bearing in mind the Dunning-Kruger effect, even incompetent people think
they’re competent.”

“You’re funny,” she said, and let go of my shoulder.

Touching me might have been meant as a way to make a connection, but I
couldn’t help but notice that Art had moved
behind me to talk to Victor, making it impossible to see him if he
attacked.

Even that thought came without the familiar jolt of fear. Bearing in
mind that I was trying to convince the Art and Zola that I didn’t know
anything about them, that was probably a good thing. I wasn’t sure that
I felt quite right about the idea that my implant could override my
natural emotional state, though.

“What do you think about the company so far,” Zola asked. “I worked in
the lab for a while myself and made a lot of friends there. I’m sure you
know Stephanie. We’ve gone out after work sometimes.”

“She mentioned that,” I said, and we made small talk as we followed the
line of people out of the lab and over to the main office where people
grabbed anything they might have left and we all walked out into a rainy
fall day.

Art and Victor talked together as I left the office. I couldn’t help but
wonder if that meant that Victor might be in whatever group of
conspirators existed in the company. I didn’t have proof, but it was
worth a look. I made a mental note to have Hal watch for times in the
surveillance when Victor and Art were talking.

Vaughn and I met near the helipad. He looked around, and seeing no one
else nearby, said, “Anything weird happen with Victor?”

“Not so far. He was about to talk to me about Emmy, but we got
interrupted—which might be for the best. If he went on too long, I might
have been tempted to tell him that Emmy’s got zero interest in him and
that might have turned messy.”

Vaughn shook his head. “I wouldn’t say anything about that unless you’re
ready to deal with the fallout. I’d figure Emmy should give you the okay
at the very least.”

Nodding, I said, “I get that. She was worried about what Victor might do
and I can’t say she’s wrong to worry.”

Then I pointed upward toward the grey sky. “Is this all yours?”

Vaughn shook his head. “It’s part me and part normal fall weather.”

When I got back, I sent Hal the newly downloaded recordings and started
doing my school assignments.

As I worked in my lab, I had a notification in my implant. It was a
message from Hal saying, “I’ve finished converting the most recent
recordings as well as the older ones. You may view them anytime you
wish.”

I looked over the list, stopping when I saw the name “Russell Hardwick.”

It’s worth noting that technically I hadn’t received a physical list.
I’d received a list as part of Hal’s message to my implant. When I
thought about the message, I knew everything on the list. Russell
Hardwick’s name was on one of the most recent conversations.

It had happened yesterday around eight in the morning, only a few hours
before I’d come into work. The message described the location as Sandy
LePage’s office, but the meeting was with Ryan McCall.

Of all the meetings, and there were more than 20, this one stood out
because of who was involved, when it happened, and where.

I knew I wanted to look at it first.

Hal had placed the files on the League’s server, but I didn’t need
those. I could view them directly from my implant. I thought about
opening the file and then it was open and found myself viewing Sandy’s
office from the inside wall. I’d sent the bot to burrow into a
bookshelf, giving it a view of the entire room.

It was a room I’d never been inside physically, but I knew it well
enough by now.

Sandy had a corner office that could arguably be a suite. The walls were
mirrored glass from the outside. From the inside, they looked out on the
lawn and woods behind the building. Going by the view alone, it felt
like Sandy had a desk in the middle of a forest.

Of course, it wasn’t just a desk. From left to right, it had a small
bar, a long table for meetings in front of big-screen television, a
long, t-shaped desk that had two chairs and two monitors, and a private
bathroom including a shower. In the middle of the room, in front of the
bookshelf and under my bot, it also had a couch and a couple of chairs
that made it feel like a living room.

I didn’t know if all of that qualified as a room or not, but it felt
like at least three.

Ryan McCall, the lead scientist for Higher Ground, sat behind the desk.
As he watched, Russell Hardwick walked down the room, passing the bar,
the long table, television and all of it with barely a glance.

The thin line of his lips and the tight efficient gait made it clear
that he wasn’t happy to be there. Though I couldn’t read his mind,
watching him, I could easily imagine him punching the next person he
saw.

After spending the last few years in costume on and off, it felt strange
to see an overweight, middle-aged man in a blue business suit in the
grasp of the same emotions I’d seen on the face of murderers and
small-time thugs.

Ryan smiled slowly as Hardwick approached, standing and beginning to
walk around the desk to shake his hand.

Hardwick’s lip curled and he walked past Ryan, ignoring the outstretched
hand, and sat down in the chair.

When Ryan shook his head and sat down in his chair, Hardwick said,
“Let’s get this over with. You’ve got something of mine. How much do I
have to pay to get it back?”

Lines of something glittery in Ryan’s green shirt sparkled as he pulled
out a flash drive, setting a tic in Hardwick’s cheek going.

“You’re meaning this?” Ryan held the drive over the desk. “What makes
you sure I’ve brought you here to blackmail you? I might be here to play
Good Samaritan and return a man his stolen property.”

Hardwick frowned. “You might be and yet I somehow doubt it. We both know
what’s on that flash drive. The only reason you’d have it is because you
had someone steal it and the only reason you’d have someone steal it is
because you know it makes me look bad.”

Ryan dropped the flash drive into a desk drawer and closed it, the lock
clicking into place. “That’s not the only reason we’d have someone steal
it—if we did that. We might have someone steal it because we want you to
do the right thing, but don’t trust you to do it without the right
motivation.”

Hardwick stared at him. “If you all want more money, you’ve made a big
mistake. I’ve put millions into your company and I’ll put millions more
in if I think it’s a good investment. If you’re thinking that you can
force me to do it, you’re making an enemy you don’t have to make and if
you’ve read the files on that drive, you know why that should frighten
you.”

Ryan shook his head. “There’s more to life than money. What we want is
bigger. We want to control our own destiny. We know you have connections
in the Nine. So do we, but we want out and we want you to help us get
out.”

Hardwick laughed though it didn’t have the joy and surprise of most
laughter. “You want me to go to war with the Nine? Don’t kid yourself.
I’m sure we’re every bit as compromised as anyone else. The moment we
try to do anything, they’ll know.”

Ryan shook his head. “I’m not asking that. I’m asking that you talk to
people over there and see what you can do to free us from them. Say that
you want us for yourself. Since they know you’re friendly to them,
they’ll know that if they want something from us, they can get
it.”

Vaughn’s uncle stared at Ryan and let out a sigh. “What the hell are you
thinking? My dealings with the Nine aren’t from a position of power. I
hired them to keep whatever’s left of the Cabal away from my people and
my business. Those bastards are still out there. The Nine have the
connections to keep them away. It’s a near thing, though. From what I’ve
heard, the Cabal’s personal army wants to go after the Heroes’ League,
but they’re not going to stop there. Some of my employees’ kids work
with the Heroes’ League now and the rest? They may not be in the League,
but the Cabal’s been after us for years. I’ve got a duty to keep my
people safe and if it means I have to work with the Nine, I’ll work with
the Nine.”

Hardwick stood up from his chair, looking down at Ryan. “You can release
those documents to the authorities if you want, but if you’re thinking
about it, keep this in mind. The Nine already knows all of it. I don’t
lose anything by asking for their help, but
you guys lose everything if they decide to use their connections in
government to pull your access to Abominator tech. You need to ask
yourself if that’s what you want because if the Nine decide to go after
you, I’ll pull your funding. Ask yourself where your business is without
me or them before you try to blackmail me.”

Only the tightness around Ryan’s lips hinted at his thoughts. “There’s
something you don’t know and you don’t want to push us to expose
Hardwick Industries’ connection to Red Lightning’s breeding program
before you let me have my say. We’ve got complete control over the
birthing chambers now.”

Ryan grinned as Russell Hardwick’s eyes widened.

“That’s right,” Ryan continued, “we have access to the ability to clone
people and modify human DNA along with thousands of Abominator designs
and modifications that will work on humans and aliens alike. In our
reports to Hardwick Industries, we’ve told you about our success in
using Dr. Griffin’s techniques, but we haven’t told you everything.

“Our people discovered how to understand the physical controls for the
birthing chambers at a level allowed to the Abominators’ lowest servants
but they kept on working at it and someone, just a few weeks ago,
figured out how to give one of our people complete access to the
birthing machine. There’s a genetic structure that makes Abominator
technology respond to human commands as if they were Abominators. It
opens up everything to us. Everything their civilization achieved… They
ruled the galaxy. We could do that. It could be humans. And Higher
Ground in combination with Hardwick Industries will make billions, if
not trillions, of dollars off of it. Given time, I might even be
understating what we’ll get.”

Hardwick stood in front of the desk, saying nothing, making no noise but
the quiet rasp of his breathing at first. Then, “This genetic structure,
you’ve given it to one person. Why only one?”

Ryan’s face froze for a second. “It’s complicated. The Citizen’s
Mark-that’s what it’s called—won’t work on just anybody. We tried to add
it to other people before him, but the machine wouldn’t do it. Something
was missing from their genetic makeup. We don’t know what, but we’re
having our man investigate. When we know, we can give it to more
people.”

Nodding, Russell Hardwick said, “This man you’ve got. What’s he like? Is
he loyal? Is he competent? I know what kind of people you’ve got working
for you—people the government pegged as so smart they’re potential
supervillains. Can you trust him?”

Leaning back in his chair, Ryan appeared to consider the question. After
a few seconds, he leaned forward, saying, “Yes. He’s been with us since
the beginning of the business. He’s one of our first hires and he’s been
successful at every task we’ve thrown at him.”

Hardwick sat back down in the chair. “There’s no chance he’d try to
prevent you from finding out why the Citizen’s Mark won’t work on other
people? Because the way I see it, he’s got a monopoly right now. There’s
nothing stopping him from controlling every Abominator artifact he sees.
What’s he going to become then? Worse, what if he uses that birthing
chamber to give himself more power?”

Ryan shook his head. “He won’t. He’s loyal. We know what he wants and
we’re giving it to him a little at a time, keeping him hungry. And just
like with everyone else, we’ve got insurance in case he goes rogue.”

Hardwick’s mouth twisted into a shape that wasn’t quite a smile. “The
same kind of insurance you had for Dean Whiteford? Or is it just
blackmail?”

Eyes never leaving Hardwick’s face, Ryan’s barely moved. “I’m not sure
what you’re talking about. We’re all quite saddened by Dean’s death even
though we’d been having some differences with him recently. As for our
loyal employee, we’re taking all appropriate precautions to insure that
he remains loyal.”

At that point Hardwick did grin. “I understand and I’ll think about your
offer. Don’t try to hurry me. Releasing what you’ve got might destroy my
career, but whoever replaces me won’t give these kinds of offers
appropriate consideration.”

Standing up and stepping away from the chair, Hardwick grinned wider.
“There’s one more thing you should know. Those files you took included
records from Red Lightning’s breeding program and how our company
assisted him at that time as well as things I’ve done to protect the
products of that breeding program—including hiring the Executioner, a
known criminal.

“Now what you’re thinking is how much revealing that will hurt me. What
you should be thinking of is how far that means I’m willing to go to
protect myself and my people. You should also be wondering about the
products of that breeding program. You remember Justice Fist and how I
bankrolled them? They’re not the only people with powers to come out of
that program. They’re just the ones you’ve heard of. You should remember
that if you ever come to the conclusion that we’re having problems. I
don’t have any intention of ending up like Dean Whiteford. Are you clear
on that?”

Ryan stood up behind his desk. As he did, the smile on his face wavered
before turning back into a professional, if fake, smile. “You’ve made
your point. We’ll give you the time you need, but don’t take too long.
Information wants to be free. You never know where it might end up or
when.”

Walking toward the door, Hardwick turned to take a long look at Ryan.
“I’ll remember that. You should too.”

Then he walked out and shut the door. The recording ended.

I came back to myself in my lab. It had only taken a few seconds, but it
felt like a different world. To be fair, it had confirmed almost all of
everyone’s suspicions. I’d suspected that Ryan was involved in whatever
was going on or at least that he wasn’t one of the good guys. Lim,
Vaughn, and anyone on the team had suspected that Russell Hardwick might
be involved with the Nine. Stephanie had suspected the connection
between Dean Whiteford’s death and Higher Ground.

The idea that someone in Higher Ground’s leadership might blackmail
Hardwick into getting the Nine to leave them alone and then bribe him
with money and power if he succeeded?

I hadn’t seen that coming. Maybe I should have, but I hadn’t. And then
there was the successfully implantation of a Citizen’s Mark. That meant
that the whole library and the entire functionality were accessible to
someone and it was anyone’s guess as to who.

Well, not anyone’s guess. They’d given us a clue. Ryan had said it was
one of the earliest employees. All I had to do was to get a list of
who’d been hired and when. Of course, the whole company wasn’t more than
five years old. I didn’t know exact dates, but I had a feeling that “one
of our earliest employees” could easily cover half the company.

Sandy LePage would probably be the earliest employee given that the
company was his idea. It wasn’t impossible that Ryan himself might be
the one with the mark and was misdirecting Hardwick.

I did a quick pass down the list of recordings. This one had been the
most recent. Even if I went through all the rest of them, I still
wouldn’t know what Hardwick had said. On the other hand, going through
the rest of them would give me more context and that might make a world
of difference.

I went through the others. None of them were as dramatic as that one.
Most of them were business meetings where one problem or another was
being discussed. For example, the problem of how to store artifacts and
allow access while lowering the risk of theft or employee use. Some
meetings involved Sandy and Ryan and those sometimes turned into
conference calls.

It didn’t take more than a few to realize that if I were in a mood to
take notes and associate dates with events that happened after the
meetings—maybe by watching them in chronological order and doing more
research—I might understand a lot about the deeper workings of the
business and discover more crimes in the process.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t in the mood. Between the homework that had to be
done by tomorrow, the implications of the meeting I’d watched, and the
gut-level conviction that this was about to get worse, I didn’t have
enough attention to go around.

I sent all of it to Lim and then went back to my homework. His people
could go through it and get more out of it than I could. After thirty
minutes of working on calculus, another obvious move struck me. I sent
Tara a link to all of it.

She’d be able to make links between the various facts more easily than
could at this moment and if she needed to ask me questions, I had the
time—or at least I would later.

A couple of hours later I’d finished everything I needed to finish by
the next day and decided I could relax for a little while and then go to
bed.

I wasn’t sure that I wanted to relax in the lab though. All the bots,
the Rocket suit pieces, and the partially finished experiments demanded
attention in their own way. Sometimes this was relaxing, but not when
you knew that about an hour away someone with a Citizen’s Mark had
access to a warehouse for Abominator devices.

Thinking back to the fight with Art and Zola at Hardwick Industries, I
remembered how they disappeared when they got far enough away from the
building.

That might have been a supervillain, but it might have been Abominator
technology.

As I began to put my books and computer into my backpack, HQ registered
a call. It identified the caller as Agent Isaac Lim.

I clicked and took the call. Lim sat at his desk at home. Blinds covered
the window behind him, but the darkness of the night outside surrounded
the edges of the blinds.

Lim sighed and shook his head as he saw me. “You struck pay dirt. Even
though I want more detail and more proof, we’ve now got direct
confirmation from Ryan and Hardwick’s own mouths that they’re connected
to the Nine. We even know that they’re planning to do things that sound
questionable once they’ve gotten out from under the Nine’s thumb as well
as a near confirmation of the murder of Dean Whiteford.”

He stopped and looked directly at me or at the camera. “As of this
moment, the investigation’s entered a new stage. We have to decide
whether we arrest Ryan and Hardwick, raid their offices, or send someone
in to gather more information in another way. By someone, I’m meaning
you.”

I don’t know the exact expression on my face, but I felt myself frown.

Lim held up his hands. “I know. Sending you and Stephanie in to find
more information isn’t the best option. We don’t even have a good target
and I know I normally wouldn’t tell a civilian asset to go find
something to steal. It would let them know someone’s on to them. At the
same time, Stephanie, Vaughn and you aren’t typical civilians. You’re
all trained by Stapledon in various specialties of superhero work. If
you as superheroes chose to take some sort of action that got more
information, I couldn’t do a thing about it.”

He paused. “You wouldn’t want to compromise the investigation, of
course, but that’s the thing. If I want to go further, that’s going to
happen anyway. Everything I choose to do to move forward will have to go
outside my team for approval and that means that the Nine will have an
opportunity to learn what’s going on. Almost the best thing that could
happen would be if important evidence disappeared before the Nine
destroyed it. The thumb drive full of evidence on Hardwick would be
nice. There might be more in that office that would be worth a look.”

I looked at him through the screen, hoping that the means of encryption
we were using was good.

“The Hardwick thumb drive is the only one I’m aware of. We could look
for good targets. Honestly, we might be able to find more. For all I
know, Stephanie might know of things I’ve never gotten a chance to ask
her about.”

Nodding along as I talked, Lim said, “Good thought. Just remember,
whatever the two or three of you do, it’s an independent Heroes’ League
thing. It’s not something done at my direction. What I’m going to
officially tell you to do is this—keep your eyes open for anything that
looks like evidence and be aware of where it is. We want to know if
there’s a risk that it will disappear. Don’t do anything that could put
yourself at risk and keep on recording. At the point that we’ve gone
through the additional recordings you sent, it might be all over for
them both.”

Leaning back in my chair, I said, “That’s a little optimistic.”

Lim nodded. “It is, but a guy can hope. The other thing that I’m going
to hope is that if the Nine have hooks in the FBI that they aren’t
watching what I’m doing hard enough that they’re aware of what we’ve got
here. It wouldn’t be a good thing if I or the people on my team got shot
or disappeared.”

I looked at his image in my monitor. “Is that likely?”

Lim checked the windows behind him, reaching out to touch the ends of
the blinds. “It’s likely enough that I’m going to replace the blinds
with ones that make it harder to tell if anyone’s in this room—not to
mention the rest of the house. I’m not expecting immediate
assassination, but I don’t like to be watched and if someone is out
there, I don’t want to make it easy.”

“Wow.” I stared into the room behind him. “I didn’t know we were that
close to direct conflict with the Nine.”

Lim glanced back toward the window but turned around to face me. “Please
don’t do that. You’re making me nervous. I’ve got a security system
designed by contacts that I have and there’s every reason to believe I’m
safe. We are close to one of their projects, though, and when that’s
true anything can happen.”

“Crap.”

Lim smiled. “Look, it’s not the first time for me. There’s a real risk,
but it’s one I can live with. I’ve taken more precautions than you’re
aware of. Anyway, I don’t have anything else to pass on. Good job
getting the video. We’ll be going through all of it. Now, go out there
and find out what else you can get before it disappears forever. My
advice is that you don’t go off half-cocked. If it’s something that you
can easily make disappear, it’s a good target. If it’s something
everyone will immediately notice is gone, watch but don’t touch—unless
everything goes to Hell. Then use your own judgment.”

We signed off shortly after that and I texted Stephanie, “Are you aware
of any records the leadership is hiding? Something that might contain
records of connections with the Nine?”

She wrote back, “I might.”

Looking down at the words on my phone, I wrote back, “What?”

Three dots that indicated that she was writing appeared. I waited. Then
more words appeared, accompanied by a beep. “There’s a file cabinet in
Sandy’s office and he shoved a bunch of folders in there when I got
close to his desk. Don’t know what’s in there, but he didn’t want me to
see it.”

Even as I thought about my reply, she added, “Might not be the Nine, but
it’s worth a look.”

I wrote back, “Right. Want to talk here? Tomorrow night after work?”

Seconds later, “Yes. Seven?”

That worked for me. I put my books and computer into my backpack, took
the elevator upstairs, and went to bed.



Checking email on my phone after I saw an email from Dr. Hansen, head of
the Engineering Department. Could I drop by his office after class? I
had an hour between classes that morning that I’d been planning to use
to read ahead or start my Calculus problems, so the time worked, but it
wasn’t convenient.

I replied yes. This had the feel of an order instead of a request.

Dr. Strazinsky left no sign that he thought that I was in trouble or
even that he knew about the meeting. He lectured, reminded us that we
had an assignment listed on the class site, and then class was over.

I arrived in the Engineering Department and walked over to Dr. Hansen’s
office. The door was open. I leaned in and knocked on the door.

Dr. Hansen looked up from his laptop and waved me in, saying, “Please
close the door.”

As meetings with authority figures go, those are words that start
unpleasant conversations more often than they start pleasant ones. At
the same time, Dr. Hansen didn’t look angry to me. He stood up, drawing
himself up to his near seven-foot height. It might have been more
intimidating if he weren’t thin as opposed to muscular. Also, he was
holding out his hand for a handshake.

Ignoring that part of my brain that had been suddenly reminded of Tara
trying to teach Tiger tricks (“Shake? Shake? Yes! Good boy! Who’s a good
boy? Who’s a good boy? Yes, you!”), I shook the professor’s hand.

We both sat down.

Closing his laptop, Dr. Hansen looked over the desk at me. “Nick, this
isn’t about you. We’ve had no complaints. Everyone says you’re doing a
good job, but—”

And there I expected him to end the sentence with, “we’re ending the
internship,” because that would have been a mess.

Instead, he ended the sentence with, “—there’s been a security breach at
Higher Ground. Someone’s been taking recordings inside the building and
your name was specifically mentioned in one of the videos. That doesn’t
mean that we think you took the video, but from what was said you were
in the area when it was taken. So, it falls to me to ask you, did you or
anyone else you know at Higher Ground take video inside the building?”

I’d already triggered my implant to help in case I couldn’t remain calm
on my own, but the implant didn’t notify me that it was helping as I
said, “No,” with what I hoped was a convincing level of calm.

Dr. Hansen nodded at my response but kept on talking. “That’s good to
hear, but I can’t leave it there. Hardwick Industries is one of the
major places we place interns. Losing their confidence would do our
internship program major damage. That’s still true if there are problems
with one of our interns with the Higher Ground because there’s a
connection between the two companies.”

He watched me as he talked, seeking signs of a guilty conscience, maybe?

In my head, my implant received notifications from my phone. It hadn’t
been as hard to make a connection as you might think, allowing me to
give alien technology some of the same features as an Apple Watch.

I’d received a message from Lim on the encrypted network Supers used. It
said that another team had been assigned to this investigation and that
he’d been required to share the videos with them. “But don’t worry, your
name isn’t associated with the video—just the mad scientist list and our
investigation. That’s bad enough, but we think it’s likely they’ve
guessed you’re working with us from the beginning.”

If I weren’t already trying to look as calm as possible, that might have
shaken my composure. I’d have read the entire message, but for the
moment, this was enough. Anyway, Dr. Hansen hadn’t noticed that I’d been
distracted. He’d kept on talking, “I’ve read that you know people there
now. One is a friend from before—”

“I knew Stephanie a little from my scholarship program, but more now,”
I added as he talked.

“Right, but you know other people there too, not from your scholarship
program, but since you were hired. Are any of them or anyone you know
involved in espionage against Higher Ground or Hardwick Industries?”

He stopped, watching me, eyes wide, mouth in a scowl.

If his expression had become more intense, I knew why. As he’d asked the
last question, he’d touched the pin on his tie. As he did, the implant
recognized the sounds as, “Dominator command inflections,” and my
glasses began to vibrate, making sounds designed to be outside the human
hearing spectrum, but also capable of blocking out the sounds that would
have forced me to answer his question whether I wanted to or not.

Unsure as to how to fake being mind-controlled, I said, “No,” answering
as if I didn’t know he’d asked a question I shouldn’t be able to refuse.

He paused, still scowling and then asked again. “You don’t know of
anyone who wants to know about Higher Ground’s research or about the
people who work for the company?”

The HUD in my lenses continued to indicate that the glasses’ sound
blocking continued to be active as he spoke—as did my implant.

Deciding that thinking through my answer might hint that I was
unaffected, I went with the first thing that came into my head. “I’m
sure that many scientists would love to know about the research. I’m
sure that competing labs would want to know how Higher Ground got their
artifacts. None of them have contacted me to ask, so I don’t know who’d
specifically want to know. If I were worried about corporate espionage,
that’s where I’d start.”

Dr. Hansen sighed and shook his head. “Thanks for your suggestion and
thanks for answering my questions. I don’t have anymore.”

He stood up behind his desk which was my cue to leave. Shaking my hand
again, he added, “I’m glad we got to have this talk. Don’t worry about
your standing in the internship. Asking you about it was simply a
precaution.”

I let go of his hand and said, “Thanks. I get it. It is all secret
stuff.”

He followed me to the door and we walked out of his office into the
departmental suite. It looked normal. The secretary was at her desk in
the middle of the room with a student assistant who was arranging piles
of paper on the counter.

Other students were waiting at the doors of other professors. A couple
of profs were talking to each other in a corner. I’d taken classes from
both of them and they waved at me.

The one thing that was out of place? That was the guy waiting to the
right of Dr. Hansen’s office as I came out. On the face of it, he wasn’t
completely out of place. Wearing a tan Carhartt and blue jeans, he
matched the profile of most of the university’s maintenance workers. The
brush cut combined with male pattern baldness and an age I pegged as
mid-thirties fit that idea too, but my gut said that this was someone
with combat training.

It was something about the way he tracked where I was going without
moving his body to watch me—just his eyes. Thanks to the glasses I wore,
I had a close to 360-degree view of my surroundings.

He discussed something with Dr. Hansen, eyes glancing in my direction
the entire time. As an experiment, I stopped and grabbed a brochure for
an off-campus international semester and they both stopped talking to
watch until I turned to walk away again.

If that had been all, I might have dismissed it as nothing, but it
wasn’t. I knew the Carhartt jacket wasn’t a Carhartt jacket. It was a
subtle thing, but I knew the material. My grandfather had designed an
early version of it and I’d worked with it when he was training me. This
was the kind of material used in superhero costumes and equipment ten
years ago.

I might have been able to dismiss that if I’d wanted to, but my glasses
were designed to display the results of different sensor types combined
into one image just like other Rocket suits. My HUD showed the material
as denser than normal—bulletproof (depending on the bullet). It also
showed an even denser pistol-shaped object hanging underneath his left
arm.

That was the moment where I might have been tempted to run except that I
knew that nothing would cue them in more quickly than that. I kept on
walking at a normal pace until I got out of the department and even then
only walked a little bit faster down the hall until I walked out the
front door.

Carhartt jacket guy walked out when I was halfway to the next set of
buildings and heading closer to the middle of campus. He didn’t even
look at me beyond a glance. Then he walked away, heading in a direction
that would take him off-campus within a block or two.

Though he might be trying to throw me off, it seemed more likely that
he’d been told I wasn’t a threat. I imagined that if I’d admitted to
bugging the place, he’d probably have gotten all the information out of
me that he could and then sent me on a walk with Carhartt guy. Whether
that would be a trip to talk to the Nine or to my death, I didn’t need
to know.

For now, I was free.

I’d been good enough with the implant’s help to convince them that I
knew nothing and when I thought about it, Dr. Hansen hadn’t said
anything that tied him to the Nine. I’d only known I was being coerced
because the implant told me and Lim sent me a message. Aside from that,
it had been subtle.

I decided to keep the recording of the scene for later, but if I gave it
to Lim, I’d give it to him unofficially.

In the face of all that, I knew what the first thing I had to do was.
Send Lim a message so that he knew that he was right. The Nine had
infiltrated the FBI—and by the way, they’d also infiltrated the
Engineering Department of my university.

In the grand scheme of things, the FBI was more important to the
country, but the university had a more immediate impact on my life. Lim
would want to know in any case.

As I walked toward the library—which happened to be near my next class—I
thought about what I was going to do this afternoon. I’d been planning
to go to work, but was going to work the wisest possible thing I could
do? On the one hand, Dr. Hansen had decided I’d passed his test, but if
the Nine had someone at Higher Ground and they recognized that I was
protected instead of innocent, I’d be in the middle of enough enemies
that I’d have no choice but break out the Rocket suit or do something
that an average college student shouldn’t be capable of.

I wondered if there might be some way to use my implant to resist
whatever vocal tones forced people to follow commands. It would be
harder to remove than glasses.

When you considered that I’d gotten the implant from a civilization
where they were as common as cellphones, but also one where people used
their voices to control nations that spanned multiple star systems, it
seemed likely they’d have already figured out how to do that—if it was
possible.

A cold wind blew as I walked down the sidewalk through the middle of
campus. A few people zipped up their jackets.

Thinking about it more, I realized that I had to go to work. If anyone
knew that I skipped after Dr. Hansen interrogated me, they might suspect
that I understood what had happened.

The only reason that I shouldn’t would be if Lim contacted me to say
that this was enough and the FBI was going in to shut them down.

My heart pumped a little harder at the thought and it struck me that I
should tell the rest of the team that the potential existed that they’d
have to extract me from the Nine’s hands—preferably before people handed
me over to the Dominators.

I didn’t want my mindset “adjusted.”

Not wanting to write out all of that on my walk, I waited until I
reached the library, sent a message to the whole group and included the
video of Dr. Hansen, something that turned out to be more work than
anticipated. It involved sending the video to Hal for conversion,
attaching it to the message only after that, and finally sending the
whole thing to the group.

The results were predictable. Haley asked me if I was sure I had to go.
Daniel told me to make a point of sending a “yellow” the moment I got on
the helicopter and that everyone should watch for a red after that.

Cassie wrote that she’d contacted some friends in the D.C. superteams
and she could pull some favors and get here somehow.

Other people in the group wished me good luck or to stay safe—including
my sister Rachel who wrote, “Are you kidding me? You’d better stay safe.
I don’t want to have to explain this to Mom.”

A lot of people had League communicators or a connection to our system
now—the original nine of us, some of the ex-members of Justice Fist
(Sydney, Julie, Shannon, and Camilla), friends from the Stapledon
program (including Tara, Samita, and Rod), Kayla, Izzy, Amy, Chris, and
old friends in the hero community (Alex, Jenny, and Brooke).

It felt like a vast cloud, a league of superheroes or even a legion (of
nothing in particular), all of them offering help, or at least rooting
for Vaughn and me because it wasn’t as if I was going in alone.

On that subject, Vaughn’s post was, “Shit! Lim’s got no idea what we’re
walking into either, does he?”

I wrote back, “I doubt it. He just told me that we should go in, but to
notify him in any distress call I made.”

Lim had. His message had just appeared in my personal inbox.

He was right to tell me to go in. It felt good to know that I wasn’t
going in alone, though. Not everyone could help if I needed it, but
enough could that it felt like we had a chance.

It was the best I’d ever felt sitting in one of the library’s line of
wooden study carrels. I used my glasses wide-angle view to check around,
seeing other students studying, walking off to check out books, or using
their phones. I didn’t see the fake maintenance worker or Dr. Hansen.

I also didn’t get any calculus homework done at all. The team’s
discussion kept on going even after I left for class and I didn’t try to
follow it. It was all I could do to take notes.

By the time it was over, I had enough time to grab lunch at the student
union, ride with Vaughn to Hardwick HQ, and get in the helicopter. While
I caught a few messages and sent a yellow alert, I couldn’t look at my
phone during the ride. There were too many Hardwick Industries’
executives for me to feel comfortable with that and obviously I couldn’t
talk to Vaughn about it.

I didn’t see Emmy at the desk when we arrived. That wasn’t such a big
deal. She wasn’t always there, but Vaughn and I gave each other a look
anyway.

That wasn’t the biggest surprise, though. When I arrived in the lab, I
found that the birthing chambers were gone. Seeing my expression, Victor
stood up from his cubicle and laughed, “Don’t worry about it. They
brought them into another room in the labs for some additional tests.
They do that every month. It’s no big deal.”

I’d only been there for about a month, so I had no way to know if he
were lying. On the other hand, even if he were telling the truth, it
would still be an excellent excuse to make the birthing chambers
disappear for a few days.

Combined with Emmy’s disappearance, my mind found it all too easy to
imagine that they’d grab her and then create the True while the machine
was out of sight. Who’d know? I certainly wouldn’t because I didn’t
memorize the time needed to create the True while I was looking at them
last–though I didn’t think it was too long. I’d have to look in the
birthing chambers’ library to know the exact times it took to clone
anything.

Looking up at Victor, I said, “Ok. I didn’t know that.”

It must have been good enough because Victor sat back down and I went
and grabbed the psi-helmet from its storage locker. Part of me felt
tempted to try to use the helmet for its original purpose—reading minds.

While I had more experience with telepathy than most people who weren’t
telepathic, I suspected I’d still have to learn something to make it
useful. I didn’t know how to use the helmet from experience, just the
assumption that it couldn’t be too different from talking to Daniel.
Also, if anyone saw me using the helmet, there would be
questions—especially given the business’ now very clear connection to
the Nine.

No, now was the time to keep one’s head down and look like a model
unpaid employee.

And that’s what I did, half-expecting at any moment to get pulled away
by Art and Zola and ripped to shreds, tortured, or at the very least
threatened. I’m not sure how much of my work counted in the first two
hours because when you’re watching the shadows around you, it’s hard to
have a coherent thought.

I did my best to project calm, but I was checking my glasses’ near 360
degree view.

Stephanie walked past about halfway through, stopping to ask, “Is
tonight still on?”

She gave me a nod and walked away after I said yes.

As I tried to put myself back into a mindset for writing code, Victor
walked over to my cubicle, asking, “Tonight?”

I shook my head. “Nothing special. She’s dropping by my house and
hanging around with me and my housemates.”

He stood there for second and said, “Okay. How’s the helmet project
going?”

Though tempted to point out that he was preventing me from working on
it, I told him, “Making progress.”

He asked for more detail and we talked through things for the next
thirty minutes. When we were done, he seemed satisfied. He’d even made a
few suggestions that might be useful.

I started reading through the code again, trying to find the spot that
I’d been working on and recapture the thread of my thoughts. This time
around, it worked, and I spent the rest of the day writing and testing
sections of the program. By the end of work, I had made progress and
found myself wishing I didn’t have to leave by the helicopter’s
schedule.

I did have to, though, and so I walked out, joining Vaughn by the
helipad, and riding back to my house with him.

It was October and the trees were losing leaves. We rode back in light
rain. I wasn’t sure what that meant for tonight and Stephanie’s plans to
go through Sandy’s file cabinets, but it was worth keeping an eye on.

During the ride I also took a look at the discussion that had followed
my announcement. It was far too long to read through, but I did feel
like I had to make sure that everyone knew that nothing much had
happened during the day—that I was aware of anyhow. I’d checked in with
my bugs and they were undisturbed. I’d also downloaded all the recent
footage while I was in.

If we were going to sneak in and rifle through Sandy’s office, it
wouldn’t hurt to send all of our footage through Hal and see if he
noticed any good times to sneak in.

Anyway, I let everyone know that I was fine. Vaughn had already said so,
but confirmation didn’t hurt. I also passed on what Stephanie and I were
going to be talking about, hinting that I still might need a rescue if
we broke in.

That led to groans—not literal ones, obviously, but I could read between
the lines. Jaclyn wrote, “Keep us informed. We don’t want you going in
without backup.”

A couple hours later found Stephanie, Vaughn, and I sitting on stools
next to the counter in my lab in HQ. We’d gone through what Lim had said
and his fears about the Nine as well as the birthing chambers.

“Did they really take them to another room for testing? And do they
really do that every month?” I watched Stephanie for her reaction.

She nodded. “They do. Every month. It’s always around this time. It
might be a little early by a couple days.”

Opening her phone and checking her calendar, she added, “It’s about four
days early.”

Vaughn turned to face her. “What about Emmy? I didn’t see her on the way
in.”

With a smile, Stephanie said, “She’s fine. I saw her on the way out. She
was Victor free. He’d been walking over to see her a little before
one—when you arrive. She managed to avoid him today.”

“Wait,” I looked at her, “do you think we’re just being paranoid after
what happened with Dr. Hansen?”

She met my eyes. “No. Four days early is too early. Everyone else in the
labs might be too wrapped up in Sandy’s cult of personality to notice,
but they’ve never done that. I think you’re right and more than that, if
what you said about someone having a Citizen’s Mark is right, they’re
probably using the days that it’s out of the office to make stuff. You
told me that some things take longer than they’d have overnight? Well,
if they time it right they could get a weekend plus a few weekdays every
month. That might be enough to transform Art and Zola into whatever they
are.”

Nodding, Vaughn said, “Yeah, that makes sense.”

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen it, but she was right. I didn’t know
the exact times they needed for anything in the library, but I didn’t
remember seeing anything longer than five days—including the True.

Glancing from Vaughn to me, she said, “We should go tonight.”

“Tonight?” Vaughn cocked his head. “It’s not like I’ve got anything
going, but don’t you think they’re going to be extra watchful with Nick
getting interrogated and the Nine involved?”

“For that matter,” I added, “if they’re making something or worse,
making the True, they’re going to be extra worried. I don’t know what
kind of security they’d have, but something alien seems likely.”

Stephanie nodded. “That’s why we should go tonight. It feels like things
are escalating. They might not slow down until after everything is
over.”

I thought about it. She had a point. I wasn’t sure that going there
tonight was the only way to find out what was going on. It seemed likely
that they’d be less watchful if we waited, but it wasn’t clear how long
we’d have to wait. Bugging the place so that I’d have access to every
room would take time too. I wasn’t sure if I could do that in a way that
would be much less risky than going over there tonight.

With that in mind, I nodded. “Let’s say we do it. We’re going to have to
get in and out without being seen. More than that, we’ll probably want
back up in case they detect us and have enough people there that we
can’t get out without a fight.”

She nodded. “That sounds about right. Of course, we don’t want to bring
in so much backup that we tip-off that we’re there either. I don’t think
we’ll need that much anyway. They’re trying to get out from under the
Nine’s thumb, so they aren’t going to be calling on them and pulling in
Rook or any of their big names.”

That wasn’t wrong as far as it went, but, “That’s not the whole story,”
I said. “They’ve got access to creatures made
from the libraries in the birthing chambers and maybe direct access to
working Abominator technology. When we fought Art and Zola, they were
teleported out once they got to a specific spot. I don’t know exactly
what that was, but if it’s Abominator tech, it’s something that the
company isn’t specifically studying. And if they can teleport Art and
Zola out, they might be able to teleport other people in or teleport us
away. Also, if they’ve got more tech we don’t know about, we can’t plan
around it.”

Vaughn shook his head. “If they’ve got personal teleports, who knows
what they’ve got.”

I nodded. “That’s my worry. I’m not saying we can’t possibly do this
because I think we can, but even if they’ve only got that, we’ll be in a
challenging situation once you throw in a bunch of Abominator designed
monsters and a big fight.”

Stephanie listened and nodded along until I was done. “That’s all true,
but that’s why we’re going to avoid a fight. You know what my tech does.
If I want to, I can make it so anyone that looks at me freezes and can’t
move or gets looped in their head until they can’t see me anymore. This
can work.”

There were still holes that needed to be filled in for whatever we were
about to try, but I decided to go along with it then. We couldn’t plan
for everything and if we wanted to make what we’d already done matter,
it would help if we had direct evidence of Higher Ground’s leadership
doing despicable things. That meant we’d need access to the files
Stephanie knew were in Sandy’s office. The way things seemed to be
going, it wasn’t impossible that they’d move them.

If they became paranoid, this might be the last night they’d keep them
there.



An hour later, we were floating above the waters of Lake Michigan in the
Heroes’ League jet. We weren’t the only ones in the jet. In addition to
Vaughn, Stephanie, and me, we’d brought along Tara, Haley, Sydney, and
Marcus. Kayla had come into HQ to monitor what was going on remotely
with the idea that if things when wrong, she’d be able to call in more
help. With the exception of Sydney, everyone we’d brought along was
stealthy.

Haley sat at the controls of the jet, looking at the lights of the old
hotel on the beach. “Do you want me to get in close or do you want to
fly in from here?”

Wearing an armored black costume with patterns outlined all over it,
Stephanie held her face mask and goggles in one hand. “I can’t fly.”

Haley shook her head. “You won’t have to. Vaughn or Nick will carry you
down.”

“I’ll just hold us both up with a gust of wind,” Vaughn clicked his palm
and material extended upward from his black uniform, covering his face.

Frowning, Stephanie said, “A gust of wind?” She looked over at me.
“You’d hang on to me with your actual, physical hands, right?”

My helmet formed over my face and the HUD lit up. “Yeah, but Vaughn can
hold a lot of weight in the air with wind.”

“No,” Stephanie pulled her mask over her face and adjusted her goggles.
“I don’t want to be held in the air with more air.”

Deciding not to point out that my rocket pack wouldn’t be keeping us in
the air with anything more solid than Vaughn, I told Haley, “I guess fly
over the main buildings and we’ll float down. There are entrances on the
roof.”

“I could just stop above the building, engage the gravitics and float
down. Then you could walk out.” Haley checked the screens on the
instrument panel and then glanced back up toward the
windshield.

“I’d like that.” Stephanie’s mouth twisted as she glanced in my
direction.

Shrugging, I said, “I was thinking that if anyone was watching upward,
we’d have a better chance for the jet to avoid detection if we floated
down. I mean, yes, it’s hard to see, but if they know what to look for,
they’ll see a jet shaped spot of nothing that turns into a jet in a
blacker than black energy shield hovering above the building. If we drop
out of it high enough, it won’t notice the jet or any of the three of us
unless they’ve got phenomenal senses or exactly the right kind of
Abominator tech.”

“Which they might,” Stephanie said.

From further in the back, Sydney piped up. “But they probably don’t.
Nick’s right often enough. You should run with it.”

Sydney hadn’t shaped the block of steel she used as armor yet so all she
looked like was a blond, seventeen year old in a blue Heroes’ League
costume slouching in one of the jet’s seats.

I hadn’t expected her support, but I didn’t mind.

A few chairs down in the same row, Marcus glanced over at her. He had
changed into a gray, faceless figure made of a substance that resembled
liquid stone.

“We fought people with Abominator tech this summer. Nick’s not always
right, but about that? I’d listen.” Then he sighed, sinking a little
into his chair but watching Haley fly the jet.

I wondered if he’d really forgiven me for not telling him that his
girlfriend was a godlike interdimensional being that had only
temporarily taken human form? Of course, he might just be feeling
tension because his unstated, proto-relationship with Sydney had been
messed up by falling for Tikki, the being’s alias.

That wasn’t all my fault. I’d only discovered what she was when she’d
altered the flow of time to save his life—well after they’d started
their relationship.

Haley glanced over at Marcus and then Sydney and frowned, saying only,
“I guess we’ll stop about a thousand feet above the complex and you can
float down.”

“Sounds awesome,” Stephanie muttered, staring out at the dark sky and
then the dark waters of lake below.

Looking over at her, Vaughn grinned. “It won’t be that bad.”

“Says someone who can keep himself in the air by thinking.” She crossed
her arms over her chest, the mask in her hand hitting the chair.

In the next seat to the right of Stephanie, Tara put her hand on
Stephanie’s shoulder. “You’ll be fine. Nick and Vaughn are careful. Back
when I lived in Infinity City, I once had to escape from a burning
building while hanging on to the legs of a three foot long flying
cockroach that only wanted to drop me. Now that was scary, but it worked
out. It would have been easier if it hadn’t dropped me off in a
neighborhood controlled by intelligent fungus. The fungus turned out to
be friendly though, so it’s okay.”

“Thanks. I’ll try to remember that.” Stephanie had known Tara for
several years and knew better than to ask more about the rabbit hole of
insanity that was life in Infinity City.

Tara grinned, “Please do.”

There were moments where I suspected that Tara was completely aware of
how strange her Infinity City stories were and told them to see people’s
reactions.

In any case, Tara wore one of my new Heroes’ League costumes. She’d set
her color to black and accessorized with a utility belt and one of the
small rocket packs. She hung two short sticks and a katana on her
utility belt.

With that decided, Haley flew the jet down the coast, Lake Michigan to
the left and the shore and cities of the west coast of Michigan to the
right. It didn’t take long before Grand Lake and its suburbs were behind
us.

After that, most of the lights seemed to come from cottages and houses
on the dunes above the beach.

Unlike when I took in the helicopter, it took only a few minutes to
reach Hardwick Industries’ and Higher Ground’s labs. The lights of the
former hotel’s rooms became visible along with the spotlights around the
Hardwick Industries buildings in the clearing.

A few cars and the Hardwick Industries helicopter sat outside the
building, the cars in the parking lot, the chopper on the
helipad.

“Nick,” Vaughn popped of his seatbelts to join me in looking out the
windshield, “do you see what I see?”

“The helicopter, you mean?” Vaughn nodded and I continued, “I wonder
who’s there?”

In a low voice, Vaughn said, “It’s got to be my uncle.”

“I hope not. Because if he’s meeting with someone in Sandy’s office,
we’re not going to get anything.” I leaned forward in my seat, looking
down and trying to contact the bots below with my implant.

The connections came all at once. I zeroed in on the ones I cared about.
No one was in Sandy’s office. The light near the door was on, but that
was it. In fact, no one was in sight of any of my bugs in either the
office or the labs—though the lights in the labs were on.

In fact, the lights in a section of the lab building that I hadn’t
thought Higher Ground used were on. That was good in the sense that we
didn’t need to scrub the mission, but it was bad in the sense that I
hadn’t bugged that section of the building.

I had a gut feeling that we needed to know what was going on in there.





Who Are the True?


        Vaughn, Stephanie, and I stood in Sandy’s office. Since Vaughn wore one
of my new Heroes’ League costumes, he’d set it to fully cover him and
turn black with no symbols. On the off-chance that any cameras were
working other than mine, they’d see two men and a woman in unmarked
costumes.

Symbols for hacking people’s brains covered Stephanie’s costume, but
they were only obvious when she turned them on. From what I understood,
she planned to do her best to avoid using them since that would reveal
that “Hologram” (her mother’s codename and now hers) was
here.

She’d done a good job of avoiding it so far. She’d planned for this
before I even started my internship, getting access to the door system
and setting up key fobs with names of fictional employees with full
access to the building. Better, she’d gotten access to the building’s
camera system and set things up so that the system would copy the
recordings from the night before over.

In many ways, Vaughn and I were dead weight, contributing nothing at
all, but honestly, I’d take being dead weight if it meant getting in and
out with no problems.

We stood next to Sandy’s desk, the same long desk I’d seen through my
bot when Russell Hardwick visited Ryan here.

Vaughn walked around the end. “You said it’s over here. Do you know
which one? There are two.”

I leaned over the wooden desk. He was right. There were two sets of
drawers that could be filing cabinets. On the other hand, the desk was
long enough that it had two chairs and two spots for laptops. From what
I’d seen in the video I’d taken, both Ryan and Sandy used it.

Stephanie shook her head. “The one nearest you, I think.”

Putting his hand on the handle of the top drawer, Vaughn took an
experimental tug. “It’s locked. Do you have the key?”

Leaning over to look, Stephanie said, “Just because I could get us in,
it doesn’t mean I’ve got everything worked out. Let me come over there—”

She was straightening up when Vaughn said, “No, I’ve got it,” grabbed
the handle in one hand and yanked the drawer open, pulling one side of
the handle out of the drawer while shattering the section of wood and
metal around the top where the bolt went into the desk.

Dr. Nation’s regimen of exercise and food supplements had allowed some
people in the Stapledon program to access latent powers. Vaughn’s cousin
and grandfather both had strength and toughness in the mix. It wasn’t a
surprise that Vaughn had access to a bit of that now.

“Shit,” Stephanie said, “I was going to pick the lock. So much for
leaving no hint that we were here.”

Vaughn shrugged, “There’s no chance this doesn’t end in a big fight.
Every time we do anything, it ends in a big fight.”

Stephanie glared at him. “And it always will if you go in with that
attitude. What’s in the drawer?”

Vaughn pulled out a stack of folders. “No idea, but here they are.”

Placing the folders on the desk, he opened the first one. It contained a
stack of photocopies, each one showing a picture of writing in a
language I didn’t instantly recognize.

In the first few moments, it seemed to be nothing more than pictures,
but as I looked, my implant notified me that it did recognize them. They
were writing from the Abominators’ language. To judge from the pictures,
the letters and words were photographed outside somewhere cold (there
were bits of snow) and had been carved into rock.

Precisely where they had been taken wasn’t obvious. I couldn’t think of
anywhere that reportedly had Abominator writing carved into the wall.
From what I knew of the Abominators’ history on Earth, the writing could
be one hundred thousand years old.

I stared at the first picture and then found that courtesy of my
implant, I could read the language.

“Okay,” I told everyone. “I don’t know what we’ve got here, but I should
probably photograph each page. It’s Abominator writing. It’s not all
that clear what it’s about from looking at the first page here, but if
it’s got something to do with any of the artifacts out there, we’re
definitely going to want to know.”

Pulling a couple more folders out of the drawer, Vaughn said,
“Abominator writing? That’s crazy. Let’s see what else they’ve got.”

Stephanie stared at me. “You can read Abominator?”

I shrugged. “Kind of? It’s a side effect of going to space last summer.”

As she took a moment to process that, I made a quick connection to all
of my different bots. As of this moment, no one appeared to be walking
around the complex.

So, at least I didn’t have to worry about that—yet.

I set the implant to take an image of each page and flipped one after
another until they were all in the implant’s memory, not even bothering
to read them. I’d have time for that later. What we needed to do now was
to get the information and get out.

“Oh, man,” Vaughn had opened one of the folders he’d pulled out of the
filing cabinet and stood looking at the pages inside. Then he reached
into the folder and pulled out a small object. “Remember
this?”

In his right hand, he held up a thumb drive. It looked like the one I’d
seen Ryan holding in the recording between him and Russell Hardwick.

Vaughn added, “From what I’m seeing here, it looks they printed out
transcriptions of what’s on the thumb drive. I’m thinking we just take
the drive.”

“Makes sense to me.” I didn’t even look up from the papers I was
scanning.

Stephanie picked up the folder Vaughn grabbed from the filing cabinet
and began to flip through the pages. Vaughn put the thumb drive in one
of the pouches on his belt and asked, “What have you got?”

“Not the faintest fucking clue.” Stephanie flipped another page in the
folder. “It’s all printouts of spreadsheets and financial stuff. I’m
assuming that it’s important because the other stuff was important. Do
either of you know what it means?”

“No idea,” Vaughn said, putting the folder he’d grabbed back into the
drawer.

“Me neither,” I told her and kept on scanning pages. “Do you want me to
scan them?”

“Already in process,” she said and tapped the side of the goggles she
wore.

“It’d be funny if in the end all of that was more important than what
you and I grabbed.” Vaughn looked up from opening another drawer to
glance in my direction.

“I’ve heard some pretty crazy business stories,” he added, “so it
wouldn’t be surprising. I can’t imagine they’d keep the second set of
books on paper, but maybe it’s a set of supplemental information? I’m
surprised that they’d keep them here though.”

I shrugged. “They’d want to look at them here, I’d think.”

Frowning, Stephanie flipped another page. “If I had any idea I’d be
doing this, I’d have taken a few courses in accounting.”

I mentally flipped through the different cameras I’d placed throughout
the labs and the offices. The offices were clear—which was good, but the
labs weren’t. As I watched, I noticed Art and Zola slip out of a door
I’d never seen opened on one side of the labs—the area that I’d seen
lights from the last time I’d looked.

Art and Zola stepped out of the door, both of them wearing black
unitards and “monstered out” as I sometimes called Haley’s
transformation. That meant pointier teeth and extended claws, but
otherwise, they looked like themselves. If they were like Haley though,
they were stronger, more agile, and worse, had better hearing and sense
of smell.

As I’d already seen, their ability to interpret those smells didn’t
match hers, but that wasn’t going to be any comfort if they found us
anyway.

Bearing in mind Zola’s expressed mixed feelings about her new abilities,
it struck me as a bad sign that the two of them were now walking around
transformed to patrol. On the other hand, they were only walking around
the lab. They weren’t coming over to the office.

I decided to pass it on—speaking not only to Vaughn and Stephanie but
also on the mission’s communicator channel. “Hey, everyone… Art and Zola
are patrolling the lab. They don’t show any signs of heading over here
yet, but I don’t know that they won’t.”

Stephanie looked up from the papers to say, “I’ll hurry, but I think we
need this.”

Over the communicator, Marcus asked, “Are those the people they
transformed into Ascendancy soldiers?”

“Yes. Haven’t you been paying attention?” I felt like I could hear
Sydney scowling.

Marcus didn’t reply—at least not over the communicator. Tara started
talking and I thought I might have heard a few words by Marcus and
Sydney in the background.

Tara talked over them. “I think you need to assume that they’ll check
the offices. Maybe it won’t be this time, but definitely next time.”

Stephanie flipped another page. “I’m almost done and I’ve got a plan to
handle them. Just give me a few minutes.”

“I think you’ll get your time,” Tara said. “But I think you might have
to fight. From what I’ve seen, they’re more similar to Travis and Haley
than the standard Ascendancy trooper we fought. It’ll be risky, but I
know you can win. Do you need help?”

I thought about it. “I think we’re okay. My sonics nearly take Haley
down. They should work against anyone with better than normal hearing.
Plus, Vaughn’s got lightning if we need it.”

I made another check on the labs. Art and Zola had walked past the door
without even looking at it.

We had a chance.

How much of a chance was a question I had the next time the door opened.
Ronnie, the security guard we sometimes saw on the helicopter, walked
out and with him came Russell Hardwick and Ryan McCall.

It didn’t take long to guess where they might be going next—the office
that we stood in. It was possible that they might walk to the helicopter
and leave, but anyone who took Murphy’s Law seriously knew
better.

I let the picture fade into the background of my mind, setting the
implant to warn me if the situation changed. Then I connected to the
League communicator in my suit, telling anyone listening to the
mission’s channel, “Russell Hardwick, his bodyguard, and Ryan McCall are
leaving the room where they’re ‘cleaning’ the birthing chambers. My bet
is that they’re coming back to the office. We’re going to have to get
out and it’s possible that we may need to fight our way out.”

Without looking up from the papers she was scanning, Stephanie said,
“How close are they?”

I concentrated on the picture. They’d stopped in the lab, standing near
Victor’s cubicle and along with it, mine. In short, they stood a little
off to the side of where the birthing chambers ought to be.

They weren’t alone. Art and Zola had joined the group. They stood in a
circle talking. Russell Hardwick grinned, asking them questions,
laughing at their answers, completely comfortable as far as I could tell
that Art and Zola now had fangs and claws.

“They’re talking with Art and Zola in the lab near my cube. I’ll tell
you when they start walking again.”

Stephanie nodded. Vaughn said, “Good. Maybe we’ve got time to put
everything back so it’s not so obvious we were here.”

I leaned over the deck to look at the filing cabinet again. It looked
like I remembered from a few minutes before—broken. It wasn’t as if
everything around the drawer had been ripped out, but the bolt at the
top had left a hole when Vaughn ripped it out.

Making sure I hadn’t left the mission channel open, I said, “Are you
sure?”

Putting back two of the three folders we’d gotten out, Vaughn pushed the
drawer shut. “Look, it’s not too bad. The door stays shut. If we get
everything in and get out of here, they won’t notice on the first look.
On the second, yeah, they will, but we’ll be out of here by then.”

I went back to watching Russell Hardwick, turning on the sound this
time.

Russell Hardwick smiled at Zola and gave a nod to Art. “I’m sure Ryan
let you on my little secret. I’m Red Lightning’s son.”

He held up his right hand, made a gap between his thumb and forefinger
and let electricity arc from one to the other. “Hardwick Industries is
full of people whose parents or grandparents worked for Red Lightning
and I’ve taken care of them. That’s how I ended up here tonight.”

Ryan cleared his throat, “Russ, you’re right that they know, but we
don’t have to talk about that here. They’re coming with us—”

Shaking his head, Hardwick said, “I think it’s important that they know
what I’m about and I doubt you’ve told them everything. I think they
should know what Ronnie knows.”

Next to him, Ronnie nodded.

Turning back to Art and Zola, he continued, “You might remember how the
new Heroes’ League helped shut down the Cabal in Grand Lake a few years
back. Well, I never believed that the Cabal was fully gone and I was
right. They’re not. I made a deal with the Nine to keep them out of our
business and the people I have to protect. That’s what I’m about. We
lived in fear of the Cabal for years, but after making a deal, we
haven’t had to.

“It’s ironic, but having you steal proof of that deal means that I’m
going to help Ryan get the Nine out of this company, something I can
only do because the Nine trust me.”

Hardwick looked around the group. “Ronnie knows what that means. His
parents were followers of Red Lightning. I’ve made sure he and his
family have been safe all their lives because of that. With this deal, I
own much more of this company and now all of you become mine. You’ll
find that if you’re faithful to me, I’ll be faithful to you beyond
anything you expect.”

Ryan smiled. To me, the smile seemed a little strained. “Let’s get over
to the office and talk through the rest of it then. You’ve seen what
we’ve got and you know what it’s worth. We can get this done.”

Hardwick nodded. “Let’s, but aren’t Art and Zola supposed to guarding
this place?”

Shaking his head, Ryan said, “We need them with us. Art, tell Victor to
have the True take over security.”

Art walked back to the closed door, disappearing into the room and
coming out with two men. Tall and muscular with dirty blond hair and
olive skin, they looked exactly like Tara might have if she were male.

They wore gray armor made of a substance with an unearthly blue sheen. I
wouldn’t know for sure without watching them more, but to my eye the
armor appeared to be powered.

My implant labeled it as Abominator shock troops’ armor, commonly used
about 10,000 years ago. The armor’s gleam made it hard for me to believe
it could be that old. That meant that it either aged remarkably well or
that they might have a machine in the backroom capable of making it.

Either way, I needed to get back there.

Despite my curiosity about the armor, my mind went back to the thing I
should really be worried about. “Hey everyone, they’ve already got the
True. Also, Art and Zola are coming along with Ronnie, Uncle Russ, and
Ryan, so we’d better get out of here.”

Putting the papers back in the folder and handing it to Vaughn,
Stephanie said, “Ok. Done. I was going to go over them once to see if I
missed anything, but we don’t have time.”

Vaughn put the folder in the drawer and pushed it shut. “How are we
doing?”

I checked the cameras. Hardwick, Ryan, Ronnie, Art, and Zola were
walking toward the lab’s exit. I told him, “Not well, they’re heading
out of the lab’s exit which means they’ll be entering through the door
in the middle of the office. If we leave now, we can go through the
hallway into the main Hardwick Industries’ offices.”

“That works,” Stephanie walked around me toward the office’s door. “I’ve
got access to Hardwick’s security systems too.”

Vaughn and I followed her out. As we walked into Higher Ground’s lobby,
Vaughn glanced over at the cubicles and past them to the door that led
out to the lab building.

Then he caught up with Stephanie. “Where’d you learn how to hack into
the security systems? Is that a super genius thing you just do
natively?”

Opening the door to the hallway, Stephanie looked out without
responding. Then she glanced back at us. “It’s clear and yes, I’m sure
some of its freaky mad scientist stuff, but I learned a lot in
Stapledon’s information gathering courses. Plus, the Coffeeshop
Illuminati have more super-geniuses than most groups. Hacking stuff is
what they do.”

Neither Vaughn nor I said anything as we followed her down the hall. I
don’t know what Vaughn was thinking about, but my mind went back to the
Coffeeshop Illuminati. Depending on who you talked to, they were either
a terrorist group or a vigilante group that didn’t let the unwritten
rules of super teams prevent them from doing what they thought was
right.

“For the record,” Stephanie added, “I still haven’t told them anything,
but if the True do explode out of here and destroy the entire human
race, not calling the Illuminati in will have been a mistake.”

Then she stopped and motioned toward an open doorway into a Hardwick
Industries office area. “I’m thinking we should wait there until we know
they’re in the office. We don’t want them looking down the hall.”

I checked the cameras in Higher Ground. They weren’t in the labs at all.
I switched cameras to check the cube farm. They were walking in the
door. Art walked through last and shut it. Ronnie stepped inside first,
looking around before he let anyone else in.

As I watched him, I noticed that his eyes glowed a pale blue. I hoped
that meant that he could shoot some kind of energy beams from his eyes
because if he could see through walls, we were screwed.

He didn’t show any signs of seeing more than a normal person as he waved
people in, checked up an down each row of cubicles, the door down our
hallway, and finally into Sandy’s office.

“Coast’s clear, boss.” He stepped out of the way and let them walk past
him inside.

Ryan shook his head as he walked past Ronnie and inside. “I can’t
believe you made us wait while you checked the office. No one but Sandy
and I have keys.”

Letting the scene go, I said, “They’re all in Sandy’s office now. If
we’re going to leave before they discover the busted filing cabinet,
now’s our best shot.”

Stephanie nodded, “Can’t argue with that.”

We stepped back into the hall, walking even though I felt more like
running. Vaughn kept on looking back as we walked. It was
understandable. He hadn’t been sure he wanted to deal with learning how
to use my 360-degree vision system, so I’d left it out of his costume.

I turned up the volume on the office as we walked. They were going to
notice the filing cabinet sooner or later. I wanted to know the second
they did.

Ryan’s voice filtered through my implant into my head. “Now that we’re
all in here, I’d like to know what you think.”

Hardwick let out a long breath. “I’m blown away. When you said
super-soldiers earlier, I expected people like Captain Commando. I
didn’t expect that they could predict stock prices or other
corporations’ business strategies. Sending them out to shoot people is
absolutely ridiculous. We need them here in the company. That kind of
insight could make billions of dollars of difference.”

Ryan laughed. “That’s what I like to hear, but there’s more than that.
We’ve found that different people’s DNA mixes with the True’s DNA in
different ways. The True you’ve seen are the product of one donor, but
we’ve created three different lines based on three different donors.
You’ll find they each have their own strengths.”

Art’s voice broke into the conversation. “I don’t want to interrupt the
two of you, but Zola and I heard a noise down the hall.”

“That’s not all,” Zola said, “There’s a smell in this room. It smells
familiar, but there’s something not right about it. It smells strongest
over… here. Was that drawer always broken?”

Ryan muttered, “Huh?” He followed it up with, “Shit. Someone broke in
and went through the—”

He stopped talking and then I heard a series of electronic clicking
noises. He had to be calling someone.

Over the communicator, I told everyone, “They found the broken drawer
and Ryan’s calling someone for help. I don’t know who, but we need to
get out before they come this way.”

“What do you think we should do,” Vaughn asked, “Run?”

Both he and Stephanie looked back at me and then past me down the hall.
I said, “I don’t know, but they’re still in the office talking. It seems
like that would make more noise than doing what we’re doing.”

Over the comms, Haley took a breath. “I’m floating down toward the
parking lot in front of the building. Run for it if you have to, but I
think that you’re going to have to fight.”

Vaughn whispered, “Why?” into his communicator. I ignored the question
in favor of paying attention to my bugs. On the surface, it might have
been rude, but Haley could explain it as well as I could. Besides,
Vaughn should have figured it out for himself.

If Haley caught our scent in the same situation, she could sprint
upwards of fifty miles per hour—may be faster. Except for me, our small
group of infiltrators couldn’t hit that kind of speed. Art and Zola
could.

Ignoring Haley’s answer, I opened up the video of the scene. Ryan and
Hardwick stood alone in the office. Ryan had opened the drawer and bent
over it, looking through the folders.

Stopping and turning his head toward where Hardwick stood on the other
side of the desk, Ryan said, “They got your flash drive. It’s not here.
Fuck. I’m going to have them killed.”

In a level voice, Hardwick said, “Leave that to your people and the Nine
for now. In the future, never say that out loud and especially never say
it in my hearing. We need plausible deniability.”

I let go of the picture, deciding I didn’t need the distraction. As I
did, I heard something through the suit’s speakers, followed by movement
from behind me.

I whipped around, activating the sonics at levels that could blow
eardrums, hoping that Vaughn and Stephanie’s costumes would keep their
ears safe and that the property damage wouldn’t be too bad.

That was a nice thought that didn’t survive the sound of shattering
glass that came from the ceiling as the hall’s light bulbs shattered. It
wasn’t all of them—only the nearest in the direction I faced.

That section of the hall darkened as Art dropped to the ground, hands
over his ears. Zola did better. By luck or wisdom, she didn’t happen to
be directly in front of me when I released the initial blast of sound.

Instead, she’d jumped to the top of the hallway, using her claws to stay
up near the top of the wall and then push off, twisting in the air to
grab and then push off from the other side of the hallway. It was a
technique I’d seen Haley use and one that required skill in addition to
agility and power.

Zola had been working on it. I wasn’t sure whether to think of that as a
good or bad sign.

When she leaped off the wall, aiming at me, I couldn’t help but feel
that “bad sign” seemed more likely. She didn’t hit me, but it was
nothing I did. I couldn’t move. My ability to process information was
far above the human norm, but my reaction time wasn’t.

All the same, I wasn’t alone, a truth made more obvious by the lightning
bolt that left Vaughn’s hands to hit and burn the ceiling along with the
peal of thunder that sounded at the same time.

Zola avoided most of the blast, eyes going wide and giving a yelp as she
dropped to the carpeted floor. There she caught part, but not all of the
sonic attack I continued to aim in that direction.

Instead of falling down and lying helplessly on the ground, she jumped,
claws outstretched, mouth open and a full set of sharp teeth in view.

I wasn’t sure if she was aiming for me, but I threw myself to the right
side, hitting the wall. Zola continued past me, landing in front of
Vaughn and Stephanie, but directly in front of Stephanie.

Out of the peripheral vision that my helmet gave me, I saw Zola draw
back her hand, raking at Stephanie only to be met with a glowing symbol
that appeared on Stephanie’s chest.

My HUD blocked the character with a black shape that obscured the
details in my sight and though I couldn’t know it for sure, also
Vaughn’s. After training with Stephanie as well as fighting her at
Stapledon, I’d developed a program that blocked her brain hacks—most of
the time.

Zola didn’t have the benefit of my research. She froze and crumpled to
the ground, but not before one of her claws penetrated Stephanie’s
uniform. A line of blood ran down Stephanie’s right bicep.

“Oh God.” She stared down at her arm.

The claw had penetrated at least an inch deep and while the other four
hadn’t penetrated as far, they were all bleeding—a lot.

Aiming the sonics of my left arm at Art, who’d begun to get up from the
floor,I fumbled with a can that hung on my utility belt, pulled it out,
and sprayed, covered the wounds with foam.

Vaughn threw a bolt of lightning at Art and he convulsed, going down for
good as a crack of thunder echoed in the room.

“What was that?” Stephanie stared down at her arm. Except for the blood
still dripping from the uniform, the bleeding appeared to have stopped.

“A coagulant and local anesthetic. The first Rocket developed it with
another hero back in the 80s. I rediscovered the design this summer.”

Stephanie glanced over at Zola who lay at her feet and then over to Art.
“We should go.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn stepped over Zola’s body. “I zapped that guy, but he’s
not dead. You can see he’s breathing, but if he’s like people we know,
he’s got a healing factor. He might not be out long—”

Red laser beams lanced out of the darkness, hitting my suit. They didn’t
penetrate. Though the suit threw up messages about the damage to my HUD,
I bathed our attacker in sonics.

The beams stopped for a second, fired again, hitting the ceiling and
then stopped entirely as Vaughn threw bolts of lightning, hitting him
with the second, creating the sound of thunder and a smell of ozone.

Only as the man fell to the floor did I recognized him as Ronnie,
Russell Hardwick’s bodyguard for the night.

Haley’s voice came over the speakers in my helmet. “We’re here.”

Turning away, Stephanie said, “Let’s go.”

Vaughn and I didn’t argue, following her down the hall. I watched behind
us out of the corner of my eye, which thanks to my helmet showed that no
one was following us.

Vaughn glanced back. “I hope I didn’t hurt Ronnie too bad, but damn, I
had no idea he was a super. I should have guessed though. From what we
saw while fighting the Cabal, it looks like a bunch of Uncle Russ’ inner
circle are descended from people who used to work for Red Lightning.”

I opened my view of the office to find Russell Hardwick standing by the
doorway looking out into Higher Grounds’ lobby. Ryan stood just behind
him and to the right.

“Did you hear the thunder?” Hardwick turned toward Ryan who shrunk back
as electricity arced across Russell Hardwick’s hand.

Ryan only nodded.

“They got Ronnie,” Hardwick said. “It’s got to be the Heroes’ League.”

Ryan looked up at him. “Do you know who it is then? The League’s got a
weather guy. Everyone thinks he’s got to be Red Lightning’s descendant.”

Hardwick shook his head. “I used to think so. I used to think I knew who
it was, but then I found out differently. Whoever that guy in the League
is, I don’t think he’s family. Red Lightning threw lightning, but he
didn’t control weather. Storm King isn’t one of us and that means that I
won’t feel bad if I find out that he’s dead.”

I let go of the video and left the volume on a low level in case he said
anything interesting.

As I did, we stepped out of the front doors of the Hardwick Industries
building, passing Emmy’s desk on the way. Ahead of us floated the League
jet, coated in a layer of blackness that absorbed any light that touched
it, making it invisible except that the lights in the parking lot behind
it made it visible in outline.

A door opened in the side of the jet, creating a glowing human-sized
hole in the darkness. Stephanie stepped inside, helped by Tara. Vaughn
stepped forward toward the steps, grabbing the railing as Tara poked her
head out to say, “Rocket?”

It was easy to understand why she felt she needed to ask the question. I
stood in front of the jet looking at the lab building. “Take Hologram to
the hospital. I can fly home. I need to take a look at what’s going on
in there.”

Vaughn stopped. “Yeah. I’ll stay for that. I’m not going to leave you
alone. Buddy system, you know.”

Frowning, I considered arguing with him, but I couldn’t say he was
wrong.

Then Tara stepped out. “I think I need to stay for that.”

Given Tara’s relationship with the True, that didn’t seem like the best
possible idea. “Are you sure—” I began, but I didn’t even get to finish.

Tara stepped out. “I need to see this too.”

Haley followed her. “Shift can take Hologram to the team doctor.
Railgun, you stay with him and then the two of you can come back and
pick us up.”

“Night Cat, Ronin, neither of you have to stay. Storm King and I can
take a quick look and then fly home.”

Haley didn’t reply to me. She jumped out, landing next to Tara. Then she
started talking. “I stayed home when you went to space. I’ve been
waiting around every day while you come here. Now, when you’re about to
go check in on the True—who destroyed the human race on other
worlds—which means the two of you might not be able to handle it by
yourselves, I want to go.”

I stood there, considering whether or not I wanted to get into an
argument in front of a building that might contain an unstoppable enemy
army. From the jet, Marcus got up from his seat and walked toward the
front. Even though he made his superhero form faceless, I caught the
hint of a frown.

Over the communicators, Marcus said, “This is Shift taking over the jet.
Ronin and Night Cat are staying while we fly Hologram to the doctor.”

In the background, Sydney said, “We love being left out.”

Kayla’s comm name (Control) appeared before she spoke. “That’s a change
of plans.”

From the jet, but not over the comm, I heard Stephanie say, “Can we just
go before I start bleeding again?”

The door shut and the jet vanished into the darkness.

We stood in the parking lot. Haley looked up at me. “So, where are we
going?”

The two buildings stood next to each other, the main one well lit with
the glassy front office illuminated to the point that I didn’t need my
helmet’s night vision to see Emmy’s desk inside.

The second building was a twin in size, but nothing appeared to be lit
at all from the outside. It loomed above us, dark and windowless.

“The other building. The dark one.” I pointed at it.

Haley looked at it. “It’s not that dark.”

Tara pulled goggles out of her utility belt and pulled them on. “That’s
better. It must be nice to see like this all the time. Did you have a
plan for entering?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t plan to go into the other building in the
first place. It’s just that if they’ve got the True already and they’re
not all based on Emmy, we should find out who they are based on instead
of being surprised.”

Frowning, Tara looked at the main building and then over at the lab.
“Maybe we should go to the far side of that building? It would be less
visible than standing here. And if those people inside wake up, they’re
less likely to notice us there.”

Vaughn nodded. “They’re like Night Cat. I zapped one pretty hard, but
Night Cat regenerates and my bet is that this guy does too. Dunno how
long that woman who looked at the sigil stays down. Hologram never
explained how that worked.”

He paused before continuing with, “I don’t know how Ronnie’s doing. I
hit him with lightning too, and he’s got no healing factor. I hope he’s
not dead. Aside from trying to shoot us with his eyes, he seemed okay.”

Haley sniffed the air. “I don’t smell death.”

Vaughn looked over at her. “Would you? They’re inside and behind a
couple doors.”

Shrugging, Haley said, “Sometimes. Not if the building is air tight, but
even then if the door is open for a little while, it’s possible. Um…
Shouldn’t we be moving?”

“Yes,” Tara started walking toward the far side of the lab building and
we walked with her, hoping that no one had seen us.

The far side of the lab building was empty lawn with the forest starting
at least fifty feet from the building. My mind flashed back to standing
behind force fields while defending a small building in the middle of
forest on the world Hideaway. The attackers had been versions of the
same supersoldier design as Art, Zola, and Haley.

I hoped this would go better.

On the off-chance that it didn’t, I connected to the bots that carried
backup parts and even allowed expansion of the stealth suit to become as
effective as a full Rocket suit. The bots were on their way.

Even if I had to repair, rearm, and refuel my suit mid-battle, it would
still be better than not having the option.

I looked down the side of the lab building. Like the office building
next to it, the lab building was nothing more than a rectangle. Looking
down the side didn’t take much. Between the treeless lawn and the
lights, it took nothing to know that we were alone on this side of the
building.

While I was at it, I sent out a spybot to check the roof. Even though we
hadn’t yet had a sniper start firing at us from above, it wasn’t
impossible that we still could.

A few moments later though, I knew that no one stood on either roof.
That didn’t quite fit with my image of the project. I’d assumed that
they’d keep the top of the building manned at all times. It was, of
course possible that they used cameras or that they’d deliberately
chosen not to have the roof manned on the night that the CEO came to
visit the illegal project in Higher Ground’s lab. That made sense.

I got on the comm. “The roof is clear. The side’s clear. We can walk
down to the lab if we want. Hologram, if you’re listening, you told me
earlier that you’d replaced tonight’s camera footage with a loop. Are
there outside cameras too?”

Stephanie’s voice came over the speakers. “There are. They’re on a loop
too. You’ll find them hard to see. They’re small, almost as small as
your cameras.”

“No kidding? That’s not good.”

Tara nodded as I replied. “I don’t think they have anyone outside. Let’s
go. If we wait too long, they’ll be more likely to catch on to the
camera loops and then the situation will change.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Neither did Haley. She did ask, “Do you
think I should scout ahead?”

“I‘ve got more spybots,” I said.

Tara shook her head while Vaughn shrugged.

I took a quick look into the lab. The True stood outside the door to
their private area, still in Abominator armor, still holding guns.

I checked back inside Sandy’s office. Ryan and Russell Hardwick were no
longer there. Noting that, I flipped through all the cameras in my head,
searching for any kind of movement until I found it.

They stood in the hall where we’d fought Art, Zola, and Ronnie. Ryan
stared at the bodies on the ground, then stared down toward the exit,
straining to see something in that direction, muttering, “Shit, shit,
shit!”

Russell Hardwick stood over Ronnie, reaching down to check his pulse and
then moving over to check Art and Zola, finally saying, “They’re all
alive. We need to get ourselves back to the lab and send the True to get
them. Then we’re going to have to decide whether we can handle them
ourselves or if we need to call in the Nine.”

Ryan stopped muttering to stare at him. “You think they’re still here?”

Russell shrugged. “I don’t know, but if they are, we need to get
somewhere where we’ll be protected before we do anything else. We also
need to kill the intruders. They know too much.”

Walking down the hall toward the door but stopping before he reached the
lobby, Hardwick peered out toward the parking lot. “I don’t see them.
They might have left.”

He reached out to the wall and turned up the light from almost nothing
to a moderate brightness.

Turning back to Ryan, he asked, “Do you have a gun?”

Ryan shook his head.

Hardwick held up his right hand and let a spark of electricity leap from
his index finger to his thumb. “Me neither. If we get into a fight, let
me go ahead. Don’t get too close. I don’t tell many people about this,
but I ran myself through one of those machines that activates latent
powers a couple years ago and I’ve got a full dose of whatever Red
Lightning had. If someone tries to take us down, I’ll handle it. You
stay out of the way.”

Ryan stared at him, eyes wide.

Then Hardwick took his phone out of his pocket. “You’ve got a way to
call the lab, right? Call them and tell them what’s going on. I’m going
to call security. If have to, I’m going to call in the Nine.”

“The Nine?” Ryan clenched his right hand. “We’re trying to get away from
the Nine.”

Hardwick let his hands drop to his waist. “Our arrangement was that I
took over your obligations to the Nine, only leaving you with
obligations to me. So you and Sandy don’t owe them for anything they do
tonight, you owe me.

“I hope that’s good enough for you because it’s the best I can manage.”
Hardwick looked down at Ryan with a hint of a curl to his lips.

Shaking his head, Ryan said, “That’s fine. I’ll make the call.”

Then, hands shaking, Ryan pulled his phone out of his pocket, nearly
dropping it as he typed out a number. Hardwick smiled at him and started
to make his own call.

I cut off the view, opening up a view to the outside of the lab,
watching the two True soldiers stand by the door, looking out at Higher
Ground’s lab.

Whoever it was that received Ryan’s call, it wasn’t the guards outside
the door-which made sense. It would have to be someone inside, someone
who would be in charge of the True.

The door to the lab opened and a woman in a white lab coat stepped out.
I recognized her. It was Dr. Griffin, the scientist whose lab had first
had the birthing chamber. She’d seemed nice enough when we’d interacted
and it was a little disappointing to realize that she was deep into
this.

I’d seen her kids back when we defended her lab from mercenaries the
Hrrnna had hired. I supposed that bad guys also had kids. Not to mention
that I’d known even then that there was a good chance that her lab had a
relationship with the Nine.

Dr. Griffin spoke quietly to the soldiers and then stepped back inside
the lab. The soldiers nodded, but didn’t do anything special beyond
continuing to watch.

I let the scene fade from my view, finding that Haley and the others
were watching me as I became aware of my true surroundings next to the
lab building.

“That was long look through your spybots,” Haley frowned as she looked
up at me.

“Probably, yeah. I checked a few different places. I saw Russell
Hardwick and Ryan, the lab’s chief scientist. They’re with the people we
took down. The good news is they’re all alive. The bad news is that
‘Uncle Russ’ has decided that we need to die and he’s calling in
security and maybe the Nine.”

Vaughn looked around us as if expecting people to explode out of the
forest. “That’s not all the bad news. Uncle Russ has been using
Protection Force a lot since the Cabal. My mom’s been complaining about
the cost. It’s not as if the company can’t afford it, but I don’t know
that we need it.”

Haley folded her hands over her chest. “Do you think Protection Force
would kill because he told them to? I know they’re a company, but they
try to present themselves as superheroes for hire—not mercenaries.”

Cocking her head without saying anything at first, Tara bit her lip. “Is
there anyone your uncle might use as security who’d follow his
directions without worrying about whether they were legal? Because
that’s who I think he’d bring in.”

Vaughn began by saying, “I don’t think—oh. There’s the obvious one.
Uncle Russ has been connected to what was left of Grandpa’s army. He
keeps them safe. If they repay the favor by taking care of any problems
without questions, we’re practically there.”

I thought about it. “I think I’d prefer dealing with Protection Force.”

“Me too,” Vaughn said, “but I’m sure they wouldn’t kill anyone or work
with the Nine.”

Haley tilted her head back and sniffed the air. “Maybe we should get out
of here while we still can.”

I shook my head. “We need to stay long enough for me to get a look
inside the lab. We’re close right now and it would be a wasted
opportunity even if it turns out to be something we can’t handle.”

Haley frowned. “I get it. I know you want to know what’s in there. I
want to know too, but if we get out now, you might be able to move the
bots into position and look inside tomorrow. You’ve already got bots
that are close.”

Vaughn nodded. “That’s a pretty good idea.”

I thought about it. I didn’t want to argue, but, “It is, but I don’t
think we’ll get to find out tomorrow. I’m betting that after tonight
they’ll move anything can somewhere else and I have no idea where.
They’re a billion dollar company. They can hide things all
over.”

“It’s more like 600 billion,” Vaughn checked both ways, “but you’re
right about the hiding. We’ve got factories and warehouses all over the
world and an island in the Caribbean, but I’m not sure if that’s owned
by family members, the business, or the family foundation. They might
all own a piece.”

Tara pulled out the sticks hanging from her belt. “We don’t have time to
talk. If they behave like the True I know, they won’t wait. They’ll
defend themselves aggressively. If you can get your bots into the room
now, do it so we know their plans. Also do it because it’s your last
chance. I don’t have as much data as I want, but if I had to bet, I’d
bet that Higher Ground is closed tomorrow, maybe permanently, so that
they can bring the Nine in to clean it up.”

We all looked at each other. That made too much sense.

I considered the bots that I had on site. If this were my final shot at
getting information, I had a few bugs that I could still plant. Plus, I
might want to self-destruct them all before we left.

I connected to the mobile bugs and sent them toward the steel door that
two True stood guarding. It stood next to a larger door on tracks that
rolled up toward the ceiling. I hadn’t given it much thought because I’d
assumed that it was for loading and unloading trucks.

I aimed the mobile bots upward toward the top of the larger door, using
my implant to view the feed from their cameras. I didn’t know if I would
have been able to control multiple bots with my mind before getting the
implant. I doubted it, but I didn’t have any easy way to test.

It didn’t take long to find a way around the door. The bots saw nothing
at the top. The door was flush with the opening to the next room. Having
a few bugs up there made little difference, but by the time they got to
the bottom, I found it possible to watch the True soldiers guard the
human sized door a few feet down the wall while directing the bots in
how to get through under the door.

It wasn’t perfectly flush with the floor. The space leftover was easily
enough for the bots to slip through.

In the moment they were under, everything changed. The bots were no
longer in a large warehouse room that been converted into a lab. The
room that they were now in was smaller and felt smaller than that
because of everything that they’d attempted to fit inside.

Originally, the room must have been a garage for two pickup trucks or
minivans. It might even have worked for a semi with a small trailer with
a little room to load the trailer inside. Now it held the birthing
chambers next to the door, but they weren’t empty. A greenish blue fluid
and grown human bodies filled them. I counted a dozen of them.

Next to the birthing chambers were sleeping bags and mattresses. There
were too many to count with confidence, but in the short look I had, I
guessed it might be twenty, maybe twenty-four or two batches worth.

To the left of the bedding were machines. The implant recognized all of
them as Abominator equipment manufacturing devices, each one thousands
of years old and predating human
civilization.

They weren’t interesting to look at. Gray boxes about half the size of a
car, each of them with small screens and controls on one end and an
opening on the other that was closed on some and open, holding pieces of
Abominator armor, weapons, or equipment on the rest.

Victor stood next to the machines in the jeans and sweatshirt he’d worn
to work, staring at the bedding and smiling. Dr. Griffin stood next to
the birthing machine, glancing away from it and toward the bedding as
well.

Her expression was hard to read, but as she looked her lips curled in
what I took as an expression of disgust—that disappeared almost as soon
as it appeared.

People lay together in the bedding, many of them huddled together, all
of them naked, some of them lying on top of the sleeping bags, some of
them under. They were male and female, all of them at least six feet
tall, some of them closer to seven, all of them muscular.

I knew all of them or at least the people who’d supplied the original
DNA. A few looked like Emmy, but much larger, making them twins or
nearly identical brothers of Tara. It got worse. Some of the clones had
Stephanie’s dark hair and thinner face.

The last group of True were the biggest surprise. Even though her clones
were larger than she was and some of them male, I recognized Cassie’s
blond hair, square face and cleft chin.

Were all of the True newborns? If they were, it made sense. Based on
what I remembered from accessing the birthing chambers’ library, they
could crank out a generation a day or maybe less than a day. They had 24
there and were working on another twelve.

The ones they had guarding the doorway had to come from a previous
batch—which made me wonder where the other ten were. Were they outside
walking the perimeter? Guarding some other location?

Another possibility struck me, this one on the creepy end of things. I
couldn’t help but note who’d been cloned. Cassie could be explained.
They had connections with the Nine and Cassie herself was a gender
swapped clone of the original Captain Commando. We’d already seen them
use an exact clone, so it was likely they had samples available.

Emmy and Stephanie though? Victor might have seen Emmy’s potential for
predicting people’s actions. Victor might have recognized that Stephanie
had brilliant insights in how the human mind worked. That might be true,
but I also remembered his temper when he thought I was dating Stephanie
and how he wouldn’t leave Emmy alone after she’d broken up with Sandy.

Bearing in mind that Victor had an Abominator Citizen’s Mark which
forced even sentient Abominator creations to follow his commands, it
seemed possible that he might be using at least one or two of them as
sexbots.

It could be that I wasn’t being fair to Victor. He might not be as bad
as I imagined.

Still, if true it was messed up on multiple levels. Even the oldest of
them could only be months old. According to my implant, Abominator
birthing chambers were capable of embedding years of combat experience
into their creations and enough personality for them to follow orders.
It occurred to me that using them as soldiers under those circumstances
wasn’t any better morally.

It didn’t put fighting them in a good light either, but even if they
were child soldiers, they were deadly. We’d fight them if we had to.

All the same, I suddenly understood why so many stories of the True’s
origin included killing their creator.

Movement drew me back to watching the True. One of Stephanie’s clones
pulled a sleeping bag over his feet, tried to pull it up past his waist
while it was still zipped, but couldn’t muster the coordination. He
didn’t try to unzip it. He might not even have known what a zipper was.
In the end, he pulled it over himself like a blanket.

Whatever the Nine and maybe the Abominators included in his packet of
memories, it didn’t include zippers or sleeping bags—which brought me
back to the thought that they were basically child soldiers.

I sent everyone a copy of what I’d watched so far.

It didn’t take long for people to watch it, but when they were done,
Vaughn said, “When Lim sees this, it’s over for Higher Ground, Uncle
Russ and everyone. The Feds are going to roll in and charge everyone
they can.”

“Pretty much, yeah. I should send it to him the moment we’re out.” I
looked around us in the dark. From what the Rocket suit’s sensors could
show, we were still alone.

“Dunno,” Vaughn stared out into the darkness. “Maybe you should send it
to him now and see if the Feds can’t get moving immediately. I don’t
know whether those True are wiped out post birth or whether they’re
ready to go, but if whoever Uncle Russ was calling arrives, we might be
too busy to send it before they start dismantling everything.”

“You should send it to him,” Tara said, “but it’s too late. At least one
batch has already been created and they’re not all here. That’s enough
to get them started. We should contact Lim immediately so that they can
contain everyone here, but they’re going to have to search out the rest.
They won’t be able to be sure until they know how many were created and
how many they’ve found.”

She stopped, frowned. “If I were a commander of the True, I’d say that
we should go in there now while they’re weak and kill them immediately.”

Vaughn looked at her. “That’s pretty harsh.”

She shook her head. “It’s harsh, but realistic. The True are made to
reproduce ourselves. We can choose to get pregnant and to accelerate the
child’s growth rate. Even without the birthing chambers, we can double
the population of True every two years if we’re left alone an they’ll
all be perfect clones of the originals.”

“I’m not wild about just killing them,” I said.

Haley stopped looking out towards the woods to say, “Me neither.”

Tara nodded. “I know. We’re not evil. I think they can all be
rehabilitated, but they have to know what they are to know that they
can’t trust certain… urges.”

I began to say, “What urges,” but stopped when Haley held up her hand.

“Someone’s coming. A lot of someones.” She looked over at me. “If I
didn’t know better, I’d say it was you.”

I turned up the suit’s sensors and after a few moments, I heard the
distant sound of rockets. Seconds later, I saw the first person in
powered armor appear above the trees on the edge of the clearing. The
“PF” logo of Protection Force glowed blue on the figure’s chest, visible
in the dark.

Within another second, there were three more.





Mere Anarchy


        “Camouflage setting,” I said over the comm, flipping mine on.

It wouldn’t make me invisible, but it matched my surroundings. Haley and
Vaughn’s suits had it too. Tara wore her own (not of my design) and hers
didn’t as far as I knew.

We all squished our bodies next to the wall of the building. That might
be enough on first glance. Protection Force’s suits’ night vision wasn’t
likely better than night vision goggles—which were often
monochrome.

They wouldn’t work for more than a glance with the lights alongside the
building. Unlike the front of the offices, the back of the lab was just
gray painted cinderblock, making it slightly easier to hide, but not
easy.

We needed a distraction if we wanted to get away.

Over the comm, Tara whispered, “Our best chance is to get into the
trees. We need a distraction.”

My mind flashed back again to the bunker in the forest on the planet
Hideaway and the hours we’d spent fighting there. A part of me did not
want to go into the woods. I squashed it down, but not before Vaughn
said, “I’ve got this.”

I felt the wind begin to blow and heard the sound of the wind increase.
Above the forest, the clouds began to move, covering the moon. In the
air above the trees, the four Protection Force fighters in powered armor
had become at least ten, but their formation broke and scattered as they
struggled to remain upright.

Soon after that most of them gave up on remaining upright and struggled
to remain in the air and away from trees as they blew rightward.

“Now!” Tara ran across the fifty foot gap to the trees with the rest of
us following.

If it were left to me, I might have waited longer before running to be
sure they’d moved far enough that the lab building blocked their view of
us. At the same time, I had to give Tara the benefit of the doubt.

We ran about twenty feet into the woods before I said, “If we go too
far, we’ll go to the beach near the dorm.”

“Dorm?” Asking without a hint of effort in her voice, Haley ran
alongside me, weaving around or jumping over the same kind of small
bushes I ran through.

“Yeah,” Vaughn followed a few steps behind me. “Higher Ground’s people
stay in the old hotel over there.”

“Do we want to come out on the beach where people might see us?” I
glanced back, unable to see Protection Force’s people, wondering if
their suits were based on Grandpa’s World War 2 design like all the
military suits I’d seen.

Tara held up her and stopped running. We were far enough in that I
couldn’t see anything but trees around us. I felt myself breathe faster,
controlled it and concentrated on using my HUD to look for signs of
Protection Force.

Thinking back to the time we’d fought Ray in the forest near Haley’s
family’s cottage, I wondered where Solar Flare was these days. His
plasma blasts were hot enough to burn the old Rocket suit. I didn’t know
how they’d do against the current suit, but I didn’t want to find out.

Turning around to face us, Tara talked in a low voice over the comm. “I
don’t know how many people Protection Force has here, but I’ve done some
reading about them. Their squads are typically from four to eight people
in size. He’s clearly hired several, but most of their business
contracts specify guarding locations or people. They don’t give chase
under normal circumstances. So even if they have people at the hotel,
they won’t follow us if we get to the beach and fly toward Grand Lake.”

I considered that, deciding to try to ask a question she might not have
asked herself. “Are there any exceptions to that?”

Tara frowned. “Well, if Protection Force has been infiltrated by the
Nine, it’s likely that they’ll do whatever they can to stall us until
the Nine’s people arrive and try to kill us if that doesn’t work.”

I asked the next question, “What are the chances that they’ve been
infiltrated?”

In a softer voice, as if it were news to her too, Tara said, “High.”

“Shit,” Haley muttered. “Maybe we shouldn’t go down the beach. Maybe we
should go inland?”

Tara shook her head. “If they’ve been infiltrated, they’ll have more
people here, the people Mr. Hardwick is paying for and the people he
doesn’t know he’s paying for. They’ll have enough to cover the beach and
search the forest.”

Vaughn looked back. “That sucks. If we’re going to fight whatever we do,
we’d better do it sooner than later. I’m not tired, but I can’t keep up
the winds forever.”

Over the comm, Kayla said, “Control speaking. Should I send a red?
People said they’d be looking.”

Weighing the idea, I said, “We’re not quite there yet. Maybe call a few
people so they’re in position when we do?”

From the way Haley stepped back and frowned, I guessed she might not
agree. “I’m going to call Lim by his back channel. They probably won’t
fight the Feds. Not if he’s got our video.”

Then I tried to connect. He didn’t pick up, but he did send a text
message. It said, “Busy. Will call back. Watch out.”

On the off-chance that Lim would have a chance to look at the video, I
started it all uploading. At the same time, I found that I didn’t like
the coincidence at all. Lim was unavailable on the night where it
happened that we were going into Higher Grounds’ offices?

Lim had a habit of being sent into situations where he couldn’t talk.
That wasn’t unusual. It seemed inevitable when you considered that a big
part of his job was acting as a government liaison too superheroes. All
the same, knowing that the Nine had infiltrated the FBI made me
worry.

For all I knew, he might be on the run. Deciding to let everyone know, I
said, “Lim’s busy. He told me to watch out. I’m a little worried about
him actually. It seems weird that he’d be busy and telling me to watch
out when we’re fighting here. It makes me think he might be on the run
from the Nine himself.”

Haley frowned. “I don’t like the sound of that. It makes me wonder how
many more of us they’ll target tonight and maybe tomorrow.”

“Well,” Tara said, “we know they don’t know who you are because then
you’d be dead. Their standard operating procedure is to kill superheroes
investigating them as quickly as possible.”

We all stared at her.

She shrugged. “I’ve never read that anywhere, but it’s obvious if you
follow the news.”

Cocking his head to look at her, Vaughn said, “It is?”

“It is to me.” Tara took a quick look through the trees around and
pointed in the direction we’d been going. “If we walk that way, we won’t
come out too close to the hotel. We still might have to fight Protection
Force or the Nine, but that could happen anywhere and I think we’ve got
our best chance to get away on the beach.”

Haley looked up and then sniffed the air. “Let’s go if we’re going to. I
don’t have any better ideas.”

“Fine with me. Do you want me to keep this up,” Vaughn gestured upward
where the winds continued to roar. “I can, but like I said, it’ll drain
me. I won’t be worth much in a fight after that.”

Tara’s brow wrinkled. “Let the winds go, but be ready to bring them up
again if we need them.”

Giving everyone a small wave, I said, “That would allow me to keep a
spybot above the trees. I can’t right now.”

Tara took a few steps toward the beach. “Then let’s go.”

I sent up a spybot, sending it ahead of us, but also above the trees as
I’d said. With the winds dying down, Protection Force’s people had begun
to fly in circles above the cleaning around the buildings. A few more
flew over the forest. Others still had landed on the ground and were
looking into the forest.

I felt sure there were more now than the ten we’d already seen. Getting
out without fighting sounded better and better. It was too bad that
being both fast and quiet didn’t work together.

We all followed Tara and Haley through the woods with one or the other
of them holding up a hand to stop us or point out a half-buried branch.
It would have been nice to have either or both along on Hideaway. I
wouldn’t have wanted them to go through it, but I’d been the best at
information gathering there.

Over the comm, Kayla said, “People are getting ready, but no one’s in
position to get to you right now. Shift and Railgun are still getting
Hologram to the doctor. The only person ready to help is Captain
Commando.”

Cassie’s strengths were like Tara’s—straight-forward fighting. The fact
that she had an Abominator gun and contained her own Citizen’s Mark
struck me as both a plus and a distinct minus.

I spoke into my comm. “She doesn’t have to come yet. We’re trying to
sneak out. There’s no reason to bring her in unless everything blows
up.”

Tara said, “I’ll tell you when she should go. How’s she getting here?”

Kayla didn’t answer instantly. “I think she said she’d teleport.”

Cassie had said something about calling in a favor to get to us. A
teleport would work.

As neared the beach, my spybot detected at least five dark shapes
floating in the air above the beach. I thought back to what Tara had
said about Protection Force having the people Hardwick knew he was
paying for as well as the people he didn’t.

Three of them were down the beach, close to the former hotel. Three more
circled over this end of the beach, one of them directly ahead of us.

It didn’t take Tara to predict that if we fought, all of Protection
Force’s troops would swarm us.

Before I told everyone what I’d seen, I considered our options. Running
might work. Depending on what their rocket packs’ range was, we might be
able to fly away, use Vaughn’s weather control to keep them back, and
head for HQ.

If Tara and her parents were any indication, the True weren’t
automatically bad, but we might have to subdue them and maybe destroy
the birthing chamber. From what I’d seen of Protection Force and the
Nine, we might need everyone for that, but at the very least, we’d need
the jet.

The main gun would take out the birthing chamber easily. Maybe Lim could
get the True into Stapledon or something like it.

From what Tara had told me, there were universes where the True
integrated into normal society and merged into the population. She’d met
people from them in Infinity City.

I hoped I wasn’t letting my optimism doom the human race.

“They’re ahead of us,” I told everyone. “There’s only six of them, but
you know the whole group’s going to go for us if they see us. I was
thinking that if we fly away now, Storm King might be able to keep them
behind us and then we could come back with the jet and… blow away the
birthing chambers.”

Vaughn eyed me, “Whoa. Are you sure you’re feeling okay? You don’t want
the sweet, sweet alien tech?”

“Not at the expense of the human race.” And honestly, it wasn’t as if
humanity wasn’t already moving forward with genetic research on our own.

Frowning, Haley looked up at me. “What about the True? What were you
planning on doing with them?”

“They’re people and basically newborns. I was thinking they might turn
out okay if they’re not being raised by the Nine.” I looked around the
group of us for reactions.

Vaughn nodded along as I talked. The part of Tara’s face that I could
see below her mask was motionless and unreadable.

Haley’s eyes narrowed, making them more catlike than usual. “I hope
you’re right. I don’t want to kill anyone, but I’m beginning to wonder…
Ronin?”

We all looked at Tara. Tara sighed. “I don’t know. If I let myself think
like a True commander, I’d tell you to kill all of us because then
you’ll be sure there’s no risk. Here’s something I know, though. In all
the stories I ever heard about the True, part of the reason we became
what we did was resentment over being used as troops instead of people.”

Haley nodded. “Okay. Let’s try to run, but before we do it, we need to
send a red. Control, did you hear that?”

Over the comm, Kayla took in a breath. “Yes. Should I tell everyone to
come here?”

“Yes,” I said, “but only if we get away. If we don’t, we’ll need help
wherever we happen to be. Oh… And where are Railgun and Shift?”

“Still dropping Hologram off at the doctor,” Kayla said. “What do you
want me to tell them?”

“Get back and find us as soon as you can.” That seemed like enough.

Tara shook her head, “Watch in case there’s another jet or flying
transport—maybe two. I think Protection Force would have transportation
for their gear and if the Nine are here, they’ll have something too.”

“I’ll watch for them,” I said, feeling like we might be the only people
in the woods, but knowing better.

Giving a look around the group, I readied the suit to fly, “I guess we
should go?”

“Just a second.” Vaughn closed his eyes, concentrating. “I think I’ve
got a way to improve on your plan. Now we can go.”

Through the spybot above the trees, I saw fog form above the forest,
blocking out any view of the beach and the Protection Force troops.

It was better.

“Everyone ready or need any help?” Tara and Haley both started fiddling
with the small rocket packs they’d put on.

Tara shook her head. Haley said, “Let’s go,” and flew upward. I flew
after her, hearing Vaughn over the comm, “Don’t get too far ahead. I can
make the fog, but I can’t see through it.”

When I flew past the top of the trees, I hovered with Haley, waiting for
Vaughn and Tara and collecting my spybot. Once the two of them caught up
with us, we began to fly slowly through the fog.

It wasn’t thick. We could see a good forty feet ahead—which was enough
to get moving, enough to see the tree limbs that stuck higher in the air
than the rest. Even better, the Rocket suit’s composite sensor view in
my HUD had no issue seeing through the fog.

Protection Force’s troops weren’t moving in our direction—which meant
that if they had radar or some other system for seeing in the dark, we
didn’t show up on it.

A nagging thought went through my head—either they didn’t see us or they
were leaving us for someone else. That was paranoid. I didn’t have any
reason to believe it until we’d moved a good half mile south.

I’d begun to think it might be time for Vaughn to drop the fog and let
us pick up some speed when I noticed shapes flying upward from the
ground. I’d have called them birds, but they didn’t move quite right.

As I looked a little harder, I knew I’d seen them before. They didn’t
just look like birds. They looked like crows.

That felt like a gut punch even if it wasn’t quite unexpected. The one
thing that you could know for sure about the Nine is that no one knew
exactly who their leadership was. You could also guess from the name of
the organization that there were nine of them.

It was a pretty good guess that they were all supervillains.

I’d only ever run into one supervillain that worked for the Nine
personally—Rook, an inventor who constructed suits of powered armor
themed after rooks. Rooks were corvids just like crows and ravens. Rook
himself had been kicking around since the mid-80s, around the same time
my grandfather retired.

Grandpa never fought him that I knew of—which would have been
interesting since Rook admired the Rocket. You could even see it in his
name. If Rook had any critique of him, I could only guess that Rook
would be disappointed that Grandpa hadn’t murdered a bunch of people and
stolen their stuff.

What he thought of me was anybody’s guess. On the one hand, we’d been
mutually impressed by each other’s tech. On the other, when he’d
kidnapped Cassie, we’d gone to get her, leading to the destruction of
his base, and his hand.

He’d been about to fire off a nuclear missile at Haley who was flying
the League jet at the time. I’d targeted his hand with an HE (high
explosive) round or maybe several. I wasn’t completely clear on that.
Visiting his base had been a long drawn-out fight that included nerve
gas, a nuclear self-destruct, and my first encounter with Morgan
Spitz-White, a mercenary that used eagle themed powered armor.

TLDR? Finding Rook’s crow bots in the middle of all this wasn’t a
surprise at all. He probably wanted to kill me—if not because I’d blown
up his hand, because I’d led the mission that humiliated him by rescuing
Cassie.

Since we’d fought, I’d suspected that he might be one of the Nine’s
leaders. You don’t give a base with a nuclear powered self-destruct to
just anybody.

Without giving it another thought, I fired off bots that were later
versions of the same design that blew up Rook’s hand, choosing my
targets with the idea of maximizing the effect of the explosions.

One after another, Rook’s bots exploded into their component parts. It
would be nice to imagine that they all went down, but they didn’t. The
first bots hit the middle of the rooks’ formation, blowing up everything
near them, throwing bits of burning wings and shattered beaks into the
darkness of forest below.

With any luck, the rainy fall and swampy land below meant that I
wouldn’t start a forest fire.

The bots aimed at the outside of the rook formation didn’t do as well.
Rook’s crowbot swarm had adjusted, spreading out so that they weren’t
close enough to be caught in a blast that hit the crowbot next to them.

Crowbot. I didn’t know what Rook called them, but I liked my name.

Vaughn’s voice sounded in my helmet. “Whoa! You think we can take these
guys? I can call up some lightning, but it means letting go of the fog.
And I’m going to need some help. I can’t see them much.”

I was going to have to put in some kind of night vision for him later.
Maybe I could make one that he never had to adjust.

“No!” Haley pointed below them.

More crowbots rose from the forest below. I’d blown up maybe ten—twenty
if I was lucky. This was a cloud of black, winged with rockets in the
tail for assistance. I didn’t try to count them, but the implant did. It
counted sixty-three, but didn’t rule out the possibility that there were
more.

The last time I’d fought Rook his crows had ripped into the first
version of my van. That one had been armored, but they’d pecked it with
their beaks and ripped at it with their claws until they broke windows
and tore the metal. I doubted that Rook had been idle since then. They
had to be better.

I thought through our options, ruling out flying over Lake Michigan
first because of Protection Force’s people on the beach, but also
because of the possibility of drowning. If we went inland, we’d be
heading toward farmland. It wouldn’t be great for hiding even if we hid
in a cornfield. Beyond that, our only option would be to head back in
the direction of Protection Force and Hardwick Industries.

Tara pointed backward. “We fly back toward Protection Force and when
Rocket says we’re close, Storm King drops the fog. Record it and make
sure they know it.”

I saw her logic. Rook and his murderous flying robots wouldn’t care
about how it looked to be attacking the Heroes’ League, but Protection
Force, even if it was controlled by the Nine, was also a company. Bad
publicity could sink it.

“Let’s do it,” I said. “We’re going live now.”

Activating our live stream which connected to more than one online
streaming service and the League’s social media accounts, I started to
stream video. “This is the Rocket. Members of the Heroes’ League are in
the air right now. We’re fighting Rook, a suspected member of the Nine,
and experiencing a misunderstanding with Protection Force. They think
we’re the bad guys. We’re worried they might have been infiltrated by
the Nine.”

Checking behind me with my HUD, the crowbots were following. Ahead of
me, my sensors showed Protection Force floating in the air as group on
the edge of the fog.

Knowing that it would take time, I calculated the distance with the
implant and told Vaughn, “Storm King, drop the fog.”

On the bottom of my HUD, a bar running across the bottom showed the
number of people viewing climbing—thousands already. Then the number
jumped by a factor of ten. It had been shared by a super known as Kid
Biohack. I wondered if it was him or a staffer, but I didn’t have time
to find out.

My floating pods signaled that they were near. That would be nice.
People knew the stealth suit by now, but not as well as they knew the
Rocket suit. If I could talk to Protection Force in a version of the
Rocket suit that called up memories of the legacy of the Heroes’ League,
that would help.

The other pod would help just as much but that was because it had repair
materials and replacement ammunition. If I needed that, it would be
because things were not going well.

I sent out observation bots, larger and less stealthy than the spybots,
they could stay in the air longer and broadcast better quality video
from a distance. In this situation, they allowed multiple steams of the
same event that Kayla or someone in HQ could mix as needed.

The fog began to clear and back at Hardwick Industries’ buildings,
Protection Force had noticed.

A few of them flew toward us with more flying upward from behind the
trees. My HUD showed that the ones on the beach were flying this way
too, possibly in an attempt to flank and surround us.

Over the comms, Tara’s voice cut through the background hissing of the
wind. “Spread out and be ready to drop into the trees.”

To my right, Vaughn turned to look past me at her. “Wait, are you saying
this won’t work?”

“This is a chess game,” Tara said. “It will work if we pay attention to
the ways it might not.”

Vaughn sighed and I thought I saw his hand spark.

Behind and a little below me, Haley said, “Don’t be that obvious.”

“Sorry,” Vaughn muttered.

And then the time for planning was over. Protection Force’s people had
met us in the air. The four people who’d flown toward us first slowed to
hover in front of us. Twenty more, including the six from the beach,
stood behind them but spread out to flank us on both sides.

They didn’t surround us, but if Protection Force was controlled by the
Nine, I felt sure that Rook’s crowbots were waiting behind us for their
chance. The only question was how close they were now.

In an ideal world, I’d have left the talking to Vaughn, but his
grandfather’s reputation and the similarities of their powers meant that
I shouldn’t let him go first.

With my voice modulated to sound like my grandfather’s had as the
Rocket, I said, “I’m the Rocket and I’m with members of the Heroes’
League—Storm King, Ronin, and Night Cat. We’re here because of illegal
activity on the part of your employer. We have evidence. It’s in your
best interest to let us go instead of chasing us.”

One of the suits floated forward, stopping several feet away from me,
but still closer. Whoever operated that suit had a good understanding of
how to fly it. He’d moved forward while staying at the same altitude. It
wasn’t impossible, but it was easy to dip or give yourself an extra foot
or two off the ground.

Without opening his mask, he said, “I’m Jared Curtis, commander of this
platoon of soldiers. We’ve been hired to protect these buildings and the
people inside. You’re trespassing on
Hardwick Industries’ property and we’re going to have to request that
you remain here until the authorities arrive.”

The moment I heard his name, I realized that I knew of this guy. I
didn’t know him, but he’d been in some group the army used to fight
superpowered soldiers. It wasn’t a government-sponsored superhero team,
more a division with a specific purpose—so, a lot of people.

I didn’t know why exactly I knew him. Hopefully knowing that he’d been
in the military and used powered armor was enough. It told me he’d be
professional and skilled. Still, it wasn’t going to be your average
soldier that made into the news. It would be a hero or a war criminal or
something.

Not knowing that bothered me, but I kept on talking. “I’m pretty sure
that you can’t detain us. You’re security guards. You’re not law
enforcement. You can defend people, but if you detain someone, I’m
pretty sure that’s kidnapping.”

“Protection Force has the right in this jurisdiction to detain people if
they commit a crime on Hardwick Industries’ property. Trespassing is a
crime. We’re empowered to detain you until the proper authorities
arrive.”

With his right hand, Jared made motions that were distinct enough that
they had to be signs to the rest of the group.

“Then I guess we could wait for the authorities. Do you want us to land
in the clearing below?”

Nodding, Jared said, “Land and then remove your armor and anything that
could be considered a weapon.”

I didn’t need to hear Haley say, “What,” or Vaughn say, “No,” to
respond, “It’s not reasonable to expect superheroes to reveal their—”

At that moment Protection Force’s soldiers raised their right arms
which, much like my grandfather’s original World War 2 suit, had weapons
hanging under their forearms.

“Whoa,” I held my hands up in the air, raising them slowly, palms
forward. “There’s something that you’ll want to know before firing on
us. You’re currently being watched by more than 100,000 people on
multiple different streaming services—”

Kayla interrupted me. “One million people.”

A quick look at the bottom of my HUD confirmed she was right. I
continued, watching them as I talked. “—actually one million people.
Anyway, you don’t want to attack us in front of that many people, do
you? I’m pretty sure security guards aren’t allowed to use deadly force
unless we’re attacking you or someone else.”

Off to my right, the wind blew upward, holding Vaughn in the air. He
held his hands up too, but only partway, shouting over the wind. “He’s
not kidding. Trust me, you don’t want to go to jail to protect anyone
here.”

My helmet beeped and my HUD showed that one of my floating pods hovered
above me. Silent, camouflaged and resistant to radar, it had been
designed to be hard to detect. Judging from how Protection Force’s
people weren’t firing on it, I’d been successful on some level.

That was good news because my floating pods represented plan b in case
talking them down didn’t work.

Jared Curtis turned his helmet to look at Vaughn—which told me that
their suits didn’t have the peripheral vision that mine did. If came to
a fight, I could use that.

When Jared replied, he spoke louder, not screaming, but with a touch
higher volume. “What have you got?”

Contrary to what I half expected he’d do, Vaughn didn’t spill it all. He
shook his head. “I’m sorry. We can’t talk about details, but think about
it. You’re talking to the Heroes’ League. Our grandparents practically
showed people how you do superheroing and we uncovered the conspiracy
behind power juice within a year of bringing the League back. I’m pretty
sure we’ve saved the world a couple times now that you’ve heard of and
more that you haven’t. Do you want to bet against us?”

Vaughn’s speech might have had a little more kick if I’d been wearing
the full Rocket suit. It hung above me in the pod, waiting. If I gave
the pod the signal, the full suit would drop.

It would make for a great moment as the slim, black stealth suit
disappeared under under the full suit’s gold. It’d probably be the first
time I’d appeared in it since getting back. I wondered if anyone would
notice a difference from Chris.

On one level, I hoped not because that was the whole point of him
wearing it, but on another…

Though the Protection Force Rocket suits might not have had great
peripheral vision, they had night vision. Between my implant and my HUD,
it wasn’t hard to tell that they were still aiming their weapons at us.

Jared’s helmet moved again, turning back in my direction and then at
Vaughn. His weapon arm turned along with it, but not all the way, as if
his mind wasn’t entirely on the scene in front of him. Maybe Vaughn was
getting to him.

Jared didn’t get a chance to respond before Vaughn added, “Attack us and
you and your team could find yourselves in jail for a long, long time.
Neither one of us wants that to happen, right? I mean, I don’t and I bet
you don’t either.”

In the silence that followed Vaughn’s statement, we all hung in the air
staring at each other. The Protection Force team kept their weapon arms
pointed at us, only moving to adjust to the wind. I found myself
wondering when Jared would respond and if trying to push him would help.

As I began to think that I had to talk, Haley whispered into the comm,
“Someone’s talking to him. I can’t make out the words, but there’s a
hint of fear in the smells coming from his suit.”

“What,” Vaughn laughed, “did he piss himself?”

With a hint of annoyance in her voice that I recognized, Haley said,
“No.”

As she said it, the soldier to Jared’s right turned to look at him. If I
had to bet, he’d asked Jared a question over their communication system.

Then Jared said, “No. Shut up. Do your job.”

The soldier to his right turned to face us, pointing his weapon arm at
me. That, oddly enough, is when I remembered where I knew Jared’s name.
I’d been right that he’d been part of a division specialized in fighting
supers. He’d been court-martialed because he’d stolen from supers they’d
fought, taking alien technology that an archeologist had unearthed.

I’d followed the story because I wanted to know more about the
technology, but details about it never made the news. I wondered when
he’d gotten out of prison. I didn’t remember exactly how long he’d been
sentenced for, but had a vague sense that it was a long time.

Her high pitched voice contrasting with her matter-of-fact delivery,
Tara talked into the comms. “In ten seconds, they’ll open fire. Six,
now.”

“I’m going up,” I said.

At the same time, Jared pointed toward the clearing. “Land or we’ll
fire!”

“Two,” Tara said. “Everyone else, drop. Control, send a red!”

The last part of her sentence cut through a barrage of gunfire. I shot
upward, feeling like I left my stomach near the treetops.

Two bullets hit me before I began my first mid-air Rocket suit
integration. The first glanced off my arm, not doing much. The second
would have gone through my heart if my armor hadn’t been in the way.
Three years ago, it would have killed me. In the meantime, I’d replaced
the original material with a substance that had origins in alien tech
and repaired itself.

Judging from the strength of the hit and the damage the HUD reported, I
decided that the bullet had to be armor-piercing.

It didn’t go through my armor, pushing me backward, ricocheting downward
toward the forest.

I didn’t have time to give a thought about how close I’d come to death.
I’d chosen to go upward for a reason and it was already falling toward
me.

I’d given the floating pod the release as I shot upward. Above me, the
Rocket suit adjusted its shape as it fell, aiming all the way. When it
hit, it was hard to say whether it was more like being smothered in a
ceramic blanket or diving into pool of ice cubes.

Either way, I felt a series of small thumps followed by feeling the suit
change around me, adjusting as the armor become thicker, the armaments
more varied, and the sensors more precise.

Meanwhile, in my HUD, connection after connection, system after system,
reported successful integrations. It didn’t stop there. I’d modified it
to make a successful connection to my implant. It didn’t allow full
control by thought, but “phase one” did allow the weapons to be fired by
thought.

All of that was amazing, but there were other questions on my mind.
“Everyone okay?”

Tara spoke, talking in a quiet, calm, voice but fitting more words into
a second than I could have. “We got hit, but everyone’s alive. PF will
target you first. Watch out for the rooks.”

She stopped, but then added, “If you keep them low, we’ll be able to
help.”

Checking back where I’d seen the crowbots before I saw nothing, I
continued not to see either humans flying above the woods in the
distance or any kind of technology.

So that was good maybe in a loose sense. If attacking meant allowing
Haley, Vaughn, and Tara to get away, it sounded worth it. Of course,
Tara hadn’t said anything about getting away. She’d said they’d be able
to help—presumably with destroying the birthing chambers if we had to.

Thinking about the clearing around the Hardwick buildings, I knew that
if Protection Force or Rook’s bots were still here to attack, they’d
have easy time of it. The armor I’d made the team took some damage, but
not as much as my suit by far. No one else had wanted that much armor.

I spun around in the air, turning in the direction of Protection Force’s
main group of soldiers. If I was going to “tank,” I’d better start. How
to start? I needed to do something that made me and only me the target.

Letting myself drop, I used the rockets to change my position from
upright in the air to flying straight toward the group and firing while
I did it. I fired off EMPbots, figuring that if I could take them out of
the fight without killing them, that would be a good thing.

They might not all be connected to the Nine. Besides, I’d killed enough
people out in space. I didn’t need to kill any more.

The bots flew away from me, leaving burning lines of fire behind
themselves in the darkness, hitting the nearest of them and simply
letting other EMPbots explode in the middle of the group. That should be
enough.

Little bursts of light illuminated the Protection Force logo on their
chests, but none of them went down. They’d hardened their armor against
EMPs. I’d done the same, but it was annoying when other people took the
obvious precautions.

It did bother me for one other reason. If they’d done their research,
they knew that I used EMPbots. How many more of my standard attacks had
they prepared for?

At the same time, they weren’t standing around and doing nothing. A
group of six or so had peeled off to fly in the direction that the rest
of the group had gone. The rest were coming for me.

I couldn’t help but notice that while they might be coming for me, some
of them didn’t appear to be enthusiastic about it. While the main group
flew toward me as a group, spreading out so that I couldn’t easily
target them at once, a few flew behind the group. I hadn’t been sure
they were going to follow at all.

It was hard to know if they were intimidated or were fans of the Rocket.

Whatever was going on there, it didn’t stop the whole group from firing
off more rounds at me. Most pinged off my armor. A few exploded,
surrounding me with flame for a moment.

I took a quick inventory of what I had on the suit. What would take them
down?

Assuming the Nine at least influenced Protection Force, Rook might have
been involved in preparing them. He’d have gone over available footage
and police reports of fights I’d been in and possibly even information
from Stapledon about my abilities. Even assuming that Stapledon was
perfectly secure, I knew that our exhibition fights had made it online.

That and every battle we’d ever had in public. Cell phones and
surveillance cameras made keeping secrets harder.

It struck me that my killbots were rarely used and most likely hadn’t
come to Rook’s attention.

I imagined that he’d be both surprised and delighted if I killed all of
these people. Knowing that, I decided to run through as randomly as I
could.

I started out with a blast of sonics set to frequencies that damaged
electronics as I charged them, veering right as I began to close and
then left toward their backs.

At any rate, that’s what would have happened if they kept on floating in
one place instead of responding to my movement. As I shot toward them,
the ones directly in front of me shot upward while the rest shot upward
and to the left.

If they did that right, they’d have found themselves above me with
everyone able to fire downward. Not being a complete idiot, I didn’t let
them. I aimed upward with them.

By the time I was done I’d gone right to flank them as they ascended.
Unable to turn as quickly as I did without losing control, I found
myself behind them as I continued to bombard them with circuit board
shattering frequencies.

They kept on turning, aiming at me as they did without any obvious loss
of control over their powered armor. Either Rook had hardened them
against my sonics or it would be a little while before any damage I’d
caused became obvious.

That happened.

At the same time, the rest of them kept on turning and rising. I’d
chosen to put my momentum into turning and so they ended up above me
after all, firing whenever they had a good shot or constantly out of
panic. It depended on the person.

The Rocket suit seemed to be taking it. Even if Rook had set them up
with defenses against much of my tech, my armor seemed to be better.
Knowing that they’d eventually get something through, I twisted and
aimed myself upward, following them, weaving, and staying close while
firing.

Not sticking with the sonics, I fired off a goobot at the two on the
end, targeting the nearest one’s face. It worked better than I’d
expected. The goobot exploded directly in front of the target’s helmet,
expanding to cover the person’s face and upper chest in gray goo,
tendrils expanding past him, hitting the next person, and contracting to
pull them together.

They slammed into each other, neither in full control of their
direction. They shot sideways and then redirected themselves downward,
righting themselves for a moment as they skimmed across the tops of the
trees, and then, for no reason I could see, turning downward, and
disappearing into the forest.

Making a mental note to use the goobots again, I fired off another,
covering a soldier’s helmet. Whoever this was, they didn’t have anyone
close enough to get caught by the same ball of goo, and they had the
sense to slow and begin to hover.

Though better than flying blind, slowing down in a combat situation
wasn’t the smartest possible thing. I was still following the guy upward
and on my way past, I tilted him sideways, sending him toward the forest
where he disappeared.

Even in the moment, I wondered if that was the right thing to have done,
but even as that thought passed through my mind, he’d disappeared into
the trees.

In the meantime, the remaining Protection Force soldiers had done
something smart, they’d changed formations. Instead of flying in a line,
they’d spread out on either side of me. If they’d chosen to fire at me,
it would have had the same problems as a circular firing squad.

That’s not what they did.

Four of them flew at me, grabbing at me. Two of them went for my arms,
another for my legs, and the last flew straight at me, winding up his
arm to punch at my head. If their suits generated as much force as the
Rocket suit, the punch had a chance to take my head off or break my
neck.

My bet was that their suits weren’t as powerful, but if they were close,
I might not survive to congratulate myself on having the better design.

I gave the rockets as much fuel as they could take and added some spin.
It would have been harder if they’d cut their engines, but they didn’t.
They’d grabbed me with their rockets set to keep them in the air, but in
the end their momentum pointed upward and I only added to it.

With the spin and the solid upward push, I shifted myself to put the
punch at chest level and the person grabbing my right arm in between me
and the person throwing the punch.

The puncher tried not to hit his coworker, but momentum isn’t easy to
kill in the air and while he put his arm down, he slammed into the
person hanging onto my arm, pushing all of us sideways.

If we’d been spinning faster, maybe he’d have hit the guy on my arm and
then been clipped by the guy hanging onto my legs from behind.

That’s not what happened, but even as we lurched sideways, the suit
continued to spin. The guy hanging onto my right arm didn’t let go, but
I heard him shouting at the guy who’d tried to punch me and ended up
punching him. I could hear muffled noise through his helmet even though
I couldn’t make out the words.

The puncher, meanwhile, had bounced off us and was trying to stabilize
himself upright in the air and trying not to send himself flying in some
random direction.

He had my sympathy—a little bit of it anyway. If he weren’t trying to
hurt me, he’d have had more. I’d been in that position many times. I
didn’t have much sympathy to spend though because the guys hanging onto
my arms and legs made it easier for everyone to punch me—not just the
first guy and a couple more were closing.

We were heading upward at a fair pace because I’d already set my suit to
push upward as hard as possible despite the drag. Thinking about the guy
hanging on to my legs, I adjusted the rockets to throw out as much heat
as possible. It wasn’t as efficient, but bearing in mind that he was
hanging on underneath the rockets’ blast, it made his life
worse—hopefully to the point that he’d let go.

At almost the same time, I turned on the sonics at full. The two guys
who’d grabbed my arms had pulled them into their bodies such that my
hands were next to their stomachs. If they knew about my killbots, they
were trusting that I wouldn’t let the bots cut through their armor and
explode inside their stomachs—not to mention what my lasers would do.

To be fair, they weren’t wrong. I wouldn’t.

Instead, I set the sonics at frequencies that resonated most strongly
with elements of the human digestive system, causing problems that would
be felt at one end of the human body or another. Rook, or whoever had
worked on their armor, may have hardened it against sonics, but it was
one thing to resist sonics from a distance and another when they were
held next to your armor.

I made a point of pressing my forearms against them so that the sonics
would touch their armor, making a better connection, allowing as much of
their armor as possible to conduct sound vibrations, turning it into a
kind of intestinal surround sound.

My first hint that it was working came when they both groaned. Then they
started making noises that reminded me of my cat coughing up a hairball
as well as childhood stomachaches and being sent home from elementary
school after making a disgusting mess on my desk.

To be fair to my would-be captors, they didn’t instantly let go. They
tried to keep control of both of me and their own bodies’ rebellion.
After a series of horrible noises, they let go, first with one hand and
then with both to fiddle with their helmets—which from what I could see
were not leaking at all.

In many situations that would be a good thing, but not this one.

I didn’t see more than that because when they let go, I shot upward,
freed of their weight along with that of the guy who’d been grabbing my
legs. He’d let go as did—less because he couldn’t hold on, I suspected,
but out of surprise.

Despite that, I wasn’t fully free of them. Except for the two with vomit
filled helmets and the three I’d taken out with goobots, they were all
chasing me. Leading the pack were the two I’d just left behind and now
nicknamed for personal convenience “Puncher” and “Leg-man.”

It amazed me that I could tell the difference given their identical
suits, but it wasn’t me. It was my implant—which also helpfully labeled
Jared Curtis. He was the third closest out of the fifteen behind me.

Now that I did remember that he’d been courtmartialed for stealing an
alien artifact from supervillains, I wondered if he had it on him.

I needed to decide where to go next. Over the comm, I asked, “Do you
need help?”

I couldn’t see Vaughn, Haley, Tara or the Protection Force people who’d
followed them into the forest. The constant movement showed they were
alive though.

“No,” Haley whispered, “Do you?”

“Doing okay,” I said before thinking about it. Was I really doing okay?

I’d taken five out of the fight and I was on the run from fifteen more.
Only moments ago, four of them could have taken me down, but I’d
escaped. That was “okay.” Now I had to take out the other fifteen.

Maybe that wasn’t okay?

No, I decided, I might not be knocking them out of the sky right and
left, but right now I controlled this part of the fight. I was ahead of
them and they weren’t gaining.

As an experiment, I stopped flying straight up, turning sideways to fly
toward Hardwick Industries. Even losing a little speed there, they were
still behind me. I could use this to pick them off one by one if I did
it right.

It bothered me that I hadn’t seen Rook’s crowbots show up again, but
flying over the clearing around the buildings made it that much less
likely that they’d surprise me.

From behind me, Jared’s voice boomed, “This is your last chance.
Surrender! I’m authorized to use lethal force and, if you don’t listen,
I will.”

A flash of light caught my eye. Alone among the Protection Force suits,
Jared’s had acquired an eerie purple glow. Thinking back to what I knew
about him, I wondered if the artifact he’d stolen had some practical use
in fighting and if he’d somehow gotten it back.

The purple glow began to ripple around him and it struck me that he’d
begun to gain on me.

Over the comm, I said, “I might not be okay.”

“Not okay, how?” Haley asked?

“I’ve got fifteen Protection Force people following me. They can’t keep
up, but I think one of them might have an Abominator weapon and I think
he might catch me.”

Kayla’s voice came over the comm. “Should I have your repair pods cover
you?”

I thought about it. “Yes, but don’t start firing yet.”

Haley sighed. “Don’t make her wait too long.”

Saying only, “Yeah,” I took a glance backward and saw that Jared was
still gaining. She wasn’t wrong but if they took out my only way to
repair the suit mid-fight, that wouldn’t be a good thing either. Past
experience indicated that this might not be my only fight tonight.

Haley sighed again, but didn’t argue.

I took another look. There was no question that he was gaining on me. I
fired off a goobot toward his face. It flew straight through him and not
like a bullet might have.

He glowed a brighter purple and the blob of gray goo shot through him as
if he didn’t even exist and nothing inhabited thet space except for air.

That’s where my implant started sending me information. The glow and
being intangible both had a connection to Abominator history. At one
point, the Abominators came to the attention of an alien race known only
as the Cosmic Ghosts. When the Abominators clashed with them, the
Abominators lost.

Being the inventors that they were, they created a biological device
that integrated into a biological entity and imitated the Ghosts’
ability to fly and turn both invisible and inatangible. What was cool
about that was that I knew exactly how to deal with it. What was less
cool was that it was a device that prevented someone from going
intangible and I didn’t have it along or even in the repair pods.

My grandfather had created it to catch my grandmother back when she’d
been a Nazi super and I’d used it to help against my sister Rachel in
fighting competitions at Stapledon.

It hadn’t occurred to me that we’d need it. Anyway, the Cosmic Ghosts
acted as a kind of galactic police force and technically Rachel and I
were related to them just like we were related to the Ghosts
considerably more sinister relatives, the Artificers.

It wasn’t as if I expected to fight them. The Ghosts were on my side.

My confidence of that was too bad. A bit of irrational paranoia would
have helped. I’d have been protected—which would have been worth
something since now Jared a was only twenty feet away.

It surprised me that he wasn’t firing at me, but then I watched him draw
his knife from his belt. it wasn’t a small one
either. It was at least a foot long and
that bothered me because I knew that one of my grandmother’s fighting
techniques had been to use her intangibility to push a knife straight
past armor and let go. The knife would then solidify.

It left the knife sharing space with the armor—which often exploded
around the spot where the two interpenetrated each other. It also shared
space with whatever happened to be inside the armor—skin, bone, muscle,
organs, veins, arteries, and blood. They exploded too, but with less
force.

My grandfather had been lucky to survive meeting my grandmother for the
first time.

I began to weave even as Jared disappeared, knife in hand. The suit’s
sensors showed nothing even as I adjusted settings to give emphasis to
the radar, sonar, or thermal. Looking at them alone didn’t give any more
clarity than the composite gave.

My implant offered a probable path based on the armor’s speed and
direction before disappearing. I was above Hardwick Industries by then,
noticing that two people standing on top of the lab with rifles. They
weren’t firing. Their rifles hung by their sides.

From their size and the glint of light on their armor, I guessed they
were True.

Ignoring all the disquiet brought up by that thought, I waited as the
implant counted down in my head, counting down the seconds til Jared
came within reach with his knife.

With three seconds to go and no good reason to think so, I felt that the
implant was wrong. I couldn’t see it but I sensed a presence almost
close enough to strike.

It wasn’t like hearing Obi Wan Kenobi’s voice telling me to use the
Force. It had to be my ability to sense Lee in whatever form he chose
along with other Artificers if I met them.

Jared’s presence felt similar, but not quite the same, and that’s why
instead of trusting the implant, I turned right. It wasn’t any right. It
was a hard right and as I turned, I felt something else. I knew what
telepathy felt like and this wasn’t it. This felt similar, but not quite
the same. The best I can say was that that it felt like it was on a
different frequency and that not one that human telepaths used, one that
drew from a deeper well of power.

It felt warm and cold all at once and carried with it a sense of many
presences rather than one, a sea of consciousness.

Within that sea, one of them felt like it was directing me to reach
within myself to a source of power and I knew that power. The last time
I’d used it, I’d created a flaming sword out of nothing and as side
effect had to leave Earth in a scheme to prevent Lee’s people from
realizing Lee was here.

It didn’t sound like a good idea. They’d notice the second time and
then, well, it might be the end of the world.

Without words, the presence was insistent, sending a feeling of cold
through me. It could teach me to survive this.

Meanwhile, my rockets roared and I felt that even though my turn had
thrown him off, Jared was gaining again.

If in the middle of a fight for your life, an unknown presence offers
you the power to survive, the pragmatic choice might be to say yes now
and deal with the consequences later. The cautious and maybe wisest
choice might be to say no and concentrate on surviving because some
favors come at too high a price.

As for myself, I pushed the rockets as much as I could to give myself
more time and thought back, “Who are you?”

I felt an answer as much as I saw it in my mind, a vast host of
translucent humanoid forms that reminded me a little of angels and even
more of the Cosmic Ghosts I’d seen pictures of in the Xiniti implant’s
recordings.

That wasn’t all. Among the unnumbered army, I saw my sister Rachel,
short, dark hair and wry expression standing out amid the faceless
horde. “I can’t get to you, but asked them to help. Listen to them. They
know what they’re doing.”

In a quieter voice, as if from a distance, Lee said, “She’s right.”

Another that seemed to come from just as far away said, “You trusted
them before. Trust them now. And tell Marcus I miss him.”

That was Kee. Kals had said they’d been to Hideaway together.

After glancing back toward the horizon, Rachel turned toward me.
“They’re not normally here. Like you, they’re on a guest pass. Don’t get
used to it. And be careful.”

I’d have asked more, but if I could trust that it wasn’t an illusion I
needed the help now. I thought, “Go ahead.”

The sea of Ghosts faded away, leaving only a warm feeling, followed by a
blur of information that I now understood. When I’d created the sword,
I’d drawn on Lee’s power and Lee’s power was loud. Now I knew better how
to draw on my own. There wasn’t much of it, but I’d have more by the
time I was a thousand years old, the Ghost told me.

Even more important, she could show me how to hide it.

I let her, noting that my species rarely lived a hundred years, much
less one thousand.

All she said was, “We’ll see.”

Technically, she may not have said words, but passed on a combination of
feelings and vague impressions that were best translated as, “We’ll
see.”

With that, I found myself fully aware of being in the Rocket suit with
the accompanying warm weight around my body flying through the darkness
at more than four hundred miles per hour. The woods flew past below me.
The stars winked above me. The Hardwick Industries’ buildings stood only
a little behind me because all that had happened had taken only seconds.

It may even have taken less than a second.

I couldn’t see Jared through my helmet’s wraparound screen, but I could
feel him. As I’d suspected earlier, he was behind me but gaining. He’d
be on me in less than ten seconds if I did nothing.

I jinked left, feeling him shoot past me, adjust, and then turn left to
follow me. Then I leaned over to the right, turning in that direction
and forcing him to adjust to follow me again. That was interesting. He
or his suit might react slower than I did.

I repeated the moves again, hoping he’d be thinking that I couldn’t see
him, but was only guessing that he was still behind me. Even better, I
was giving him the impression that I thought in two dimensions instead
of three.

He did better at following me but still flew past. For all his
experience, I might still have more time spent in the air—or maybe the
Abominator device taxed him in ways I didn’t know.

Either way, I didn’t jink right or left after that. I turned upward and
flipped over so that he flew under me. I ended up above him but not
parallel. I was over the lower half of his body.

Not giving him time to respond, I gave the rockets everything I could,
putting myself over where his rockets should be and then I punched them.

What should have happened was that I missed, punching empty air while
Jared existed just to the left of reality. It didn’t go that way. As I
punched, I pulled at something with my mind, maybe a part of me that
didn’t physically exist here, willing myself to extend elsewhere, to be
solid.

My punch hit, crushing one of the two rockets in his pack. I didn’t know
exactly how the Abominator artifact worked but I understood that even if
it altered how fast Jared’s suit could fly, the suit’s rocket pack
affected how fast it could go and now it definitely flew slower.

For all that, it didn’t instantly slow down. For a moment, it still
traveled at the speed it had been at before and in that moment Jared
spun in the air, aiming his long knife at me.

He must have decided invisibility wasn’t worth it because he flickered
into view as the knife flashed toward my gut, hitting the Rocket suit,
and failing to go through.

At about the same time, Jared did slow down, the purple glow still
surrounding him. As he dropped backward, the undamaged rocket on his
back became louder leaving a wider trail of flame and exhaust.

On a gut level, I didn’t think that a rocket of that size should be able
to do keep him moving forward even as fast as he was going—which was
still faster than the rest of them. The Abominator artifact had to be
behind it. If it was made to fight the Cosmic Ghosts, it had to be
slightly out of phase with reality and judging from its speed, it was
manipulating time to a limited degree as well.

I let myself slow down to match his speed, deciding I had to take him
out rather than destroy the other rocket and leave him for the people on
the ground. Tara might come up with a way to hit him, but I had no idea
how.

Slowing down meant that I drifted a little lower, but so had he. He
wasn’t going down easy either. Instead of shying away, he aimed toward
me, stabbing me again with the long knife.

It didn’t make a lot of sense unless he thought he might have done
something wrong. Whatever his reasoning, it didn’t work any better the
second time. I’d kept the power flowing through me as I neared him and
it did what it needed to do—pulled the knife into phase with the the
reality we were in, forcing it to hit my armor instead of slide through
it.

As I did it, I felt the power flowing through me and knew that I felt
more tired than I had before I started using it. I wasn’t going to be
able to do this forever.

It wasn’t a physical soreness, more the beginning of an all over
lethargy, the kind I felt after a ten mile run.

I needed to take him out of the fight now and not later. If the
artifact’s power source lasted longer than I did, he’d have no problem
running me through.

He wasn’t stupid. When it failed to go through the second time, he began
to pull away. I didn’t let him. In the summer, I’d learned that while I
wasn’t physically any faster than a normal person, I absorbed
information much faster. I’d spent a lot of time practicing with Jaclyn
and Cassie when we got back, trying to make the mental speed physically
useful.

The best we could come up with was for me to move as fast as I could
after making a decision. Here, it worked. As he began to pull the knife
back, I reached out with my left hand, grabbing his right forearm.

He tried to pull away, but my grip didn’t break, hinting that my
suspicion that I had a stronger suit might be correct. The question was
what to do next. Even if I wanted to kill him, my killbots wouldn’t
help. Like my sister’s ability to turn intangible, what I’d learned to
do didn’t extend much past my own body. I wasn’t going to be extending
it to a bot any time soon.

On the other hand, those limits meant that I also wasn’t likely to
summon Lee’s enemies to destroy our planet.

Knowing that, I pulled him toward me with my left hand, rolled under him
in the air and began striking at the right arm’s shoulder joint. If his
suit were based as closely on my grandfather’s early suits as I
suspected, crucial elements of the artificial muscles would be there
along with cables that transmitted commands to the gun as well as the
suit and the rocket pack.

I didn’t stop with one either. I started with one and hit two more times
before he punched back, hitting the upper part of my chest near my neck
and helmet. It wasn’t a bad area to target in the WW2 version of the
Rocket suit. A lot of control systems went through the neck and down
through the front of the chest.

My suit’s self-repairing blocks with nanotech elements had left cables
behind a couple of generations ago. That wasn’t to say he didn’t hit
hard. My HUD reported a small degree of damage and began to repair it.
My next punch caused his right arm to freeze.

It didn’t freeze to the point of becoming completely unmoving, but he
dropped the knife and the forearm bent inward until it met the bicep. He
tried to move the arm but couldn’t. He even stopped trying to punch me
with his left arm.

Knowing what I’d done to the right arm, I punched him in his left
shoulder. That got a reaction. With the purple field around his armor
fluctuating with every hit I made, he tried to pull away, thrashing with
his left arm, kicking with his legs, but not doing any real damage.

Not having a better idea, I kept on pounding until something cracked
inside his shoulder.

He stopped trying to hit and the left arm straightened, flopping in the
air, hitting the side of Jared’s suit. It wasn’t controlled at all,
reminding me of a flag flapping in the wind.

I let go. It wasn’t as if he could do anything except use the backup
controller in the mouthguard to land.

Showing no sign he had any control of his suit, Jared dipped downward
into a group of evergreens, crashing into them and disappearing from
sight.

Maybe his suit didn’t have a backup controller in the mouthguard.

It should have had a backup controller in the mouthguard. They’d taken
the rest of Grandpa’s design. Sure, the mouthguard took a little bit to
learn to use, didn’t give you the precision of hand controls, made the
helmet design more complicated, and theoretically, all you needed to
control the suit’s major functions was one hand, but what if you needed
both hands for something complicated while flying?

Some things required triple redundancy and controlling what direction
you were flying was one of them.

I wondered who the designer was. I didn’t think Rook would be that much
of a fool, but there was no way to know for sure.

Of course, the way things were going today, I might get the chance to
ask him.

Seeing no sign that he was flying out of the trees and not feeling the
disquiet I’d felt as he came near, I stopped worrying about whether he
was a threat. I also did my best to stomp down the small worry that I’d
killed him.

On the one hand, I knew that he’d have killed me given the chance. He’d
said so. At the same time, I also knew what I’d been told both by my
grandfather and others in the Stapledon program. Superheroes didn’t kill
for a reason. The reason was that if it became normal, some horrible
death would bring the public to a point where they wouldn’t put up with
it anymore. Then superheroes would be regulated and their power use
restricted to those with an official license.

Putting that aside, I turned to the unit of soldiers who’d followed
Jared into the fight. They’d caught up and hovered about fifty feet away
from me.

Contrary to past experience, they weren’t charging in as a group to take
me out or even spreading out and taking shots at me from a distance.
Either one had a good chance of working. My armor wasn’t invulnerable,
just tough.

Instead, they did nothing more than hover. When I turned to face them, a
few of them backed up. Three of them peeled off to fly southward.
Several of the others turned to watch them fly away over the trees.

I’d never been in the military and arguably they weren’t in one, but on
a gut level, it seemed to me that discipline had broken down. When I’d
been on Hideaway, we’d been in the middle of a siege that felt endless
even if it had been maybe a day or two at most and during that time we’d
repelled wave after wave of people trying to kill us. If we’d been doing
what they were now, we’d have died.

It might be some kind of trick, but it didn’t feel like one.

One of them turned on his sonics, broadcasting his voice around across
the forest. “We’re Protection Force as you’ve… uh… been told. Surrender,
please. We outnumber you. You can’t win against all of us. Even now,
we’re hunting down your friends in the forest. They don’t stand a chance
either. You all need to surrender and wait for the police.”

A couple more flew downward. I checked the group in my HUD, seeing green
lights for their presence and red for their status. “Is everyone okay?
Two more of them just went down toward you.”

“We’re doing okay,” Haley could have been talking on the phone about a
paper for class. “It’s like fighting you in practice except I think
their suits are older–or maybe cheaper. They don’t regenerate and my
claws cut through them. Are you okay?”

“I think so. I think I just took out Jared and now the rest of them
don’t seem quite sure if they want to fight me. Do you need me where you
are?”

Tara spoke. “No. If you come down, they’ll all come down here. If you
stay up there, you’ll be the focus and we’ll be able to keep on taking
them down one at a time. We should go. We’ve taken down three and we’re
close to taking down another.”

As plans went, it made sense. I could be the distraction and let them
gang up on anyone who makes the mistake of going after them.

Vaughn whispered, “Tell us if you need help.”

Then I heard the sound of wind blowing followed by a clang and the
screech of metal—as if a metal covered man had hit a
tree.

In the distance, the tops of tree branches moved. Two of the Protection
Force people went to investigate, but they hovered above the trees,
making a circle around the spot without going down.

A black bird made a circle around the spot and one of the two men
pointed at it. They were right to. It didn’t fly like a real bird. It
flew like a small jet—without flapping its wings.

Cassie’s voice came over the comm. “Hey Rocket, it sounds like you need
a wingman. I told you I could arrange a teleport over to you. I’m just
outside the guy’s door. Give me a second.”

Her voice cut off.

If that was one of Rook’s bots, I didn’t want Cassie here. The Nine were
trying to get her. Rook had already kidnapped her once. To be fair, she
hadn’t been carrying her gun at the time.

Now might be different and I hoped it would be because she wasn’t
connected to the comm system anymore.

More crow-like birds appeared, flying in from all directions. As I got a
handle on that, I saw bigger birds—at least five of them, all of them
human-sized and human-shaped—except for the wings and beaked helmets.

Amplified over every other sound nearby, Rook’s uneven voice couldn’t be
ignored. “Impressive, young Rocket. You beat someone I’d been told was
unbeatable. I wonder which one of you did it? My bet is the original.
What do you say? Am I wrong?”

Telling Rook whether he was fighting Chris or myself might give him an
advantage. I opted to preserve anonymity.

Turning on the helmet’s speaker, I said, “The Nine don’t have any
business here. Unless you want to fight, I’d suggest going home. The
Heroes’ League is here and if you remember the last times you faced us,
you’ll remember they didn’t go well.”

That came out a bit more aggressive than I normally went for—especially
when you considered that I was facing Rook, four of his best evil bird
impersonators and a host of rocket-fueled crowbots. At the same time, it
sounded like something Grandpa might have said. It was nice to think
some part of him might be here now—if only because I’d chosen to
simulate his voice.

Rook hovered in the middle of his cloud of crowbots and minions, not
coming closer for the moment. It was hard to read emotions on a guy
covered in powered armor, but he seemed to freeze as I spoke.

If he did have a moment of fear or better, a moment in which he worried
that Grandpa was still alive, it didn’t last long.

“I remember.” He raised his right arm in the air. “Coming back here to
thank you for your assistance in my new research into prosthetics was
one of the reasons I came back. Of course, I don’t owe everything to
you. I owe some of it to the Abominators. I’m sure you’re aware of the
artifacts here. Be aware that they’re not the only artifacts that we’ve
collected.”

He’d changed his powered armor. The overall look was the same. It still
made me think of crows—all black with wings, a face with a gray and
yellow beak, and four limbs that ended in talons.

The appendage where his right hand would have been was different from
the left. The one on the left was more or less hand-shaped, but with
color and texture reminiscent of a bird’s foot. The one on the right was
actually shaped like a bird’s foot—which made me think that whatever
prosthetic was inside the armor might be shaped like that too.

“One more thing,” he twisted his right arm so that I could see the
talons better. They shimmered in my suit’s HUD in much the same way
Cassie’s sword did.

“I didn’t have Captain Commando’s sword long and I didn’t get to take it
apart like I wanted to, but I did get to keep it around long enough. I
think my version is just as good, but we’ll have to test it.”

He let the arm fall back to his side. “I can’t say I would have thought
to make such an extreme change to my body, but you made it necessary. My
friends thank you as well.”

In that moment, I noticed that the right hands of Rook’s followers
weren’t hand-shaped either. It didn’t seem likely that he’d found four
people who’d lost hands that were also willing to become henchmen.

On the other hand, if he hadn’t found people who’d lost hands, it meant
he’d cut them off himself.

They must be fanatical nut jobs to be willing to put up with that—unless
they’d been mind-controlled into becoming fanatical nut jobs. Then all
they had to be were people.

Either way, it was messed up.

What made it worse was that their talons had the same shimmer, one that
was shared by the beaks of the crowbots and maybe the bots’ clawed feet
as well.

I tried to comfort myself with the fact that none of the claws appeared
to be more than an inch long. They weren’t close to three feet long like
Cassie’s sword.

In a similar situation, I’d make claws that extend or maybe ones that
fire off like bullets.

There’s something to be said for taking problems to their logical
solution, but not to solve problems for the person attempting to kill
you.

On the other hand, what was I doing by talking to this guy right now? It
took very little time to come up with the answer. I was keeping him away
from everyone else so that less mobile people like Haley, Tara, and
Vaughn wouldn’t be mobbed by crowbots with supersharp beaks.

Okay then, if it was my job to delay Rook, I’d better start delaying
him.

Turning my head toward the group of Protection Force soldiers I’d been
fighting, I said, “Aren’t you going to threaten him like you did me?
He’s trespassing on Hardwick Industries airspace too. Didn’t you hear
him talking about Abominator artifacts? He knows they’re here.”

The ragged line of Protection Force employees hadn’t been standing firm
during my conversation with Rook. They’d been backing away.

“We’re withdrawing to better protect Hardwick Industries property.”

Two more of them flew out of the forest below to join the main group as
they flew toward the buildings. There had been at least five who’d gone
down to chase Haley and the others. They weren’t even trying to bring
all their people back.

Increasing the volume on my helmet speaker, “You’re willing to fight
superheroes but not someone who’s been outside the law for more than
twenty years?”

They didn’t say anything.

Over the comm, Cassie said, “That’s going to hurt them. They look like a
bunch of cowards, if not stooges in the service of the Nine. You know
you’re still broadcasting, right?”

I checked the data strip on the bottom of my HUD. More than four million
people were watching now. I hoped I hadn’t said anything stupid. Maybe I
should kill the feed.

“Nice try,” Rook said. “That’s new. When we fought before I don’t think
you’d have tried that. Trying to distract me, weren’t you? Or trying to
bring them in on your side? Let’s see what else is different.”

He turned toward the bots and henchmen to his left. “Kill the ones in
the forest.”

There are moments where you have to make a decision about what you’re
going to do. Some of them will be hard. Others might be easy. This one?
This was a repeat.

When we’d attacked Rook’s base, he’d attempted to shoot a nuclear
missile at the League jet—which Haley happened to be flying. Then I’d
shot his hand with an explosive bullet or maybe many bullets. At a
distance of couple years, I didn’t know anymore.

In that moment I did know I didn’t want Haley and the others to be
attacked by things that I knew could cut through their armor. I didn’t
have a well thought out reason to do what I did—something like, “Taking
out Rook will stop the attack by demoralizing his
henchmen.”

After the fight with Jared, I didn’t quite have the energy for that
level of thought. Using whatever “powers” I had pulled a lot out of me.
I felt like I did after taking a long run.

What I had was a thorough knowledge of what Cassie’s sword could do—cut
through anything I’d ever seen—and an awareness that going three or four
inches deep into a body was enough to hit something vital. Even though
Haley could regenerate, Tara and Vaughn couldn’t and it wouldn’t be too
hard to cause more damage than she could repair in time.

I fired off two killbots, aiming one at Rook’s head and the other at his
chest.

They both hit. It didn’t go as planned.

Though I couldn’t see it until it hit, the killbot that hit his chest
didn’t go through. It hit and stalled before it got through the armor.
The one that I’d aimed at his forehead did the same. Before either bot
could explode, both of them glowed and turned to dust.

It may have been the tiredness, but at first, none of that made any
sense. A moment later, it became obvious.

There were countermeasures that worked against killbots. They were based
on the same technology that was used in Cassie’s sword. When I’d gone to
space, I’d learned that the Abominators had used it as well, but that
they’d figured out countermeasures and then people stopped using it as
weapons technology.

I’d actually given one to a genetically modified human called Four Hands
who thought it was the time to bring it back to fight the human heirs to
the Abominators’ civilization.

I doubted that Four Hands had given the secret to Rook. He didn’t need
to. Rook had figured out the basics on his own and then worked the
countermeasures into his own armor. It made sense. In his position, I
might have done the same thing if I’d known that the owner of Captain
Commando’s sword might come looking for me.

Too bad I hadn’t thought of that earlier. I’d known that the killbots’
monomolecular blades wore out, but hadn’t designed my suit or anyone
else’s with that in mind.

I hoped that none of us died. On some level, it would be my fault for
not thinking things through.

Even as that thought when through my brain, my implant offered up
information on the other effect I’d seen—the killbots’ disintegration.
I’d thought of it as an entropy shield in the sense that it increased
entropy. The implant referred to it as a disintegration field—which was
more precise in terms of what it did.

I’d seen it in operation when the Hrrnnna attacked Dr. Griffin’s lab.

My suit didn’t have countermeasures for that. I wasn’t going to be able
to get close or trust that my bots would survive hitting him.

The rest of Rook’s henchmen—two of them—and the remaining bots began to
move toward me, obscuring Rook from my view.

Grateful that the Rocket suit did most of the work, I shot upward while
talking over the comm as fast as I could. “Rook’s here. He’s sending
people down for you and they can cut through my armor.”

“Are you okay?” Haley sounded out of breath.

“Fine,” I said, continuing with the words, “for now,” in my head where
she couldn’t hear them.

The crowbots and the two henchmen flew up after me, but slow enough that
I could take a shot at Rook with the laser.

Rook’s chest and head were wide open from the angle I moved to, but to
aim, I had to move my arm and while the suit did most of the work being
tired made it harder to hold the arm still.

I kept the laser on, raking the beam in his direction, but still missed
even though I did cut into one of the crowbots. The bot’s wing burned,
revealing that it had layers of a shiny substance under the outer layer.

Grandpa used that same technique. For that matter the material of my
Rocket suit used a variation on that same technology.

It didn’t matter though. That’s something I could punch through as long
as I could keep the beam on it for long enough.

For the crowbot, it turned out that even that brief contact could take
it down. The beam didn’t cut the wing off, but it cut through far enough
that the wing broke because of the stress that flying through the air
put on it.

If it had been further down the wing, maybe it could have kept on
flying, but it broke off near the body. The crowbot flipped over a few
time and then disappeared into the trees below.

As it disappeared, I turned off the laser beam, knowing that running it
sucked power and might start fires. I’d turn it on when I had another
good shot—assuming that the I was able to. It felt like whatever I’d
done to hit Jared had sucked the power out of me.

At that thought, I remembered something I hadn’t been aware I’d learned
from the Ghosts. I could pull more energy in—temporarily. If I did it
too often, I’d get more tired than I would have been if I never did it
at all.

She’d explained to me how it worked—sort of, It was more like implanting
the necessary memories directly in my brain—much like what the implant
did. I hadn’t had the chance to think through the most efficient way to
use it. The one thing that seemed obvious was that using it as little as
possible seemed like the best choice.

It was just that I might not be able to—not if I kept on missing because
I was too tired to react quickly enough.

Not sure what to do next with all of that, I decided to concentrate on
what was in front of me, or technically, below me.

Rook’s two henchmen and his crowbots were heading straight up at me, a
smart move, but one that meant that he was going at this with his head
and not his emotions. He’d be okay if the bots or henchmen got me
instead of killing me himself—while I was having to remind myself that
if I went down to help Haley and the others now, I’d only allow Rook to
focus his whole force on the group of us instead of spending half of it
to get me.

“Everyone okay?” I asked over the comm.

Haley said, “Busy,” and something crackled in the background followed by
the roaring of the wind.

Not wanting to distract her or anyone else, I kept on flying upward
watching everyone’s positions in my HUD.
Rook might not be following right behind me, but as long as he was, I
could keep him away from everyone else.

Plus, if I kept on moving, maybe I wouldn’t have to find out how well
Rook’s version of Grandpa’s monomolecular blades worked on my armor.

Watching as the distance increased, I found that I almost felt a little
disappointed that Rook appeared to have made his suits slower than mine.
Guessing that they might head down toward everyone else if I got too far
away, I stopped going straight up and began to circle back toward
Hardwick Industries.

That gave them the chance to make up the distance and they took it—all
of them, including Rook.

They didn’t just turn though, I felt them start to do something. It felt
the same as whatever Abominator tech Jared had been using. Giving the
area around me a look through my helmet’s internal screen, I learned
that Jared hadn’t reappeared.

Instead, I noticed that Rook and his henchmen’s right arms, the ones
where their hands had been amputated, glowed with the same purple light
that Jared’s had. That confirmed my suspicion that Rook had some
influence on Protection Force’s powered armor because he’d also gotten a
more than casual look at Jared’s Abominator artifact.

I knew that he’d tweaked it somehow before I knew how. I felt power
build and as it released, jagged purple bolts that reminded me more of
lightning bolts crackled and hissed toward me.

Not having any better ideas, I concentrated, trying to use the same
source of power I’d used before, which if I understood things correctly
was somehow me. In what felt like the same moment, all three bolts hit
me at once, power washing over the suit. I could feel the heat through
both my external armor and the stealth suit in its present role as my
flight suit.

Errors, alarms, and notifications crossed the bottom of my HUD,
informing me of low-level damage across 73% of my powered armor. My
armor wasn’t all of it either, I struggled to keep my eyes open. Even
though I’d been hit, I knew that whatever I’d prevented would have been
worse.

At the same time, worse than falling asleep in the air didn’t get me
much, and now I barely felt like I could move. Recognizing that I
wouldn’t be able to do anything if I let myself feel this way, I opened
myself up to energy from another source, one that I’d have to experiment
with later.

A cool feeling went through me, almost like it might feel if it were a
wind. I didn’t feel more powerful, but at the same time, I didn’t feel
like I was about to lose consciousness.

Even as I let myself enjoy the moment, Rook’s amplified voice seemed to
go through my armor.

“How? How did you prepare for that? I thought you might have some
counter to Abominator technology, but that wasn’t from the Abominators.
I made it. It took me months to make it work. How did you know?”

I couldn’t know for sure, but now he sounded personally invested in the
idea of killing me.

Part of me wondered if telling the truth would help. In this case, that
would be something like, “You know what? I didn’t see it coming. I’ve
been instructed by aliens in how to make myself and my armor extend
outside our reality, stopping your weapon from going through it like it
didn’t exist.”

For one thing, that speech would have gone way too long. Beyond that, I
couldn’t help but wonder if his fascination with Grandpa, and by
extension myself, was a kind of competitive thing. He might stop caring
if he knew I hadn’t out-thought him.

Also, he might figure out a way to tweak his tech so that it
worked.

On the other hand, keeping him talking was a good thing. Not sure of the
best way to do that, I went with the first thing I could think of. “If
you can’t figure it out, I’m not telling.”

I kept moving, but continued to watch him—to the degree I could. His
crowbots and henchman stayed between us, making it difficult to see him
for more than instants at a time.

I needed to do more than distract him, I needed to take him out. Better,
I needed to remember what Rook had seen me do because I had a bad
feeling that he’d planned for anything he’d seen before. What did I have
that was new?

Rook laughed. He had a high pitched laugh that continued longer than it
should have, amplified by his suit’s speakers. “I never got to fight the
first Rocket. He retired before I ever visited Grand Lake. Without him,
there was no point, but you, you’re a disappointment. It’s not the same
person in the suit all the time and how am I supposed to kill you when
you predict my inventions before I even try them on you?”

Even as loud as his suit made his voice, I could tell that he’d shouted
the last line. I didn’t think he was in the mood for talking.

Using the observation bots that I’d loosed earlier to pinpoint his
position, I sent the floating pod that had carried the full armor over
the order to fire. That allowed me to use its secondary function,
floating weapons platform.

I’d been working on it around the time I fought him the first time, but
it hadn’t matured until later and I hadn’t used it much.

On the off-chance it might do some good, I turned toward the oncoming
wave of crowbots and henchmen and blasted them with sonics set to
frequencies that worked on electronics.

As I did, Rook shouted, “Fine, then. Die by your own hand!”

I’d have asked him what he meant by that, but that’s the moment when the
pod’s beam hit, a burning white beam that appeared to come from the
night sky. The crowbots blocked my view of him and so I couldn’t know
where he got hit as it happened. I only saw the laser’s beam.

My HUD gave me the observation bots’ view. The beam hit his back. It
didn’t go through, but it did hit the bulge that housed both his wings
control mechanism and the rocket pack beneath.

Whatever kind of fuel he had in there, it didn’t explode, but he still
fell.

I didn’t have time to celebrate because even as the pod’s beam hit, one
of the crowbots extended a barrel out of its chest. It wasn’t the only
one. Five more of them did the same.

At the same time, I realized what Rook could have meant—killbots.
Killbots were my invention and though I hadn’t used them on him, I’d
used them around that time and I’d never done anything special to
protect myself from them. My armor had the potential to wear down the
bullets before they got through, but it wasn’t anything I’d bet my life
on.

Despite there being two choices, I went with the option that wasn’t
quite as obvious. I activated EMPbots and sent them out from my armor.

They exploded as the crowbots fired off Rook’s version of my killbot.
Flashes of light obscured my vision as I leaned sideways, hoping I
stayed within the area of the EMPbots’ protection.

Had the bots gotten all of them?

One crowbot fell out of the sky as Rook’s killbot hit my right arm. I
felt it hit the armor and continue inside, burrowing into the armor
covering my bicep. In the confusion of all the explosions and the
impact, I didn’t know whether it made it through.

Then the word, “Breach” appeared in my HUD along with, “Stopping
bleeding. Repairing suit.”

By that, I understood that that the bot had made it all the way through
both the full Rocket armor and the stealth suit. From the pinprick of
pain and the fact I could still move my arm, I guessed that it wasn’t
that bad.

Then I felt a cool sticky liquid hit and solidify as the padding around
my bicep exuded a substance that coated my arm, preventing more
bleeding.

The words, “Expelling foreign matter,” appeared in my HUD and the
killbot fell out, falling toward the trees. It appeared to have been
stopped by some combination of sonic damage, the EMP bots, and my armor.
The suit’s material might be enough to wear out the monomolecular blades
faster, but it had a better chance if the killbot were damaged.

Between learning that Rook’s armor included first aid materials, having
my arm nearly cooked through by a dragon, and participating in a small
guerrilla war over the summer, I’d been giving more thought to injuries.
Even if it wouldn’t help against dragon breath, stopping bleeding had
been on my list.

Even as I tried to understand whether or not the bot had shot through my
arm, I was already doing my best not to have it happen a second time. I
aimed myself away from the group of henchmen and crowbots, spraying them
with the sonics in the hope that I’d damage them more.

The two henchmen didn’t follow me. They dived into the forest where I’d
seen Rook fall. Though I didn’t think I’d regret it if it turned out
that I’d killed him, I doubted that I had. The fact that the crowbots
kept on following made me suspect that he was alive, but I didn’t have
time to follow up on it.

With the crowbots behind me, I had to make a choice. Did I want to
outfly them and join everyone on the ground or should I take out the
crowbots first?

I decided it would be better for everyone if I reduced the number of
enemies, preferably without dying. I felt confident that Rook would load
his bots with more killbots than I would.

Giving the rockets more fuel, I felt myself shoot forward. As my stomach
seemed to sink inside me, I targeted the crows with my own boombots.
Watching through my HUD, I saw one of the bots hit a crowbot dead on and
explode. I’d set them to target where the wings joined the body if they
could and it had.

The bot fell, one wing blown to bits and the other still on and
flapping.

The other boombot hit and the crow exploded in a series of booms and
balls of fire that extended twenty feet in every direction. I could only
guess what Rook had intended with that bot.

The other three had been a little ahead of the crowbot when it exploded,
disappearing from sight in the blast, but righting themselves and flying
after me.

Knowing that my suit flew faster than the crowbots, I accelerated to
give myself some space, and then jinked right and a little down to see
if I could line the bots up. I couldn’t get all three in a line, but I
got two.

I fired off a killbot, watching it hit the side of one crowbot and then
the other. They both fell out of the sky. The bullet made it halfway
into the third bot’s outer skin and then exploded.

It didn’t take the bot down. The crowbot flipped sideways and seemed to
tumble, but then righted itself—though the beating of its wings seemed a
little off even if I couldn’t say how. Before I could take advantage of
that, the barrel in its chest fired off one killbot and then another. I
didn’t notice it. My implant did and notified me. Knowing it, I
activated the sonics at tech destroying frequencies and pushed my
rockets to their maximum possible speed.

EMPbots might have been better, but I’d already used more than I wanted
to.

Assisted by my implant, I saw the moment where the first killbot got
into range of the sonics, spontaneously started to smoke, and fell out
of the air. The second killbot swung sideways, forcing me to adjust the
sonics’ targeting, and making me wonder if the killbots were controlled
by a person or an AI.

Either way, the bot was getting closer. Did this one have extra fuel and
speed? Either way, I didn’t like it, but recognized the cleverness in
the inconsistency.

I aimed the sonics at it, widening the area of effect so that I wouldn’t
have to be as accurate, and twisting left, forcing the bot to change
direction. The crowbot followed it.

Both of them lost ground on me. I sent another blast of sonics in their
direction, getting another comm call as I aimed, which was annoying.

“Incoming!” Cassie shouted. Below me, a burst of light appeared in the
forest.

In that moment, Cassie connected directly to my implant from hers,
allowing another voice into my consciousness.

HA-HA! BURN, PRIMITIVE!

With that, a beam of burning light shot upward from the ground,
disintegrating tree branches and the remaining crowbot. I hoped Cassie
wouldn’t let her gun talk to me during the entire battle.

Cassie and the gun’s arrival had distracted me from the Rook’s final
killbot, something I realized as a wave of fear went through me.

The emotional push from knowing that my life could end at any moment
left me scanning my HUD only to have the implant draw my attention to
the small yellow glow behind the bot. It had flown past me in my moment
of inattention and, contrary to its previous behavior, it wasn’t
adjusting its course.

Then, a few hundred feet ahead of me the light winked out and the HUD’s
sensors showed it falling into the woods.

That told me two things about Rook’s design. First, he’d given his
killbots less fuel to work with. Second, he may have run remote control
(or decision making?) through the crowbot because otherwise, the bot
wouldn’t have lost its purpose when the crowbot that fired it had gone
down.

Deciding that it would be better to go into whatever the ground fight
turned out to be with a partner, I made a quick turn and dropped through
the trees to land next to Cassie.

Cassie didn’t stop pointing her gun into the woods as I hit the ground,
though she did glance over to me and grin. Via implant, Cassie said,
“Back in the forest and shooting people again.”

I thought back, “Except this time we’re home.”

“Not my home. Where are we, anyway?” She started walking toward the rest
of the group. I kept pace with her, watching through my HUD for Rook.

“An hour north of Grand Lake, kind of close to Muskegon. How’d you get
here?” I kept my focus on the right while she took the left, knowing
that with her Abominator gun in hand, her senses were every bit equal to
the Rocket suit’s if not better.

“Reliquary has a place in D.C. I’m pretty sure it’s just a doorway that
teleports you to wherever his real house is. Red Hex introduced me, but
never mind that. Do you have any idea what’s in that lab? The Gun went
nuts when I pointed it that way.”

—YOU PRIMITIVE MONGRELS HAVE NO CONCEPTION OF THE GLORIOUS PURPOSE FROM
WHICH YOU’VE DESCENDED! YET SOMEONE IN THAT PLACE ATTEMPTS TO SCALE THE
LOWEST RUNG OF MY MASTER’S GLORY!”

“Genocide, you mean?” I asked and felt the gun begin to respond, but
didn’t hear it as Cassie cut it off.

“No kidding,” she said. “Is there anything you haven’t told the whole
team in chat?”

“At this point, I don’t even know. I think I told everyone everything.
If you’ve been listening in on the mission channel, you should be up to
date. Uh… Probably.”

She looked over at me again. “Yeah?”

I’d have shrugged but she’d never have seen it through the suit. Or
maybe she would have. She’d seen me in the Rocket suit more than most
people.

“I’m sure we missed something.”

I would have followed that up with more, but something glittered in my
HUD. When I looked directly at that part of the forest, I didn’t see
anything. I sent Cassie the video of what I’d seen via implant and
queried my implant for information. Did the video bring up anything in
its databases?

Cassie said, “Swap?”

As one, we switched positions and areas to watch. I gave the section of
woods on my left a look as my implant came up with pictures of different
things that glitter could be—teleportation, interdimensional travel,
various sorts of beams, force fields…

The Abominators had used all of the above.

To Cassie I said, “See anything?”

“Not yet. Nothing that glitters, for sure. We’d better catch up with
everyone else.” She took a step forward.

I hit on another idea, asking implant about the Abominator armor model
that I’d seen the True wearing. Did the implant recognize it and what
did it do, assuming it did more than protect the body?

From that, I learned that the design was common for the Abominators’
human servants, that it had various abilities beyond protecting a
person’s body, but which ones depended on the period in Abominator
history and the Abominator lineage that designed the armor.

I considered stopping the explanation, but then it said, “the most
common characteristic of Abominator armor was invisibility or
camouflage, especially when fighting other Abominators.”

Before I could tell Cassie, energy lashed out from the forest, a bright
white light that reminded me of Cassie’s gun’s.

It hit my armor even as Cassie said, “Duck!” Then she started firing
back, this time with a thinner, brighter beam than she’d hit the crowbot
with.

A RESPECTABLE RECREATION OF THE MASTERS’ BUT ONE THAT USED INFERIOR
MATERIALS THAT WERE NO MATCH MY OWN PEERLESS BEAM!

Two more burning white lines appeared, both aimed at us. Cassie ducked,
avoiding them and fired back. I didn’t get as lucky. One of the beams
hit my thigh, not going through, but I could feel the heat and see the
error messages roll across the screen.

I dived to the ground and fired back in the direction of the beams with
my sonics, hoping that the sonics would adjust and find whatever in the
Abominator power armor had the most resonance and vibrate it until it
broke.

Cassie’s beam did better. A set of abominator armor shimmered and fell
over with a hole in the chest.

Making a strangled noise, she managed to get out, “The fuck?”

The woman lying on the ground had her face.

I said, “I’m pretty sure we mentioned that.”

I felt her queasiness as her words echoed in my head. “No, I don’t
remember you ever saying, ‘Hey Cassie, the True have your face.’ I think
I’d have remembered that.”

“We just found out. I thought we passed it on. With everything going on,
I really don’t remember. It’s not just you though. They also based them
on Emmy, the receptionist, and also Stephanie. She was at Stapledon.”

Stepping over to the body and staring down at it, Cassie held up her
hand as if waving my comment away even as my implant reminded me that I
had passed it on.

“I remember Stephanie. She was the one who passed on our stuff to the
Coffeeshop Illuminati a couple of summers ago. She got hurt, right?”

I sent a visual of a nod through the implant.

Cassie shook her head and looked down at the body again, shining light
from her gun into the wound. “She’s bigger than I am and it doesn’t look
like she’s healing. What do you think?”

Using the suit’s sonics, I did what amounted to an ultrasound of the
body and looked it over. “I don’t know. I’m not a doctor. I’m trying to
look if anything’s moving and there’s way too much stuff. There are a
lot of liquids in the body and some of those are still moving, but you
pretty much destroyed her heart, and that’s not moving much.”

Rolling her eyes, Cassie stepped back from the body. “I wasn’t asking
for your medical opinion. I was just thinking you’d maybe see something
I didn’t. Whatever. Let’s catch up with everyone else.”

Speaking into her comm, she asked, “How are all of you doing?”

Tara answered, “We’ll need help within the next minute. You can see our
position. Join us from the north.”

Kayla’s voice came over the comm. “We’re loading people in over here.
Hologram’s coming back—“

I found myself asking, “What?” Stephanie might not have been in imminent
danger, but it seemed too soon. Kayla continued talking as if I hadn’t
said anything.

“—the doctor used some of our equipment on her. We’re loading a couple
other people as well. I’ll keep you in the loop.”

We did have advanced equipment in HQ. I vaguely remembered we’d shown it
to Haley’s cousin, the team doctor. It wasn’t as if we could use it
ourselves. Maybe Jaclyn or Vaughn could in a few years.

“Got it.” Cassie turned to me, using the implant connection to ask,
“We’re south of their position. Any idea why Tara said to come from the
north?”

We started running. “No idea,” I said. “It’s probably the whole thing
where she extrapolates people’s actions based on details none of the
rest of us noticed.”

“Right,” Cassie shook her head. “It’s easy to forget how weird her brain
is. She seems normal most of the time.”

We fell into a rhythm, running through the forest, checking around us as
we ran and checking the glow of our HUDs to keep aware of where Haley
and the others were. They were definitely alive, but they kept on
changing position.

From their movements, it appeared their approach was to stay out of
sight and pick people off one at a time. The other thing I noticed as I
ran was that my legs felt tired, not as bad as I’d felt after fighting
Jared, but I was moving in that direction.

Only the Rocket suit’s artificial muscles were keeping me from knowing
how bad I actually felt. They did almost all of the work. Even with
them, I had a bad feeling I’d have to take another pull at the power I’d
pulled in before.

I’d had a little more time to think about the knowledge the Ghosts had
left in my mind. The energy I’d used normally collected in the
background. I’d been taught how to collect and use it intentionally, but
there wasn’t any way I’d be able to absorb more than I’d use.

Deciding to put off using whatever I’d collected since the last time, I
kept on going, aware that breathing felt harder and my limbs seemed to
drag as they moved.

I wondered if there were a point at which I’d fall over, unable to move,
but also unable to pull in enough energy to allow me to get over it. It
sounded all too possible.

Then we turned, making a half-circle between the trees, slowing as we
got closer.

Tara’s voice came over the comm. “You’re going to come up behind them in
a few seconds. Even if they see you, don’t worry about it. We’re ready
for them.”

The Gun broadcast its thoughts on the matter.

EXCELLENT. TELL HER SHE CAN CLEAN UP AFTER US.

Cassie didn’t, responding with, “Got it.”

At about that point, Cassie and I came around, seeing what Tara was
referring to through the trees. Rook and two henchmen stood together
along with a small cloud of crowbots, all of them looking around, guns
out.

A lone Protection Force man in powered armor stood about fifteen feet
away from them, glancing in their direction and then around himself, not
trusting anything, but not daring to stand alone.

“Rook,” Cassie thought over at me through the implant. “Now there’s a
guy I have a bone to pick with. Are you going to have a problem with it
if I go for him?”

I thought back, “Tell Tara.”

Before she replied, my implant informed me that someone was using
energies associated with Abominator matter transporters.

Not seeing anything appear yet, I directed one of the spybots to fly
ahead of us and sent Cassie a memory of the last few seconds along with
directions for how to see the spybot’s video.

She sent back the words, “If everyone on the team had implants, it would
be so much easier.”

Then she spoke over the comm, “Ronin, remember when Rook captured me? If
I get the chance, I’m going for him.”

Speaking without inflection, Tara’s high pitched voice seemed lower than
it was, “I know.”

Cassie grinned, her voice sounding in my head, “You heard her.”

“I did,” I thought back, but I kept my eyes on the spybot’s view of the
forest. Over the comm I added, “Watch out for teleports. One could be
happening right now.”

The spybot sped through the forest ahead of us. Equipped with simpler
sensors, its view showed only black and white. Guessing that Rook or his
men would be less likely to look upward, I flew it at about eight feet
above the ground, swerving to avoid trees and tree branches.

The bot’s programming did most of the work. I provided the direction and
the speed—the slowest necessary to remain in the air. It still felt
fast. Rook, two henchmen and several crowbots came into view mere
seconds later.

Wanting a good view, I sent the bot upward to land on a branch. After a
moment, it gave me a view of the scene below.

Rook, mangled wings swinging and swaying as if they were about to fall
off, stood near his two henchmen. The crowbots stood on the ground, all
of them staring in different directions.

They didn’t seem to notice my bot. Standing with their backs to each
other, they had their gun arms pointed outward, acting as if they
planned to aim purple lightning at any second.

Once the spybot gave me the full scene, I understood why. Three men in
Protection Force’s armor lay on the ground, their armor battered and
shredded in spots. The closest one had pulled off the armor around one
arm and appeared to be digging around the side of his armor—probably for
the full suit’s release.

The other two were too far away to see details, but the arms did move. I
assumed they were trying the same thing.

That wasn’t all, though. Rook’s other two henchmen lay on the ground as
well, and shattered crowbots lay around them in pieces. Like the
Protection Force soldiers, Rook’s henchmen’s armor had jagged tears and
holes as well as dents.

Unlike the Protection Force soldiers, Rook’s henchmen didn’t appear to
be moving. From what I could see, they weren’t bleeding out either, but
the spybot’s cameras needed more light than they were getting.

Tara, Haley, and Vaughn had been busy.

Rook’s voice registered on the spybot’s audio sensors. “Can either of
you tell if they’re alive? My sensors are on the fritz. The Rocket’s
sonics must of gotten something—that or the fall. Dammit. If you’re
alive, move or something. Abominator tech’s been activated.”

“Sir?” One of the two standing henchmen began to move his helmet in
Rook’s direction. “I thought your sensors—”

Rook interrupted. “Don’t look at me. Look outward! They’re here
somewhere. And yes, not all my sensors are dead. Now, shut up and look
for the enemy before something else goes wrong.”

“And I thought he was a just a jerk to the League,” Cassie sent over the
implant.

A glance at my HUD showed she wasn’t the only one of us following the
spybot feed. It struck me that it might be going into the social media
feed, but I didn’t have time to check on that. Human shaped figures
surrounded by glowing white light began appearing in the woods around
Rook.

Though I didn’t have time to check them all (there were at least
twenty), the ones I could see through the spybot were male and female
True based on Stephanie and Cassie. They wore the Abominator armor and
carried guns that definitely weren’t standard Earth made weapons.

One of Rook’s henchmen began to aim his gun at one of the True, but Rook
reached out with his good arm and pushed it down. If he said something
then, it was lost in what happened next.

Another figure materialized; this one directly in front of Rook, but at
least a foot taller. It was Victor, but not Victor as I’d seen him. This
version of Victor stood around nine feet tall, had the muscles of a
bodybuilder, all of them visible because the only clothes he was wearing
appeared to be some kind of plate mail covered skirt and grey metal
bracers on his arms.

Also for some reason there was golden circlet on his head and he now had
a beard that went down to his chest.

His skin had a faint purple tinge that reminded me all too easily of
both Rook’s arm and Jared. As tired as I was and as much I didn’t want
to draw on whatever trivial reserves I might have collected in the last
minute or two, I doubted I had anything else that would work on the guy.

Of course, maybe I’d get lucky and a killbot would work. The way the
night had been going, that was nothing to count on. Also, given that
purple glowing tinge to Victor’s skin, I had no idea what he could do,
but if he existed out of phase, the only way I’d be able to touch him is
by using what the Cosmic Ghost’s taught me to power up the killbot
somehow.

Of course, that wasn’t something they’d taught me how to do. I could
only affect things within a short distance around my body. The only way
I’d get any use out of the killbot was to try to use it as a knife.

You never knew. It might work.

I might have stood there thinking about options until Cassie complained,
but I didn’t get the chance.

Victor, the all-new, barely clothed, Greek god version of Victor,
smirked at Rook. “Lucky me. I’m being graced with the presence of one of
the Nine. I’d ask what I owe the honor to, but I know. You’re here to
protect your investment.”

Holding up his hands as if he were receiving the applause of a crowd,
Victor grinned at Rook. “And I’m your investment. I’ve got the Citizen’s
Mark, something the Nine have been wanting for ages. So I can use
everything the Abominators ever made. And that’s not all. I’m smart
enough to figure this stuff out by myself and you know what that makes
me? It makes me the most valuable person on the planet.”

In my head, Cassie said, “Holy shit. He’s got a Citizen’s Mark?”

“I guess,” I thought back. “Who could ever expect that giving someone
with the potential to be a mad scientist access to Abominator tech could
go horribly wrong?”

Rook raised his helmet, pointing his beak toward Victor and staring for
a few seconds. “What’s wrong with you? The Heroes’ League is here. We
need to coordinate and take them out.”

Victor’s grin widened, turning his face into a grotesque caricature of
normal, leading me to wonder what Victor had pulled out of the birthing
chambers’ library to modify himself. “What’s wrong is you. I’ve been
talking to the other eight and I’m told that if you die, there’ll be an
opening.”

Rook adjusted his footing, putting his right foot behind and to the
right angle to the left. I recognized it from training as a position
that at least in hand to hand fighting made it harder to kick a person’s
feet out from under them. It wouldn’t do anything against ranged
weapons, but it put you in a better position to fight.

Also, if you had learned how to fight, it made a decent security
blanket.

Either Victor hadn’t spent any time in the martial arts or controlling
his new Abominator designed abilities left him with no time to pay
attention to details like that. He didn’t react.

To Rook’s credit, he didn’t attack. He talked. “There’s a time and place
to challenge me for my position. This isn’t it. Screw up the Nine’s hold
on this place and you’ll be serving them by means of your dissection.
You’ve heard of the Dominators? They work for us and if you think it
never occurred to us that you might want to rearrange our org chart,
you’re wrong.”

My HUD noted that Rook had transmitted a sound outside the range of
human hearing.

Victor blinked and stopped smiling. “What did you do?”

He pointed his finger at Rook. Victor’s body began to glow brighter by
the moment and then fizzled out.

Over the comm, Tara whispered, “Night Cat, Storm King, move! He’s going
to target you.”

As Victor stared at his hand, Rook said, “Now, be useful. There are
people hiding around us who have been attacking our people. Get rid of
them.”

From what I could see through the bot, the camouflage function on their
costumes worked. The bot couldn’t see anything more in the area around
them but trees and brush. Victor, however, could see more.

He pointed into the forest and purple energy sparked across his body.
Haley disappeared from the radar in my HUD. He followed it up by doing
the same with Vaughn and then Tara.

As they disappeared, I stared into my HUD, watching the radar to see if
Haley’s signal would reappear. He couldn’t disintegrate them. He had to
be whatever had teleported Art and Zola out.

It felt as if she’d never reappear, but she did. She was 80 miles out
above Lake Michigan. Her altitude was roughly 100 feet above the water.
Her first words over the comm were, “I’m okay, but it looks like I’m
closer to Wisconsin.”

“The mini-rocket pack you have doesn’t have enough fuel to get you back
here. You should probably aim for Milwaukee or something. Maybe they can
pick you up in the jet?”

Vaughn and Tara appeared within a mile or two of her.

Tara didn’t talk about her situation at all, saying only, “Rocket? Cap?
You’re next.”

She wasn’t wrong. Even as she said it, Victor was turning in our
direction. I opened myself up as the Ghosts had taught me pulling in
energy and converting it into protection. It was protection against
people using out of phase weapons, though. I hadn’t been told that it
worked against involuntary teleports, but it might and I didn’t have any
better ideas.

I tried to move in between Victor and Cassie because if it did work…

A flash of purple came out of the woods, reaching Cassie before I could.
I heard her gun’s voice. It said:

NO.

And the purple field that had enveloped her shattered.

I didn’t have time to ask Cassie how her gun had stopped the shot
because the next flash of purple targeted me.

Keeping myself in phase took everything I had. By the time that the
purple glow around me disappeared, I knew that everything I’d pulled out
of whatever power reserves I could access was gone. I wasn’t going to be
able to prevent that if he did it again—not for a little while, anyway.
All I could do was hope he didn’t realize it.

Thinking about it, I didn’t fall over, but I wobbled.

“You okay?” Cassie put her hand on my shoulder. Her mask covered
everything but her mouth and chin, making it hard to read her, but hints
of her worry came through the implants’ connection.

I thought back, “I’m fine. I’m tired, but the suit does most of the
work.”

Cassie thought back, “From what I’m seeing, it doesn’t do balance.”

In the background, through the spybot, Victor told Rook, “I got most of
them. They’ll probably drown. Only two left.”

Rook made a noise somewhere between a growl and a scream. “Two? Which
two? And how?”

“I don’t know how. With two of them, the teleporter just didn’t work.
One of them, Captain Commando, has Abominator tech. The Abominator
library tells me that they built countermeasures into their combat gear.
The other one? The Rocket—”

Rook interrupted. “Yes?”

Victor paused, staring at him, but continued, “With the Rocket, the
library told me, ‘Artificer. Extreme danger’.”

Turning away from staring into the forest in our direction, Rook tapped
a claw against his leg. “Well? What does that mean?”

The muscles in his cheeks tightening, Victor shook his head. “I don’t
know. What I know about the Abominators is only as good as what they
knew when they made the birthing chambers. I’ve got their tech in my
head now, but it’s thousands of years old. All I can get is that the
Artificers were an ancient race that predated the Abominators. All the
Abominators knew about them is that they were ahead of the Abominators.
Far ahead to the point that excavating Artificer ruins was a serious
risk. And that’s it. That’s everything.”

Rook turned back in our direction. “He’s got alien tech that’s ahead of
our alien tech. That’s why he won. Damn. And I didn’t even know those
people existed. Where do we find Artificer technology? Are any of their
ruins on Earth or in our solar system?”

Victor’s eyes lost focus. “Mars. There’s an Artificer site on Mars.
That’s what attracted the Abominators to this system in the first place.
They probably excavated the site. Abominator technology is based on the
Artificers’ technology-what they understand of it. You should know that
the Artificers terrified the Abominators. That’s clear.”

Whipping his head around, Rook poked Victor in the chest with his claw.
“Except the Rocket’s got it, doesn’t he? And haven’t I been researching
Abominator tech for years only to learn that he’s been ahead of me the
entire time?”

Rook stopped talking, staring out into the forest. “He’s brilliant. Of
course, having access to the original team’s hardware doesn’t hurt. He
may have been to Mars already.”

Then he turned back to Victor. “Well, what are you waiting for? If you
can’t shoot them, we need to get them. Where are they?”

I didn’t wait to find out the end of that conversation before pinging
Cassie’s implant with, “Let’s go. I’m only here to keep Rook’s people
away from the rest of the group. Now that they’re near Wisconsin,
there’s only one thing worth doing—”

Cassie interrupted my thoughts with, “Blowing the birthing chambers to
hell?”

“Yes.” I looked her up and down and then at the spybot’s feed in my HUD.
Rook, Victor and the True were running through the forest. “We have to
fly.”

Cassie stepped on my foot and put her left arm over my shoulders. I
grabbed her waist and fired off the rockets. It wasn’t the most
aerodynamic way to do it. We leaned right. I compensated as we dodged
tree limbs on the way up.

Then beams of I-didn’t-know-what started cutting through the tree
branches. Cassie aimed the gun downward, firing off a stream of autofire
energy blasts that lit up the forest below.

Meanwhile, her gun laughed like a madman in my mind, keeping up a
constant stream of chatter that I blocked out, catching only, “THIS IS
THE BEST DAY I’VE HAD IN MONTHS!”

As we passed above the last tree branches, I told her, “Please don’t let
him start a forest fire.”

She thought back, “Do you think that’s going to help?”

The endless white blasts made me think of snowflakes—deadly, burning
snowflakes that caused damage to everything in sight. On the other hand,
the shots fired at us were fewer and farther between—so at least it had
worked. Better, I hadn’t seen any purple blasts. With any luck, Rook and
Victor would keep on thinking we were invulnerable.

If we were even luckier, it might not occur to Victor to try to teleport
someone into solid matter.

Aiming for the Hardwick Industries lab building, I half-expected that
what was left of Protection Force’s team would be waiting in the air or
on the roof.

They weren’t. I couldn’t see them anywhere.

Had they left or had they gone inside? I didn’t have time to find out.
It was enough that we had to get in there and destroy the birthing
chambers.

The fact that Cassie, her gun, and I agreed on what needed to happen
next made me wonder if was doing the right thing as Cassie was much less
cautious than I was and her gun was happy as long as it had something to
burn.

Still, I couldn’t think of anything better. Despite guessing that
similar thoughts had killed more people than could count, I steeled
myself for whatever happened next and landed on the roof.

Before I could say anything or even hint what was needed, Cassie let go
of me, pulled her sword from its scabbard and cut a hole in the roof.

“Done,” Cassie told me over the implant connection. “I left enough metal
that it won’t fall in until you step on it.”

She had. The white painted metal held the triangle-shaped section up by
a thread, or less metaphorically by three slivers of metal at the
corners.

Knowing that there were times to enter carefully and times to blast
through, I decided that this was time for the second kind of entrance. I
stepped back and took two steps forward, turning my second step into a
jump that was almost, but not quite, straight upward.

Between the height I got on my leap and the weight of the Rocket suit, I
hit the precut spot with enough force that it came free with a short
screech of metal tearing.

Though the lab building looked high enough for three or maybe four
stories, it also had a high ceiling, so I hadn’t given the possibility
that I’d hit a completely unknown level of the building much thought.

I should have because it was quite clear as I hit the floor that that
was exactly what I’d found. Everywhere around me stood devices made of
the bluish-green materials that the Abominators used. Of all sizes, the
devices were a mix of elegant, rounded corners and gently swelling
shapes combined with the jagged edges and torn open sides of devices
that had been ripped out of wherever they’d been installed.

On my own, I couldn’t have named them without work, but with the Xiniti
implant, I knew what they were. They weren’t the most exciting
Abominator devices a person might find, but they were every bit as
significant. Though the ability to alter humanity’s genetic code and in
hours modify or create a person might be the highest priority, it wasn’t
the only thing a colony of scientists needed.

They also needed life support. We (because Cassie jumped down after me)
were looking at devices and systems used to keep buildings at the
correct temperature, air mixture, pressure, and level of gravity that
the Abominators needed. Along with them were devices to store, create,
and modify food on an alien planet.

Along with them were spare parts and machines to make them. In short,
boring stuff, but still vital if you wanted your scientists to survive
while empowering an alien lifeform to subdue, enslave, and/or destroy
your interstellar neighbors on your behalf.

None of this stuff was on the official list of objects that we were
studying which meant that the government didn’t know we had it. That in
turn meant that Higher Ground had acquired it privately. Bearing in mind
that people were legally required to bring alien technology to
government inspectors, I’d bet that none of these items officially
existed.

If I’d prided myself on being some kind of expert on spying, it might
have caused a small crisis of confidence. It was a big room to miss.

Cassie met my eye. “Are you ready or do you want to mess with the alien
air conditioners?”

I barely got out, “Ready,” before she started slashing with her sword.
Three slashes later, she stepped back.

I took a breath, deciding not to give myself time to think before going
through. This time, I stomped on the middle of the triangle with my
right foot and watched as it fell. Then I stepped into the hole, letting
the Rocket suit slow my fall with the rockets.

They started firing on me as I fell through the hole, starting with
bright, white beams of energy. My suit took the first two or three with
minimal complaint—a few notifications about the repairs it was making.

The fourth shot hit a spot that had been hit a second before, causing a
cascade of notifications about how it had passed the first layer of
armor, damaging elements of the repair system that now had to be
repaired.

I wasn’t hurt and nothing was in imminent danger of failing, but it
wasn’t good news. If I gave the suit time, I’d be fine. Better than
that, I gave the suit more fuel and shot down the room, barely below the
ceiling.

This attracted a series of shots, one of which was tinged with purple.

Even though I had no time to process it, my implant told me what the
purple shot meant. Some Abominator guns had been given the ability to
attack out of phase with reality, passing their victims armor. The
technology turned out to be related to FTL technology, teleportation,
and Abominator intangibility tech. Rook must have reverse engineered it
or been inspired by what Jared’s device did.

Either way, it wasn’t Rook firing at me. It was one of the True, a male
version of Stephanie wearing silver-tinged Abominator designed
armor.

Cassie and I had cut into the room where they’d hidden the birthing
chambers—which is what we’d intended to do—but it wasn’t a big room. The
lab took up most of the first floor. They’d moved the birthing chamber
into what must have been a garage. It was as long as the lab, but only a
little wider than the birthing chambers, but wide enough for trucks to
park.

Weaving to avoid beams from the True, I realized how much chaos our
entrance had created in the room. When I’d been observing the place
through a spybot, the newly created True had been lying on sleeping
bags, recovering from their births. Now they were running to the sides
of the room where weapons and armor lay on the ground. All of them
naked, they wobbled and even fell on the way.

Though they didn’t fully have running down, they reflexively knew they
had to fight.

They weren’t the big worry, though. That came in the form of four True
standing next to the one firing out-of-phase energy blasts in my
direction. He was going to kill me if he hit.

They were in the middle of the room, standing next to the door to the
main lab and about twenty feet away from Dr. Griffin who’d dived behind
a bluish-gray, coffin-sized rectangle that my implant labeled as a
“military replicator.”

It was a little disappointing to see that she was part of this. She’d
seemed decent when I’d met her at her original lab—resourceful even.
They’d fallen just short of figuring out the birthing chambers and
turned an Abominator weapon against the invading Hrrnna. On the other
hand, even then I knew that she might have gotten the birthing chambers
through the Nine. It might be that she’d needed time to show her true
colors.

Another possibility struck me then, one that I didn’t have time to test.

Why? Because my attempt to evade being shot had lead me to shoot in the
direction of the far wall. Even with my dodging, weaving, and in air
acrobatics, I was still heading in the same direction—which meant that I
was about to crash through into Hardwick Industries’ laboratories, or
another secret room, or find out what bugs felt when they went splat
against a windshield. It all depended on the wall’s materials and
design.

Despite a casual interest in architecture, I decided I didn’t need to
know for sure.

Aiming my head downward, I flipped over the way I had hundreds of times
in practice and twisted so that my stomach would face the floor instead
of my back.

I tried to anyhow. The problem with being tired is that you’re tired and
even when you think you know instinctively when to flip, when to turn,
and when to fire off the rockets, it’s possible you’ll screw up.

I screwed up.

I managed the flip without issue even though something did feel a little
off. Then I twisted and fired the rockets. At that moment, I knew
something was off. Instead of staying
level with the rockets slowing me before hitting the wall,
I shot downward and to the right with my
momentum still carrying me backward.

I gave the rockets more fuel and tried to aim upward and to the left,
all the while seeing the (hopefully unreinforced) concrete wall getting
closer through my HUD’s peripheral vision.

The only good thing that could be said about it was that the True didn’t
see that coming either. So as I flew from near the floor on the right
side of the room to near the ceiling on the left, a barrage of laser
fire peppered the far end of the room, white beams pitting the wall and
burning black marks into it.

The purple-tinged beam passed by me on the right as I climbed,
disappearing into the wall behind me without doing any visible damage.

Kind of.

Something on the other side of the wall made a muffled boom and, while
the wall didn’t explode, red emergency lights started flashing and the
sprinkler system turned on, spraying water all over the room. Along with
it came the high pitched EEEE! of an alarm.

I felt sure this could get worse but didn’t know how.

A glowing cylinder of purple light appeared in the middle of the room in
front of the birthing chambers. The light disappeared, revealing Victor
in his god garb standing with Rook and his two henchmen as well as a
small cloud of flying murder bird bots.

That would have been bad enough, but Victor wasn’t done. A second purple
cylinder deposited Russell Hardwick, three Protection Force soldiers in
“Rocket” armor, and the disappointingly mobile Art and Zola.

We hadn’t killed them after all and if they were anything like Haley
they regenerated. Zola’s mouth hung open, her canine teeth and wide eyes
with catlike slits made her look more feral than I remembered.

They stood on the soggy sleeping bags, staring at the chaos. Then Art
and Zola howled.

I almost felt like joining them. When it rained, it poured.

In the middle of all the teleportation, Cassie connected via implant.
“I’m behind the birthing chambers. Can you keep them off me while I take
them out?”

I didn’t see her drop through the hole, but my implant reproduced an
image of her swinging across the birthing chambers and dropping to the
far side next to the wall.

“I can try,” I told her, beginning to try to figure out
how.

Even though implant-based exchanges were near-instantaneous, I found
myself having to make some quick decisions. Unless I was willing to fly
with my body upright, making myself a slow target, I had to stay at the
minimal speed to stay airborne.

Not having a better idea, opened up with goobots in three-shot bursts,
setting all of them to area of effect instead of single target.

Spider-man might have been proud if he’d existed. The bullets exploded
into gooey grey lines that resembled off-brand Silly String more than
spider webs, but it wasn’t much different in the end.

Victor, Rook, Rook’s henches, and the crowbots had appeared in a
cluster. Russell Hardwick, Ryan, Art, and Zola appeared together in the
next cluster—the one good point of your enemy using teleportation. I’d
been moving quickly enough toward them they didn’t have time to spread
out or even recognize that they needed to.

Mind you, Art and Zola had noticed me. They’d been tracking me with
their eyes even as they began to howl, readying themselves to leap.

The goo left them trying to pull themselves free. Zola yanked her arm
back twice without success and then pulled it toward her mouth to gnaw
on one of the lines with a growl. Art watched her with a frown appearing
to show on his face.

Vaughn’s Uncle Russ stared at me. If his lightning worked like Vaughn’s
or even his son Lucas’ power, he didn’t need to aim his hand at me to
fire off lightning. He didn’t even try. I could only guess that he knew
that the Rocket suit was practically invulnerable to the stuff.

Ryan, meanwhile stood behind Russ, struggling to pull his arm free
without tearing his silk shirt and nearly falling for his trouble—nearly
falling because he did trip. The goo had not only attached to his arm
but also the back of his shirt and his pants. So after he fell, the goo
pulled him around, holding him about two feet above the ground. “Uncle
Russ” turned to scowl at him. Zola hissed.

I passed them, dodging and weaving to make it hard in case anyone tried
to shoot me.

None of them even tried. Victor, Rook, his henchmen, and the crowbots
were trying to cut their way out of the goo, and with the killbot
cutting tech in their claws, it was working. Even the best of them could
only cut one strand at a time, though, so as I passed they were too busy
getting out to shoot at me.

This was not true of the first people I’d seen when I entered the room
though. The True in armor including the one firing purple-tinged shots
had been behind everyone who’d been teleported in.

Worse, they acted like all the other True I’d ever heard of—they weren’t
stupid. They were already spreading out before I came near them. Because
they could only move so far though, they weren’t so spread out than I
couldn’t fire at them.

I made the guy with the purple-tinged gun the highest priority on the
grounds that he was most likely to kill me, hitting his general area not
once, but twice. Grey strands of goo spread all around him, hitting not
just him, but three out of the four soldiers near him—kind of. Purple
gun guy managed not to get entirely wrapped up in the stuff. I hit his
left leg and the gun—which was great. He couldn’t shoot at me.

The two guys next to him couldn’t either, but since the fourth guy, a
male True based on Cassie or if I thought of it differently, a male True
based on her father, the original Captain Commando. He did what either
of them would have done.

He blasted away at me with his gun, aiming white laser beams in my
direction while I was getting closer to the far end and trying to figure
my next step.

Turning had to be part of it because I didn’t want to hit the rapidly
approaching wall. The one on this end had a garage door sized such that
a pickup truck or van could go through. I decided to keep it in mind if
I needed an exit later.

In the meantime, despite getting hit a couple of times by the True, I
flipped over and found myself facing another run down the middle of the
room, or taking cover next to the birthing chambers while Cassie trashed
them.

Even better if that could be soon, we’d be able to leave before everyone
got out of the goo. The alternative would be to start shooting everyone
since I’d stuck everyone to the ground or each other.

I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to kill anyone, but it struck me that if
I were going to kill anyone, I should probably prioritize the people
with guns that could phase shots through my armor—the True with the
purple beam, Rook, his henchmen, and probably Victor.

Aiming for the nearest corner of the birthing chambers, I decided to
take cover there and start firing. Concentrating on the energy reserves
that the Ghosts had taught me to access, I noted that I’d absorbed
almost no energy since I’d last pulled some in.

I decided I’d better hope the birthing chambers offered protection
against out-of-phase shots or start being extremely ruthless.

Near the middle of the room, the True with the purple beamed gun ripped
the gun loose from the strands of imprisoning goo.

Realizing that I had no time to speak of, I flew toward the birthing
chambers, flipping to slow myself and then turning myself vertical to
land. Only a couple steps away from the birthing chambers, the purple
beam passed me on my left, close enough that my suit sensors felt the
heat.

I jumped toward the birthing chambers, hitting them, but managing to
stop myself from falling over.

Checking the spybot I’d released earlier, I saw that they were all still
struggling to get out of the goo. The True with the purple-tinged beam
(now christened Purple Gun Guy) had stopped firing at me and started
pulling at the goo around his legs. Then he grabbed a knife from his
belt and started cutting.

I became aware that I was breathing hard. Unsure of whether it was fear,
exertion, or something worse, I took a long breath, trying to center
myself on that.

In no particular order, I needed to keep my opponents locked down until
Cassie could destroy the machine—whenever she got around to that. I
needed to take out all the people who could phase attacks through solid
matter—at least four people.

I need to do that without getting shot myself. If I could use what I’d
been taught, I’d be able to use my armor instead of getting fried the
first time Rook or Victor got a lucky shot, and who was I kidding—lucky?
I wasn’t Haley or Jaclyn and able to move or dodge more quickly than
people could aim. For all practical purposes, I was a normal guy who was
able to handle being a superhero because I’d put a lot of work into my
armor.

I hadn’t put any work into anti-Abominator defenses. If I survived
tonight, I’d have to, but for now, I had an idea.

The Ghosts had shown me how to sense parts of myself I hadn’t been aware
of. If I tried, I could feel the slow trickle of energy flowing into me.
I didn’t know what it was or where it came from, but I thought I could
open it up and get more flowing through. Then, instead of letting energy
collect in me (wherever that happened), I’d let it flow straight
through, giving me a constant stream to work with instead of the fits
and starts that I’d had to deal with so far.

That was the idea anyhow. I didn’t have enough time to truly think it
through. I reached into myself, felt hundreds or maybe thousands of
little gates or maybe little mouths opening themselves a little farther,
letting more food in. I felt heat, warmth, and a chill all at once and
then the feeling of a kind of fullness as whatever I used to store
energy filled.

Could I maybe keep a little bit of the stream stored, using it to expand
my ability to store energy as well as to make the stream of energy more
consistent? It sounded like a good idea, but too difficult to keep going
in the heat of battle. Now was time to keep it simple. Could I keep the
gates open and keep the energy coming?

I could. I felt better than I had all day, the way I might after a long
rest. Everything I could see and hear seemed sharper and better defined.
This was good. I might not be able to keep it up all day, but for this
fight? If I felt like this the whole time? Definitely.

I hoped there were no side effects.

In my head, Cassie said, “Nick, you okay?”

“I’m fine. Great, actually. Why?” I checked the spybot. Purple Gun Guy
had nearly cut his way free. He had one big strand to go. Even given the
speed of an implant to implant conversation, I didn’t have much time.

“Because I’ve got an alien gun that lets me see through walls and stuff.
Half a second ago you and ten feet around you lit up and was labeled
with the words, ‘Danger: Phase Stability Field’. And the gun doesn’t
know what that means.”

I DON’T.

“So,” Cassie continued, “Do you?”

“Artificer thing, I think. Aren’t you going to shoot the birthing
chambers?” I checked the spybot. Purple Gun Guy was nearly through the
last strand. I had no time to talk.

I stepped out from around the corner, crossing the distance in one jump
that I had no trouble timing, pushing off on one foot and landing on the
other. I grabbed Purple Gun Guy’s Abominator gun, yanking it out of his
hands as he dropped his knife and pointed it at me.

Then I broke it in two. Then I stepped to the side of him and grabbed
the gun from the guy next to him and broke his.

It was strange. In a fight, I’d noticed that everything sometimes slowed
down, but I felt I hadn’t slowed down as much as everything else. From
what I could see in my HUD, I wasn’t moving any faster, but my reaction
time felt faster than theirs.

It wasn’t that much faster, though. The other True caught with Purple
Gun Guy pulled out their lasers and fired, hitting my armor and setting
off a bunch of messages in my HUD.

Cassie’s voice exploded in my head. “Don’t fight those guys! Get Victor.
I keep on turning off the chamber’s repair systems and then he turns
them on again.”

“Funny that you’re doing the tech stuff and I’m the one out here
fighting everybody?” I mean, it was.

“Shut up and hit people!” I could feel her irritation over the implant
link.

Knowing that she had a point, I fired off a few more goobots, covering
all the people near me, and then I ran around them down the side of the
room, passing the newly born True who were crawling, or in some cases
running and falling, toward the edge of the room.

They didn’t seem to be a threat for now, but if they got control over
their muscles, I’d have to do something.

I didn’t have to in that moment, though. So I kept on running toward
Victor, Rook, Rook’s henchmen, and his crowbots. When I passed Russell
Hardwick, Ryan, Art, and Zola, they still seemed secure, but I sprayed
them with a few more goobots anyway. Better to be sure than to be
surprised.

Zola hissed at me and Art growled while Ryan struggled to pull his way
out, leaning as far away from Art and Zola as possible, staring at them.
Russell Hardwick watched me run past without saying or doing anything.

That worried me more than Art and Zola.

Rook’s crowbots came at me before I even reached him or Victor. Either
I’d missed them or I hadn’t done a very good job on them—not that it
mattered. I fired off multiple boombots. Even if the power flowing
through me did more than I’d realized, it hadn’t shown any signs of
preventing their killbot tech claws from going through my armor.

My boombots homed in on the crowbots, sunk into their bodies and
exploded, throwing fiery crowbot parts all over. A few hit me, but
nothing penetrated my armor, meaning that Rook’s version had to be
powered for the monomolecular blades to keep on working too.

Better, none of them had a chance to fire off a killbot if they had one.
I hadn’t taken the time to check before firing.

Taking a few steps through the smoke and burning cinders, I found myself
looking at Victor, Rook, and his henchmen. They were mostly free.
Monomolecular blades in the claws would have been my first thought, but
I wasn’t entirely correct.

As I saw Rook, he pointed his purple beamed gun at a big pile of goop
connected to his right foot and fired, turning it into a black pile of
dust. It wasn’t the only one near them.

Then he and his henchmen aimed their guns at me. I don’t know how much
having power flowing through me helped, but I saw them moving their guns
and I had time to try dodging to my left as they fired. Bearing in mind
that they’d been pointing into the room when they’d been struck by
goobots and I’d dodged toward the edge, it wasn’t a bad move.

Only Rook was able to bring his gun to bear on me. He hit. The other two
missed.

The great thing about that was that his gun wasn’t able to phase through
my armor to hit me directly. The bad thing was that it still hit my left
arm. I felt a burning heat, but not one hot enough to do any real
damage. By that, I mean it didn’t cook me. It did damage the armor and
cause another notification of repairs in the process.

I ignored it.

I loosed another bunch of boombots, aiming them at the whole group. A
person could reasonably accuse me of trying to kill all of them at that
point, but their armor could handle it, making it more of an exercise in
distraction.

All the same, it was great exercise if you liked explosions. Each
boombot hit its target and though it failed to go through anyone’s
armor, it exploded, hitting everyone in the group—Rook, Victor, and
Rook’s henchmen, throwing all of them away from each other in a
different direction.

Well, technically almost all of them flew in different directions. One
of Rook’s henchmen was still connected to a string of goo. He fell over
on his face. The rest of them fell over in ways that were less
humiliating. Rook rolled and came straight back up to his feet.

He probably had a program assisting his movement built into his suit or,
depending on how much cybernetics he’d put into his body, maybe his
brain.

Victor flew backward, but only the first second or two was uncontrolled.
He slowed and then fully came to a stop in the air as the flames around
him seemed to get drawn into his body.

It was annoying. I’d fought people that absorbed energy before and it
never made my life easier—especially since it seemed like they always
had a way to fire the stuff right back at you.

I wondered if Cassie could pull whatever Victor had done to himself out
of the birthing chamber so that I could avoid more surprises like this.

I didn’t even get the chance to ask her before a burning white beam lit
the room, traveling straight through the birthing chambers from the back
and out the front. Cut in two, each side tilted inward, colliding with
itself in a crashing noise.

As everyone in the room stared at the destruction, I heard Cassie’s gun
in my head.

FELLOW SERVANT OF THE MASTERS, I MOURN YOUR DEATH. YOU GAVE LIFE TO SO
MANY CREATURES, SOME OF WHICH I’VE KILLED, AND COULD HAVE CREATED SO
MANY MORE. BUT NO MATTER, I LIKE THE WAY YOU BURN.

Victor held his head in his hands, screaming as if in pain. I guessed it
might be feedback from his connection to the birthing chambers.

Rook, meanwhile, began screaming at him. “Kill her! Kill her! Kill her!”

Even before he’d finished, I fired another boombot at him and aimed a
narrow beam sonic attack at Victor because with all the energy flowing
through me I could handle that and still have time to adjust the
sonics.

Rook saw the boombot, tried to stumble out of its way, but it curved and
exploded against his chest, throwing him back into the wall. The
expanding ball of fire also knocked over one of Rook’s henchmen who’d
just pushed himself off the floor. It missed Victor and the other
henchman.

As for Victor, I’d set the sonics to vibrate at the most resonant
frequency they could find, but I’d targeted an inch of his chest. I had
a theory that the ten-foot tall, purple-tinged body wasn’t him. It was
some kind of projection. If he only absorbed energy on the
electromagnetic spectrum, he wouldn’t be able to absorb sound and the
most resonant frequency might disrupt whatever was keeping it together.

A pipe dream? Maybe, but, around that spot, Victor flickered. Overall,
it didn’t do any good because it firmed up again in an instant. Still,
if I put more power into it, I might be able to take it all down.

Before I could up the power and hit him with sonic blasts from both
arms, he disappeared, reappearing next to the nearest corner of the
shattered birthing chambers. Cassie had been coming around the corner.
As she jumped toward the top of the shattered birthing chamber, he
pointed his hands at her and a pulse of purple energy as wide as his
chest hit her.

She didn’t disappear. A white glow appeared around the costume I’d made
for her, but whatever protection the gun had given her, it wasn’t
enough. Purple light appeared on the other side of the white glow,
blackening spots on her costume.

Remote damage notifications ran across the bottom of my HUD. I ignored
them as she fell, activating the rockets and blasting in their
direction. Rook and his henchmen all fired on me then, sending another
round of notifications through the HUD. These showed that the armor had
taken another series of hits, but that we were closer to the point where
shots might start to damage pieces of the suit that couldn’t be repaired
in the field and also me.

I ignored that too, aiming myself straight at Victor. Cassie’s healing
factor was one of the highest anyone had cataloged. Unless Victor took
the time to burn her to cinders, she’d be up again. I had to give her
the time.

If I go the chance, I might even blow through the wall and leave.

She’d destroyed the birthing chambers. We didn’t have any reason to
stay. Sure it might be nice to take Rook down, but we’d won already. It
was time to go before Victor cremated Cassie and my armor reached its
limit.

So I flew through the air, pulling back my right arm and throwing the
punch as I came toward him. Victor stood over Cassie. His skin and body
glowed with a faint purple light.

Without slowing down, I hit him in the back of the head, throwing him
into the birthing chambers. He hit hard enough that the cylinder that
met his head cracked and the birthing chambers scraped over the concrete
floor enough to hit its other half. Small bits broke off the birthing
chamber and hit the floor.

I landed and used the momentum to give my steps a little more distance
as I moved to stand between him and Cassie, putting me about four feet
from the end of the birthing chamber. This meant that Rook and his
henchmen were out of my view and behind me while Victor was in front of
me.

He pushed himself back from the birthing chambers and turned toward me,
firing a wide purple beam out of his chest, much like the one he’d used
on Cassie. I thought about dodging and then thought better of it,
guessing that it might hit Cassie if it didn’t hit me.

Instead, I concentrated on keeping the energy flowing through me and
hoped it would counter whatever he was shooting me with.

Then it hit and for a moment all I could see was the color purple as it
hit my head and chest. A burning heat seemed to surround me, but as more
energy flowed through me, it seemed to take the edge off.

At the same time, I could feel that I was hitting the limit of what I
could handle controlling at once. Then it ended. The beam stopped and
for a moment, I blacked out.

Except even that wasn’t simple.

It wasn’t just that I couldn’t see, it was also that I felt that I was
in a big, dark place, one that extended forever. I felt that there were
presences in the darkness and that they were very big. Then I noticed
pinprick dots of light. Stars?

Whatever they were, I felt that I didn’t want the presences to notice me
and I knew I didn’t want to be there.

Without warning or an obvious reason why, I snapped back to reality.
Victor stared at me. Damage notifications ran across my HUD, telling me
that the next shot like that would go through my armor. It was that thin
now. Also, there was damage to the laser.

If that weren’t enough, I could hear Rook shouting and people running
toward us. They’d be around the corner all too soon.

Deciding it was worth taking the chance, I unloaded the sonics on him,
blasting him at the same frequency that I’d used before, the one that
seemed close to making his “body” shatter.

It was a risk, both because the sonics might not be able to generate
enough power and because they always seemed to take on longer to work
than my other options.

On the other hand, punching him didn’t seem likely to take him out and
using the laser would charge him up, making it easier for him to unleash
another blast like the last one.

Since it almost worked, I left the settings for the right arm the same—a
narrow, intense beam. Guessing that pressure from two beams would be
better than one, I widened the left arm’s area of effect to make it
easier to hit the same spot.

It wouldn’t be as effective as two narrow beams, but I’d be able to hit
the same place, and maybe putting pressure everywhere around the target
would help. To improve my chances, I set the sonics to the maximum
possible volume. I didn’t like anyone on that side of the room anyway.

It was a nice theory.

Funny thing about putting theories into practice, they don’t work quite
the same as they did in your head.

I nailed Victor in the chest with the narrow beam of sound again without
a problem. Just as before, the spot I hit rippled and so did the area
around it. Hitting Victor with the area attack turned out to be harder,
mostly because adjusting the settings took longer, but also because
Victor noticed the attack.

He stared down at the spot on his chest and his eyes widened, trying to
move to his left and then his right even as I kept the narrow beam on
his chest. Then he looked up and stared at me. I didn’t know what his
look meant, but I guessed that he was about to teleport or target me.

Either way, that’s when I got the wide beam’s settings changed and
fired. The effect was instant. When the second beam’s effect covered his
chest, the spot on his belly where the narrow beam hit caved in. Then
everything went all at once.

Victor’s tall, Greek god version of his body dissolved, leaving a
normal, if taller than average, man. He wore what he did at the office
most days—jeans and a t-shirt.

It wasn’t the kind of thing I thought of as synonymous with evil intent.
If it were, I’d have had to report myself.

Thinking that Victor would “turn on” his powers if he had the chance, I
stepped forward and hit him on his collarbone the right side. It broke
under my hand and Victor stumbled back, yelping in pain. Then I fired a
goobot at him.

Victor fell back and stuck to the floor.

I didn’t know if that would prevent him from changing back, but if he’d
never had an injury like that before, he’d have a hard time working
through the pain.

With that, I found myself facing Rook and his two remaining henchmen.
They’d come closer as I’d fought Victor. From the way they hung back, I
guessed that they hadn’t decided on an approach to deal with me and
might be discussing it over a comm connection.

That was good because I didn’t like my chances. As damaged as the armor
was, I didn’t know how long it would hold out if they all started firing
on me. Plus, they still had killbot inspired claws, so wading into melee
was out or at least unwise. If I grabbed Cassie and tried to leave via
the hole we’d made in the ceiling, I’d be giving them a free shot at me.

Spraying them with goobots might have solved the problem—except that
they’d spread out enough that that would be harder. That left talking
and maybe delaying them until Cassie got up (assuming Cassie got up) or
until I had a better idea.

Or got desperate.

Deciding to talk, I took a breath and started, wishing that Vaughn were
here to handle it and that Victor hadn’t sent him to Wisconsin.

Pointing my laser arm at the group of them, I said, “Don’t come any
closer. No matter what you do at this point, you can’t get what you
want. We’ve destroyed the birthing chambers. There are many more of us
coming as well as heavier weapons, so even if you kill me, you won’t
have time to take the chambers somewhere else to salvage what you can
before they’re completely destroyed. Your best shot is to run right
now.”

Over my comm, Kayla broke in, “You’re not wrong. Blue, the Mystic,
Accelerando, and the jet are incoming in less than a minute.”

A minute? I could keep going that long.

Rook laughed. “Don’t you think I can see you? Your armor’s been
repairing itself this whole time, but it’s not in good shape. You’re
stalling. You think that maybe you can wait long enough for the girl to
wake up and then you’ll have a fighting chance. Well, you won’t. Even if
the Abominator tech’s been destroyed and all those people you say are
coming appear, I’ve got people coming too and I do have something that I
want. I want to kill the Rocket and you’re as close as I’m going to
get.”

He stepped forward with his claws gleaming and his henchmen behind him.

I began to think of my next move, but then I saw movement from the
ground as Cassie pointed her gun and a bright, white beam disintegrated
Rook’s leg from the knee down.

Through what had to be massive pain, Rook managed to scream, “What the
fuck,” as he fell.

Almost as he hit the floor, I stepped on his cyborg arm, and not in the
casual, “I’m holding it down and I’m not going you move it,” sense. I
stepped on his arm more in a, “finishing move,” sense.

My booted foot hit with enough force to shatter concrete and armored
forearms along with it. The armor around Rook’s forearm bent and
cracked, revealing machinery, wires, circuit boards in reinforced
protective cages, and below the forearm the barrel of Rook’s Abominator
energy weapon with its batteries and tech that made my implant activate
and all but scream for attention.

Electricity arced as my foot connected parts that had never been
intended to connect, shorting them out. Bits of concrete next to his arm
shot into the air, some of them hitting my armor, others hitting Rook’s
face, and the rest scattering across the nearby floor.

I stepped back as quickly as I’d stepped forward, aware that Rook or one
of his henchmen might have something else ready. I also noticed that I’d
been partially wrong about Rook’s lower leg. It hadn’t all been
disintegrated. The booted foot remained on the floor where it had been
hit.

It was still smoking.

Rook’s henchmen rushed forward, but they didn’t attack. They grabbed him
and backed away, glancing behind me where Cassie had pushed herself off
the floor and held her sword in one hand and her gun in the other.

I didn’t know if she could use both of them at once, but knowing her,
she was probably training to make it work. I couldn’t deny that it was
intimidating.

I fired off a burst of goobots, hitting them again. It wouldn’t hold
them long, but it might hold them long enough.

I gave the room another once over. Ryan, Russell Hardwick, his two
Protection Force guards, Art, and Zola were still stuck—except Art had
shifted back to his human form. Zola was still panting and trying to cut
through the goo with her claws.

I’d have to apply another coat of goo if she started to get anywhere,
but she couldn’t move much. Everyone who could be a problem had been
sprayed with goo. You could argue we had the situation under control.

As it happened, Russell Hardwick disagreed.

“Do you know who I am?” He’d pulled himself to his full height, as much
as it was possible when covered in sticky goo, and met my eyes.

“Kinda,” I said. “You’re someone who’s going to jail for collaborating
with the Nine. I’ve got recordings of you where you say it at least
three different times.”

Next to him, Ryan said, “Shit. We’re screwed.”

Hardwick glared at him. “Quiet.”

Cassie started laughing. “Ryan’s right. Listen to that man.”

At the same time, Art started muttering, “Oh no, oh no, oh no… Zola,
change back, okay? You’ve got to change back.”

She hissed at him.

Victor, who was also stuck to the floor, said nothing, jaw clenched
tight, his face pale. The broken collarbone had to hurt a lot.

In the meantime, Dr. Griffin was walking toward us from the far end of
the room where she’d been hiding. She didn’t seem to be scared anymore,
though. She was walking toward us with her cellphone in her hand.

She put it into her pocket and said, “Agent Lim says congratulations.
He’s been watching since you started streaming.”

Hardwick’s eyes widened and so did mine. I hadn’t forgotten that I was
streaming, but hadn’t thought about it in a while. I’d configured it to
have a delay of twenty seconds, figuring that would be long enough if I
ever decided to broadcast a fight.

I also hadn’t forgotten that Lim had sounded like he was on the run from
the Nine when we’d last almost talked and that he’d mentioned that he
had someone on the inside that might help me.

Dr. Griffin appeared to be that someone. That was good. I’d been a
little disappointed that she’d seemed to be involved with running the
birthing chambers. That she’d been working for Lim made some sense.

I checked up and down the room again, making sure that none of the
people I’d hit with goobots were getting free. They weren’t—though the
newly born True hadn’t been sprayed by the bots at all. They were lying
on the floor near the wall, still unable to control their limbs fully.

For a moment, I thought that this might be it, I could let go of
whatever energy I had flowing through me and fall unconscious if I had
to. I wasn’t sure that I dared to yet—not until Izzy, Daniel, and
everybody showed up.

As if on cue, Izzy and Daniel floated in through the hole Cassie had cut
in the ceiling. Izzy descended first. Over six feet tall, muscular, and
wearing a blue costume, she must have already swept the room with her
sonar. It put mine to shame, but that was only the tip of the iceberg as
her abilities went.

The world didn’t have a Superman, but she was close enough for me.

Daniel, my best friend from childhood on, floated down after her,
wearing a black and silver uniform. Between Izzy’s physical strength and
his psychic abilities, we were one hundred times better off than we’d
been a second ago.

My telepathic connection to Daniel became solid as soon as he came in
range. I thought over to him, Glad you’re here.

His words came to me over our link, Me too, but I’ve got some bad news.
We’re about to be attacked.

Rook started laughing and just as he did, small, humanoid robots with
metal, crowlike wings shredded the nearest garage door in the room. At
least twenty of the robots swarmed in, some on foot and others in the
air.

Izzy screamed, holding a long, painfully clear note that turned more
than half of the first wave of robots into shattered bits of metal.
Twenty more followed them in.

Cassie aimed her gun’s beam into the middle of them. I pulled more power
out of nowhere. It was clear that I’d need it—except something didn’t
feel quite right.

Nick? What are you doing?

Trying to control the energy, I couldn’t spare any of my concentration
to respond and so I fell into the same inky darkness that swallowed me
before.

Though I didn’t lose the feeling of my connection to Daniel, I couldn’t
connect to him. In much the same way, I couldn’t contact my implant.

At the same time, I could feel presences in the darkness, and, as my
senses adjusted, I could see stars. At least I assumed they were stars.
If I were to stick to pure description without assigning meaning, I saw
pinpricks of light in the darkness.

They seemed likely to be stars but it all depended on where I was. If
this were some kind of afterlife, it might be souls, but I felt more
certain by the moment that it wasn’t an afterlife.

The feeling of bigness reminded me of the in-between space where the
Cosmic Ghosts had shown me how to control energy. I’d sensed the Cosmic
Ghosts themselves there as well as Rachel, Lee, and Kee.

Finding Lee and Kee there made sense given that the Cosmic Ghosts were
in some way related to the Artificers—which gave me an obvious candidate
for where I was. If the Cosmic Ghosts had a place that was outside of
reality where they communicated across interstellar space
instantaneously, the Artificers might too.

In fact, it might even be another location in the same place.

That was great because if I was correct, it explained everything. It was
not all that great because the most powerful faction of Artificers
would destroy Earth and everything on it if it would help them destroy
Lee. Also, they had a history of destroying younger races out of fear
that those races would someday equal or surpass them.

If you thought that through, you might guess that their paranoia could
bring about their own destruction by causing the younger races to join
together.

It seemed that way to me, anyway, but they’d never asked my advice on
the matter.

If I was correct, though, I was now in an excellent position to critique
the flaws in their logic directly to their disembodied consciousnesses.

There were issues with that idea. First among them being the fact that
they were capable of casually destroying planets or worse. The second
issue was that I wouldn’t be able to do a thing to stop them.

If I was now on some kind of Artificer-exclusive cosmic internet, I
needed to leave before they realized that I was here in the first place.
Concentrating, I tried to connect to that part of me that pulled in
energy and turn it off. In theory, that could pop me back into our
universe.

Like all too many good theoretical ideas, it didn’t change anything.
Maybe connecting my consciousness to this place cost energy, but to
leave I had to do something else?

I tried imagining that I was back in the room I’d left and reached
outward with my mind to “pull” myself there.

That worked as well as it would have before Cosmic Ghosts taught me how
to feel my extradimensional muscles—which is
to say not at all. I floated in a sea of darkness, wracking my brain for
a hint of what to try next.

Remembering what it felt like to transition from reality into this
space, I tried to recreate the feeling of making the change. If I could
reproduce that while trying to transfer over, maybe I could reverse
engineer it.

It didn’t work, but as I tried, I felt a presence. I couldn’t tell
exactly where it was, but it was moving closer. It asked, “Who’s there?
What are you doing here? Identify yourself.”

Knowing that there were two factions of the Artificers and that the Live
faction was small and hidden, but wouldn’t hurt me, while the Destroy
faction had seized control of their society, and had a more ominous
name, I didn’t reply.

“I felt you before,” it said. “Hiding doesn’t get you anything. I will
find you.”

I didn’t know for sure, but going by that, my gut instinct said it was a
member of Destroy, the group that left technology scattered around the
universe in the hopes that it would destroy the species that found it.

Even though the birthing chambers only came indirectly from the
Artificers, it certainly put the True in perspective.

Another presence came closer. This one felt smaller than the first, but
as with people, I couldn’t assume that meant it was less powerful.

“What’s going on?” It stopped moving, but I could feel that it was doing
something. Sending out feelers? Using a kind of radar?

“There’s something here,” said the first, larger presence. “I’ve felt it
before. It passed the battlefield. The one where Lee used the Galaxy
Core weapon. I told you about it.”

“You said you sensed Lee.” The smaller presence said in a harsh whisper.

“I sensed Lee and something else. I thought it might be a child.”

The smaller presence stopped moving. “That’s ridiculous. We’ve lost the
ability to reproduce.”

“It appears that the Live faction hasn’t.”

The smaller presence rattled off a reply. “Impossible. We all agreed
that there were enough of us and then we rewrote ourselves so that there
wouldn’t be more. We’d all know it if they changed it back—if it’s even
doable—which I doubt.”

Though there was no air to breathe, I heard the larger presence sigh,
“Nevertheless, there was a child.”

“Impossible—” the smaller presence began.

“I know. That’s why I didn’t tell anyone then. I knew everyone would get
anxious and then angry. I think we need to think before we act. It seems
like it should be connected to the futures we’ve seen, but we haven’t
seen any future where there are children.”

Something made a clacking noise and the smaller presence said, “There
were the first futures anyone saw, the ones where we expanded too far
and devolved into different creatures—”

Interrupting, the larger presence said, “Which we prevented by changing
ourselves.”

“Except for the Cosmic Ghosts.” The smaller one spat it out quickly as
if expecting to be interrupted again.

“They took their own path, but one that still keeps them stable.”

The smaller one replied to that, but I missed it. I’d begun to consider
the larger problem of how to get out of here again. Meanwhile, their
discussion only became louder. If I wanted to get away, taking advantage
of their distraction seemed like a good idea.

Having made that decision, I was left in the same spot I’d been in
before Big Thing and Small Thing showed up—not knowing where I was, how
I’d gotten there, or how to contact anyone for help.

A gut feeling told me that if I tried to “talk,” I’d attract both of
their attention and maybe even more Artificers that I wasn’t currently
sensing. I ruled out talking for the moment.

Considering the place a little further, I remembered my speculation that
it might be a different location in the same “plane” that the Cosmic
Ghosts used to communicate. It seemed possible.

Related to that, I thought about the ansibles used in interstellar
society. Much like this place, they enabled instantaneous communication.
Knowing that Artificer technology threaded its way through Galactic
tech, it wasn’t a huge leap to guess that there might be a way to do
private messages. The best idea I could come up with was to think at
someone rather than talk.

It wasn’t a deep insight, but it was better than nothing. It left me
with a direction to go. With that decided, I only had to figure out who
to call for help. It didn’t take long before I decided to think at Lee.

Trying to put myself into the same mental state I’d used while learning
from the Cosmic Ghosts, I thought at Lee, “Help? I somehow managed to
get myself into the Artificer version of the Information Superhighway
and I can’t find an exit. I can’t find much of anything except for two
guys that think I’m a child Artificer, one of whom happens to have been
at that battlefield that we flew through on the way to K’Tepolu.”

Then I waited for a reply. When I didn’t get one, I started thinking,
“SOS. Stuck in a place that isn’t in the actual universe I’m from.
Hiding from two Destroy faction members. Send help!”

I stopped and waited, this time checking in on Big Thing and Small Thing
again. They appeared to be talking about the Cosmic Ghosts.

“… The Ghosts are basically our kind—”

“No. The list of their deviations is too long to count—”

A quiet voice spoke in my head, “Nick.”

I knew that voice. I’d last heard it in the Ghosts’ version of this
place, but before that it had been on the planet Hideaway. “Kee?”

“Yes. Lee got your message, but between the two of us, we decided that
I’d be much more likely to handle your problem without having to fight
anybody. Well, I decided that. Lee wanted to come, but you know him.
Before meeting up with me he ran into a former friend of ours named
Halas who brought in Bakanan—a member of the Destroy faction who we
never liked. I think Lee might have touched off a supernova during a
fight with them.”

She had a point. Even though Lee was a good teacher when it came to
fighting, I’d trust Kee more when it came to something technical.
Teaching me how to use Artificer resources qualified—though I did have
one other thing on my mind.

“One of the guys out there thought I was a child from your species. I
know I appear that way, but why?”

“It’s complicated, but the short version goes like this: we didn’t begin
being creatures that spanned universes. We began as small reptilian
creatures in a universe that may not exist any longer. We grew, changed,
and after a time learned how to modify ourselves. We’d always had a
small talent for existing out of phase, but we expanded it, allowing
ourselves to move from one universe to another and connect to other
versions of ourselves.

“You don’t have our DNA because we used another system, but your DNA
includes genes the Abominators adapted from ours. They didn’t understand
fully what they were giving your people. Training with Lee has
strengthened your ability to use them. Try to look at yourself.”

I looked “down.” I put “down” in quotes because in a place with
near-total darkness and no noticeable gravity, down is more of a
philosophical question than reality.

I didn’t see a body.

What I saw were nearly transparent lines that reminded me of veins or
nerves in medical illustrations. Maybe they were tendrils? It was hard
to say. On the off chance that I might see more, I looked “up” and
didn’t see anything—which meant that I wasn’t a cloud of tendrils.

It wasn’t impossible that I was a floating brain with tendrils. On the
other hand, I wasn’t a lizard. You take the small victories where you
can get them.

I thought back to her. “I saw lines—nerves, veins, or maybe tendrils? I
don’t know.”

I felt calmness float toward me over the connection. “You’re not fully
formed yet.”

“How long will that take?” As I said it, I looked around, trying to see
either of the presences I’d heard talking. I didn’t see anything.

“It’s hard to say. Of the humans I’ve known, you’re the first to go down
this path.” She stopped but then added. “We didn’t name our young until
they were at least one thousand of your years old. We didn’t think they
were developed enough to get attached to.”

“Oh.” I felt pressure on my body that moved from one side to another and
felt that the presences were closer. “How do I get out of here? I think
that they might have found me or they’re close to it.”

Kee sent the knowledge into my brain and I realized that it was easy. I
hadn’t known it, but there was a sense in which I was holding on to his
place. I needed to let go but hadn’t known how.

“Thanks,” I thought back to her. “We need to talk about this again
soon.”

As I felt a sense of amusement cross the distance between us, a dark
presence blocked out the stars. It was Small Thing as I’d dubbed it
earlier.

Up close, Small Thing wasn’t so small. Its presence felt very large
and as I realized that, I also realized that Big Thing dwarfed it. Big
Thing was coming toward me from below.

I didn’t waste any time. I let go of the place, bringing my
consciousness back into my body. As the darkness faded away, I heard Big
Thing say, “I told you there was a child.”

I came to consciousness on the floor of the garage in Hardwick
Industries. Above me and to the right was the hole Cassie had cut to let
us in. To my left stood the shredded garage door and the remains of
Rook’s robots—the almost human-sized humanoid-shaped ones that had
entered as I fell unconscious.

None of them stood anymore, much less fought. A few arms still rolled
across the floor away from Izzy who was taking a breath as if it were
only moments since she’d finished.

I hadn’t been out long. It might have only been seconds.

Cassie stood a good ten feet behind Izzy, but in front of the burned and
melted remains of I didn’t know how many robots.

As I took that in, Daniel used his connection to my mind. You’re back!
What happened?

I thought back, Too long and too complicated to explain right now, but
the short version is that I’ve got an extremely limited superpower that
I just overused. Is the fight over?

Daniel shook his head at about the same time that not one, but four
mechs stepped through the shredded garage door. I tried to push myself
off the ground, but while the suit had all the strength necessary, my
arms didn’t. They shook as I tried to push off the ground, sending me a
few inches sideways.

I opened my mind to the power I’d learned to draw in and found myself
with a splitting headache. I didn’t scream, but that was only because I
had the sense to stop.

My mind felt like my body did on the day after a long workout with
muscles I hadn’t exercised lately.

On the ground next to me, Daniel grimaced. That hurt. Don’t do it
again. I think we’ve got this.

Closer to the door, Cassie aimed Mr. Sparkles at the first mech while
Izzy flew toward the one next to it.

Out of paranoia, I turned my head to check on Victor and Rook.
Surrounded by goo, Victor glared at me while Rook muttered to himself.
He’d been covered in goo as well, something I didn’t remember doing and
probably hadn’t. I’d given Kayla backup control over my bots though.
She’d probably done it while I was unconscious.

Victor gritted his teeth and rocked a little in the goo, but couldn’t
move.

That at least was good news. The bad guys appeared to be contained.
Speaking of which, Russell Hardwick, Ryan, Zola, Art, and the two
Protection Force guards were still stuck too.

Plus, Dr. Griffin was off to the side of the room.

So we were all good except for the four, twenty-foot tall, grey mechs
and they were less of a worry than you’d think. With Izzy being stronger
than a locomotive, it only took one blow to knock the head off of the
first mech in. The head bounced off the shoulder of the mech behind it
and rolled off into the night.

From the lack of blood, I guessed that the operator sat in the main
body, something that Izzy had seen through her sonar. I aimed my own
sensors at it, confirming my guess as Izzy blurred, dropping downward to
punch the mech in the leg, pushing through the thigh and ripping the leg
off. The mech fell over and she started ripping the back open to get at
the operator.

The one that Cassie fired on hadn’t done any better. She’d started off
with her gun, melting the upper half of the head along with the guns
mounted on its right and left shoulders.

It turned toward her, running, probably with the intent of stomping on
her. She aimed her next shot roughly where the groin would be if the
mech had one and the beam melted through it, burning through what
appeared to be an engine.

It fell.

I fired off several boombots at the mech coming in behind it on the
left, shooting a bot into the joints of each leg and a third over the
shoulder and into the back where the two guns appeared to be mounted.

Even as the explosions started, I could tell that it wasn’t going down.
One of the guns fell off and the right leg lost part of its casing,
showing the steel, and wires underneath. It had been crippled, but it
wasn’t down.

Except then it fell over on its face, landing on top of the one Cassie
had shot. She laughed and began to aim her gun at the one next to it.

You? I thought over at Daniel.

It wasn’t going down quickly enough.

I was about to ask him why he hadn’t gone after the one next to it, the
last one of the four now standing, but as I did, I understood why.

As the last one brought its guns to bear on Izzy (the bullets bounced
off the invisible shield around her with little flashes of golden
light), a blur of purple appeared behind it
and it fell forward. Then, with no warning, Jacklyn stood on
top of it in her purple Accelerondo costume.

In a burst of speed and her typical attention to detail, she’d shattered
the joints where both the legs and arms met the main body of the mech.
As it fell, she must have run up the back, smashing the two guns.

When it hit the ground, she jumped off, landing next to it. “Is that
everything? I’d have been here sooner, but there were people outside.”

Cassie holstered her gun and started cutting open the side of the
nearest mech.“I think that’s everyone. We
took out a bunch of guys outside before you got here. If anyone woke up,
they were there.”

Even as she said those words, Victor flashed purple and silver. In that
moment, he became the large, bare-chested, metal skirt wearing version
of himself that I’d fought.

Before I could figure out how to move my arms enough to aim the sonics
at him or tell Daniel to mentally nuke the guy, he disappeared in a
flash of purple, leaving the remains of the goo that stuck him to the
ground. Worse, he wasn’t the only one missing. Rook and his henchmen
were gone. Zola and Art had also disappeared, leaving Russell Hardwick,
Ryan McCall, and their Protection Force bodyguards.

Jaclyn blurred as Victor glowed and wound up standing next to Russell
Hardwick.

My implant provided an instant replay when I wondered what happened. As
they’d disappeared, Jaclyn ran toward Rook. As he and his henchman
disappeared, the purple glow started on Art and Zola. She hadn’t made it
to them before they teleported away either.

Crap, Daniel thought at me. I didn’t have any hint that Victor would
do anything. Something was shielding his mind from both telepathy and
prescience. Better, I can’t find him clairvoyantly either—which means
he’s out of range or immune to that too.

Try sensing Rook? I thought back.

Daniel closed his eyes and I could see the corners of his mouth tighten
below his mask.

Nope. I’d bet out of range, but this is Rook. He might have
anti-psychic gadgets.

Daniel stared at the spot Victor had been and frowned.

Thinking about the True, I said, Do you feel like the humanity is in
imminent danger of being destroyed by the True? Maybe not tomorrow, but
in the next few years?

I sent him pictures of all of the True that I’d seen so far.

Long term prescience isn’t something I can do on demand. That’s more of
an unexpected surprise when it happens. I can try, though.

He closed his eyes and started breathing slowly, one long breath
followed by another. As he concentrated, Izzy walked up to us, watching
him.

Then Daniel shook his head. When he thought at us, I could feel him
touch everyone’s minds—Izzy’s, Cassie’s, Jaclyn’s, and of course, mine.

I don’t see a disaster in the near future—at least not one that
connects to the True. At the worst, we’ve got a few years. At best,
maybe the threat’s over. There’s an interesting wrinkle, though. Nick,
you gave me memories of different True. I don’t sense anything special
from the ones descended from Cassie or Stephanie, but there is a hint of
something coming from the ones created using Emmy. I don’t know what it
is. I don’t think it’s as simple as humanity’s destruction. It’s more
complicated than that somehow.

That’s all I’ve got.

In the background as he ended, Dr. Griffin walked over to Russell
Hardwick, and Ryan and held out a black leather wallet in front of them.
“FBI. You have the right to remain silent…”





Loose Ends


        Haley and I stopped in front of Dr. Hansen’s door. “I’ll see you in a
little bit.”

She squeezed my hand and stepped away to grab one of the chairs next to
the wall in the engineering department. We weren’t the only ones there.
The engineering department was a combination of a workroom, departmental
assistant’s office, and common room. Ten or more professors’ had offices
that surrounded the room.

The nice ones had windows. Dr. Hansen, as the department head, had a
corner office.

Haley sat next to one of the tables and pulled out her phone, looking up
at me as I watched her.

“I think you’ve got an appointment.”

“Yeah,” I turned back to the door and knocked on it.

What she hadn’t said was, “I’ll be listening out here and if they try
anything, I’m coming in.” She didn’t need to. We’d already discussed it.

Dr. Hansen opened the door. As he backed up to let me in, I was reminded
that he was nearly a foot taller than I was. It wasn’t that intimidating
because he was in his fifties and while he wasn’t fat, he wasn’t
muscular either.

There wasn’t any reason to be nervous about a guy who’d been a good
college basketball player with no known superpowers—except that he’d had
a mind control device tie pin the last time I’d visited. Given that he’d
known about the video I’d passed on to Agent Lim and appeared to have a
hitman disguised as a janitor in the department lobby, I took it as a
given that he worked for the Nine.

On the bright side, I hadn’t seen the hitman this time.

I followed Dr. Hansen into the office to find Dr. Strazinsky already
sitting in one of the two chairs in front of the desk. He nodded at me
and I sat in the other chair and Dr. Hansen walked around the desk to
sit in his own chair.

I took the moment to notice a framed newspaper article with a picture of
a much younger version of Dr. Hansen dunking a basketball. His college
and doctoral diplomas hung above it on the wall.

When Dr. Hansen finished rolling his chair next to the desk, he looked
from Dr. Strazinsky over to me. Then he sighed.

“I assume that you’ve seen the news reports. Higher Ground is under
investigation for working with the Nine.” Then he shook his head.
“They’re not just under investigation. They’ve been closed down. Not
only that, but Russell Hardwick was found there and it’s clear that he
had connections to the Nine as well.”

He looked over at Dr. Strazinsky and then back at me, “I’m going to
assume that you’re not surprised that your internship is over. The FBI
came in almost at the same time the Heroes’ League. I’ve been told that
you’ll be able to collect personal objects from your desk provided the
FBI doesn’t keep them as evidence.”

His hand moved toward his tie and there it was—the same tie pin that
he’d been wearing the last time. Fortunately, I was wearing the same
glasses that automatically blocked the “Dominator command inflections,”
last time.

He touched the tie pin. “I’m wondering if either of you called in the
FBI.”

Looking over at Dr. Strazinsky, he said, “Ken?”

If I’d ever known Dr. Strazinsky’s first name, I didn’t remember it. So
that was new.

I didn’t have time to reflect on what that said about me because Dr.
Strazinsky was already talking. “As I’ve told you before, I’m in regular
contact with the FBI, but I didn’t call them about this—though I have
been considering calling them about you—”

Dr. Hansen raised his and said, “Stop. Neither of you move or talk
without my permission. When I ask you questions, you will not raise your
voices or call for help in any way.”

For all his hurry to give us orders, his voice stayed calm.

This was a change. The last time he’d been subtle, using the tie pin to
ask questions, but he hadn’t given orders. If I hadn’t had anti-voice
control tech, I’d never have known. Now though, it was obvious. I
wondered how far I could let him go—that and if the hitman was now in
the lobby.

Meanwhile, Dr. Strazinsky’s eyes had widened and his face reddened. I
decided that I should show a little more fear and let myself take an
audible breath.

Dr. Hansen glanced over at me, but then turned back to Dr. Strazinsky,
“Tell me what made you suspicious.”

Swallowing, Dr. Strazinsky said, “It wasn’t any one thing. It was a few
little things. You asked me about Nick too often and knew a little too
much about Higher Ground. I don’t know which of them did it.”

Nodding slowly, Dr. Hansen said, “That’s good to know. Wait for me to
ask you to talk before you say anything more. Now Nick, what about you?
Did you notify the FBI?”

Being careful not to move anything but my mouth, I said, “No.”

Dr. Hansen stared.

He put his hand into a desk drawer and pulled out a nine millimeter
pistol and pointed it at me. “You’re faking it. Does this help you
remember?”

Daniel, I thought, now would be great.

Trying to keep him guessing, I interpreted the question as literally as
possible. “It does not help me remember. What do you mean by faking
‘it’?”

Dr. Hansen began to move his left arm upward toward the gun, mostly
likely to steady it so that he could shoot me. I had no time left to
wait. I was just about to use the stealth suit (concealed as jeans, a
long sleeved t-shirt, and a jacket) to lean forward and throw the desk
at him, but I didn’t have to.

Dr. Hansen’s right arm and gun rose upward. He tried to pull the gun
down again, but it kept on going higher until it aimed straight up at
the ceiling. Then he tried to let go. His finger couldn’t move further
than half an inch as if held in place by an invisible force field—one
that also prevented him from pulling the trigger.

He tried. The trigger didn’t move.

As he did that, the window behind him shattered, but not the way a
normal window shattered—politely.

It didn’t ask permission, but the noise as cracks extended from the
middle was muffled as if by an invisible barrier. Instead of exploding
either into or out of the room, the pieces slid downward, broken, but
still in the shape of a rectangle, landing outside in a brief, tinkling
noise.

Warm air flowed in. October’s “Indian summer” had arrived to give us
some variety from the cooling fall weather.

Daniel and Izzy floated inside, both of them in costume—Daniel in black
and silver and Izzy in blue. They looked like heroes from TV and the
movies—muscular without being musclebound, tall without being giants,
and confident without giving the impression of arrogance—that’s to say
unlike the majority of real heroes. Most heroes had something more
noticeably wrong with them.

Daniel’s words sounded in my head, We don’t look that great.

Then I felt him connect to all of us—Izzy, Haley, Cassie, Vaughn, and
Amy. Haley, of course, was in the lobby of the Engineering department.
Cassie, Vaughn, and Amy stood outside the building, watching in case Dr.
Hansen had help.

We could call in more if we had to.

Izzy landed next to Dr. Hansen’s desk, glancing over at Dr. Hansen
first, but looking directly at Dr. Strazinsky and me. “I’m Blue. You
probably recognize the Mystic. We’re members of the Heroes’ League and
we’ve got reason to believe Dr. Hansen is working with the Nine. We know
that he’s got mind-control technology. We’ll do everything we can to
free you from it.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dr. Strazinsky open his mouth, but no
sound came out.

Daniel frowned. Next to him, Dr. Hansen tried to move his left hand
toward his tie pin but found that he couldn’t touch it, hitting an
invisible barrier.

Letting his hand drop, he turned toward Daniel, “You’ve got no right to
do this. Absolutely none at all. You’re no better than criminals
yourselves if you’re coming into my office and attacking—”

His head slumped and his body slowly dropped toward his chair. The gun
remained in the air, but his right arm fell slowly until it dangled at
his side. He stared ahead into nothing, saying no more.

Well, Daniel thought, I guess I should rummage around his brain now.

Haley sent her view of the lobby to the group. I don’t see anyone out
here that shouldn’t be. Let me know if you need me inside.

We sent her silent acknowledgments through the telepathic connection and
waited as Daniel delved deeper into Dr. Hansen’s head. After a little
longer, I felt his attention turn back to us.

Okay. I’ve got good news and bad news. The good news is that Dr.
Hansen’s allegiance to the Nine is 100% manufactured. He’s been
reporting to them regularly, asking people questions, and influencing
people in and around the university, but it’s definitely because someone
got into his head in the last year.

Here’s the bad news: it’s far beyond anything that I know how to fix.
Whoever did it was good—extremely good. It’s got to have been a team
effort, which means it was probably the Dominators. They work as a group
and use multiple mind control techniques.

I can’t get far enough in to know when it happened or who did it. I can
tell that he doesn’t know who he was reporting to or how he got the tie
pin. I think I’m going to have to call in my dad.

In fact, I think I’m going to have to put him to sleep and keep him
that way until the Defenders get here. The Dominators have embedded
suicide commands before.

I felt Vaughn’s interest before I heard his thoughts. It’s not just
suicide commands. They’ve set up suicide bombers. My mom told me that
Hardwick Industries had a Nine influenced scientist once and he blew up
his lab.

Amy’s mind felt like a crowd of different thoughts and emotions, but
through it her thoughts were clear. I can change into Bloodmaiden and
scan him for magic commands.

Sure, Daniel thought back. If there’s magic involved, I’ll never
know.

Glancing over at Dr. Strazinsky, I thought, Can you tell if Dr.
Strazinsky is okay?

As per Dr. Hansen’s command, he wasn’t moving, but that was all I could
know for sure.

Dr. Hansen started snoring and Daniel stared at Dr. Strazinsky for a few
seconds. He’s fine. As I said earlier, I wouldn’t know it if there were
magic involved, but there’s no sign of mind control except for memories
associated with Dr. Hansen and those seem to be limited to leading
questions until today.

Then Daniel frowned. I can’t say that there aren’t potential problems,
though. Memories associated with verbal commands using Dr. Hansen’s tie
pin or other people’s voices last longer than normal memories and a
decent telepath could use them as foundations for altering how someone
thinks—which is why the Dominators are as effective as they are.

Have someone with voice powers put in a few basic commands, let a
telepath set up a framework that connects the commands together, and
maybe have a wizard set up a way to revert to that mental state if a
telepath removes it and you’ve got something I can’t remove and maybe
something I can’t detect.

I looked over at Dr. Strazinksy again. But you’re pretty sure that’s
not the case here?

I felt a wave of amusement from Daniel. Mostly sure? Even if the
commands were all magic they’d leave traces in his brain if they were
used. I wouldn’t know why the normal flow of his thoughts had been
disrupted, but I’d be able to tell that they had. I’m not seeing any of
that here. It’s probably still worth letting the Defenders or Amy take a
look at him. I don’t know everything and after looking at Dr. Hansen’s
head, I’ve realized that I know less than I thought I did before I
looked at him.

That’s comforting, I thought back at him.

He sent me an image of him shrugging. It’s good to know your limits.
I’d be willing to experiment if we had no choice. Between Amy and I, we
could handle a lot, but since my dad’s on the way, it’ll be better to
let him do it.

Mindstryke arrived twenty minutes later along with two other people. One
was a tall black man who wore a top hat, long-tailed black coat, and
glasses. In a noticeable Chicago accent, he introduced himself as Baron
Samedi. The other was a woman in her 70s wearing in an all-black costume
that made me think of a military dress uniform. She didn’t introduce
herself.

They weren’t done by the time we left. Since they were in costume,
Daniel and Izzy stayed—Daniel to help his dad and Izzy in case something
unexpected happened. Amy, Vaughn and Cassie stayed too. Amy stayed to
watch the procedure as Bloodmaiden. I wasn’t sure why Vaughn and Cassie
stayed, but they’d come with Amy.

Haley and I walked out, officially because we were civilians and
unofficially because there wasn’t anything we could do. We left the
building in a different situation than when we’d walked inside.

The police surrounded it, blocking entrances and refusing to let anyone
inside. Leaving was a different matter though. They barely looked at us
on the way out.

Haley and I held hands once we were past the people, the cars, and the
reporters. NBC News 10 had a van out in front.

When we were all but alone on a walkway nearly two buildings away, she
looked up at me. “How are you doing? I know you liked Dr. Strazinsky.”

I turned back to look at the building for a second. “I’m okay. I think
we did the right thing by going in. They’re getting help. Who knows what
they would have done if we did nothing? Um… How are you feeling?”

She frowned, “Useless. I know I wasn’t, but nothing went right. We went
in to get information last night except it turned into a fight and then
Victor teleported me nearly to Wisconsin. If we’d used the jet to scan
around Hardwick Industries, we might have found Rook, Protection Force,
and everybody before we went in. Then someone still might have been
teleported out, but maybe not.”

I nodded, checking around before I spoke. No one was near us. “That’s
true. We didn’t do enough before we went in. No guarantees we would have
seen anything out there though. They had technology that I didn’t even
know existed. They might have Abominator tech for hiding things.”

She nodded. “They might have. I still wish we’d have looked.”

My phone beeped. I read the text on the lenses of my glasses. It was
from Isaac Lim to my Rocket communicator account. It said, “You can
remove anything personal from Higher Ground after 2 pm. Your special
guest can come along as long as she’s in costume and arrives
separately.”

I tapped out a reply on my phone since it would be faster than blinking
it out with my glasses. I wrote, “I’ll be there.”

Haley leaned in to check my phone. “Leaving?”

“It looks like it. I’ll be back tonight—probably by four, actually. I’d
normally be working today, but obviously not now.”

I put the phone back in my pocket as Isaac sent me back a thumbs up
icon.

Haley frowned. “What do you think they’ll do about your internship?”

I thought about it. “I have no idea. Ideally, they ought to count it,
since it’s not my fault they were criminals.”

She laughed. “Don’t count on it.”

“Yeah. I shouldn’t, but I’ve still got to go.”

An hour later, I drove down the dirt driveway into the employee parking
area of the Hardwick Industries compound. The parking lot was about half
full. The police cars and unmarked Chevrolet Suburbans parked all around
the building along with two semi-trucks in the parking lot in front of
the main buildings made up for the lack of employee-owned vehicles.

Police waited at the garage exit. They didn’t say anything to me. I
already had an escort. Tara waited next to the door wearing a green and
white costume that hid her face.

Officially she was there as a member of the Heroes’ League to assist as
necessary. In reality, she was there because she wanted to meet Emmy and
this seemed better than driving her by Emmy’s apartment.

Tara wore the katana she’d carried the night before. I wondered what it
did if anything. I hadn’t made it, after all.

It could be that it was just a sword that she’d chosen to use when she
adopted her late father’s superhero identity—Ronin. Given that they were
masterless warriors and he’d left the True, I could see why the name
might have resonated with him and her too.

All the same, it would be disappointing if it were normal. At the very
least, it ought to be able to cut like Cassie’s sword. Ideally, I could
design it to shield her or maybe act as a ranged weapon, making her
effective outside of hand to hand combat.

The police opened the chain-link fence’s gate and let me walk past after
I told them my name. Tara smiled and walked with me down the trail
through the woods toward the Hardwick Industries buildings.

Once we were out of sight of the garage, and knowing her, outside the
hearing of the police, she started laughing. “You could have asked me
about my sword.”

“We were a little busy last night.”

She grinned. “It doesn’t do anything except cut things. It was my dad’s.
If you want to make one for me, I’ll be happy to retire it. It’s more to
remember him than to be useful.”

“I’d like to. We should talk about what you want out of it. This is your
internship. I don’t know what C and the others are having you do, but it
seems like an opportunity to try a few different things.”

She looked down the trail ahead of us and held a finger to her lips.
“We’re close enough to the back of the buildings that someone might hear
us.”

We stopped talking and walked further down the trail. In between the
beginning of my internship and now, fall colors had come to the forest.
It had been too dark last night to appreciate them, but the trees’
leaves were red, gold, yellow, and orange—with the exception of the pine
trees. Their needles were as green as they ever were–though there were
pine cones on the forest floor and the trail.

We arrived at the back of the buildings to find police and people
wearing navy jackets with letters “FBI” written in yellow. People were
hauling boxes out of every available door—the side doors between the lab
and the offices as well as the front and back of both buildings. The
rumble of a large truck’s engine came from the far side of the lab
building. I assumed that a truck must be getting loaded there.

Seeing the place during the day told me how much destruction I’d missed
the night before. Both the lab and office buildings had broken windows
and melted spots in the metal walls. Even Sandy’s office had broken
windows. I didn’t remember that happening last night.

A look back, as Tara and I walked toward the offices, gave me a new
perspective on the forest. The fight hadn’t gone too close to the
employee garage, but the open lawn behind the lab was pockmarked with
burned soil and grass. Trees had been knocked over and large branches
had been broken and burned.

I didn’t remember that either, though as I thought about it my implant
sent me images of the destruction. Not feeling like I had to review it,
I stopped the images and followed Tara into the office.

Amid the FBI agents going through the place, I saw one person I
recognized—Stephanie.

She stepped out from her cubicle carrying a box just as we stepped
through the door. “Nick! I’m surprised you’re here. There’s practically
nothing in your cubicle. If it weren’t for the pile of papers, I
wouldn’t know anyone used it.”

Dressed in jeans and a blue, long-sleeved blouse, she didn’t look much
different from most workdays.

Then she glanced over at Tara and grinned. “And you’ve got your own
superhero escort. Don’t steal anything.”

Tara didn’t reply.

I glanced down at  Stephanie’s arm. “Are you okay?”

“My arm? It’s almost like new. Your doctor’s great.” She glanced around
at the FBI agents in the room. Then she rolled up her sleeve. The claw
marks were raw, red skin, but it was healed skin. We’d let Haley’s
cousin experiment with alien tech that the original League had. It
worked.

“I’d love to talk more, but it doesn’t seem like the right time. I’ll
catch up with you later, maybe tonight, okay?”

“Sure. I won’t be too busy. Just schoolwork.”

She nodded. “Excellent. I’ll see you then. Oh, but one more thing… Agent
Lim’s in Sandy’s office. He wants to talk to you.”

“Okay.” I watched her walk out with her box and then turned to Tara, “I
guess we should go in.”

We walked in to find that the office had been all but stripped. All of
the filing cabinets and the desk were gone, making the long, L-shaped
room feel empty. Agent Lim stood next to the broken window. He turned
toward us as we walked inside.

Waving us toward a small table and chairs in the corner, he said, “Come
over here and sit down.”

Then he placed a little ball in the middle of the table and tapped it
with his palm. “This will keep our conversation private—maybe not from
Nick if he knew about it ahead of time, but short of that, we’re safe.”

Tara and I sat down with him.

He grinned. “First of all, great job. We didn’t get everything we could
ever have wanted, but we did get more than we could’ve realistically
hoped. We have evidence that all of Higher Ground’s leadership was
involved with the Nine, that they’ve been using alien tech for
experiments on unwilling participants, and that they were constructing a
superpowered army for the Nine. Russell Hardwick, CEO of Hardwick
Industries has been shown to be working with them as well.

“We haven’t tracked down every implication of what you guys found in the
office, but it’s going to be big when we do. You don’t know it, but you
saved my butt.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How?”

Isaac leaned forward, glancing over at Tara and then at me. “I have
contacts all over the superhero community and it shouldn’t surprise
either of you that Nick’s not the only one I’ve got trying to infiltrate
the Nine. One of them let me know that the Nine were after me about the
time that Dr. Hansen tried to mind control you.

“Those of us who are working to find the Nine’s people in our government
have escape plans in place. I’m not going to go into details, but we’re
prepared. So, when you went in, I’d already notified Dr. Griffin that
she was on her own temporarily and that I was in one of our safe houses.
I did what I could to keep informed while some of our people watched who
was sent after me and traced where their orders came from. Now we’ve got
a better picture of who their assets are.”

He smiled, “But I still haven’t told you how you helped me. More than
anything else, it was your decision to broadcast everything—even more
than the documents you brought back. The broadcast connected the Nine to
Hardwick, Protection Force, and Higher Ground’s management publicly—too
publicly for them to make it all disappear. And that meant that it
wasn’t possible to make me disappear. The people I’m working with have
pull of their own, but they’ve got to be careful about using it. We
don’t want to call attention to ourselves—which meant that they might
not be able to act to save me.

“I’m grateful you did even though I’m sure you had no idea you were.”

I nodded. “I wanted to put Protection Force on the record for anything
they did against us. I didn’t know I’d be putting them on record for
working with Rook or using Abominator tech.”

Lim nodded. “We had hints of it, but only hints—nothing solid that we
could use to arrest anyone.”

Then he shook his head. “You know their leader? Jared Curtis? He
survived and we caught him. He was unconscious and our people kept him
that way long enough to remove the Abominator relic that gave him his
abilities. It was inside him. It made for a nasty surgery, but he’s
alive and we’ve got the device.”

Remembering back to fighting him, I asked, “What’s going to happen to
it?”

Despite the device that he’d said shielded us, Lim checked around before
talking, “There’s a national program for storing Abominator tech.
Imagine the big room at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark. We’re
going to send it to them and hope it stays there.”

Despite having my own guess answer to the obvious question, I asked it
anyway, “Why do you think that it won’t stay there?”

Lim sighed, “The Nine, but our own military would want it even without
the Nine. Plus, I’m sure there are peaceful uses for the technology.
Plenty of people know what it can do and want it.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I could even make an argument that I’d made
it worse by streaming our fight. On the other hand, you could also argue
I’d made the technology look worse. Jared Curtis had lost the fight and
to the viewer it probably looked like it couldn’t get through the Rocket
armor.

“What happens to Protection Force?” I asked.

Lim shrugged, “Exactly what you’d expect. They employed a former
criminal with ties to the Nine that became more obvious during your
fight. They attempted to attack you even though you weren’t attacking
them and they used lethal force. There’s an investigation going.
Depending on how high it goes, it might be the end of Protection Force
as a business. If it was just this group we may find ourselves
prosecuting, ‘a few bad apples,’ instead of the organization.”

Leaning back in his chair, Lim eyed me. “Out of curiosity, how did
streaming work out on your end? I’ve always assumed it made a lot of
money for Kid Biohack.”

Nodding, I admitted, “I got a few emails from the people who manage our
social media. They’d like us to do more streaming. I don’t know how much
money it made, but it did make money. It wasn’t in the same league as
the money we make from toys or anywhere near what we make off patents
the original Rocket registered, but it’s still noticeable. Also, I guess
the group’s social media accounts got a lot more followers. I wasn’t
trying for that. I turned it on and got too busy to turn it off. I
thought about it a couple of times, but the moment never seemed to be
right until the end.”

Isaac laughed. “I’m not complaining. I watched all of it after I heard
it was on. There were a couple of times when you blacked out. What
happened there?”

I paused. Did I want to let him in on it? Then I said, “I want to tell
you, but right now I need more information too. I’ll let you know if it
becomes necessary.”

Lim looked me over and nodded. “We all have our secrets. If it turns out
to be a problem that keeps you out of the suit, don’t feel like you have
to continue. We want you in it, but not if there’s a medical problem
that will make it difficult.”

Shaking my head, I said, “It’s not a medical problem. It’s a side effect
of one of the things that kept me alive versus Rook’s Abominator tech.
It should be better next time. This was the first time in the field.”

Lim nodded, “New technology? I get it. That never goes perfectly. Do you
have any other questions?”

“I don’t think so.” I looked over at Tara. “Do you?”

Tara laughed, her face hidden behind her green and white mask. “Me? So
many, but Agent Lim answered the ones that he could. He’s actually got
me asking your former co-workers questions as they get their things. I
haven’t found any that are secretly part of the Nine, but there’s still
most of the afternoon to go.”

Lim laughed. “She’s been useful.”

I’d gotten him away from asking questions about the blackouts, hopefully
without making him suspicious. Lim had always struck me as trustworthy,
but I couldn’t dump the whole story of Lee, his people’s plan for
multi-universal genocide of all intelligent life but themselves, and my
relation to them on Lim now.

Maybe not ever.

Talking about it too widely could literally lead to the end of the
world, so I felt like I had a decent excuse.

Still showing a hint of a smile, Lim stood up and tapped the globe on
the table again. It stopped glowing. “If that’s it, I should let you go.
I’m assuming that you got everything?”

I shrugged, “Everything I intended to take. Do you think anyone’s going
to mind if I grab pens, t-shirts, or anything else from the swag
closet?”

Lim snorted. “I might not wear it anytime soon if it were me, but it’s
not evidence—unless someone committed a crime with the branded pens that
no one told me about.”

I shook my head, “I just thought I’d like some stuff. I’d been intending
to grab something earlier, but it got busy enough that I didn’t have
time.”

Lim eyed the broken window and a hole that (my implant remembered) had
been created by a stray energy beam. “I imagine. Nice work on the helmet
by the way. You’re not the first to connect to an Abominator device with
our tech, but I’m told by our techs that your program had a good
design.”

Aware that Lim’s silence globe was off, I only said, “I imagine that’s
going into a warehouse somewhere, too.”

Lim flashed his teeth. “Something like that, but don’t be surprised if
it leads to more work later. There aren’t a lot of people experienced
with Abominator tech and as of now, you’re one of them. Don’t be
surprised if you get calls.”

I raised an eyebrow. “From the FBI?”

Stepping away from the table, Lim put his hand on my shoulder, “Maybe.
Maybe other places. For now, I wouldn’t worry too much about it. All I’m
saying is that even though the internship went wrong, it’ll open doors
for you. If you don’t want them open, all you have to do is say no.”

I glanced over at the hole. “If I say no, will they listen?”

Lim paused, but then said, “Let’s hope so, but if not, I’m sure you can
handle it.”

His eyes dropped to look down at my “clothes” and glasses. I’d kept the
stealth suit on after we’d visited Dr. Hansen. Given that I’d be coming
back here, I felt better safe than sorry.

We didn’t talk too much after that. He escorted us out of the office and
Tara and I walked down the hallway out of Higher Grounds’ offices and
down toward the Hardwick Industries section of the building. We stopped
by the swag closet on the way.

I’d assumed that Hardwick Industries would be open because it wasn’t as
if they’d been illegally using Abominator tech on behalf of the Nine,
right? Well, I’d assumed that, but I was wrong. The place was dead.

We did see a couple people, but they were accompanied by serious people
wearing jackets with “FBI” in big yellow letters. Their blank
expressions hinted that they might not be having a good day.

Tara and I passed the spot in the hallway where we’d fought Art, Zola,
and Ronnie. Tara and I both stopped to look at Zola’s claw marks on the
walls and scorch marks both from Vaughn’s lightning and Ronnie’s lasers.
There were more scorch marks on the carpet and body-sized indentations
in the shattered drywall.

It was easy to forget how much damage we caused even in a small fight.

Tara and I looked at each other and started walking again. There wasn’t
much to say. We were almost at the front desk and the whole reason Tara
volunteered to spend a day escorting potential mad scientists to grab
their stuff.

Emmy sat behind the desk, hand on her computer’s mouse, monitor open to
a social media site. She appeared to be watching a video of baby ducks.

She started as we walked in, turning to look at Tara and me—though
mostly at Tara because Tara wore her Ronin costume and a sword. At any
rate, that was my guess. After a second or two, she did look at me
again, stopped the duck video, and stood up.

“Nick, how are you?” Before I could answer, she looked down at the bag I
carried. “You raided the swag closet?”

In addition to the Higher Ground t-shirts, sweatshirts, pens, magnets,
ping pong paddles, and balls, there were also branded tote bags. I’d
grabbed one as long as I was grabbing the other stuff. It seemed
efficient.

She looked down into the bag, “Do you have a ping pong table?”

I looked down at the bag, “The ping pong paddles and balls were kind of
an impulse thing. We’ve got tables, but not an official ping pong table.
I was figuring we could use one in the dorm, maybe? I really wasn’t
thinking very far ahead.”

Emmy smirked. “Well normally, I’d have to give you a little lecture
about taking swag just to take it, but with everything that’s happened,
go ahead and clean out the closet. I don’t have to care anymore.”

I thought about it. “I could use some more pens.”

Tara tapped her foot and I reminded myself of why we were here. “Do you
have anyplace for the of us to talk that would quiet and private? It’s
important.”

Emmy looked over to Tara and then back to me. For a moment, I saw a
flash of the same blank expression Tara had when she let her mind work.
“I shouldn’t leave the desk, but no one’s here. Follow me, I’ve got a
place.”

She led us through a room of empty cubicles and into an almost empty
room. There were rolled up yoga mats leaning against one wall, a couple
big TVs hanging on the opposite wall, and an exercise bike in one
corner. The open concrete floor made the whole room feel unfinished.

When I’d taken in everything, I turned to Emmy, “What’s this?”

She laughed, “It’s almost an exercise room. When they renovated the
building, we were supposed to have one, but the guy who led the project
left and no one ever finished it. It was annoying. I wanted an exercise
room.”

Then she asked, “What did you want to tell me?”

Tara pulled her mask off, “I wanted to talk to you.”

The two of them look at each other. Emmy was in her late twenties while
Tara was in her early twenties. Tara stood at least a foot taller with
leaner look to her face and more noticeable muscles on her arms and
legs.

Still, they had the same dirty blond hair, same high cheekbones, lips,
wide eyes, and high pitched voice.

They might not be twins, but no one could think they weren’t related.

Emmy looked her up and down, “Who are you?”

In a calm voice, Tara said, “My parents were refugees from alternate
universes where someone cloned you, made your clones into soldiers with
alien genetic manipulation technology, and used them to take over the
world. Your talent for predicting what people are going to do is useful
for fighting when it’s trained.”

Emmy stared at her, “That’s a lot to take in.”

She didn’t say anything more than that for a few seconds but then asked,
“Did you say universes?”

Tara’s face showed a hint of a smile, “It’s a long story, but it’s
happened more than once in different universes and it’s not always a
version of you that gets cloned. I feel like you have to know though,
because it happened here. Victor got samples of you and used them to
create more of us and here he works for the Nine. I thought you needed
to know and if you want help or want training, I can train you.”

Emmy looked up at Tara, “Training so that I can learn to whatever it is
I can do on purpose?”

Nodding, Tara said, “Yes, but not if you don’t want to. I think it will
work differently for you than it does for us, but I want you be able to
use it. Now that there are clones of you using it out in the world, they
might find you or someone else might look for you because they found one
of them. I want you to have the best chance to survive that you
can.

“You’re the closest I have to family here.”

Emmy took a deep breath and didn’t say anything for a little while.
“This doesn’t seem real, but I believe you. You look more like me than
members of my own family do.”

Then she frowned, “And Sandy told me about the birthing chambers. I
can’t believe they used them on me. I’m not that special. Nick, you
worked there, do you know anything?”

“I—,” I began, and then went into the version of the truth Tara and I
decided on the night before. “I didn’t know they’d cloned you until
afterward. I assumed it was because of Victor. Honestly, I think your
abilities weren’t even on his radar. I don’t know too much more than
that, but I’ve told what I could to the FBI.”

Emmy would see right through it if Tara ever did teach her to use
whatever level of ability she had, but it was okay for now. It wasn’t
even untrue. It just skipped a lot of details.

Hopefully Tara would tell us if Emmy ever did take her up on her offer.
I’d want to know.

Emmy looked from me over to Tara, “Do either of you know what happened
to Victor?”

Eyeing Tara, I hoped she took the hint. Or to put it another way, I
hoped she chose to take the hint. She almost certainly got it and if
she failed to notice, it could only be that she had a bigger problem on
her mind.

For a moment, I thought I saw the hint of a smile as Tara responded,
most likely guessing at my thoughts. “No one knows. He teleported away.
If I had to bet, he’s with the Nine and he’s telling them how he can
turn the True into an unstoppable army under their command if they’ll
just give him the money.”

Emmy frowned. “He’s so wrong. I don’t even understand how someone can be
that messed up in the head. If he does that, he’s doing it with copies
of me that have been twisted into I don’t know what.”

She stopped, eyes widening as she looked over at Tara. “I don’t have
anything against you or your father.”

Tara shook her head. “You’re right. They’re twisted and they become more
twisted once they go on their own. I can’t tell you everything, but in a
lot of universes they come to believe that their creator was using them,
turn on him, and then turn on the entire world.”

Emmy took a breath, watching Tara, and when Tara didn’t continue, she
said, “What happens after that?”

Tara shrugged. “It depends. Sometimes the True are destroyed. Sometimes
they destroy everyone else and then start on themselves. It’s hard to
predict.”

Leaning back against a concrete wall, Emmy sighed. “You’re making me
wish I still smoked. The way you talked about it before, it sounded like
I had a choice about whether or not you trained me, but I don’t think I
really have a choice, do I?”

Tara’s eyes glazed over. “You don’t have to, but your chances of
survival are much higher if you do.”

Emmy looked up at her, showing a hint of a frown. “That’s not a choice.”

Tara nodded. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how else to help you better.”

Emmy pushed herself away from the wall, checked the back of her skirt
for something, maybe concrete dust, and decided it was good enough to
stop and say, “I think I should get back to my desk. I’m sure they won’t
fire me for cooperating with you, but they expect me to be there.”

Stepping back as Emmy took a step forward, Tara put a hand on her
shoulder, “I’ll give you my contact information before I leave for the
day, okay?”

When Emmy nodded, Tara pulled her in for a hug. Emmy’s eyes widened at
first, but let herself be pulled in and held each other for a little
while. I don’t know what Emmy felt, but she didn’t walk away as quickly
as she’d been going. So, maybe she felt better.

She had every excuse not to feel better. Finding out that the creepy guy
you’ve been avoiding made a clone army of you and offered it up to one
of the most powerful criminal organizations in the world doesn’t happen
every day.

All the people that the Dominators had reprogrammed into puppets could
argue that worse possibilities existed out there in the world, but they
wouldn’t because the majority might not even realize it had happened.

Tara put on her mask and we walked out, giving Emmy a wave and
exchanging goodbyes. We walked out the front and I looked over the
semi-trucks parked there, both of them waiting to be filled with
evidence, and then over to the helicopter pad. It was empty.

I wondered where Ronnie was. He’d seemed nice enough as security guys
went, and hadn’t he said he had baby on the way? Or maybe he’d just been
talking about what he’d do if he had a kid. Something like that. I
didn’t remember off the top of my head. Either way, someone out there
knew he hadn’t come home last night. He’d been among those the Feds had
picked up afterward. Though someone with powers, we’d left him too hurt
to participate in the final battle in the garage. He’d lain in the
hallway until a Box came.

We were far enough away by then that we were out of earshot of anyone
near the building, walking on one of the trails that led toward the
fenced-in parking area. It wasn’t a bad day either. The smell of Lake
Michigan and even a hint of the sound of waves had made it passed the
forest. It was warm enough that walking to the lake sounded like a good
idea even though I knew it wouldn’t be.

By October, Lake Michigan always turned cold.

As we stood on the far edge of the clearing and the beginning of the
forest, Tara asked, “What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing, really. I’m just thinking about Ronnie. We fought him last
night. He was the guy with laser eyes. He’s probably in the hospital. I
was just thinking that I’ve fought a lot of faceless mooks, but it’s a
little different when you know one of the mooks. He might have a kid. I
can’t say I feel bad. The guy was firing potentially lethal eye-beams,
and it’s not like I took him out. He got hit by lightning. It’s just a
little weird.

“Did you hear anything about what happened with Russell Hardwick?”

Tara put her hand on my shoulder, “Not much. Agent Lim told me that a
judge had denied bail, saying that he was too much of a flight risk
since he owned houses outside the US and was wealthy enough that he
never had to come back if he didn’t want to.”

She cocked her head. “The judge was right. He’s got no chance of staying
CEO of Hardwick Industries after this even if he gets off. And if he
goes to prison, he’s got powers, so they’ll send him into supervillain
Supermax. There’s no reason for him to stick around after that.”

I scanned the area around us with my glasses. No one was close. “There’s
family. He’s got a son named Lucas. He’s a doctor and seems nice enough.
Plus, there’s Vaughn’s aunt. Though I suppose if he did go into hiding,
his family could still visit.”

Tara’s mouth twisted. “Living in hiding is terrible. With prison, you
know you might someday get out. When you’re in hiding, you just keep on
running.”

Given that her family had spent her entire childhood hiding, she’d know.
Related to that, another thought struck me, “How are you doing?”

She looked down at the dirt trail and then back up at me. “Not well. We
didn’t stop Victor or the True. We almost stopped them, but they’re
still out there. Emmy’s at risk. The world doesn’t know that the True
are copies of her, but they will eventually.”

She blinked. “I think we can keep her safe, but I don’t know for sure.
Are you going to mind if I stick around here after the internship is
over?”

“I can’t speak for the team, but it should be fine.”

She looked back at Hardwick Industries’ long, twin, white buildings. “I
feel like we’re on the edge of something. It’s not just the True, but
they’re part of it, and no, I don’t know anything. I feel like the
information I need is just out of reach.”

I thought about the last four years–the Cabal, the Hrrnna, Stapledon,
our trip into space, Lee, Kee, the Cosmic Ghosts, and all the changes in
our lives. I didn’t know what it added up to either, but it did feel
like something was happening.

Tara took her hand from my shoulder. “I should get you back to the car
lot. I’ve got a few more people to check for signs of working for the
Nine, Dominator influence, or both.”

“Sounds fun,” I said.

She shook her head, “It’s not bad. It’s a day. Tomorrow will be another
day.”
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Excerpt from Motor City Intern


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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