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Last Time, On Villain’s Code!



In Forging Hephaestus, Tori Rivas attempted to steal from the Guild of Villainous Reformation, an organization of pragmatic villains who have realized that life is easier without superheroes breathing down their neck. Given the choice to prove herself worthy of membership or face death, Tori was placed in the care of Ivan, a retired villain who once was known as the fearsome Fornax.

She was assigned the role of his distant niece and given the job of intern at Ivan’s office, where she meets Donald Moss, a fellow cubicle dweller. However, when a confluence unleashed a fresh wave of powers upon the populace, Donald was turned into Cyber Geek, a metahuman with the power to summon digital items. Although he followed the road of the superhero, he and Tori remained friends.

Between Ivan’s guidance and the help of her fellow villain trainees Beverly, Warren, and Lance, or Bahamut, Glyph, and Pest Control as they’re better known, Tori managed to survive her training and make it to full member status within the guild. Unfortunately, it was at that point Balaam and Apollo, a villain and hero who had conspired together, launched their attack on both the guild and Ridge City as a whole.

In the heat of the battle, Fornax resurfaced, Lodestar returned, and a great deal of collateral damage occured, including Ivan’s own home. Once the destruction had settled down, Tori found new lodging, sharing an apartment with Beverly and their friend Chloe, a metahuman with idiom-based powers. With things finally settled down, Tori looked to the future, deciding what life as a villain would mean for her.

In Bones of the Past, a new team of superheroes comes to town, The New Science Sentries. Upon their debut, the speedster, Tachyonic, managed to thrust Tori into the public eye, painting her as a star-struck damsel saved from certain doom. Now seen by the public as his potential paramour, Tori finds herself a minor celebrity with far too much attention on her. Including the eyes of fellow crooks.

One such group successfully kidnaped Tori, though not peacefully, and in the process learned why so few survive trifling with members of The Guild of Villainous Reformation. Although she emerged unharmed, Tori is shaken by the process, and the violent end the situation reached. To her surprise, Ivan shared the horrific story of his own power’s origin, and his first kill.

In her downtime, Tori also found herself stuck helping over a group of Starscouts, the same activity organization she was forced to join as a child. Working alongside Ivan and his odd friend Helen, Tori was unprepared when a sudden attack traps the entire cluster on an artificial planet with very real dangers. While Ivan protected the kids, Tori and Helen traversed the small world and battled through its challenges. In the process, Tori learned that Helen is really Lodestar, the world’s most powerful and respected superhero.

An alien invasion arrived shortly after, tricked into coming by Alfred Settler, an old nemesis of Professor Quantum and the original Science Sentries who is out to settle his ancient score with the new team. But in the process, he drags Tori, Beverly, and Chloe into the battle, though they are unable to make much difference initially. Ultimately, Alfred was sent into space at the cost of Presto, the New Science Sentries’ teleporting member.

In the wake of his passing, Tori unveiled a new line of products designed for everyday humans to “save themselves” when capes aren’t around. At the same time, she began work on a new material for the next iteration of her suit, based off a finger stolen from Alfred Settler.

In Villains Vignettes: Volume I’s first story, A Night in Hallowville, Tori and her roommates, along with the New Science Sentries, visited Hallowville. A seasonal location that manifests without warning, overseen by a metahuman called Spooky Trudy, Hallowville is a place where costumes become real, and everyone has a chance to be who they want. Between the frivolity of the daytime and the dangers of night, everyone managed to survive, and Chloe emerged from the experience with a hard-won artifact: a mystical mirror.

The second story, The Priestess and the Peril, showed a younger Ivan in a world of magic and monsters, summoned for a task he is perhaps ill-equipped to fill. Nevertheless, Ivan set out to see his debts paid, guiding Perle the priestess and her motley band toward a waiting city of demons, slaughtering all who bar his path along the way.

The final story, A Very Villainous Christmas showed a Christmas Eve following Bones of the Past, when Ivan is called to the North Pole due to an unexpected obligation, and Tori tags along. At the same time, the capes undertake a massive secret project, villains are out celebrating, and everyone is ringing in the festive season. Some more bloodily than others.


Prologue



On the charred remains of a world long ago fallen, a single being puttered about. VRX77 moved swiftly, walking through the carefully constructed compound to the alarm annoyingly beeping in every room. Gleaming silver walls were a stark contrast to the burning red sky and roasted brown dust that lay outside, a barren wasteland where nothing thrived.

VRX77’s own body was a similar hue, a sleek silver form with hints of ruby woven throughout. Its heavy steps were soundless, however, muffled by one of the multitude of internal devices active at all times. Quieter footsteps were merely one small aspect, a drop in the bucket compared to the chronoflow disruptor, spatial relocator, multi-layer energy barriers, and the nigh-endless array of offensive weapons at its disposal. Still, for a metal being living in a metal compound, the clanging from each step was almost inescapable otherwise, so one might argue VRX77 gained more benefit from the reduced audio annoyance than its more advanced features.

Of course, that didn’t help much when that infernal beeping wouldn’t stop. VRX77 had no one else to blame; it had created the noise itself, purposely chosen to be as grating as possible. When centering the majority of its attention on a project, external stimuli was often ignored, so a sound that was impossible to ignore had been necessary for this particular alarm. No matter what other project might be at hand, this was a notice VRX77 always wanted to catch.

Arriving at the heart of the compound, VRX77 stood before a massive wall of monitors and tapped a single button on a waiting keyboard. With that single motion, the alarm cut off at last. What arose in its place was a cavalcade of images, data, and other tidbits cycling through the dozen-plus screens that were now active.

VRX77 studied them carefully, occasionally tapping another button to pause a particular frame of information. The automated detection algorithm was working as intended; all signs were indeed present. In one of the technically endless sections of the multiverse, a dimensional nova was building. Judging by the readings, there were perhaps a handful of days in the adjacent universes before it erupted.

Running a gleaming hand over the keyboard, VRX77 began to type more dutifully. New scans activated, searching the innumerable worlds contained within the range of the dimensional nova. Worlds without meta-capable beings were eliminated first, as those were guaranteed not to have what was needed. Next went the ones without the precise combination of elements required. After that, the parameters grew more circumstantial, zeroing in on minute factors to determine the likelihood of a match.

The first world clocked in at a dismal twenty percent, but VRX77 still noted it in case that was the best option. The second showed a slightly more encouraging thirty-four percent, which remained the front-runner until VRX77 found a world with a sixty percent match for the target.

Sixty percent was high enough that VRX77 nearly locked the coordinates then and there; however, experience had taught the importance of thoroughness. Methodically, it continued to check each viable world, though it was purely formality. Sixty percent was the best reading it had gotten in the last dozen expeditions.

When a new number appeared on screen, VRX77 stopped typing momentarily, staring in dumbfounded shock. Ninety-seven percent. There was a world in range of the dimensional nova with a ninety-seven percent match. Suddenly, the silver hands were flying once more, digging deeper into the data. Fate was never so kind; for a reading that good there had to be a catch.

There was.

Leaning back from the keyboard, VRX77 stared at the one factor it always took great pains to avoid: a Lodestar. Their presence made getting in hard enough, though the dimensional nova would handle the heavy lifting in this case. The trouble was moving around in a world that a Lodestar protected. Even when VRX77 used a dimensional synchronizer, Lodestars could sense dimensional interlopers, and they were always strong enough to be a threat. That was why VRX77 avoided the Lodestar dimensions as much as possible.

But for ninety-seven percent… that was too high. VRX77 couldn’t ignore the opportunity, even if it did come with considerable risk. Luckily, there was still time to prepare. By customizing its devices to be as stealth oriented as possible, it might be viable to stay off Lodestar’s radar. Just long enough to get the job done and escape.

In the shining compound resting atop a dead world, a flurry of activity began. There were only days to prepare, and VRX77 intended to be as ready as possible. For a chance this good, it had to get things right this time.
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The crackle of fire from the burning sconces cast strange shadows over the man with kaleidoscope eyes. Yet his curious eyes were barely noticeable next to the enormous cerulean serpent sharing the same chamber. Its body wove to-and-fro in a downright impossible arrangement that appeared to go on forever. Scary as its massive jaws were, those with guile took quick note of the intelligence shining in its eyes; that was the true threat it posed.

And yet, this towering monster inclined its head to the simple man in a dirty overcoat. A modest bow, but one all the same. When it spoke, the voice did not echo with the force its size would indicate. “The offerings have been made. The arrangement has been honored. Will you pass along the message?”

Silence stretched between them, as potentially endless as the serpent’s body, until it was snuffed out.

“Very well.” Beneath the kaleidoscope eyes, a twisted smile took shape, one that spoke clearly to its owner’s madness. “This has the potential to be very entertaining indeed. The nova will burst in four days for their world. I suggest you be ready.”

Then he was gone, as if edited out of reality. Alone in the stone chamber, the enormous serpent let out a small breath of relief. While the serpent didn’t fear the madman who called himself Nexus, there was no guarantee he would play along with the request. Nexus was self-serving, but that wasn’t an entirely negative trait. By finding a way to ensure the gambit offered something Nexus wanted to watch, the serpent ensured he would be properly motivated to see the task through.

Knowing four days in the other world would be considerably more for him, the serpent still hurried to get to work. Now that he was sure a guest would be coming, it was important to set a proper welcome. Especially for someone this renowned. Besides, he had to make the visit count.

If all went to plan, it would be the last one they ever shared.
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There was no staff in the bar. They’d stopped showing up shortly after the Wrexwren invasion, and Grantham never cared enough to try to track them down. Every morning when he arrived, the coolers had been refilled, food prepped and left in the kitchen fridge, and repairs were made to whatever he’d broken last.

So Grantham sat in the bar alone, day after day, a child sipping down beer after unwillingly-frosty beer, watching the world through a battered television mounted in the corner. Some might have said all he’d really done in escaping Rookstone was trade one prison cell for another.

Those people were fucking idiots, so far as Grantham was concerned. Prison didn’t have beer, sunshine, and a tropical beach within jogging distance. Jogging distance for him, anyway. Then again, prison also didn’t have annoying pests trying to drag him into their schemes.

Because today, Grantham wasn’t alone in his bar. Seated across the booth was a mundane-looking man in a simple black suit. The bowler hat and spectacles were his most distinguishing features, aside from his criminal record. The man possessed a power that could turn the tables on many a meta, cape or villain alike, and as such was usually treated with a degree of fearful respect.

“Would you get to the goddamn point, Bert?” Grantham interrupted, not even having listened to the last five minutes of drivel. “I let you keep your head despite walking in here uninvited, but professional courtesy only goes so far. We’re five minutes from Pick That Door and I’m not missing my favorite game show.”

“Of course.” Bert showed little reaction to the disrespect, though Grantham imagined things would go differently against another meta. “I was just conveying that my sources tell me a major dimensional event will be occurring soon, one that will temporarily create opportunities that might not normally exist. I have put together a plan that makes use of the chance to facilitate⁠—”

“This can’t be you getting to the point.”

Bert took a long breath, forced smile on his face wavering. “Apologies. I suppose at its core what I am here offering you is a chance for revenge.”

For the first time since Bert entered, Grantham shifted his full attention away from the television screen. “Revenge? We were both stuffed in that hole for over a decade, who the hell am I supposed to be going after? Because if it’s the one who put me there, I may as well just walk back in myself.”

In response, Bert produced a photograph from his suit jacket pocket. Sliding it across the table, he said nothing, allowing Grantham to draw his own conclusions. The picture itself was of a headless body, far from the first Grantham had witnessed, but the sight still gave him pause. Between the green hands, the strange shape, and the purple overcoat, it was impossible not to recognize that body.

“Somebody killed Lozora?”

“Word is it was done by one of the guild’s newer members, a rookie going by Hephaestus.” Bert maintained a neutral tone, even as the undeniable hints of a smirk tugged at his cheeks. “Perhaps now you see why I thought it wise to reach out. I would hardly deny one of your stature the chance to avenge a friend.”

Grantham stared at the photograph, the blood pooling near the stump, the sharp glint of light against her claws. It seemed like yesterday she was in here, pitching some scheme herself. But that had been before the Wrexwren invasion, which meant several months had passed since he last saw Lozora. Now, he never would again.

“And what is it you would need from Jokull, exactly?”

The tugging smirk threatened to fully manifest at those words, but Bert wisely denied it. “A distraction, when the time is right. Nothing more than that.”

To trust Bert, one had to either be naïve or stupid. Grantham was neither, yet he found himself interested all the same. There would be some manner of trickery afoot – with Bert the schemes were unavoidable – but if it gave him the chance to seize something he wanted, that was fine.

If Bert became a real problem, Jokull would simply tear off his limbs. No one ever had much fight left in them after that.
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“Hephaestus metasuit version two, basic functionality test commencing.”

Tori’s words would activate the recording function in her laboratory’s cameras, one of the many perks of not working in a concrete bunker intended as a parking spot. In the months since Ivan first booked her more advanced lab space at the guild’s headquarters, Tori had made ample use of the accommodations, the tremendous majority of her efforts going into the project currently wrapped around her semi-incorporeal body.

Fueled from the torrent of heat created by Tori turning into living fire, composed of a material mimicking the body of a nigh-indestructible meta, and crammed with every upgrade the electrical system could support, she had officially completed the second version of her Hephaestus metasuit.

Unlike her first design, which was effectively a prototype banged into working order piece by piece, this represented a step forward from the initial proof of concept. Tori had established that she could create a metasuit; the next step was building one strong enough to suit her needs. Between losing fights with capes and being rendered ineffectual against the asshole who invaded their apartment during the Wrexwren invasions, Tori was just about fed up with feeling underpowered.

A brief flash from her trip to Hallowville flitted through her mind, along with memories of what it was like to wield a fraction of Ivan’s power. It would be a lie to say her ambitions didn’t reach such heights, but Tori was at least sensible enough to realize just how far she was from reaching them. There was a lot of ground to cover between her current abilities and even that taste of real power she’d experienced.

The new metasuit would hopefully narrow that gap. Tori walked around her lab, feeling the suit’s motors react to the guidance of her heat. Navigating in fire-form had taken a fair bit of practice and fine-tuning, but there was no getting around the superior heat output and higher degree of safety. With her new suit’s upgraded sensors, the experience was far smoother, her movements no longer seeming so jerky and robotic.

Activating the dozens of small gravity distortion devices embedded across the suit, Tori felt its weight lighten, her movements becoming even easier. Unlike her last suit, this version now had three of the full-size gravity distorters, as her influx of income made it possible to finally build more. On top of allowing for easier, smoother flight, Tori could now carry other people. Not for long, and it was a massive drain on power, but if push came to shove, she wouldn’t have to leave a friend in the lurch.

“Activating flight function.” Tori rose from the ground as a carefully contained stream of fire shot from her back, lifting her gracefully into the air. As she had with walking, she found aerial movement far easier thanks to the system upgrades. Her suit hung in the air above her workstation like a floating void, the dark material reflecting as little light as it could manage. It felt somewhat fitting, given whose finger she’d derived the compound from.

A few flares of red light flashed along the suit; these were capable of turning off when secrecy was needed, but Tori had decided the splash of color was a nice aesthetic touch. The design helped connect her two suits, forming a sense of continuity. While she was planning to keep developing and growing her equipment, Tori would forever think fondly of that first functional suit. It was a foundation on top of which future successes would be built.

Settling down in front of a pre-calibrated laser-cannon, Tori mentally readied herself. There was always something tough about letting herself get shot, even when she should be perfectly safe. “Durability test, engaging.”

With a remote signal from her own suit, the cannon fired, blasting Tori in the sternum with a beam roughly fifty percent of the maximum power she could currently generate. The flash of energy would have seared her eyes, had she possessed any at the moment. Her helm’s cameras were unbothered by the bright light, just as her torso was unsinged by the focused beam.

She scanned it with every type of camera the helm had, just to be sure, but the results were consistent. No discernable damage despite the intensity of the attack. The metal shell holding was more or less a given at those power levels; more impressive was that her internal systems didn’t register so much as a blip. The suit’s new material was proving to insulate against damage as well as standing up to a ton of it.

Around a year ago, Tori would have said she’d trade anything for an upgrade like this. But that had been before taking a job to rob the wrong vault, before joining a guild of villains who did things with longevity in mind, before making friends with capes and crooks alike. Most importantly, it had been before a cape named Ike teleported himself into deep space, saving Tori and his friends, willingly paying the ultimate price.

Tori wouldn’t have traded a friend’s life for more power. That was something she knew now, having had the bargain forced upon her. But she also wasn’t willing to abandon a useful tool out of misplaced sentimentality. They’d lost Ike because none of them was strong enough to win the fight any other way.

Tori could think of no better way to honor his memory than making sure next time trouble came to call, Hephaestus was able to send it screaming into the night.


Chapter 1



The day of the dimensional nova’s eruption, Tori Rivas was not at work. Had she been at the Indigo Technologies facility where her line of self-defense equipment was being refined, Tori would have been locked away behind dozens of shields and failsafe devices. Were she at her true lab on the guild’s volcano-island headquarters, Tori would have been even safer, protected by the highest degree of defenses an entire legion of super-villains could devise.

Instead, on the morning such a dire event was fated to transpire, Tori was bouncing along in a borrowed van that bore the logo of Ridge City Grinders along its side. Chloe was driving, as it was from her work the vehicle had been loaned, with Beverly seated in a passenger’s seat, helping to navigate. For her part, Tori had a job she was taking very seriously.

Tori Rivas was sulking.

“This is such a waste of time.”

Her words drew a loud groan from Beverly, who turned around in her seat. “For the umpteenth time, you have got to get some new work clothes. Next month they’re going to have you start doing more appearances in meetings, eventually working up toward doing press stuff again.”

“What’s wrong with the outfits from our own supplier?” Tori favored the clothing made through their guild, predominantly because it was made from meta-materials able to change form into fire with her. Although she’d developed her own, they were never quite as soft or durable as what the guild produced. Not to mention, she’d grown to enjoy a tailored fit.

“The problem is you don’t make ‘buy everything bespoke money’ yet, and even if you did, sooner or later someone will talk to you and realize there is no way you would spend what that sort of wardrobe costs on mere clothes.” Beverly pointed to Tori’s current ensemble, a t-shirt and jeans both stained with oil, the latter sporting several holes along the cuffs. “That’s why we’re going to the outlet shops at the edge of town. Factory reject pricing is the only believable way you’d pay for a designer label.”

“I’m excited to spruce up my outfits too,” Chloe added. “Spring’s just around the corner; my closet could use some lighter-weather wear.”

Tori leaned back, accepting her defeat for the moment. It was two against one, really three if she counted her own judgment. This was something she needed to do; the idea just held zero appeal for her. Adding friends to the mix would hopefully make the experience somewhat enjoyable, though Tori had added a bit of a bribe to push her motivation over the edge.

In the back of the van rested an unassuming black case, within which lay Tori’s new Hephaestus armor. The case was made from her extra-durable metal, only with a plastic coating on top to hide the telltale dark hue. She’d worked in several of the smaller gravity distortion devices, making the suit’s heft easily haulable.

Not far from where the outlet shops sat there was a large canyon that went on for several miles. The perfect sort of isolated spot where Tori could give her new suit’s flight functions a test-run in the outside world. Soaring through the sky in her freshly built suit was the treat waiting for her at the end of shopping’s ordeal.

Next to the case rested a gray duffel bag with Beverly’s Bahamut costume stowed haphazardly away. That one was brought along “for when you get into trouble,” though Tori suspected the true motivation was a chance to get some flying in.

Being meta-humans wasn’t always easy, and the life it had led several of them to was actively dangerous, but with those losses came the trade-off of experiences a normal person could never have. Flying was absolutely among the best of those experiences, and Tori didn’t blame her friend for fitting in some sky-time when able. Technically they could have booked transport to a remote location through guild assets like Tunnel Vision, but the cost of that sort of travel added up quickly.

Flitting her gaze up to the rearview mirror, Tori’s eyes narrowed. “That same sedan has been keeping pace with us for the last fifteen minutes or so.”

“Well, it’s a highway, there’s only one direction, and we are all going about the same speed,” Chloe pointed out.

“Um, no, you two are going the same speed, everyone else is doing at least five miles over.” Tori scooted forward, poking her head toward the dash and confirming that Chloe was indeed locked in at the speed limit.

She looked a bit sheepish, though made no effort to increase their speed. “I can’t risk getting pulled over, what if they search the van and find that… stuff you brought.”

“We appreciate the concern, but you don’t need to worry that much,” Beverly replied. “My stuff just looks like random costume pieces at most, workout equipment if I sell it right, and I’m sure Tori built some sort of false-latch system so the box opens to mundane contents when the wrong person tries to open it.”

Beverly turned around for confirmation, only to blanch at the embarrassed expression on Tori’s face. “You did put in some sort of failsafe, right?”

“Maybe it’s best if Chloe just sticks to her current speed.” In her mind, Tori made a note to add something like Beverly’s suggestion. It was an excellent idea if she wanted to haul the suit around with her. “Still doesn’t explain why the other car is matching our pace.”

“Most people don’t need reasons to obey the law.”

“Do you not see all the cars passing us?” Tori jerked a thumb out the window just in time to see a massive SUV painted garish orange roar past, jerking to avoid collisions.

“Okay, fine,” Beverly conceded. “Maybe they’re hauling sketchy villain suits too. Or maybe they just like following the rules.”

Tori summoned up her best scoff. “What sort of square likes following the rules?”
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“Did you see that orange SUV? I’m half-tempted to call them in for reckless driving.” Austin had his hands at ten-and-two, mirrors carefully adjusted, and cruise control locked in at precisely the posted speed limit. For anyone accustomed to driving at more socially standardized speeds, the ride was frustrating. For his best friend, Kyle, a meta-human gifted with super-speed, it was downright agonizing.

“Do you want me to get their plates? You don’t even need to slow down; I can zip right out the door.” Kyle was already reading for the handle when a flash of light from the passenger seat forced him to pause.

Ellie had turned around to stare at him, a soft crackle of power visible in her eyes. “Keep it planted right there, mister. If we let you out, you’re going to zip ahead, do all the shopping you need to, and then whine about how bored you are for the rest of the trip. The seasons are changing, we need new clothes, and I’m excited to explore these outlet shops. Chloe said it’s a whole outdoor complex, including several eateries.”

“Are you bribing me?” Kyle asked.

“If you’d rather keep pouting, we can skip the food and stick to shopping so we’re done faster.”

Kyle folded his arms, then realized the optics and shook them out. “I’m not pouting, I just feel like there are better ways we could be spending our time.”

From the driver’s seat, Austin piped up. “Respectfully, I have to disagree. We’ve been going hard these last few months. If we’re not in the field, we’re training. If not training, we’re undertaking a side-project like the trip to Hallowville. We barely even see our friends in the building where we live. Giving your all is important, but you can’t do that if you’re run too ragged. Recovery matters, so today we’re just three normal friends doing some shopping.”

“And eating,” Kyle added. “Shopping and eating.”

“You don’t need to sell me on it, I’m already peckish,” Austin agreed.

Silence fell as a sports car bolted past on their left. It was a strange experience, letting the quiet settle over them. For years, these moments would be filled with jabber from Ike, analyses of past fights, vulgar tales designed to make Austin squirm, flippant jokes and startling insights. One never knew what would come from that man next.

Ike had proven that to the very end, when the team was faced with a threat they simply could not overcome. A villain so strong that their collective efforts were barely able to manage a single injury on his hand. Yet of them all, only he saw the way forward, despite the cost it demanded. Ike had teleported himself and their adversary into the cold clutches of deep space, paying the ultimate price to save his team. His friends.

Tormented by that memory, how could Kyle do anything but throw himself into the job? If he’d been faster, mastered more super-speed techniques, had some sort of ace in the hole, would there have been a way to save Ike? It was a question he could never answer, and one he was determined not to end up asking himself again. When the next Alfred Settler attacked, Tachyonic had to be ready. Because Kyle wasn’t sure if he had it in him to bury another friend.

Nor was he prepared to let the silence fill in where Ike’s prattle was missing. “Alright Ellie, lay the game plan on me. What shops are we hitting, and how many places out there sell food covered in melted cheese?”
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“Shit shit SHIT!” Ren jerked the wheel, narrowly avoiding a collision as he struggled to keep the borrowed vehicle under control. Driving had once been among his favorite ways to relax. Before the accident, he would cruise the highways to the outskirts of town, enjoying the passing scenery and soothing ride. So when the group decided to take a trip to the edge of town, it seemed like an excellent chance to rekindle an old passion.

The trouble was that the Alliance of Heroic Champions only had so many vehicles available for their superheroes to check out. Were he proportional to a standard human, Ren would have had a fair selection of options. However, given his prodigious bulk as a living amalgamation of dozens of animals, there was only one vehicle suited for him to drive.

Originally built for a superhero named Rocket Jock, the bright orange SUV was designed for someone of enhanced proportions, making it viable for Ren to pilot. The issue was that it had also been built with specs that intended more active use than daily driving demanded. At the slight touch of the accelerator, the car would shoot forward, and the hyper-responsive steering wheel only served to compound the problem.

All of which catalyzed into a terribly harrowing ride for Ren and his three passengers. Donald Moss, the man who went by Cyber Geek while acting in his capacity as a superhero, was in the passenger seat, face twisted in a mix of terror and exhilaration not unlike the expression he wore mid-combat. In the back, Irene had partially formed an armor of ice around her head and torso, demonstrating why her superhero moniker was Cold Shoulder. As for Lucy, who wasn’t wearing the usual magical ensemble that identified Hat Trick, she had a deck of cards she was nervously shuffling.

Ren himself had little to fear from a car crash; despite the illusion conjured by the bangle on his wrist, he was always in his superhero form. Known as Medley, the array of stolen animal features woven through his genetics kept him safe from such mundane injuries. The others, however, were more vulnerable when unprepared, which was part of why he fought so hard to get the SUV under control.

Mercifully, they drove under a large sign indicating that their destination was only a handful of exits away. After Austin had mentioned his team visiting outlet shops soon, Donald pitched the idea of heading out to do the same. Since his superhero identity wasn’t a secret, Donald Moss the person was receiving more and more media recognition, some of which spilled over onto his social group. With all that attention, updating their wardrobes didn’t seem like the worst idea, especially given how much training they’d all been doing.

For the first time in his life, Donald had put on a bit of muscle, thus altering the way his shirts fit. Lucy had dropped a dress size, and though Irene generally hid it, she’d added a good bit of tone. Looking at his friends’ growth, it was hard not to feel pangs of jealousy. As a former athlete, Ren had reveled in the power to reshape his body through effort alone.

In his new form, it was hard to tell what efforts bore fruit, as nothing seemed to change. Training had revealed ways to improve his coordination, control, balance, and the like, but where raw strength was concerned, Ren showed minimal improvement. There was a growing fear in his chest that he’d already reached his limits. That this was the best he’d ever manage. It wasn’t bad; he could certainly hold his own against a great deal of metas.

But sooner or later, his friends would outgrow him. Their powers were developing by the day, with so many potential ways to improve. Strong as he might be, Ren was nowhere near the top of that spectrum. If he couldn’t find a way to keep pace, eventually he’d become nothing more than a liability to the people he cared for.

Of course, if they all died in a fiery car crash, none of those concerns would matter, so Ren focused on his fight with the steering wheel, zipping between lanes as he desperately sought some manner of momentum equilibrium.


Chapter 2



The Grab and Get Outlet Mall had a modest crowd enjoying the spike of warm weather. Families walked under the artificial palm trees that bloomed year-round, couples went for strolls beneath the colorful umbrellas of the outdoor dining area, and a super-villain barely resisted the urge to burn down the store she was currently trapped in.

“More? Where are you finding these? The store isn’t even that big!” Tori swung her head around, theatrically scanning the admittedly limited surroundings of the store Beverly had selected. It was some fancy brand written in cursive too artistic to be legible, and given the prices she was seeing, Tori couldn’t fathom what the non-outlet versions cost.

“You have to know where to look.” From the pile she’d prepared, Beverly plucked a single purple blouse. “Oh! Chloe, I found this for you. Looks like it would be a good fit.”

“It’s lovely!” Chloe happily accepted the offering, while Tori scowled as she took the newest pile of clothes from Beverly.

These would soon join the sizable pile she’d accrued in her dressing room. Of them, Tori would begrudgingly admit there were a few outfits that were neither uncomfortable nor too garish for her tastes. The cost was still hard to swallow, but with her metasuit finally out of development, she had disposable income once more.

Shutting the curtain, Tori’s gaze traveled from the pile of waiting outfits to the mirror reflecting her current selection. The face that stared back was undeniably surly, which was what Tori generally aimed for. Surly kept unwanted interactions to a minimum: not friendly enough to start a conversation nor angry enough to cause a fight. At least she looked rested for a change, her brown hair pulled back in a tight ponytail rather than poking up haphazardly, no visible bags haunting the undersides of her eyes. Since she’d planned on taking her suit for a test, Tori forced herself to catch up on sleep.

A tired brain and slow reflexes were not the welcome her newest creation deserved.

It felt strange, seeing her face floating above a designer outfit, albeit one with manufacturing flaws, rather than a grease-stained shirt. But from the day she struck a bargain with Wade Wyatt, Tori had known that sooner or later, she’d have to start working in the public eye. The last few months had been sold as time off to recover from her ordeals and develop her line of self-defense items. Just the purses had been doing incredible business; Wade made no secret that he was excited for the launch of the full line.

A launch that would demand the creator and figurehead to be present. Both in the offices and out on tour, Tori would be making rounds, ensuring everything launched smoothly. What made it all the harder was knowing that technically she didn’t actually have to do any of it. If she relaxed control, Wade could take over, and probably do a better job than anything she could manage. Healthy as her ego was, Tori still held the intelligence of the villain known as Doctor Mechaniacal in high regard.

The only villain she arguably respected more was Ivan, her mentor, and that was for factors other than genius.

All she had to do was step back, and all her anxieties would be gone. No trying on clothes she looked out of place wearing, no parading in front of cameras with a smile that felt unnatural, no playing good little worker bee with other office drones. She could go on developing new tech for Wade, never having to leave her comfort zone.

And if she did, Tori knew that was all she would ever be. A footnote in someone else’s story, a cog in another machine. Maybe a big cog, perhaps one day even a vital one, but she would never be the one in control. Reaching her dreams would become a matter of what she was allowed to do, rather than what she was capable of.

Tori’s ambitions went far, far further than the current self-defense line and one metasuit. What she wanted would demand doing exactly the tasks set before her. Raise money, lead employees, generate interest in new products—all essential skills for running a business.

With a resigned sigh, Tori picked over Beverly’s newest offerings. One was a dark suit, like many Tori had already seen, but this one gave her pause. The buttons along the jacket and the seams of the skirt were both colored a dark red, like spilled merlot. Donning the color scheme of her villain identity as a civilian was a little bold, but black and red was a fairly classic combination. They’d even walked past one store with a bunch of shoes that were red on the bottom, at which point Beverly had giggled uncontrollably and urged Tori to go in and check the prices.

Setting her newest selection on the rack, Tori began the process of shedding and donning yet another set of clothing. Through the curtain behind her, she could hear Beverly complimenting the fit of the purple blouse on Chloe, who apparently had just gone ahead and changed rather than zoning out for several minutes.

Tori sped up her process, deciding if the only way out was through, she’d be better off getting it done. After all, the store was a physical building that could only hold a limited amount of merchandise. Eventually, even Beverly would run out of new outfits for Tori to try.

She hoped.
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Beth shrieked, jerking her hand quickly away. The spray of cold water from the slapping fin fell short, failing to spritz her fingers as the small shark swam away, only to come back seconds later. When it veered toward the edge of the touch tank where her father stood, however, it turned around instantly, refusing to swim back in that direction.

Ivan’s daughter didn’t notice the odd behaviors; she was too enamored by the array of sea creatures laid out before her. Even on her earliest visits, Beth had always loved the touch tank, getting to interact with the beings usually sealed away behind glass.

The aquarium had long been one of their favorite places, and with the weather taking a turn for the pleasant, Ivan and his daughter had few other visitors to deal with. He certainly didn’t miss them, though Ivan wouldn’t have minded one another addition to their outing. His son, Rick, had loved the aquarium as well, fascinated by the differences in such a wide array of organisms.

No matter how much Ivan assured himself that pulling back was normal for teens, the distance between them had undeniably grown when Rick learned the truth about his father. Discovering that he was the son of Fornax, a villain of legendary stature believed to have died, was hard enough. Actually seeing Fornax go to work during the Wrexwren invasion… Ivan understood fully why his son was pulling away. That didn’t stop it from hurting, however.

Happy laughter rang out as Beth ran her hands across a stingray, and Ivan forced himself to focus on the positive. For now, his daughter still only knew him as Ivan. He realized the day would come when she too learned the truth, and probably sooner rather than later if Rick was any indication. So Ivan made sure to savor these moments, the simple time spent together. When she learned the truth, that knowledge would change things. Which made the time he had left all the more precious.

There was no guild business on his books; work was confined to the weekdays, and even Tori, his one-time apprentice and arguably the most chaotic element in his life, was out on some shopping trip. Ivan was looking forward to a nice, peaceful day of normalcy with his daughter.
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“That is disgusting.” Ellie’s nose crinkled as she watched Kyle lift the overly laden pretzel above his mouth, catching the errant drips of chocolate sauce that fell away. His face blurred momentarily, and suddenly several bites were missing, leaving a more manageable hunk to hold.

“Have to say, kind of with Ellie here,” Austin agreed. “I know you need the calories and all, but even the clerk was looking concerned by the end.”

Chewing rapidly, Kyle gulped down the mound of goop in his mouth, dabbing the edges of his mouth with a napkin which, if anything, only made the smears of chocolate worse. “Hey, they made it ‘pay-by-the-topping’ and I handed over my money. If they wanted a per-pretzel limit, they’d have one.”

“Next time we come, they might.” Ellie glanced across the outdoor dining area to where a clerk from the pretzel stand was doing an awful job of covertly pointing at Kyle while miming how large the order was.

Upon first arriving in Ridge City, she’d have been worried that perhaps the vendor figured out who they were. Thankfully, outside a slipup with Tori, Beverly, and Chloe in the beginning, the team had done a good job keeping their identities covert. Not that any of them actually needed it; the only people they had to protect were all living on Vomisa, an island laboratory fortress operated by Professor Quantum. Still, maintaining a civilian cover identity was part of the parameters they’d been given, so failing to do so would have consequences.

There was a time when the notion of displeasing Professor Quantum would have sent shivers down Ellie’s spine. But that time was before she saw a bony hand sticking out of her friend’s back, a killing blow that had been meant for her. Experience in the field had proven that there were much scarier things than even that cranky old bastard.

Her eyes shifted to Austin, who was cutting up his own cinnamon-sugar pretzel using a plastic knife and fork. It was mind-boggling that the two men who shared part of their superhero moniker, and even a certain amount of genetics, could be so fundamentally different. Given his natural gifts, it would have been entirely understandable for Austin to turn out egotistical and self-centered. The looks, the strength, the pedigree, he could have sailed through life. Instead, he dove into the murkiest waters he could find, diving deep and dragging up whoever was in reach.

To Austin, having a boat was worthless unless he filled it with people who couldn’t swim.

“Okay, I think we have to go to a bathroom,” Austin said, eyes going wide as he caught sight of Kyle. “You are covered in chocolate and caramel sauce. What happened?”

“Structural integrity gave out; it was a miracle I caught it all.” Opening his Quantum Utility Device disguised as a phone, Kyle turned on the camera app and flipped it to front-facing. “Wow. Alright, I can admit that in my hurry, I might not have paid as much attention to manners as I should have.”

He grabbed a single paper napkin from a canister on the table and dabbed at his cheek. It accomplished less than nothing, only managing to smear the gunk further about. “Fine, I’ll run to the bathroom and wash my face. You two try not to get into any trouble while I’m gone.”

“Unless you’re planning to hunker down and take a whole staycation in there, I think we’ll manage,” Ellie replied.
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Unlike the limited space of a single universe, dimensional space was colorful. Vibrant greens, lustrous golds, shimmering reds, and dangerous blues. Colors and spectrums the human eye could not perceive, nor the mortal mind comprehend. Colors of truth, of life, of infinity, of emptiness; colors that painted the tapestry of existence itself.

Then, in one particular corner of the multiverse, a color began to grow. It was many hues, yet it was one. Destruction and creation, the endless cycle of rebirth, a nigh-endless torrent of finality and potential.

A dimensional nova was erupting.

Entire universes were altered instantly, whole realms fractured and fused together in the span of a heartbeat. Beings who’d lived lifetimes with no knowledge of planes beyond their own were suddenly thrust into tribulation. Conflicts arose, as did alliances. New potentials, born from the ashes of lives forever altered. Whether what arose would be greater than what was lost was for time to tell.

Other realms received a lighter touch, a shift in the foundations, tweaks that would ripple out for generations to come. Some were barely affected, despite the proximity to the nova, washed over and helped to ripen, for they were not yet able to withstand its true energies.

However, even in the heart of the eruption, some realms remained unaltered. The nova’s energy collided with these universes just as it did others, however they crashed off barriers of gleaming light. These iterations were fully manifested, unwilling to allow meddling from outside forces.

The power of the light was too strong; even against the might of a dimensional nova, they would not break. Nevertheless, a toll was taken. The constant barrage bore down on the light-covered realms, twisting and snapping, biting and tearing. Destroying the light barriers was beyond the nova, but it could deal wounds. Brief rips that entities from other realms might be forced through.

As the nova erupted, its color deepened, seeping into multitude of worlds.


Chapter 3



Tori had just finished putting her own clothes back on when they saw the flash. Through the shop’s windows, they had an excellent view of the multi-colored flare that washed down from the sky. It was a tapestry of hues Tori could barely perceive, gone in a blink yet impossible to forget. The sight alone took her breath away, leading to an extra bit of silence that made it all the easier to hear what came next.

Screaming.

People were screaming, and now that she looked closer, Tori could see bodies starting to run. That would be bad enough on its own, but this was an outlet mall for Ridge City, home of the Alliance of Heroic Champions. The population here experienced more meta-encounters than nearly anywhere else in the world; they weren’t the type to get spooked by a simple flash from the sky.

A new shriek jerked Tori’s attention to the other side of the store. One of the clerks was yelling and pointing through the window where there was a… a something lurking.

Mottled green-brown flesh wound around its sizable body, which landed somewhere around a mastiff or a pony. Two large, three-toed legs kept it grounded as four smaller arms raked through the air; all seven digits ended in serrated claws. Its mouth was vast, with two pronounced fangs jutting forward and rows of sharp teeth behind. Oddest of all was about the mouth, where a gelatinous sac of green and red pulsed irregularly. No eyes, no ears, only the mouth and the sac.

“What in the smoldering hell is that thing?” Beverly whispered, sidling up to Tori’s right. Chloe was edging closer as well, visibly more panicked than their more fashionable roommate.

Whether it heard the question or was simply a fan of perfect timing, the creature opened up its mouth and let out an unexpectedly high-pitched cry. “Zwark! Zwark zwark!”

“Guess we’re going with zwarks,” Tori suggested.

Beverly allowed herself a small chuckle. “Sometimes the simple solutions are – shit!”

Without warning, the zwark they’d been watching used those long legs to leap forward and pounce on the nearest prey it spotted. Powerful jaws shattered the legs, ensuring escape was impossible, while its multiple sets of claws cut through the arms and torso. Despite the victory, the zwark released a guttural squeal.

Evidently mannequins didn’t make for very good eating.

The chaos was increasing as Tori spotted more zwarks wandering into view, people running away from wherever they were. Despite the first one’s comical blunder, Tori couldn’t help noticing the bloodstains on several zwark mouths and claws. Given the chance, these things would devour them, so that was an opportunity Tori was determined not to provide.

“Please tell me one of you has a plan.” Chloe was almost standing on top of them, a reasonable reaction as she was the only one of the three without overt combat abilities.

“Absolutely. It’s called ‘let’s find somewhere private and get the fuck out of here.’ Cause it’s only a hop, skip, and all that away.”

“You couldn’t finish out the saying? The word ‘jump’ was less than what you used.” Beverly paused as the nearest zwark turned back toward their shop, eliciting several shrieks from the other customers. She stared at them. The innocent civilians that didn’t have abilities to fight with, or a friend who could teleport them to safety. Despite her ending up working with a guild of villains, Beverly still came from a family with a strong emphasis on duty and service.

Tori saw the indecision flicker on her friend’s face, while she was feeling far more certain. “Come on, we’re only a few miles from the AHC headquarters. Whatever this is, I’m sure the capes are already responding. Which is all the more reason why we should be gone. Did you forget what’s in that van?”

Even as she spoke, Tori could see the wheels in her friend’s head turning, weighing the argument against the sight of looming danger and imminent loss of life. When Chloe piped up, Tori felt a sense of cheer, right up until she realized what their third roommate was saying.

“I’m… I’m not sure how soon they’ll be able to make it.” While they’d been talking, Chloe had pulled out her phone and cycled between the news and social media. “Monsters are appearing all over the world. Superheroes are already out doing what they can, but there’s only so many of them. I think we might be on our own.”

“So far as I’m concerned, that seals it. If capes won’t contain this, we don’t want to get involved.” Tori set her chin and crossed her arms, refusing to budge. This was cape-work, pure and simple.

There was absolutely no reason for known villains to get involved.

Slowly, a smile appeared on Beverly’s face, understated yet dangerous. “Weren’t you the one who wanted to give her newest suit a field test? Combat against drones is one thing, but here’s a chance to test it against living, reacting opponents. Ones that nobody will be upset with you for battering and splattering to your heart’s content.”

So maybe there was almost no reason for known villains to get involved.

“And what are you getting out of it?” Tori poked. Even if Beverly could justify this instance, it was risky to forget just which side of the line they lived on. The capes certainly wouldn’t.

Beverly’s eyes flashed green for a moment, an echo of the power dwelling within her. “I get training and catharsis. Plus, I want to see if I can pop one of those heads.”

The smart call was to go. Even without Chloe, Tori could escape easily enough; her fire-form was handy for that sort of thing. But if she did, Tori knew all she’d be able to think about was the fight going on here. Memories of a foul-mouthed friend with a hole punched in his guts bubbled up, her brain helpfully inserting pictures of a bisected Beverly or a Chloe without her throat.

The smart call was to go, but the right call was to stay. Tori’s right call, at least. “Fine, let’s get to the dressing rooms and then hop to the van. Chloe, after that you should hop home.” Glancing out the window, Tori saw a zwark leap toward a fleeing couple, easily clearing the smoothie stand they’d run behind. It landed with a heavy crash and let out a keening cry of what she presumed to be triumph.

“This has got all the makings of first-class shitshow.”
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The power stormed through his veins, surging along his spine, burning in his brain. A power that drowned out the world around him, the insignificant buzzing of mortal lives as they bloomed and burst in their minuscule durations. All that existed, all that mattered, was the power within. The ability to unmake, to tear apart, to rip down this horrific prison known as existence and return the universe to it⁠—

“Dad?”

Beth’s hand touched his own, and Ivan’s awareness took an icy, unyielding control over the sudden surge of power bursting forth. An absolute will slammed the surplus energy into compliance, burying it down with the rest of the might he so rarely needed. Seconds later, he opened his eyes, squeezing his daughter’s hand gently.

“Sorry about that, I got light-headed for a moment. How about we go get a snack? I saw a shop not far back with Dolphin Pops.”

“As long as you’re okay. We can sit for a while if you need to rest first.” She hugged his arm, and Ivan pushed down the last of the additional energy.

Any energy or entity that viewed his daughter as an expendable piece of existence would forever find Ivan Gerhardt blocking its path.

Still, the spike of energy could have only one explanation. Although it had been a long while since Ivan experienced the eruption of a dimensional nova in another realm, its effects were unforgettable. Every meta with transcendence-based abilities was going to experience a huge uptick in their powers as the dimensional barriers weakened.

Worse, there was likely to be an influx of extradimensional beings, creatures swept up in the currents of the eruption when their own realms were obliterated. Since he was with Beth, she would be safe, but there was still his son to account for. Ivan took out his phone and quickly dispatched a series of texts, one to the guild requesting protective details, and one to Janet so she had some idea of what was happening. The news would likely already be reporting the monsters, but they wouldn’t have any idea of what to truly expect.

Putting an arm around Beth and hugging her back, Ivan listened closely for the approach of any monsters that might seek to interrupt their afternoon together. Should one appear, it would learn very quickly that no matter how appetizing this new world might look, it had its fair share of predators. Some of whom masqueraded as easy prey.

[image: ]


“Zwark!” The monster lunged, successfully wrapping its teeth around the arm even as its front fangs hit nothing but air. Instantly, it tried to chew off its prize, soon realizing something was wrong. Beneath the limb’s fur were a set of tough scales that resisted its efforts to crack into them. Stranger still, the claws on the fingers sank into the flesh of its mouth and tightened, as if gripping its head from the inside.

“Let’s try this again,” Medley growled. Now that he had a proper hold of the creature, he reared back and slammed a fist into the gelatinous sac making up most of its head. The first attempts had bounced off as the target proved both malleable and durable, able to disperse most of the force. Yanking the head around, Medley positioned it so his free fist would smash the sac down into the top of its mouth, effectively as much a squeeze as a punch.

His successful efforts resulted in a burst of goo exploding all over his fur, the nearby merchandise, and several civilians cowering in the corner. Muffled screams accompanied the display, though no one risked letting the volume climb too high.

Huddled in the back of the electronics store, Cyber Geek hurriedly cycled through his options. They needed a path to transport people out, which meant they needed something to shield them from monsters and debris, and ideally a solution that could cover a large area. As he puzzled over what to use, Cold Shoulder was reinforcing the windows with huge chunks of ice, which had already done in one startled monster when it tried and failed to bash through. Hat Trick was making rounds checking on the civilians and scoping the situation outside. As for Medley, he’d finished the monster that snuck inside. Now they just had to hope there wouldn’t be more.

The situation was rough, but not unmanageable. Cyber Geek had faith they’d be able to fight their way out as a team, likely even protecting the civilians they reached. What bothered him was how many they’d never get to. Just from his glances outside, Cyber Geek could see several of the monsters prowling about. They needed to be out there helping, but not if it cost the lives of those already trusting them.

Making his choice, Cyber Geek was awash in a sea of blue numbers as his power activated, producing an item from one of the many video games running in the computers embedded in his skull. It was a power he still couldn’t believe was his to wield, an endless array of options to any dilemma, yet today he could only hope it would be enough.

Because if it wasn’t, people were going to die. Possibly his team members among them.
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Tachyonic grabbed the couple behind the smoothie stand only seconds before they would have been crushed by the wide feet and deadly claws. He raced them to the parking lot, then ran back in without a word. There was no time for banter or quips, no chance to offer a kind word. All he could do was keep going.

Already, it hadn’t been enough. When Kyle emerged from the restroom, he found a creature yelling “zwark” chewing on an arm. Where it gotten the appendage, he had no idea. The sight was so shocking and visceral that Kyle moved on instinct, smashing his fist into the bulbous sac on its head at high speeds. Unfortunately, it proved more durable than appearances suggested, his flurry at first doing little more than agitating his foe.

After a few moments of thought, Kyle switched gears. Stripping down to the Tachyonic suit often kept under his clothes, he pulled on his mask and got to work doing what only he could: moving people out of harm’s way. Agent Quantum and Plasmodia had more than enough stopping power: what they needed was a battlefield cleared of civilians.

For what felt like the billionth time since his passing, Tachyonic missed Presto’s presence in the field. He’d always known the man was talented, but fighting without his help these past months had thrown into sharp focus just how much Presto had added. Thanks to his spatial-relocation ability, Presto teleported innocents and foes alike, rearranging battlefields to keep things straightforward for his team. Without that power, and the mind to use it well, things had gotten much messier.

As he ran, Tachyonic saw the places where he was already too late. Sometimes it was a streak of blood along cobblestone, or a few fingers floating in the fountain. Other times it was worse; one particularly horrific sight came when he rounded a corner and found one of the creatures chewing on what had once almost certainly been a person, not that it was recognizable any longer.

Every time, he felt the same question flare in his chest. Could Presto have saved them? Could Tachyonic have managed, if only he was faster? Once, he’d thought of himself as among the top tier of super-speeders, even if he needed the suit’s help to reach his full potential. Months at the AHC had given Tachyonic a new perspective. He was fast, it was true, but others were so much faster.

It was a realization that reignited his passion for training, effort that was bearing fruit as he grabbed a rightfully screaming toddler away from a set of snapping jaws, rushing the child and her parents out to the parking lot. Despite his intent to run back in, Tachyonic paused, gulping down a series of breaths. Maintaining a modest speed didn’t drain him too much; however, racing at his maximum was another story. Tachyonic typically only hit his peak for short bursts. Today, however, every second mattered.

“Thank… you.” The words were poorly formed, as the child was still clearly learning to talk, but they were still intelligible.

“Any time,” Tachyonic replied, flashing his best “It’ll all be okay” grin. “That’s what superheroes are for.”

As he looked at the child and her family, Tachyonic’s eyes turned to the series of canyons near the outlet malls. He’d glimpsed it many times already, although always when he was moving at super-speed. It was a phase where the world slowed down, everything running at reduced speed. Normally, that was helpful, yet there were theoretical drawbacks.

For example, if a group of creatures with brown coloration were running along a surface with a similar hue, say a rocky canyon, they might blend in entirely when slowed down. Whereas when standing there in normal time, Tachyonic could realize there were a lot more of the monsters than anyone realized.

And they were all stampeding directly for the outlet mall.


Chapter 4



Teleporting into the van was simple; getting out was another matter. Chloe’s ability to make idioms into actual rules of the universe was potent enough that it genuinely unnerved Tori; the power to overwrite reality itself was nothing to trifle with. Still, she was bound by the rules of each saying, only able to use their power when she could see how such a phrase would work in reality.

For her teleportation phrase, Chloe used “it’s just a hop, skip, and a jump away,” which therefore required all three actions. Huddling together in a spare dressing room, they’d only just barely managed all three movements. Crammed into the van, there was simply not enough room.

Since it was their sole option other than driving away, a notion Tori was still quite keen on, Beverly and Tori donned their costumes in the back of Chloe’s borrowed van. Beverly was faster, swapping her dress for an enchanted set of armor that changed shape along with her. Naturally green, the cut of the chest piece and use of long tassets rather than pants were small nods to the costume of her own mentor, a cultured tower of muscle named Thuggernaut.

As for Tori, she locked each piece of her armor on one by one. Like her last model, this one had an emergency exit and entry function, but the armor had to be assembled first. Complex as the donning process was, Tori knew the armor inside and out, as she’d crafted every inch of it. In a span of mere minutes, the last of Tori vanished as the helmet was locked into place and her form turned to living fire.

Where once had been Beverly and Tori there now stood Bahamut and Hephaestus. Or rather, there they crouched, as both were still crammed into the back of the van. From the front seat, Chloe let out an appreciative whistle.

“Your new suit looks fantastic! It’s a lot less pointy than the last one.”

“Improved aesthetics are only the start,” Hephaestus replied. The voice that came out was warped through a digital scrambler and slightly lowered in tone. As with the male name, this helped capes make an incorrect assumption about the gender of Hephaestus, one more layer of protection to keep Tori’s truth from being uncovered.

Despite her misgivings about doing what was clearly cape work, Hephaestus couldn’t deny a thrill of excitement at having the newly designed systems fully booted. It didn’t matter why she was in this mess; the fact was that fate had gifted her living targets to test herself against. She burned to see her new system fully put through its proper paces.

Popping open the back of the van, Hephaestus looked back over to Bahamut, who was hurriedly giving directions to Chloe. “As soon as we’re out, you should teleport somewhere safe.”

“Good idea,” Chloe agreed. “Where should I go? We have no idea if our apartment is being attacked too.”

Those words pulled Hephaestus up short. Shit… she was right. The news told them that monsters were appearing all over. There was no way of knowing if Chloe would actually be skip-and-jumping out of a frying pan and into enormous salivating jaws. In her shoes, Tori would go to the guild’s headquarters or Ivan’s house, places that any wayward monster would swiftly regret their decision to invade. For better or worse, Chloe had avoided joining both the capes and the villains, meaning she hadn’t been inside either base. Even if her power would let her get there, upon arrival at either locale she’d be marked as an intruder, opening up all the more trouble.

Arguably, the best place for Chloe might be the danger she was already informed of. The zwarks didn’t seem especially dangerous for a meta-human and their numbers were thin. With Hephaestus and Bahamut to keep an eye on her, this might be the safest of her options.

Bahamut clearly reached a similar conclusion. “Damnit, didn’t think of that. Good catch, Chloe. Alright, new plan, what phrase will keep you safest?”

“I’ve had good luck with fortune favors the bold.” As Chloe said the phrase, Hephaestus felt a weight to the words that resonated through the world around them. She wasn’t done yet, either, digging into the space between the seat and the door. “Plus, I’ve found this tends to pop up wherever I go.”

From the previously empty space, Chloe produced a pink and black umbrella, one that she’d gained during the Ridge City Riots. None of them were quite sure what it did, but ever since watching it withstand attacks from a meta-human as strong as Alfred Settler, Chloe had kept it in hand more frequently. All they knew was that it appeared indestructible and disliked being away from Chloe’s side. That, and Hephaestus was almost positive it had been more parasol than umbrella at first, the design slowly morphing after repeated use.

“Then you be bold up until you find a safe spot to hunker down,” Bahamut instructed. “Teleport away the moment you hit anything rough, and call for help if you need us. Just be sure to use the right names.”

“Not to worry, I may not have a costume, but I’m always ready to be Cliché.” Chloe grinned. Her own moniker wasn’t needed to sculpt an identity, but living with a pair of super-villains had undeniably rubbed off on her somewhat.

With that situation as handled as it could be, Hephaestus popped open the rear of the van and scanned the parking lot. One zwark wandered out from the broken window of a shoe store, visibly sniffing the air. All-too-human screams filled the air, and Hephaestus repressed an internal groan. Of course there were nearby civilians in danger; she couldn’t just get a clean fight for her first bout.

Lifting into the sky, she kept her speed careful and controlled, still adjusting to the new suit’s systems. Hephaestus only hovered a few feet off the ground, enough to keep her approach silent as she shot toward the nearby zwark, which had started cutting into a sedan. The shrieks from inside told her where the civilians were, so Hephaestus added an extra burst of speed, slamming her shoulder directly into the zwark’s flank.

It sailed back, smashing into a garish orange SUV so hard it popped the door open, though otherwise causing no damage. Scrambling back to its feet, the monster rushed Hephaestus, claws on all four arms flashing in the sunlight. Despite several prompts advising her to dodge, Hephaestus stayed put, allowing the blows to land.

Slice after slice, skewer after skewer, none of it mattered. The mass of living flames within the armor preened joyfully, utterly delighted by the results of her hard work. Not a single attack from the zwark even scratched the suit’s newly designed material. It eventually tried stomping her with its larger limbs, but Hephaestus pushed back with a combination of metallic limbs, synthetic muscle, and precisely timed ripples of gravity.

The truth was undeniable: Hephaestus was beyond the zwarks. There was nothing they could do to hurt her; the meta-suit was just too strong. Delighted as she was, Hephaestus didn’t waste time gloating. There was far more to test than just the material, after all.

Her left gauntlet flared to life, and barely a second later released a short pulse of energy, searing the zwark on the arm where it struck. Another shot from the right gauntlet followed shortly after, then one from the left, a constant flurry of strikes. The weakness of her gauntlet’s beams was always the charging time, so she’d added in a new function to circumvent it. Each gauntlet could now fire off weaker blasts with much less buildup.

Watching the zwark yelp and leap about, Hephaestus felt satisfied by the results. None of the individual wounds were enough to put it down; however, collectively they’d seriously hindered her opponent. It swiped at her weakly, claws sliding off the dark metal armor.

Raising her right arm, aware the angle of this attack mattered more than the previous ones, Hephaestus finally fired a charged beam out of her right gauntlet. Building up a real shot while being able to fire off the weaker ones had taken quite a bit of finagling, an effort that was worth every hour it had taken. The zwark’s gelatinous sac of a head was obliterated, along with its mouth and a chunk of the torso.

Handy as the smaller shots were, there was no replacement for good old stopping power. Pointedly not looking at the family in the car behind her, Hephaestus blazed into the air once again, hunting for more targets. Because she was searching the outlet mall where they’d manifested, she didn’t spare a glance for the canyon behind the parking lot, despite it having all the targets Hephaestus could ever ask for.

That was alright, though. After all, they were already coming to her.
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Agent Quantum leapt from the roof of the Sunglass Hovel, bringing his fists down on the zwark’s back. Bones caved under his might, shattering the spine and sending it sprawling to the ground. Less than five feet from where its pronounced fangs had been snapping were a pair of teens huddling together, clinging to one another in what had no doubt seemed like the final moments of their lives.

“Find somewhere to hide,” he advised, standing back up to search for the next target. Despite the inconvenience, Agent Quantum made a habit of wearing his costume under his clothes, complete with his mask tucked away in a covert pocket. It was the same for Plasmodia and Tachyonic; The New Science Sentries were always ready when trouble came to call.

Tapping the side of his mask where a communicator was sewn in, Agent Quantum reached out to his team. “What’s everyone’s status?”

“I’m in a sporting goods store, some of the displays got knocked over by the zwark monsters and people are pinned. Cutting them free, should be out shortly,” Plasmodia relayed.

No response from Tachyonic, though Agent Quantum hadn’t been expecting one. Even the most advanced communicators didn’t reach frequencies that could be heard when one party was moving at super-speed. Tachyonic would check in when he took a pause, which given the circumstances would probably take⁠—

“—ere’s more coming!” There was a telltale crackle of static over the lines, a hint that Tachyonic had just realigned with their own chronoflow. “I did a stop by the parking lot and saw them in the canyon, running this way.”

“Tachyonic, please repeat, was it the zwark creatures? And how many?”

“Them or something that looks exactly the same. As for how many, at a conservative guess, I’d put them in the hundreds.”

At the word, Agent Quantum went still. Hundreds of these monsters? Beating one or two was little challenge with their abilities and training, but hundreds was another matter. Forget being able to save the civilians, his team would be lucky not to be overrun themselves. Deep in his gut, a chill of fear swept through him. Like most young people, especially those who were considered gifted, a small part of Austin had believed himself unkillable, destined to survive no matter the plight.

Losing Ike cut away that fantasy. If they stayed, he might die. Worse, a member of his team might die. Agent Quantum’s eyes traveled to the pair of teens scrambling to safety. That was right… they might die. But for the normal people here, there was no question to it. If hundreds of zwarks reached the outlet mall, it would be an outright massacre.

Austin could be safe, or he could be a superhero.

“How long do we have until they arrive?”

“Didn’t exactly have a chance to take out my stopwatch and time their pace, at a very rough guess I’d say around ten minutes.”

“So we’ve got ten minutes to figure out how we’re going to get everyone out of here, or stop the horde,” Agent Quantum summarized.

There was barely a heartbeat before Plasmodia agreed. “After I finish at the store, I’ll run to the parking lot and let loose. I bet I can get those numbers down before they arrive.”

“Good plan, just be careful of civilians in the—” Agent Quantum was cut off as a familiar furry form burst into view. The superhero known as Medley smashed out of a window, holding one zwark by the throat while his tail wrapped around the leg of another, the stinger buried in the zwark’s flesh. The amalgamation of animals was holding his own, but two at once was visibly giving him trouble.

Bounding over, Agent Quantum took hold of the zwark held by Medley’s tail, snapping the neck to end its life as mercifully as possible. These creatures hadn’t displayed any manner of intellect beyond that of a hungry beast, yet it still panged at his heart to be its executioner. Medley didn’t appear to share the conflict, jabbing his newly freed tail down onto the head-sac of the remaining zwark. It exploded in a spray of especially pungent goo, and Medley released his grip on the now-dead creature’s neck.

Agent Quantum offered a hand up, which Medley gladly accepted. Despite starting off with some friction, their teams had worked together for a short while to help The New Science Sentries get acclimated. There was nothing like foiling crime together to build a bond.

“Were you dispatched here to help?” Agent Quantum asked as he pulled the larger man to his clawed feet.

“No such luck, we were just out shopping when it all went to hell,” Medley relayed.

“You said ‘we’? Who else is here?”

“Got the whole team: Cyber Geek, Hat Trick, and Cold Shoulder. We were shepherding a group of civilians when I had to lure these two hungry fellows away.”

Having more superheroes was definitely good, especially ones with more diverse skill sets. If Cyber Geek could find the right item, maybe there really was a chance to get everyone evacuated. “Do any of you have comms?”

“Not on us, this was supposed to be a day off.” Medley wiped at a smear of goop on the fur of his arm, failing to do more than grind it in further.

“Then we have to find the others as fast as possible. I’ll explain as we go, but there’s more danger on the way.”

They’d barely made it ten steps when a figure in black armor with touches of red flew through the sky overhead. While the design elements had changed somewhat, there was no mistaking that meta-suit for anyone other than the villain Hephaestus.

“Is that the danger you were talking about?” Medley pointed up to the rooftop the armored form had disappeared behind.

“Actually, no.” Agent Quantum sighed. “That’s news to me too. Is there anyone who wasn’t out shopping today?”


Chapter 5



“Of course there’s capes.” Soaring overhead, Hephaestus noted Medley and Agent Quantum near a Sunglass Hovel. She also spotted the trio of Cyber Geek, Hat Trick, and Cold Shoulder herding a small herd of humans toward the parking lot. Occasionally, she’d even catch sight of a blur twisting through the chaos, removing people from harm’s way.

Not just capes then, her capes. The ones she seemed to end up around more than pure chance would dictate. Hephaestus made a mental note to ask Ivan if fate was known to be real or not; after their last Christmas together, she was taking nothing for granted.

For now, the best she could do was mark their locations and try to steer clear. It seemed unlikely they’d attempt to pin the blame for a random influx of monsters on her, but there was no sense in taking the chance. Besides, she had testing to do, and the areas without capes were exactly what Hephaestus needed.

“Activate video log: Hephaestus metasuit version two, field test.” In a blur of flame shooting out of her suit’s thrusters, Hephaestus shot toward the ground, halting inches before impact. Gingerly, she stepped onto the cobblestone path that wound through the outlet mall’s many sections of delicately tended grass. Foliage that three pairs of zwark legs were tearing up with every step.

Rather than activate her gauntlet blasters, this time Hephaestus stepped in close. Grabbing the nearest one by the neck, she punched the bulging sac on its head, noting the way it flowed and oozed to disperse the force. Perhaps in response, it lunged forward, trying to take a bite out of its attacker.

Teeth shattered against her left arm as the metasuit proved harder to chew through than an overcooked steak. Since most of the head was too fluid of a target, Hephaestus tightened her grip on the neck, crushing her gauntlet together with as much force as she could muster.

A spray of green gunk that was apparently the zwark’s blood splattered her helmet, very nearly splashing against the camera lenses. With a start, Hephaestus realized she had no way to wipe them off if that happened. Another update to add to the always expanding list.

At least her suit’s strength had taken a demonstrable step forward. In her last model, she could have probably choked the zwark out, but pulping its throat in one squeeze was another matter. Hephaestus was so enamored by the results, she forgot about her other targets, right up until one pounced upon her.

Landing with its hind legs, the zwark slammed hard, trying to force Hephaestus to the ground. With a shove, she knocked it off and retreated several steps, noticing that the other remaining zwark was circling, as if hunting for an opening. When the pouncer lunged in, slashing with its claws, Hephaestus didn’t merely accept the blows as she had before.

Shifting to the side, she dodged the first slash, catching one of its arms in her right hand and snapping it before she let go. The zwark released a shriek of rage and attacked again. Once more its strikes failed to land as Hephaestus laid a fist into its torso.

As Ivan had hammered home ad nauseum, there was no such thing as true invulnerability. Even the meta whose body had served as the basis for her suit’s new material had taken an injury. That was why, on top of being tough, one of the suit’s greatest advancements was the improved movement system. In its first iteration, the Hephaestus armor had been bulky, clunky, and clanged around everywhere it went. Her update and additional gravity distortion spheres had smoothed out her movement considerably, but it had still been built on a limited foundation.

In her newest form, Hephaestus felt downright graceful. Tactile feedback from the suit’s sensors enhanced her precision, while the array of updates allowed her to move like she would in her corporeal body. Pair that with the additional punching power, and Hephaestus was no longer a liability in melee. Not only could she hit, Hephaestus could dodge, which would come in far handier against foes who could pierce the improved armor.

When the zwark attempted to pounce again, Hephaestus pivoted back, catching both legs, one foot in each hand. “I wonder if your world has wishbones.”

“Zwark! Zwaaaark!” The shrieks took on a desperate tone as Hephaestus pulled, curious to see what would give first. It turned out to be the zwark’s left leg, which tore free entirely, though not before the right had also been seriously strained. She dropped both pieces, shifting to the side as the final zwark came crashing down, clearly attempting to catch her unaware.

For its trouble, the creature received a swift punch to the jaw, followed by another. With her baseline movements tested, Hephaestus stepped things up. Fists flew as she worked to dodge and block the counterattacks, Tori’s training reflected in Hephaestus’s coordination. Some strikes still slipped through; however, her suit was entirely unbothered by the pitiful attempts. Perfection wasn’t the goal, only comprehension of her current capabilities.

The punches took a steady toll, her final zwark losing speed as it was battered about. After nearly twenty seconds, it was barely standing. Jerking its mouth open, Hephaestus thrust her hand inside, angled the gauntlet upward, and fired a series of the burst-shots. The gelatinous sac exploded as the energy bolts ripped through it. This time Hephaestus turned her head, just to be safe.

Three down in roughly ninety seconds. Well, two and a half down. Hephaestus headed over to the one-legged zwark flopping pitifully about as its blood drained. Whether it was mercy or a desire to see her task fully completed, Hephaestus lifted a heavy metal boot and brought it down hard, crushing the neck and spine.

Now it was three down.

An unexpected sound drew her attention, quite possibly the last thing she’d anticipated: cheering. Searching the area, Hephaestus spotted several people crawling out from hiding spots. These were probably the prey that those zwarks had been hunting, and all of them were glad to see the monsters dead.

Unsure of how else to respond, Hephaestus simply shot into the sky, leaving the entire situation behind. They were acting like she was a cape, and worse, it was an understandable mistake. Nevertheless, Beverly had been right, these zwarks were excellent testing fodder. An opportunity too good to pass up.

After doing a quick sweep of the area and checking on Bahamut, who was standing over a half dozen dead zwarks already, Hephaestus looked for another cluster of her own to take out. There couldn’t be that many of the monsters left, especially not with two teams of capes on the scene.

Now that she’d tested how well her suit stood up to the zwarks, it was time for a challenge: seeing just how fast Hephaestus could rip the remaining ones apart. Dropping into a dive, she picked a zwark standing by an overturned frozen lemonade cart, preparing to make an incredibly splashy entrance. In more senses than one.
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Four zwarks piled atop Bahamut, who seized the nearest throat in her scaly green hand. In her green dragon form, Bahamut retained a humanoid shape, standing upright on two legs and keeping her opposable thumbs. What changed was her height, weight, strength, endurance, durability, and just about every other physical factor.

Beverly on her own was dangerous enough thanks to a lifetime of her family’s influence; when turned into Bahamut, she was an outright horror.

Ripping out its throat, she hurled the now-dead zwark to the side, reaching for the next. It twisted and scrambled, angling its bulk to keep its vulnerable parts protected. After several seconds of maneuvering, Bahamut decided to take a different approach. She leapt from the ground with her powerful muscles, shooting herself and the three zwarks almost ten feet into the air.

The zwarks clung on as expected, apparently momentarily confused by the change in hue running along Bahamut’s scales. The green scales became as white as Bahamut’s arms fused together and her legs shifted about. One zwark fell away, its grip lost during the changing, only to be snared by the claw on Bahamut’s right leg. It wasn’t time to fall.

They needed to be higher first.

With several strong flaps, Bahamut rose into the sky, additional weight be damned. Up she climbed, higher and higher, until the whole area around the outlet mall stretched out below her. From her vantage point, Bahamut could see it all, including the mass of movement surging down in the canyon. Had she been in human form, Bahamut would have gasped at the number of zwarks racing toward their location. Considering the distance to cross and the canyon wall they’d have to climb, there was some time left, but not nearly enough to evacuate everyone.

At the thought, she could all but hear Tori’s voice, reminding her that saving people wasn’t their job. That was a different organization, a different path. And she was right, too. They both had warrants thanks to their first heist, which meant every public appearance put them at risk. Beyond that, the guild simply wasn’t set up with systems to support the sort of widescale activities like what the AHC undertook. Kicking the shit out of aliens who came knocking was one thing; finding people when they were most in need was another.

Yet there was another truth at play, one even more fundamental than the separation of their organizations: Villains did what they pleased. Bahamut wasn’t subject to the whims of public perception or careful oversight. So long as she adhered to the code laid down by the guild, no one would interfere one way or another.

Bahamut was free in a way few humans, or even capes, would ever understand.

Turning toward the ground, Bahamut tucked into a dive and began to spin. Almost instantly, the two zwarks clutching her scales were thrown free, and she let the remaining one fall out of her claws. All three forms screeched and clawed at the air as they fell, but if gravity heard their desperate pleas, it paid them no heed.

Snapping out her wings, Bahamut killed the momentum while she still had substantial elevation. Knowing what was coming, she had to get the word out. A quick scan failed to reveal Hephaestus or Chloe, who was hopefully tucked away somewhere safe. What she did spot, however, was the unmistakable form of Medley smashing through a pair of zwarks while Agent Quantum helped the elderly couple that had been under attack.

If she had to relay the information to capes, at least these were unlikely to attack her on sight. Fighting a deadly meta together might not make them friends, but there seemed to be a level of mutual respect. Trusting that, and the fact that the capes should care far more about a horde of impending monsters than one wanted dragon, Bahamut flew down, shifting back to green dragon form before landing and hitting the ground in a roll.

When she popped up, Medley and Agent Quantum were both ready, fists raised, expecting another threat. Although Agent Quantum relaxed slightly when she fully emerged from the cloud of dirt kicked up by her impact, Medley did not.

“There’s more of the zwarks coming,” she declared, pointing at the twitching body of a zwark Medley had caved in the chest of. “A whole damn lot of them, charging through the canyon right now.”

“How do you know that, exactly?” Medley asked. “And why are you here in the first place?”

“Am I not allowed to buy some fucking capris on a Saturday?” Bahamut snapped. Being treated with open suspicion even though she’d revealed herself to offer vital information rankled her. Especially with her own gut whispering that this whole undertaking might be a huge mistake. “I was here to shop, obviously, and I saw the horde while flying overhead seconds ago, also obviously. Got any more dumb questions while they’re getting closer?”

“I’ve got one,” Agent Quantum said, lowering his hands entirely. “Are you willing to help us?”

Both Bahamut and Medley managed to say the word “What?” in near unison, though with wildly contrasting tones.

He took their reactions in stride, calmly explaining, “I recognize that you’re not part of our organization and are in fact suspected to work on the other side of the law. I also realize that you saw the threat and came to warn us, despite knowing it might cause you trouble. Maybe you are a criminal, that’s ultimately a ruling made by the courts. But one crime is not universal, a thief may not be willing to steal from every target. To be blunt, I don’t think you’re the kind of person who looks away when people are in trouble. So I’m asking if you’ll help us, because as soon as those monsters arrive, we’ll need every bit of aid we can muster.”

When she was Beverly, the man named Austin often got tongue-tied around her, a not so-subtle-hint toward his infatuation. Hearing him speak as Agent Quantum, it was clear why his team followed him the way they did. Aside from his affable nature and kind disposition, Agent Quantum truly cared about what they were doing.

Enough that he was willing to stand side-by-side with a known villain if it meant more lives might be saved.

“I’ll do what I can, but I’m not looking for any heroic last stands. If things get bad, I’m winging out here.”

“If it comes to that, all I can ask is that you carry as many civilians with you as possible,” Agent Quantum agreed. He thrust out a blue-gloved hand, which Bahamut enveloped with her larger palm, and the pair shook.

While he didn’t seem thrilled, Medley lowered his fists and gave her a nod, indicating that he wouldn’t attack. At least not until she did something that seemed suspicious.

“The rest of my team already knows about the approaching horde,” Agent Quantum told her. “We’re working to reconnect with Medley’s people and alert them, then use whatever time remains to coordinate some sort of strategy.” He made it sound so simple, like there was an easy way to keep the outlet mall and everyone in it from getting utterly trampled. Stranger still, a part of Bahamut found herself believing it.

“I’ll do another sweep from above and see I can spot them.” Her scales rippled to a white hue once more as her bones fused and shifted, spreading out into wings. Just before she took off, a thought occurred, and she turned toward the other capes. “Just to avoid any potential misunderstandings, Hephaestus is here too, mostly likely ripping zwarks apart for fun.”

She was gone as soon as the words left her mouth, leaving a chuckling Agent Quantum behind.

“Oh, Tachyonic is not going to be happy about that one.”


Chapter 6



When one used their words to overwrite reality and demand that fortune did truly favor the bold, at least where she was concerned, Chloe was then faced with a desperately important question.

What did it mean to be bold?

Usually when she wielded this idiom, there was clear danger to rush toward, some dire circumstance where merely being there was undeniably bold. Today, however, she was tasked with merely surviving. Even if she spotted zwarks, fortune and a protective umbrella were unlikely to win the day.

With no other clear idea, Chloe kicked the van’s rear doors open and strolled out, loudly banging them closed behind her. In this situation, the boldest thing she could think of was to walk around as if there was no danger whatsoever. Hopefully that would ensure luck remained on her side.

Looking over the parking lot, Chloe spotted evidence of Bahamut and Hephaestus’ earlier exits. Hunks of dead zwark littered the ground, several had their heads blown apart, and one had even smashed open the driver’s side door of a vehicle.

Pausing, Chloe squinted closer at the orange SUV with its driver’s side door hanging open. It sure looked like the Jockmobile, famous vehicle of the superhero who went by Rocket Jock. With his love for combining physical exertion and explosive propulsion, the name fit the cape who wore it well. There was no way a piece of AHC machinery would be sitting in the open, vulnerable for the taking.

Would it?

Boldly striding forward, Chloe approached the vehicle, putting thoughts of automatic defenses and laser beams out of her mind. Showing far more courage than she felt, Chloe slid into the driver’s seat, softly shutting the door behind her. With a touch on one of the door’s switches, she heard several bolts slide into place as the entire SUV locked itself down, a feature the driver probably should have engaged when they parked it.

Sighing, Chloe let some of the tension drain from her stressed body. The Jockmobile was heavily armored; she was as safe as possible while inside. Apparently, her view of boldness had worked just fine, which made a certain amount of sense, given that the power seemed to key off her understanding of the sayings.

As she leaned back, Chloe caught sight of the center console displaying thick digital letters.

Key Not Detected. Enter Code For Remote Start.

Below was a numerical keypad, waiting for an attempt. As soon as she saw the console, a wild idea flitted into mind. She wanted to dismiss it instantly; the notion was almost aggressively dangerous, poorly thought out, and carried all sorts of potential consequences.

But by the gods, it was bold.

Shutting her eyes, Chloe thrust her finger forward, punching the keys entirely at random. Some of her strikes hit no numbers, yet she kept at it, poking the screen until the engine roared to life with such ferocity her eyes popped open with a start.

The entire dash was alight, all manner of numbers displayed on screens that meant absolutely nothing to Chloe. What did matter were the new words showing on the console.

Remote Start Activated. Welcome, Rocket Jock.

“Sorry bud,” she said, taking hold of the steering wheel. “Today, you get to ride with Cliché.”
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“We’ve got incoming!” Cold Shoulder pointed not to an alley or shop where more zwarks might be emerging; instead her finger was aimed skyward, causing Cyber Geek to go cold. They were already having enough trouble escorting the group past terrestrial zwarks, succeeding in large part thanks to the shield-shaped item in Cyber Geek’s hand. If the zwarks could fly, thus attacking from even more angles, then Cold Shoulder and Hat Trick wouldn’t be able to fight through them fast enough.

Lifting his head, Cyber Geek felt his whole stomach fall out. A dragon was flying toward them, which was worrying enough. Worse, this was a form he recognized, belonging to a known villain: Bahamut. He’d thought they were on civil terms, but if the criminal was attacking while they were already stretched thin, clearly things weren’t quite so friendly.

Just as he was debating whether to risk trying to summon one of his ranged weapons, despite how much his current selection was draining him, Cyber Geek heard a familiar roar. It was then he caught sight of the two figures in Bahamut’s claws, one held by each foot. His terror suddenly inverted to elation.

“Correction. We’ve got reinforcements incoming.”

The sound of shattering glass yanked Cyber Geek’s attention back to the ground. A trio of zwarks came bursting through a designer shop’s window, crushing mannequins under their feet as they charged. Claws sliced at the glowing barriers around him and the shouting civilians, failing to break through. In his hand, Cyber Geek’s item flared hot seconds before a wave of pain seared through his nervous system.

Out of all the protective items he’d encountered, the Bastion Crystal from Fallen Saint’s Resolve was far from Cyber Geek’s favorite. The little-known indie game centered around a protagonist wandering the plains of a hellscape, attempting to guide lost souls to freedom. Very artsy and esoteric, but there were solid system mechanics in place. One of which made the crystal a uniquely useful tool.

For one thing, the vast majority of such items either ran on charges, energy, or just depleted over time. When those broke, Cyber Geek felt a mental backlash, leaving him vulnerable at the moment he’d least want to be. The Bastion Crystal functioned differently, though; it was built around suffering. In Fallen Saint’s Resolve, there was a willpower meter, measuring how much pain the character could take before letting the crystal go from their hands.

It would be a game over and restart for the character, as they were then trapped in the hellscape too, but the stakes weren’t much less dire for Cyber Geek. If he lost the struggle to hold on, gave in to his instincts urging him to hurl the object away, then the barrier would vanish. With no backlash to slow him down, Cyber Geek could likely recover in time to save himself.

The civilians putting their faith in him would be another matter.

So Cyber Geek grit his teeth and clutched the crystal as pain tore through his body. Claws that struck the barrier felt as if they were gouging through his flesh, and kicks from the zwarks’ legs rattled his bones. One reared back for an especially big strike, but before it could land a familiar furry form dropped down. Medley kicked out as he landed, adding enough gravity and momentum to his strike to crush the zwark entirely.

Agent Quantum was close behind, landing on the rear of a second zwark, breaking its legs in the process. He reached forward and snapped its neck quickly, minimizing the time it had to suffer. As for the third, it bucked the trend. Rather than have an enemy crash down upon it, the white dragon swooped down and scooped it up. Bahamut rose into the sky swiftly, releasing the captive monster to fall many, many stories. It splatted well before Bahamut, white scales shifting to green, landed.

“You found help!” Hat Trick embraced Medley, trying in vain to wipe some of the viscera from his fur. Medley already had a rougher image than most capes; people seeing him splattered in gore wouldn’t help things.

“Help, and trouble,” Medley added. He quickly explained the danger they faced: hundreds of zwarks running toward the outlet mall, their arrival growing ever closer.

Cyber Geek, Hat Trick, and Cold Shoulder absorbed the news quietly, with Cold Shoulder finally piping up, “Hundreds?”

“If not a clean thousand,” Bahamut confirmed. “Didn’t bother counting, the point is, there’s a lot. Please tell me one of you has some sort of plan for dealing with that many monsters.”

Agent Quantum was the first to shake his head. “I don’t. Even if we still had… if Presto was here, there’s just too many on both sides. Too many civilians to move, too many monsters to fight. Plasmodia has been sending me reports on her efforts to thin their numbers, and their approach. Our outlook is far from optimistic.”

With the last of the pain fading, Cyber Geek wracked his brain for an item that would stop an entire horde of charging monsters. He had plenty of options for ranged damage and shielding tools, just none that would stand up to those numbers. “Dang it, I can’t think of anything that has both a big enough range and a powerful enough effect. Not without collateral damage, and even those are longshots.”

Cold Shoulder lifted a hand halfway up, ice solidifying in her palm. “I might slow them down by icing the canyon, but I can only make so much so fast. At those numbers and distance, I don’t think we should count on me doing more than buying a bit of time.”

“Not a contribution to be underestimated,” Medley added. “All I can do is fight a few at a time. Handy for moments like these, useless against a crowd.”

Bahamut nodded. “Same boat, plus flight and a few ranged tricks, none of which are going to do more than whatever Plasmodia can manage.”

Nervously licking her lips, Hat Trick slowly raised a hand. “I… I might be able to help. There’s a new spell I’ve been working on to help out when we face a threat we can’t beat. It could buy us some time. The trouble is, I’m still mastering it, and haven’t learned to choose my targets. If I cast it, everyone will be affected. We’ll be just as stuck as the zwarks.”

“If we can keep them pinned down, that might be enough,” Agent Quantum informed them. “Since we’ve got our communicators, I’ve received a handful of updates from AHC headquarters. They’re fighting to regain control as fast as possible and are aware of our situation. While it’s not a guarantee that help will arrive in time, I’d say the best we can do for these people is buy them every second possible.”

Cyber Geek looked over to Hat Trick, who was visibly squirming in discomfort. Whatever this spell was, there were more aspects than she was letting on. “It’s safe, right? This isn’t going to cause you harm or anything like that?”

To his surprise, Hat Trick chuckled at the question. “That’s a bit rich coming from you, given that gem in your hands. But no, there’s no pain, no worse than serious exercise, anyway. The trouble is… well... it’s a little embarrassing. You’ll see for yourself. We need to get me up somewhere high, though.”

“Word of warning, there’s no in-flight meal and the pilot is a real asshole.” Bahamut’s body began to shift, once more altering back to the form of a flying white dragon.

Cyber Geek wasn’t thrilled about letting a villain fly off with a member of his team, but unless he was willing to abandon the civilians in his care, even tagging along was out of the question. At least Bahamut was on amicable terms with their teams.

Besides, with hundreds of monsters charging their way, they had bigger problems to worry about than the dragon-villain. Well, perhaps not bigger, but certainly more numerous.
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The Alliance of Heroic Champions headquarters was not, as one might expect, a madhouse. Despite the suddenness of the attack and the widespread range of incidents, this was an organization that existed predominately for incidents exactly such as this one. While handling various mundane tasks and training up new capes were excellent options made available by the system, they were not why the AHC, and organizations like it, had been formed.

It was for moments like these, when true chaos came calling and the forces of order had to stand united, that the interconnected web of like-minded meta-humans had been spun. Quorum and Professor Quantum were handling the torrent of information pumping through the AHC’s various reporting channels, allocating resources and shifting them about as various capes went on- and off-line. Their orders ran to the communications teams, who kept every superhero they could reach properly informed.

When a team in Idaho was freed up from the nine-headed froglike creature they’d been battling, they were quickly moved to Florida to help beat back some monster with arms that looked like tongues before it could break free from the local swamp. Superheroes with healing abilities were dispatched as reports of injury came in, though there were never enough. Those who had teleportation powers were critical in getting other superheroes where they needed to be, yet even these resources needed to rest between jumps.

On a vast screen facing the communications team was a map of the entire world, pockmarked by red blips. Each spot of crimson denoted a reported or detected breach by a creature from other realms. There were so many, the map almost seemed to be glowing red. Yet every time the workers looked up, the ominous hue had faded.

One by one, the blips were vanishing. Even if she had to reach them all individually, none doubted that the task would be accomplished. It was the hope they turned to whenever the situation felt truly overwhelming, a reminder that they didn’t have to defeat this threat on their own. The Alliance of Heroic Champions was meant to be a shield above all else, and that was what they were doing. Protecting as many people as they could, while their more powerful members handled the offense.

Members like the glowing woman racing around the world at super-speed, dealing with every extradimensional invader she could get her hands on. One look at the screen was all it took to know Lodestar was doing her part, so the workers focused on handling their own.


Chapter 7



A lance of energy tore through the canyon’s floor, roasting several of the zwarks while the rest quickly fanned out. Plasmodia did her best to chase them with the beam, but soon released the attack. She was wasting more energy than it was worth to follow them, and after her first shot, the annoying monsters refused to bunch up.

“Should have made that first one count more.” Ike wasn’t really sitting next to her, drawing obscene art in the nearby dirt, yet Plasmodia could see him there all the same.

“I know,” she muttered through gritted teeth, another blast firing out, managing to take down three of the zwarks.

“Very impressive, keep that up and maybe you can get their numbers down to the triple digits.” Standing up and looking over the edge of the canyon, Ike frowned. “Or maybe not. Yikes, there’s a lot of those things.”

Plasmodia took a deep breath, working to clear her head. There had to be something she could do, some way she could help.

“Here’s an idea, you could stop holding back.”

Ike was in front of her now, close enough that she could see the chatty vision had day’s old stubble. “Seriously, what is it going to take? You feel so guilty about my death that you’re dragging my memory around like an imaginary friend, and yet you still won’t give it your all?”

“It’s complicated,” Plasmodia protested, all too aware she was arguing with herself. “Not to mention dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Suddenly, the vision of Ike was different. Gone was the usual version who haunted her, the relaxed phantom replaced by an Ike wearing his Presto costume. It was sullied, though, by the skeletal hand covered in sizzling blood, bursting out the back of his stomach. “It’s dangerous. Oh, then by all means, Ellie, don’t give it another thought. We certainly wouldn’t want you to do something too dangerous. Someone might get hurt.”

Breathing deep, Plasmodia marshaled control of herself, fighting back against the intrusions of her own psyche. “Moments like this are useful, you know. They help remind me that you’re really me, not Ike. Dickish attitude or not, he’d never been so cruel as to blame me for his own sacrifice.”

“Probably not,” Ike agreed, blood from the wound in his torso dripping onto the dirt, where it naturally vanished. “But you know better. You understand there was more you could have put into that shot, enough to potentially stop Alfred Settler for good. There never had to be a sacrifice.”

“Maybe. Or maybe I would have atomized everyone in that room, building, and a chunk of the block.” Plasmodia reiterated the truth to herself, a practice that had become commonplace in the months since Ike’s death. “I couldn’t take the risk. Even if there was a way to go back, I’d have to do it the same way. Superheroes don’t risk other people’s lives to save their own.” When she opened her eyes, the phantom was gone.

Plasmodia looked out to the charging mass of monsters, then back to the outlet mall. Standing at the lip of the canyon, she had some distance from the buildings, but the parking lot was directly to her rear. Dozens of civilians were hunkering in their cars or driving for freedom, and all of them were much too close. Even the outlet mall itself was likely in range if her control slipped even an iota.

But as the zwarks drew closer, Plasmodia had to wonder if this was indeed the right call. That many monsters would devour the innocent people anyway; at least there was a chance she’d manage to wipe out the zwarks without killing any humans. Thankfully, before she got too far down that path, a familiar crackle of static came through her communicator.

“Plasmodia,” Agent Quantum called, “I wanted to warn you that the dragon flying in your direction is on our side. Bahamut is here, and he’s currently flying Hat Trick into position, she has some sort of plan to stall the zwarks.”

With renewed vigor, Plasmodia opened fire into the approaching monsters once more, sparing a glance to the sky. She had no idea what Hat Trick could possibly do against this many opponents but was eager to find out.
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Hephaestus caught sight of Bahamut in the air, quickly noting the familiar form of Hat Trick held in her scaly white claws. Soaring over, she quickly caught up to her friend and the passenger, who was looking a bit worse for wear. Sure enough, just as Hephaestus approached Bahamut’s side, Hat Trick jerked her head to the side and tried to be as discreet as possible while losing her last meal.

“Sorry, guess the ride is bumpier than I realized,” Bahamut apologized.

Flushing red under her multitude of freckles, Hat Trick dabbed her mouth with a multicolored hanky poking out a cuff on her costume’s jacket, yanking off the last in the chain and letting it flutter away, where the fabric soon vanished. “My fault, I should have warned you I’m prone to motion sickness.”

“Bahamut, please tell me you didn’t kidnap a cape,” Hephaestus said, announcing her presence as she matched her friend’s speed. “We both know what happened when you forgot to feed the last one.”

“Much as I do love a good magic show, Hat Trick is here to help with a problem. Why don’t you turn those fancy robot eyes toward the canyon below the parking lot and tell us what you see?” Bahamut’s pace slowed as she tried to steady her flight for the sake of her passenger.

Rising in altitude, Hephaestus activated the long-range scanning systems, enhancing her field of view as she searched for the parking lot. It was easy to find, thanks in no small part to the familiar beams of concentrated energy bursting forth at regular intervals. Tracing the attacks to their targets, Hephaestus soon realized what Plasmodia was shooting at. If she’d had breath, she would have gasped, but as living fire she merely floated back down into position next to Bahamut.

“Holy shit.”

“That’s been the general reaction,” Bahamut agreed. “Hat Trick has a spell that can delay them, but it’s going to impact everyone else too.”

“What kind of spell?” Hephaestus turned her attention to Hat Trick; however, the cape had a hand pressed to her mouth and a nauseous tinge to her gaze. Nevertheless, Hat Trick started to answer, only to clap her hand back after a few syllables.

Flapping her wings harder, Bahamut picked up speed. “Does it matter? It’s something that will keep the zwarks from flattening this place for at least a little while.”

“If magic is going to be cast on me, then it damn sure does matter,” Hephaestus protested. “Plus, need I remind you, we can both fly.”

In a blinding snap of motion, Bahamut’s long neck whipped around, putting her snout inches from Hephaestus. The world seemed to still as the two stared at one another, before the dragon let out an ominous chuckle. “You’re right, we can both fly. And you make a lot smoother of a ride than I do. Here.”

In a combined motion of flapping to rise while thrusting her claws forward, Bahamut pushed Hat Trick into Hephaestus’s arms, making sure she was well-gripped before letting go. “Get her to the highest spot facing the parking lot you can find. I’m going to make myself useful. I hope you decide to do the same.”

Her wings cracked the air as Bahamut shifted into a dive, rushing down at a zwark clawing at a family hiding under an overturned sunglass-kiosk. It barely had time to let out one of its eponymous shrieks before Bahamut descended in claws and fury.

Seeing as she now had a queasy cape in her arms, Hephaestus adjusted Hat Trick into a princess carry for better stability. Although she hadn’t necessarily built it with capes in mind, being able to carry people was a function of the new suit that needed testing. Her thrusters and gravity distorters worked in harmony to adjust to the new weight load, allowing them to continue forward even with the added mass.

With a swift scan of the nearby structures, Hephaestus located the highest point facing the parking lot, and of course it was an outlet store for superhero merchandise, especially those in the Alliance of Heroic Champions. Beaming faces of familiar capes stared back at her from the display windows as she soared closer, and Hephaestus noticed several of the civilians pointing up and staring at the approach, some even taking out camera phones.

It took all she had not to open fire on them. Why were these people leaving their cover for a stupid picture? Proud as she was of her new suit, Hephaestus didn’t expect other people to care that much. It was only as she looked down at the flush-faced woman in her own arms and recalled exactly how it was that she and Tachyonic first met that the pieces fell into place.

Given the number of people flashing their phones, it seemed likely others were perhaps seeing the image as something other than a simple bit of helpful transportation. It was distinctly annoying, in no small part because she suddenly felt empathy for Tachyonic.

Onlookers were nothing to slow down for, though, so Hephaestus powered forward. They landed on the roof of the superhero merchandise outlet, Hat Trick falling to her knees and breathing deeply as soon as they touched down.

“You… uh… you okay?”

“I’m. Fine.” Hat Trick spoke the words one at a time between big lungfuls of air. “Gotta. Focus.” More huge breaths. “Magic. Demands. Focus.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Walking to the edge of the roof, Hephaestus watched the surging mass of zwarks moving closer. It wouldn’t be long now, despite Plasmodia constantly peppering them with potent shots.

With her flight, combat, and every carrying-system tested, there was only one major box left to check off. She hadn’t planned on testing the BFC today, that was intended for a controlled environment acquired through guild resources. Yet when presented with such an excellent opportunity, could anyone fault her for seizing it?

Hephaestus activated the charging process for her BFC. Unlike the normal beams, her right gauntlet would be unable to fire during the charge-up, though her left would still function normally. If the BFC wasn’t needed, she could always dissipate the charge.

But if it was… well, this would be a very fruitful day of testing indeed.
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The office was in a tizzy. Janet did her best to ignore the ruckus, both the cheers of victory and the wails of doom as they listened to reports from across the globe. She did her best not to chide them, resisting the urge to remind everyone that it was still a workday, and some professors might be using those hours productively.

It wasn’t their fault, after all. She was the odd one out, not them. Their perspectives were the normal ones, fear at the influx of the unknown, excitement at the thrill of danger, terror at the realization that chaos could arrive so suddenly, without warning.

They hadn’t fallen in love with the chaos, married it, and created a pair of wonderful children with it.

The differences were more than just sentimental, too. Unless they were living much more interesting lives off campus, none of the other professors likely had advanced weaponry hidden on their body disguised as jewelry. They certainly didn’t have a magical tattoo enchanted to shield the wearer against harm or outside mental influences. And they didn’t know with concrete certainty that if things got truly dire, one of the world’s most terrifying forces would be coming to save them.

Janet had no delusions that the devices and magic were leftover affection from Ivan; they were an act of pure logistics. Losing her would hurt Rick and Beth, so he kept his ex-wife safe. The fact that Ivan had offered the same protections to Juan, which her husband largely declined, only drove that point home further. Still, she was grateful for the measure of protection as more and more reports came in.

Pulling out her phone, Janet checked for a text from Rick. Ivan had let her know that he and Beth were safe and he’d dispatched someone to check on Rick, but there was no message from her son yet. That wasn’t uncommon – he was going through those years so communication could be a struggle, however she hoped he would have enough sense to check in during an emergency.

Much as she wanted to do something, there was no course of action for her. The powerful tools she had were largely defensive in nature, nothing that could rival one of Ivan’s colleagues. Loath as she was to admit it, in that moment Janet was glad for her husband’s affiliations with the guild. Regardless of how she felt about them overall, there was no denying the forces of that organization were powerful. And powerful was exactly what she wanted watching over her son.

With no other option than to sit there and worry, Janet went back to work, trying to ignore the noise in the office and her own growing worry as she glanced at the phone.


Chapter 8



The zwark stalked forward, heavy legs crunching across the broken glass. The bulbous sac on its head appeared to undulate with excitement as it followed the trail of blood. Nearby, barely hidden behind an overturned display for Slickman’s Hair Gel, a cluster of survivors huddled together. Blood dripped from a short man’s shoulder, an injury taken when a different zwark had shattered a large window.

Risking a glance around the edge, a middle-aged woman saw the zwark moving closer. She ducked back down, cursing silently. Of the group, she was in the best shape. The others were either injured, terrified, or just plain less fit. If anyone was going to have a chance of leading the monster away, it would be her.

Steeling her nerves, she tried not to think of how quickly the zwarks had run down others who fled, those sharp claws rending flesh with such savage ease. If she could get to a bend, or a turn, there was a chance. Maybe they couldn’t corner well. If nothing else, pulling its attention from the others would give them a chance to escape.

Just as the woman prepared to run, a noise reached her ears. While the day was thick with sounds and shouts, the distinct rumble stood out, both for its intensity and another factor: the sound was growing louder.

From the left side of the building, where a glass wall had once stood, came an orange blur. It blasted forward, slamming into the approaching zwark with a wet squelch that sent the creature’s fluids and organs bursting all over the salon. The hunk of fast-moving orange that squealed to a stop turned out to be an SUV, though most cars couldn’t move and halt like that.

“The Jockmobile!” The words came from a small child who’d been huddling in his mother’s arms, yet now leaned against her grip to catch a better view. “Rocket Jock is here to save us!”

After a handful of seconds, the SUV’s lights flashed twice, as if to signal agreement, and then the vehicle threw itself into reverse. Once outside the salon, the vehicle revved its engine and sped off, presumably in search of more zwarks that needed pulping. Together, the huddled survivors slowly began to extricate themselves, hurrying out to search for a safer place to hunker down. The middle-aged woman who’d been preparing to run did pause for one detour, however.

Finding the biggest hunk of the zwark that was still remaining, she gave it three solid, powerful kicks before finally moving on.
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“Run faster, god damnit!”

Heart pumping, Rick demanded more from his legs, fighting to put as much distance as he could between himself and the lumbering monstrosity. Twisting, he saw Sunil and Lewis falling behind, despite the latter’s admonishment. Behind them, towering several stories tall, the toadlike beast bellowed, causing anyone nearby to fall over from the force of the sound waves.

Standing too close to one of those had already cost Rick his cell phone and the drone they’d been out in the park testing. What he couldn’t fully understand was why the wave hadn’t left him sprawled and helpless like so many around him. It was pure fortune that Sunil and Lewis had gone to the car for snacks when the sky lit up and the monster arrived, giving them enough distance from the first bellow.

Rick, on the other hand, had been worryingly close, yet the sound waves seemed to break apart upon hitting him. At the same time, he felt a surge of warmth from the necklace he wore under his shirt. A necklace he always wore, in fact, since it had first been given to him, despite no previous penchant for jewelry. Considering the source was his father, a powerful super-villain, there was an obvious hypothesis to form, one that Rick fully intended to think over once his life was no longer in danger.

Turning two dozen eyes in multiple directions, three muscular legs bunched as the beast prepared to leap. Whatever direction it picked; the results would be devastating. Here in the center of Ridge City’s largest park, The Ephemera Memorial Gardens, there were no buildings caught in its bellow. Once it leapt, assuming it didn’t land on structures directly, the monster would be nearer still to them. Enough that its next yell was going to impact more than park-goers and trees.

As the creature thrust into the air, a silver streak shot down from the sky. Flying at incredible speeds, the streak used the monster’s own momentum as well, soaring directly into and through one of the multitude of eyes. The impact halted its hop, sending the monster crashing back down. The ripple of its landing knocked Lewis from his feet, so Sunil and Rick stopped to help him. Turning back turned out to be a blessing, as it gave them an excellent vantage point for what came next.

Trembling where it lay, the huge monster was swaying and twitching. Occasionally, a loud thud would echo from within or a bolt of energy would rip forth from its skull. At last, it went still, at least until the silver object came bursting out of a different eye than the first. Despite dripping in viscera, the metal form was distinct enough to recognize.

Cheers rang out through the park as people slowly pulled themselves back to standing. Stalwart Iron responded with a stiff wave, head scanning the entire park in what everyone assumed to be a search for other threats. When the electronic eyes were facing him, Rick thought they paused, just for a moment. Shaking his head, he dismissed the notion as leftover nerves and paranoia. His dad providing some sort of protective necklace was a far cry from him having sway in the Alliance of Heroic Champions. Stalwart Iron was doing exactly what superheroes did: swooping in to save the day.

Watching the figure fly away, Rick turned his attention to the necklace that still radiated a faint warmth against his skin. Curiosity urged him to take it off and examine it immediately, but prudence reminded him that some tasks might be best left until he was somewhere safe.

In the meantime, he needed to borrow Sunil’s phone. Jarring as the experience had been, Rick knew better than to leave his mother worried. Giant monsters were only terrifying; coming home to that level of lecture would be exponentially worse.
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Cold Shoulder blasted her blue energy down the canyon’s slope, forming a thick layer of ice along the most accessible path. Much of the canyon wall was sheer rock, but there was a slight slope at the eastern edge of the parking lot. It was steep as all get out; however, with the way the zwarks claws cut into stone, they’d almost certainly be able to climb.

Heavy footsteps behind her signaled the arrival of Cyber Geek, now clad in his Blaster Brahs armor. It was necessary to use the huge gun in his hands properly, not to mention one of his favorite item-sets to utilize in the field. A combination of mobility, defense, and ranged stopping power made the armor and weapon undeniably useful in many situations, including slowing a horde of charging monsters.

Since his biggest shots were limited, Cyber Geek was taking a different role than Plasmodia, who continued peppering the much-too-close horde with nonstop energy. Cold Shoulder had no idea how she was still going; the woman had been blasting for minutes straight with barely a chance to breathe, let alone rest. Using one’s abilities still took energy and focus like any task, resources Plasmodia clearly had plenty of.

Grabbing a piece of car door that had been wrenched off by some prior fighting, Cyber Geek used it as a shooting rest for his rifle. The metal groaned under his gun’s weight, but ultimately held. “Charging now. I’ll wait until they’re as packed as we can get.”

Stepping back, Cold Shoulder scanned the parking lot. Hat Trick was on the roof with Hephaestus, a setup no one on the team was overly thrilled with, but the villain was at least giving their team member plenty of space. Medley and Agent Quantum were beating back a trio of zwarks that were trying to get to the sizable crowd of civilians cowering in or around the cars. Tachyonic appeared with two more survivors, catching his breath before vanishing in a blur once more. With Plasmodia still firing nearby, that only left Bahamut unaccounted for.

Seconds later, a zwark slammed violently into the ground, spraying blood from the impact. Cold Shoulder looked up to find a white-scaled dragon overhead just as it dove down to land atop another target, shifting into a humanoid green dragon upon messy impact.

Two teams of superheroes and a pair of formidable villains, so much power gathered in one place, and yet Cold Shoulder knew it wasn’t enough. Not against so many numbers, especially given that said numbers were mindless monsters willing to throw themselves into death. Stopping the zwarks was out of the question; even buying substantial time would demand everything they could bring to bear.

Whatever spell Hat Trick had up her sleeve, Cold Shoulder honestly couldn’t imagine it making a real difference.

Not that she put words to those thoughts, silently adding more ice to the slope, using every second they had. Whether Hat Trick could pull it off or not, she was never going to hear her team member voicing those kinds of doubts. If she’d been pitching some sort of dangerous or illogical plan, Cold Shoulder would be the first to call her out, but there was no good plan here. Everyone was giving their best, knowing it probably wouldn’t be enough.

Impossible odds were just part of the job.

“They’re here.”

Cyber Geek’s voice snapped Cold Shoulder back to the moment, and as she lifted her eyes, she saw the first of many zwarks rushing up the slope. Hurriedly stepping back, Cold Shoulder fired more blue bolts at the edges of the slope, catching the legs of a speedy zwark. Hunks of ice formed around its feet, yanking it off-balance and sending it tumbling over the slope’s edge. It would be back soon – that fall was much too short for any real damage – but the main goal was accomplished. The zwarks started to bunch up away from the edge, binding them into a tighter cluster.

When Cyber Geek fired, his gun shot a beam of crackling energy forward, cutting through every zwark in its path. Over a dozen fell from a single shot, yet an instant later it was like he’d never fired as more zwarks swarmed in to fill the gaps. Encountering the iced section of the slope, they lost some speed, however those cursed claws helped them maintain momentum. Still, the delay and distance demanded gave Cyber Geek enough time to charge up his second shot.

Green blood gushed onto the ice as the entire front of the charge was obliterated, a river of emerald running back down the slope only to be ignored by more zwarks already rushing forward to fill the gap. Seeing them recover so swiftly, Cold Shoulder had to fight not to turn and flee. Stemming the tide was a Sisyphean task, yet they had to endure. Every minute, every second, provided time for help to arrive or someone to think of a fix.

Putting her hands out, Cold Shoulder began to build an icy object. Unlike the enormous armor she often surrounded herself with, this was a simple design. Ice formed, smoothed, and was covered by new layers as blue energy surged forth from Cold Shoulder’s fingers. Steadily, the object grew, though even with Cold Shoulder’s focus, it was hard not to notice the advancing zwarks as well.

She looked over to Cyber Geek, keeping half her attention on the work in progress. “One big shot left on that, right?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Think you can give me a groove?”

For the first time, his own focus flicked away from the charging monsters. Despite the suit’s helm covering his face, she could hear the grin in his reply. “My pleasure.”

Cyber Geek’s last shot was lower than his others, the makeshift shooting-rest cast away as he dropped to the ground. Aside from blasting through untold zwark legs, the beam of energy carved a divot through the canyon’s slope, running most of the way to the bottom. Just as before, the zwarks surged to stomp over their dead and dying brethren, but this time there was a follow-up coming.

At eight feet tall, Cold Shoulder could have never moved the giant ice boulder with strength alone. Yet her power allowed her to command it just as she did her ice armor, easily maneuvering the sphere into position before letting go.

Following the groove, it thundered down the slope, either crushing the zwarks in its way or knocking them over the edge. Before it could reach the bottom, the blockade of bodies was able to knock the orb askew and send it hurtling over the side, only for the invaders to realize Cold Shoulder was forming another one. Scrambling into a frenzy, the zwarks were as much pushed up the hill as running it. The concentrated mass at the rear was so great they could only advance, and hurriedly at that.

Checking Cyber Geek, whose gun was dissolving into a sea of blue sparks, Cold Shoulder doubted he’d be able to pull another item in time. Pushing as much energy as she could into the next boulder, Cold Shoulder’s stomach sank as she realized her trick wouldn’t be fast enough either. The zwarks were advancing too quickly, and soon they’d both be overrun.

Steeling herself to buy Cyber Geek as much time as possible, Cold Shoulder’s looming last stand was interrupted by a sudden flash of light. Fearing the sky had lit up and even more monsters were coming, she turned to find Hat Trick standing at the edge of the roof, her wand raised high overhead. To her shock, Cold Shoulder could hear the steady sounds of zwark claws drawing nearer had suddenly turned silent. Just like her, they were unable to resist looking at the light.

In her peripheral vision, Cold Shoulder could see turned heads all across the parking lot: all eyes locked on Hat Trick, who almost seemed to be glowing herself. With the focus of every human, meta-human, and interdimensional monster nearby locked exclusively on her, Hat Trick took one last deep breath and cast her spell.

“Alaca-Flash-Mob!”


Chapter 9



The light that had been building in Hat Trick’s white-tipped wand exploded outward, momentarily disrupting Hephaestus’s cameras. Strangely, once they flickered back online, the world was still brighter than it had been. Thinking the light was still coming from the wand, she swept her head over, only to realize the source was higher up.

Specifically, the sky.

Somehow, Hat Trick had conjured a spotlight on herself, despite the abundant daylight that should have drowned it out. Looking to the crowd, Hephaestus noted that every single being, meta-human, human, or zwark, was completely still as they gazed at Hat Trick.

Then, the music started.

Synthy, with what some might call an aggressive amount of bass and a very quick beat, it took a few notes before she realized it was a song. Hat Trick, on the other hand, was waiting and ready. The moment that first note sounded, she was moving. Her feet flashed back and forth as her hands switched between whirling for balance or throwing in an occasional flourish, like a clap.

That in itself seemed a touch odd, but far stranger was the sight awaiting Hephaestus as she looked to the crowd once more. No longer standing still, the mob of monsters and metas were all matching Hat Trick’s movements perfectly. Hundreds of zwarks, their bulbous headsacs swaying with the beat, clawed feet stomping out the same steps in identical rhythm.

Searching the crowd, Hephaestus spotted the familiar green scales of Bahamut, and sure enough, her fellow villain was out there cutting a rug with the rest of them, thrusting her arms into the air only a few feet from Agent Quantum and a stunned-looking Tachyonic, who were mimicking the same moves.

“What exactly is this spell?”

“Alaca-Flash-Mob,” Hat Trick spat back, a touch of effort in her breathing. “It makes everyone copy my movements, but it only works for dances where I know all the steps, and the effect ends when I stop dancing.”

Pausing her words for a deep breath of air while her body continued to move, Hat Trick’s feet flew as the song’s pace picked up. “Except… you’re not dancing.”

That oddity had occurred to Hephaestus as well. She had no particular resistance against magic; if anything, it proved to be a vulnerability more often than not. But while magic played by its own rules, there were rules to it. Perhaps Hat Trick’s spell worked by targeting through that pulse of light, interacting with a target’s visual organs or even taking hold of their nervous system. Regardless, if the trigger was physical, that would explain her immunity.

As a living inferno wrapped in a high-tech suit, Hephaestus had no physical body to be affected.

Which meant Hat Trick’s plan to buy time had just turned into a major opportunity to wreak havoc. “How long can you dance for?”

“Until I pass out.” Beads of sweat were already forming on Hat Trick’s face from the constant exertion, and taking in the cape’s expression of fierce determination, Hephaestus believed her.

The smart move would be to swoop down and snap up Bahamut while she couldn’t fight back, then fly them both to safety and trust that Chloe would teleport somewhere safer.

Except… her gaze inadvertently darted to the capes littering the parking lot, many of whom she considered friends. They weren’t going to leave, even once Hat Trick’s magic wore off. Maybe they’d manage to survive; they had some potent powers in the mix.

But there was already one cape fewer than there should be.

“Then let’s make it count.” Hephaestus checked the charging gauge for her BFC, noting there was still a way to go. “In a couple of minutes, I’m going to unleash something big. Just a warning so it doesn’t throw you off.”

With that, she took to the sky, soaring over the edge of the parking lot, flying above the sea of zwarks swaying, stomping, and clapping to the admittedly catchy beat. From her left gauntlet, Hephaestus unleashed a series of burst shots, watching as several headsacs exploded on impact. Thanks to the crush of zwarks trying to rush up the slope, they were packed tightly together, making it harder to miss than hit.

Letting out a beam shot, she carved a line through their ranks, roasting a half dozen zwarks where they stood. The trouble was that the dead zwarks vanished under the dancing feet of their brethren; their crowd was so dense her attacks weren’t putting any real dent in the numbers. More burst shots and another beam added corpses to the pile, but she may as well have been trying to douse a fire one drop at a time.

Soaring low, she tried smashing through a few, however that only proved to be slower going. They were still durable, heavy creatures, even if their motions were bound to Hat Trick’s, and punching their heads one-by-by was even slower than attacking from above. Rising in altitude once more, Hephaestus surveyed the battlefield, trying to calculate where she could do the most damage.

Given the way the zwarks were bunched up in their efforts to reach the slope, Cyber Geek’s vantage point was still the optimal place to fire from. Not only would she be able to hit a large chunk of the tightly-packed zwark forces, with the parking lot to her back, there was minimal chance of collateral damage to the outlet mall or anyone in it.

Aside from not considering herself a mass murderer, with the mass part being especially important, Hephaestus had friends out there, ones she didn’t want to see roasted into oblivion.

Flying back around to the parking lot, she did a quick check on Hat Trick, who was glistening with sweat and breathing heavily, but still dancing without pause. All Hephaestus could offer was a thumbs up of encouragement before soaring down to Cyber Geek’s side.

He was still clad in his Blaster Brahs armor, making the dance routine especially humorous. With her BFC needing a bit longer, Hephaestus activated the video function on her helm and did a thorough sweep of the area, making sure to get footage of everyone, but especially Bahamut.

Cyber Geek’s head started to turn toward her, only to be yanked back into alignment with Hat Trick’s. Given his silence, along with that of every other person and creature in the parking lot, it seemed only Hat Trick was able to talk.

Reaching over, she patted his shoulder. “Chin up, you had a good plan, just needed a little work on the execution.”

In her helm’s screen, a symbol switched to green, indicating the BFC was at last fully charged. Facing the zwarks down the slope, Hephaestus planted both feet, readied her thrusters, and gripped her right forearm with her left hand for extra support. She let the video recording roll on, more than happy to have footage of her suit’s biggest test yet.

“There’s something to be said for an abundance of raw power.”
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A heartbeat, a flash, and another invader. She tore through the air, moving as fast as she felt the world could bear, unwilling to shatter the fragile orb on which she dwelled. Everywhere she went, she could sense them. The invaders, they who did not belong. They were like a burr under her skin, a pain that would dig deeper and grow infected if not treated properly.

Luckily, purging them took little more than proximity. When the mysterious light in the sky appeared, Lodestar actually felt the strange effect she had on the universe weaken slightly, a very odd sensation indeed. However, weakened was far from the same thing as lost, and once she drew near the invading creatures, they were pushed from her realm.

So that was what she did, racing around the globe, appearing in front of every interdimensional monster she could sense. Some were already dead, beaten back by other superheroes. Others had appeared in places without defense, laying waste without impediment. To those people already lost, she could only whisper apologies.

No matter how fast Lodestar moved, there was only one of her. One entity that had to appear in front of the thousands of portals spread out over the entire world. She would get the task done, however her heart ached knowing there would be lives lost in the meantime.

All she could do was trust in her fellow superheroes to minimize the casualties. Because while there might be only one Lodestar, that didn’t mean she had to do it all alone. That hard-learned lesson from her youth and the potential for moments quite like this one is what led to the creation of the Alliance of Heroic Champions in the first place.

Lodestar knew they would step up and do their part, so she focused on finding the next threat.

A heartbeat, a flash of light burning through the sky, and a monster with the briefest moment to look surprised before being hurled forcibly out of its current universe.
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It was hard not to feel a little ridiculous as Cyber Geek moved in sync with the beat of the music blasting from some unseen source. Granted, the slight embarrassment was easily worth it to keep the zwarks from overrunning everyone, but he’d still been a bit unsettled to see a pair of villains arrive in time for the show. When Hephaestus just ignored Hat Trick’s magic, his face was an etching of incredulity.

Just how strong was that villain, and what powers did he have? They’d always assumed the meta-suit to be the entirety of his abilities, yet shrugging off magic hinted at something else at play. Not even Professor Quantum had developed technology that entirely warded off mystical effects, so either Hephaestus had cracked something the world’s greatest inventor hadn’t, or there was more to be discovered.

Cyber Geek’s first thought was that Hephaestus might be metal all the way through, a sentient AI rather than a person in a meta-suit. That could be different enough to avoid Hat Trick’s magic, while also accounting for the technological expertise. True, he’d seen the villain remove a gauntlet during the fight with Alfred Settler, but the hand underneath had been gloved in dark fabric. There was no way of knowing if more circuitry was being concealed, an AI pretending to be a human so its opponents would never quite realize what they were facing.

Watching as his supposed enemy soared over the hundreds of dancing zwarks, firing with one hand to thin their numbers, Cyber Geek was surprised when Hephaestus suddenly veered toward him, coming down only a few feet away from where his feet were stamping in rhythm.

Hephaestus readied himself next to the dancing superhero, taking the same vantage point Cyber Geek had used minutes prior. After rattling off a glib bit of condescension, Hephaestus raised and braced his right arm, adding some last zinger that barely reached Cyber Geek’s ears.

As soon as the weapon was properly aimed, Cyber Geek felt the air around them change. The gauntlet was radiating heat, the air above it rippling visibly. The wind itself seemed suddenly tinged with an acrid odor, and in the depths of that metal palm, a light shone with such intensity that Cyber Geek closed his eyes immediately.

The shut lids barely helped as the world exploded into searing light. Despite being feet away, Cyber Geek could feel gusts tearing forth from the enormous amount of energy twisting through the air, and even that burned against his skin. Had he possessed any agency whatsoever, his body would have bolted, raw survival instinct driving him away from anything with that much destructive potential.

At last, the light faded and Cyber Geek risked opening his eyes. Even after the protection of his own lids, he had to blink away crackling static and orbs of light as he regained focus. When he finally managed to swing around and get a proper glimpse of the destruction, Cyber Geek was once again thankful for the spell controlling his movements. Had it not been for Hat Trick’s dance, his knees might have given out then and there.

What had once been a slope was now a ditch, a perfectly circular indent seared into the stone. There were no zwarks to be seen within the newly-formed, still-smoking ditch, however: only ash, and a few partly burned limbs that had tumbled over the side. The destruction didn’t stop on the canyon floor either. Not only had the beam annihilated every zwark that was bunched up at the base of the slope, it had burned into the ground itself. Sitting directly in front of the ditch was a deep circular hole the zwarks would have to cross, leaping over all that remained of their brethren.

The scene was absolute devastation. Not even Plasmodia had shown that kind of destructive potential. Over a hundred lives, minimum, wiped out in a single shot. They were monsters, true, but monsters that had only appeared within the hour. Hephaestus hadn’t built a weapon like that with the zwarks in mind. No matter how cordial things might be, they were still parts of opposing organizations. It would be ridiculous to assume that monstrous weapon could never be pointed at him or his team.

“Any idea how long she can keep that going?” Hephaestus asked, pointing up toward Hat Trick, whose breath was visibly coming heavier. “Her answer was very… cape, but light on details. If it’s a while though, I might have time for another shot.”

Unable to respond with anything more than an expression of visible shock, Cyber Geek still managed to get a chuckle out of Hephaestus.

“Did you think I made a fight-ending weapon that can only be fired once? I hold my gear to higher standards than that. Try to remember, not everyone’s powers run on video game logic.”

Hephaestus took to the sky once more, likely searching for a place where her next shot could do maximum damage. Cyber Geek was left behind, still helplessly dancing while a villain handled the heavy lifting. All he could do was keep to the steps and occasionally catch glimpses of the still-smoldering furrow Hephaestus had fired.

The resolute expression that slowly took hold on Cyber Geek’s face was one Medley would have both recognized and approved of. Seeing what an adversary could do, knowing he was slipping behind the curve, there was no doubt at all in the young superhero’s mind.

He needed to get stronger. Ideally, as soon as possible.


Chapter 10



Surveying the destruction below, Hephaestus felt a warm glow of accomplishment. No doubt about it, the BFC was a major success. On her right gauntlet, the cracked focusing lens was cycled out as a fresh one was put into place. Most of her suit could handle using the BFC, however the lenses were still ruined every time. That was why she’d added an internal changing mechanism to allow for multiple shots per hand.

The BFC itself was a combination of multiple factors. Upgraded systems and more sturdy materials helped her generate and bear more energy, but the real step forward had come during their fight with Alfred Settler. Chloe had activated one of her sayings to help Hephaestus, “whatever you can do, I can do better”, and in the process had improved upon her design. While the tweaks themselves weren’t major in the moment, they opened up Hephaestus’s mind to new ways she could cycle the energy.

Swinging back around, she flew by Hat Trick’s vantage point to check on the cape. Her skin was no longer just glistening; sweat positively dripped from Hat Trick, who by this point had been dancing for over ten minutes straight. Her movements were growing sloppier, yet the cape kept on dancing, refusing to let the spell lapse and turn loose all those monsters.

Still, the cape would give in sooner or later. Hephaestus checked the charging system, aware the BFC would need time for another shot. The long charge-up time was admittedly a flaw in the weapon, though not one she could overcome anytime soon. She was beginning to run up against the same hurdle that every meta-suit creator faced sooner or later: power. Providing the energy using her own constant heat had worked when the suit’s functions were bare bones, but that tactic was starting to show its limitations.

Not to mention, if she ever wanted to advance the notion of creating meta-suits for the public at large, Hephaestus would need a substantially less personalized power source. Such was the nature of inventing: when one part was finally brought up to snuff, it only shined a light on all the other aspects that could be improved.

Hephaestus was scanning for an optimal point to shoot from when movement caught her attention. That in itself wasn’t shocking; the entire outlet mall was a sea of swaying bodies trapped in Hat Trick’s choreography. What made this so eye-catching was the fact that the motions didn’t line up with the dance, not to mention the garish orange color.

An oversized SUV was erratically veering around the outlet mall, jerking and turning at seemingly random moments as it smashed through displays and rolled over abandoned merchandise. Hat Trick pulled her hands in to clap, and suddenly the SUV was yanked in a new direction, barreling toward a cart selling frozen lemonade at arguably criminal prices.

When Hat Trick executed a spin and the SUV almost whipped around, Hephaestus put it all together. Whoever was driving had gotten hit by the spell too, meaning they were stuck behind the wheel with no control of their body, taken wherever the music led. It was somewhat miraculous there were no bodies splattered on the front of the car, and as Hephaestus watched, the SUV swerved at the last second away from what looked like a pile of debris, if one couldn’t see the shadows of people huddling underneath.

The SUV tore through more property, yet somehow continued to avoid any people. What few zwarks remained littering the outlet mall weren’t nearly so lucky. Almost like it was drawn to them, the SUV rolled through the invaders, splattering them in spectacular fashion. Watching the way it wove around humans while pulping property and monsters alike, a worry bloomed in Hephaestus’s chest.

It sure looked like luck was playing an absurdly active role down there, and the only power she knew of that could conjure an such effect was Chloe’s, when paired with the right saying. They had told her to get somewhere safe, and a heavily armored vehicle made for a sound choice. Unfortunately, if Hephaestus was right, that put her friend in danger.

Assuming Chloe couldn’t control her movement, she wouldn’t be able to teleport. And while the SUV was currently safe, from above Hephaestus could see the way it was steadily working toward the edge of the parking lot where a sheer drop waited. Much as she would have liked to think Chloe’s fortune would keep her safe, even magical luck had limits, and that drop was sizable.

Soaring down, Hephaestus flew alongside the SUV, scanning through the tinted windows to indeed see her roommate stuck at an awkward half-standing angle, Chloe’s leg mashing the gas as a curled hand kept yanking on the steering wheel in time with the beat. Hephaestus tried to grab the door handle, only for it to slip away as the car shifted.

Just as she was readying for another run at the door, the symbol in the side of her helm’s screen flashed green once more. Her BFC was ready for another go. Hephaestus spared the time to look up at Hat Trick, seeing the poor cape was visibly exhausted. Choosing such a frenetic, active song made every minute all the more demanding, and being unable to rest for even a moment compounded the fatigue.

When Hat Trick declared she would dance until she passed out, Hephaestus had believed that was her intent, though succeeding at such an endeavor was another matter. Watching her desperately gulp down air while continuing to keep her feet to the beat, Hephaestus realized that declaration might very well prove to be literal. With that understanding, her esteem for the superhero called Hat Trick rose considerably.

It didn’t change the fact that they were running out of time, however. Hat Trick had given her all; there was just not much left in the tank. When she collapsed, the zwarks would be freed. Practically speaking, that meant her best tactic was to leave Chloe in the hands of her own bold luck and fire off a second round of the BFC while the zwarks were stuck.

Instead, Hephaestus burst forward in a flash of speed, slamming into the side of the SUV. She didn’t bother with the handle this time, jamming her metal fingers into the seam on the door and peeling it open. The material was surprisingly sturdy; someone had put in real effort to armor the vehicle. But Hephaestus’s upgrades showed their worth, allowing her to strip back the reinforced metal with her mechanical might.

Chloe was dancing inside, yet Hephaestus barely had eyes for her. From this new angle, she could see the screen in the center console, most of which was dominated by a huge arrangement of letters and a series of red numbers counting down.

Rocket Mode Activated

Launch Imminent

Below that was a big red “15” followed shortly by a “14” and that was really all Hephaestus needed to see. Yanking apart the seatbelt, she grabbed hold of a still dancing Chloe and soared backward, putting as much distance between themselves and the vehicle as possible. With no one holding the steering wheel or pushing the gas, its momentum dwindled.

Roughly fourteen seconds after, the orange SUV began to shake as what appeared to be a spare tire on the back fell away, revealing a massive exhaust nozzle. An instant later, brilliant blue flames came bursting out, as the car of Rocket Jock lived up to at least part of the cape’s moniker. In a blur of motion, the orange hunk of metal streaked across the outlet mall, through the parking lot, and over the edge of the canyon cliff.

Strong as the flames were, they didn’t have quite enough oomph to let the large metal contraption fly. Instead, the momentum and thrust carried it out a fair way from the wall and the devastation Hephaestus had left smoldering. It went so far, in fact, it managed to reach the zwarks that were further back, out of her BFC’s range.

A massive explosion ripped through the air, momentarily disturbing the music, which otherwise pounded on relentlessly. Setting the still-dancing Chloe down, Hephaestus took to the sky once more. Where the SUV had landed there was only a crater, with orange debris scattered across the surrounding area. Much of it was buried in the bodies of now-dead zwarks, the explosions and shrapnel taking out another sizable chunk of their foes.

The sight might have felt more encouraging were there not hundreds still remaining. Still, at least they’d done some damage, and the huge hole at the bottom of the slope might help slow the zwarks’ next charge. Hephaestus doubled back, planning to gauge Hat Trick’s remaining stamina then find an optimal place for her next BFC shot.

Unfortunately, that plan fell to tatters when she noticed how the cape was swaying on her feet. Her chest heaved in wracking gasps, trying and failing to suck down enough air. True to her word, Hat Trick had literally danced until she was on the edge of consciousness. With one final clap and series of steps, she finished the dance, and promptly passed out.

That would have been worrying enough on its own, but thanks to her final series of movements, Hat Trick had ended up near the building’s edge. When she lost consciousness, she teetered ever so briefly back before falling forward, head on track to smash against the pavement below.
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It might have been better if she’d stayed passed out. Instead, Hat Trick barely had time to register the sweeping darkness before the sense of falling jerked her back to consciousness. What a cruel prank her body played, awakening her just to watch the end arrive. Even if she’d had a spell or tool to save herself, Hat Trick didn’t have the spare breath to mutter a syllable, let alone enough energy for an actual plan.

Time felt like it stretched, the end always approaching yet never arriving. A flood of “I wish I hads” ran through her brain, though it was hard to feel too bad about her accomplishments. Not only had she become a superhero, Hat Trick had found a team she loved, and even managed to feel helpful sometimes.

In the end, all she could manage was a delay of the monsters, but maybe it would matter, just a little bit.

When the impact came, it was gentler than she expected. Perhaps exhaustion had at last proven useful, allowing her to pass on without a torrent of pain. Then Hat Trick noticed she was still raggedly gasping for air, which seemed like a habit most ghosts wouldn’t indulge.

Finally processing her surroundings, Hat Trick realized she was once again in the cold metal arms of Hephaestus, who’d evidently caught her before landing.

“You… saved… me?” The words were choppy thanks to her struggling lungs, but Hat Trick still managed to pull the question forth.

“Just evening things out.” The deep, slightly scrambled voice didn’t quite sound as detached as it seemed to be aiming for. “You provided an excellent opportunity to test my newest tool, it would be a shame if you weren’t around to offer further possibilities.”

Grateful though she was, Hat Trick couldn’t help staring at the suddenly-freed horde of zwarks rushing forward once more. They fell into the hole Hephaestus had created by the dozens, scrambling up the other side. At the top of the slope, Cyber Geek was readying his gun, with Agent Quantum, Bahamut, and Medley standing nearby. Plasmodia had resumed firing and Cold Shoulder was forming her ice armor.

No more delaying. They’d run out of time. Either the capes held an impossible line, or the outlet mall and everyone in it would be annihilated. Hat Trick focused on evening out her breathing, determined to make herself useful again before it was all over. If she could rally even a little bit of strength, enough for one spell or trick, she had to⁠—

The flash of light was somehow both blinding and soothing. As it burned in the sky, Hat Trick felt the air leave her lungs for an entirely different reason. She’d met Lodestar in the AHC, squared off with her for a testing activity, and watched dozens of videos of the legendary cape in action.

None of it prepared her for standing in the presence of a truly active Lodestar. It was like a weight had settled onto the world itself, an intangible density that radiated out through existence. That force swept across the landscape, casting the zwarks and any other nearby invaders out of her sight. They didn’t even have time to release their eponymous screams; the monsters were simply gone, exorcised from reality entirely. Even their corpses were removed.

Quick as she appeared, Lodestar vanished, taking the tremendous pressure she exerted with her. Hat Trick resumed her deep breathing, though now for entirely different reasons.

It had taken everything they had to hold back that army of creatures, and it wasn’t enough. Yet Lodestar had purged the threat in seconds, at most. Hat Trick was beyond thankful for the aid, fully aware the intervention undoubtedly saved many lives, her friends perhaps among them. Still, even knowing all that, the young cape couldn’t deny…

“That woman is fucking terrifying,” Hephaestus said as they lowered to the ground.

Hat Trick nodded on instinct, unable to deny the truth when it was laid so bare. Grateful as she was for Lodestar, it was difficult not to be afraid when encountering that level of power, even if wielded by someone responsible and kind.

Looking out the now-empty canyon where an army had stood a second prior, Hat Trick had to fight the urge to shiver. How on earth did a person get power like that?

And what had it cost her?


Chapter 11



In aftermath of Lodestar’s appearance, the outlet mall swarmed with activity, which the villains took as their cue to escape. Or rather, Bahamut and Hephaestus vanished, teleported home to change out of their costumes by the ever-helpful Cliché, only to hop back in their civilian forms of Beverly, Tori, and Chloe.

Much as she would have loved to vanish entirely, Tori’s guild training insisted she uphold her cover identity’s alibi. Since Chloe had been spotted by all the capes when Hephaestus pulled her free from the speeding car, there was a strong chance they’d realize this was the day all three roommates were shopping. If two of said roommates were suddenly missing, it could draw exactly the sort of questions and attention Tori was trying to avoid.

So it was that the rescue efforts eventually unearthed Beverly and Tori, seemingly both trapped and protected by a collapsed wall that had sealed them in during all of the action. No one seemed to notice that the claw marks that had caused the wall to fall were a better fit for a humanoid dragon than one of the zwarks.

It was nearly evening by the time they were finally driving home once more. The medical staff had insisted on at least cursory examinations for everyone, worried people’s adrenaline might mask their injuries, which delayed things substantially, and then there was the matter of traffic. The day’s chaos had impacted far more than just one outlet mall, and a good deal of people were in the mood to change locations.

Riding in the back of the van, Tori cast an occasional glance up to Chloe, who was driving. Despite being seconds away from a fiery explosion, she appeared to be holding up well. She was, sadly, getting ample practice with such experiences. No matter how she tried to keep her friend away from the dangers of her own life, Chloe was still being drawn in with alarming regularity.

Not that Beverly was a whole lot better. One of the perks of being villains was the fact they didn’t have an obligation to throw their lives away on a lost cause. Sure, they were happy to bring some trouble, but when the going got tough, Tori had no doubt most villains would get going. Her stubborn mentor was a peculiar exception, and even Ivan was more drawn by the idea of a good fight than some duty to the public.

She’d always known Beverly’s tendencies were more cape than villain, but the issue had never truly been pushed before today. The fight at the outlet mall made it clear in no uncertain terms: Beverly was going to put her life on the line when she felt duty demanded it. Hardly surprising, considering her upbringing, yet it still presented a problem.

Because Tori was very much not going down that path. She’d seen what happened to the valiant ones who tried to carry the world on their shoulders, and how the weight flattened them. If Beverly was going to continue in that direction, eventually they were destined to part ways.

Watching two of her only friends and trying to imagine life without them, Tori felt her stomach drop away. She didn’t want that, not at all. But when she pictured either of them dead, the turmoil was far worse. Was it better to cut ties as soon as possible and minimize the pain?

While it wasn’t a conundrum she expected to sort out that evening, Tori felt the notion burrow in deep. She knew she’d be thinking about little else if she didn’t distract herself. With that in mind, Tori turned her attention to reviewing the meta-suit’s first outing.

All things considered, she would call it a rousing success. Not only had the durability held up as hoped, the controls remained responsive, the weapons fired cleanly, and even her BFC had worked without issue. She’d hoped for a chance to test the second shot and make sure firing them quickly in succession didn’t cause issues, but that would wait for another day. Getting to see the blast’s impact on living targets was data more than valuable enough to make up for the inconvenience.

She’d gotten so lost in her thoughts, Tori didn’t hear her own name until it was nearly being yelled from the front seat. Finally looking up, she found both Beverly and Chloe looking at her as they waited at a red light. “What’s going on?”

“What’s going on is we’ve been talking about the fight at the outlet mall, and that incredible weapon Hephaestus used. The hell was that thing?” Beverly asked.

Like most inventors, Tori perked up at the opportunity to talk about her work. “Ah yes! That would be my BFC, the newest addition to the arsenal. Born from improved materials, increased knowledge, and with a few ideas stolen from some fellow meta-humans, it is designed to provide ample stopping power.”

Quickly turning to check the light, Chloe swiveled back around with a curious expression. “BFC? Is that an acronym?”

“Initialism, technically,” Tori corrected.

“And an obvious one at that.” Beverly rolled her eyes, though there was an undeniable smile on her lips. “What else would it stand for but Big Fucking Cannon?”

“More or less.” If Tori’s eyes darted away slightly during the response, Beverly didn’t notice.

Honking from all around signaled the light had changed, even if no one would actually be able to move until the front cars started. They took a turn, at last on the street that would bring them home. It was galling to sit in the car and putter through traffic when Chloe could hop them home in a moment, or Tori and Beverly could take to the air. If not for the van and the need to uphold their human identities, it all could have been so much easier.

No wonder so few villains in the guild bothered with true secret identities. Sure, Xelas might toss on a hologram to go hit the town, and Thuggernaut went to the symphony in a suit, not a villain costume, but at the end of the day, they lived as their villain selves. People like Wade and Ivan were more the exception than the rule.

It was a nice fantasy to entertain, but Tori needed her civilian side. Not only was it essential for the ambitions she was in the process of chasing down, her civilian-half had built friendships with several superheroes, none of which she expected would take the reveal of her true self well.

Traffic was a small price to pay for not wondering if the capes down the hall were planning to come break down the door and drag her to jail. Nice as The New Science Sentries were to Tori, she’d never forget the steel in their gazes when staring down Hephaestus.
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Ivan sat with a mug of cold coffee in front of him, his ex-wife warming hers in the microwave. “Juan says the traffic is finally clearing, he should be home soon.”

“Give him my best.” Ivan slowly rose from the kitchen table; a day of mental weariness had left him exhausted. Comforting Beth was the easy part; with her so close, he could ensure she stayed safe. Rick was another matter; he’d been forced to stew in his terror until word came from Wade that the boy was officially protected.

In that time, all Ivan could do was sit and feel useless as he wondered about the safety of his son, his coworkers, his apprentice, and even his ex-wife. Just about the only ones he didn’t have to worry about were his fellow guild-mates, a fact he was forced to ruminate on at length as he waited for word on whether his loved ones were alive.

It was a notion that stayed with him even as he brought Beth to Janet’s and accepted an invitation to dinner. Although they rarely spent time together anymore, both recognized the trauma of the day called for a stable, comforting evening, so they spent the hours making sure the kids were okay before Rick and Beth both finally retreated to their bedrooms.

“Before I go, there’s something we need to talk about.” Ivan noticed the way Janet’s expression shifted from ease to wariness and found he couldn’t blame her for it. Especially considering what he was about to propose.

“Things have been getting more dangerous lately. First the riots, then the aliens, and now we’ve got strange monsters popping in across the globe. My fear is that things will get more hectic before they settle down, and that the people I care for might be swept up in it.”

Why wasn’t he afraid for the guild members? Because they were powerful. Aside from the ones still mastering their talents like Tori and her friends, the majority of the guild was comprised from battle-hardened meta-humans with potent abilities and the skill to make the most of them. So if Ivan wanted to keep people safe even when he couldn’t reach them, the answer seemed obvious.

“I want to talk to you about providing powers for⁠—”

“Absolutely-fucking-not.” Janet’s voice was a sharp whisper that cut right through Ivan’s words. “Whatever has happened to Beth is outside our control, but I will not allow you to irrevocably alter our son’s future out of some⁠—”

“For you.” In contrast to Janet, Ivan’s tone was blunt and unyielding, a cube of stone to break her blade against. “I want to talk about providing powers for you, and Juan, if he would like them.”

It was a rare accomplishment to stun Janet, though she recovered quickly enough. “Me?”

“Indeed. You’re right, I don’t know that powers would make Rick any safer; in fact, they very well might cause him to end up in danger. You are not a headstrong teenager, however. If given meta-human abilities, I trust that you would use them for the protection of our children above all else.”

“You’re not afraid I might get up to other mischief?”

“So long as you steer clear of my organization’s boundaries, that’s between you and the capes,” Ivan assured her.

She held his gaze for several seconds before letting out a long breath. “Good god, you’re serious.”

Ivan merely nodded.

“Is that… can you do that? Just give people powers?”

This time, Ivan shook his head. “I cannot, however Wade tackled the issue in decades past. He began cataloging the known methods for producing abilities, with special attention paid to any that could be reliably replicated. Although we can’t offer anything approaching my level, he can run a screening on your genetics, find out what types of powers you’d be most suited for, and create a serum that will cause appropriate changes. It ensures you get something you can use to its proper potential.”

Janet drew a swig from her cup of coffee and winced, having forgotten about the trip round the microwave her mug had taken. Most people Ivan encountered would immediately jump for the chance at guaranteed power, especially one tailored by Doctor Mechaniacal himself. Yet Janet appeared as though she might be sick, her face a tapestry of fear and uncertainty.

Unlike the masses, Janet had seen behind the caped curtain, she knew the cost that came with that kind of power. It changed things, sometimes in ways that could never be put back, and the more she used it, the further away her old life would drift. Slowly, the uncertainty faded, replaced by a steady determination.

“I don’t want powers. I don’t need to be a meta-human. My life is just fine as is. But if something happened, if I had to stand around helpless while my kids yelled for help, I would never forgive myself for saying no in this moment. So I’ll consent to the screening. When you can tell me what kinds of powers we’re talking about, then we can make the final call.”

“I’ll let Wade know. And Juan?”

“We’ll talk, and he’ll make his own choice,” Janet replied. “Though I’d be surprised if he took you up on it, I do appreciate the offer.”

“The kids love him, and he’s a good man.” Ivan’s words were both complimentary and obvious. Had Juan not been a good man, or at the very least a positive influence on their children, he would have never lived long enough to become a fixture in the home.
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VRX77 waited as the Lodestar swept across the world, purging the first wave of invaders. While the gleaming metal entity had slipped in with the crowds, it had quickly gone to ground, activating an array of shielding devices and dimensional frequency adjustors.

Breaking into a world with a Lodestar was usually a tremendous waste of energy. Not only was the output required to create the breach monumental, in order to remain, one needed a dimension synchronizer operating at its highest capabilities – essentially a black hole for power. And that was all just to counter the passive effects of a Lodestar. Being in the presence of one, especially if their attention fell upon you, would burn out even that option.

Thanks to the dimensional nova, VRX77 had been able to enter the world almost easily, and maintaining a presence was only taxing when the Lodestar drew too close. With the initial chaos settling down, it was time to get to the task at hand.

First came cracking into the civilian satellites to determine where the breach had spit VRX77 out. Once coordinates were established, it became a simple matter of running down the target. Sometimes that could be troublesome, however almost immediately after starting the search, VRX77’s inquires returned multiple hits from this world’s internet.

Pictures of the target being saved by Tachyonic, stories about the target’s subsequent kidnapping, video of the target speaking to the world, writeups about the target’s endeavors to launch a new product line for self-defense. Had the helmet that was its face been capable of smiling, VRX77 would have worn a downright silly grin.

For as troublesome as Lodestar-protected realms usually were, at least the target was making herself easy to find.


Chapter 12



As peace took hold around the world, the wave of dimensional invaders driven back thanks to a shining figure moving at incredible speeds, superheroes made their way home to rest. The team of Cyber Geek, Medley, Cold Shoulder, and Hat Trick were no exception, returning to the base of the Alliance of Heroic Champions. The massive building served as the AHC’s North American hub, housing, training grounds, and even had a museum on the bottom floor for people to tour.

What it typically didn’t have was a crowd waiting when the elevator door dinged open. Cyber Geek nearly tried to reach for an item from one of the computers embedded in his skull before realizing the people surrounding them were other superheroes.

And they were applauding. From the thick gloved hands of Bloopston to the dainty digits of Dapper Doll, the small crowd was clapping for their team. Big Swing stepped forward, his burly arms producing applause that created minor shockwaves in the air. “Hell of a move, Hat Trick, hell of a move. You held back a goddamn army of monsters.”

Although she was no longer panting, the endeavor had taken its toll on Hat Trick. Rivers of sweat left her clothing visibly damp and her makeup streaked, to say nothing of the exhaustion still visible in her movements. She still had enough energy to turn red beneath the storm of freckles covering her cheeks, smiling wide despite the influx of unexpected attention.

From the other side of the crowd, Tachyonic slid into view, Plasmodia and Agent Quantum close behind. “Since we got back first, I had to spread the word. Turns out we didn’t need to bother. There’s already a ton of videos online, apparently some people managed to hang on to their phones during the dancing.”

“There’s also the one that is clearly leaked security footage,” Plasmodia added.

“Oh yeah, they have the best angles, it’s the only one where the camera isn’t being waved about.”

As the applause died down and Hat Trick’s team stepped fully off the elevator, a new voice rose from the back of the small crowd. “A noble accomplishment indeed. It is only a shame the task could not be accomplished without such a substantial sacrifice in dignity.”

Confused capes turned their heads, slowly parting to reveal a man who appeared to be in his fifties, though in an organization of meta-humans, appearances could often be deceiving. His lined face was set in an unpleasant expression, and the outfit he wore was crisply starched, as well as perfectly mundane. The first thought of several capes was that the man had gotten lost during one of the ground floor’s tours and somehow wandered into a secure area.

That sentiment changed when they noticed the reaction from The New Science Sentries, all of whom had turned suddenly stiff, their spines snapping straight. Agent Quantum was the first to react, stepping forward in front of his team. “What a surprise, it’s good to see you, Doct⁠—”

“Just Richard will be fine,” the older man said, cutting him off crisply, before turning his attention to Hat Trick. “As for you, young lady, while that technique was certainly… distracting, your lack of control with it is entirely unacceptable. To take hold of your fellow superheroes is bad enough, forcing them to parade about with that idiotic prancing, but you allowed evidence of such disgrace to be collected and disseminated as well.”

As his words came, Hat Trick shrank, however three other forms grew distinctly more puffed up. Medley, Cyber Geek, and Cold Shoulder had drawn in close as the older man spoke, and when Richard opened his mouth to continue, he found a hefty, scaled hand suddenly heavy on his shoulder.

“Who the fuck are you?”

“My name is Richa—” The man’s words were cut off by the appearance of Medley’s finger thrusting directly in front of his eye.

“I don’t think you understand my question,” Medley continued. “Who the fuck are you to critique a superhero that just saved people’s lives? Who the fuck are you to run your mouth in front of someone that put everything they had into protecting innocent civilians? Where the fuck do you get the kind of stones to talk to my teammate like that, when I haven’t seen your ass out there fighting once?”

Stepping back, the sour-faced man stared daggers at Medley, then gave a smattering of glares to the people gathered around, who weren’t showing much kindness in his direction either. “As I was saying before your concealed assault, you may call me Richard Hedmon, acting Chief Assistant to Professor Quantum.”

The silence that fell as he finished speaking was punctuated largely by the smug look on Richard’s face, one that quickly lost its cohesion as Cyber Geek offered his tart reply.

“And?”

Richard blinked, checking the crowd as if expecting them to have all stepped back in respect. Instead, he found hard glares from the bodies that surrounded him. “Perhaps you didn’t understand, I am Chief Assistant to the man who runs this⁠—”

A sharp laugh from the short form of Cold Shoulder cut him off. “Is this a test? This had to be a test, making sure we don’t beat the hell out of someone even when provoked. You cannot be this entitled and stupid.” Cold Shoulder paused, looking him over once more.

“Actually, maybe that lines up. Alright bucko, let me make this clear: no one in this organization gives a shit who you work for. Trading on your boss’s reputation is only going to get you laughed out the front door. Superheroes are defined by what we do, so one last time: who the fuck are you?”

For a change, Richard remained silent, at last seeming to pick up on the fact that he was surrounded by very strong meta-humans who were all looking at him in a deeply unfriendly light. Cold Shoulder’s words about it being a test had diffused some of the tension, but it was hard to miss the way the crowd of bodies had formed a wall around him.

After letting the silence stretch for a solid ten seconds, Cold Shoulder smiled, causing both Cyber Geek and Medley to instinctively take steps away. “Seems like we understand one another. Now go lick Professor Quantum’s boots or whatever it is you ‘assist’ him with.”

Rather than retreat, however, Richard stepped forward, bringing himself close enough to Cold Shoulder to feel the breeze. “If you’re quite done with your rude beratement, I’ll have your name, young lady, as well as the fur-covered ruffian, to make a full accounting of this incident to those in charge.”

“That won’t be necessary. I was listening in during my approach.”

Again, a new voice joined the conversation, but this time everyone reacted to the sound. Some leapt in the air, others whipped their heads around, and almost everyone mimicked The New Science Sentries’ more formal posture.

That last reaction was the strangest of all, since Lodestar was never one to harp on formality.

Yet all in attendance still felt an urge to present themselves in their best light as the world’s most powerful superhero floated out from an access panel in the elevator shaft. Lodestar drifted down next to Hat Trick, putting her hands on the younger cape’s shoulders. “You were incredible out there. What you did made a huge difference, and I am so grateful for your help.”

Lifting her gaze, Lodestar addressed the gathered superheroes. “All of you. There were so many times when I arrived to see disaster held at bay by your combined efforts. I might have been the one who drove back today’s monsters, but you’re the ones who kept people safe, who protected those in need. The only reason I could give everything to offense is because I knew the superheroes of the AHC would handle our defense. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.”

Whatever petty disputes had been in the air were forgotten in the presence of Lodestar, however everyone noticed when she turned her eyes to Richard directly. “As for you, Mr. Hedmon, while I understand things might seem simple from the outside, experience in the field will offer an education that can’t be matched on the sidelines. Perhaps by the time you’ve managed to save as many people as Hat Trick, you’ll better understand the choices made today.”

“And what of the rudeness from these so-called superheroes of yours?” Richard demanded. The effort at appearing uncowed might have proven more successful if his voice hadn’t broken at the end.

“You mean them answering an unfriendly greeting with unfriendly attitudes?” Lodestar looked to the assembled superheroes, shrugging her shoulders. “Somebody help me out here, what’s that phrase the cool kids say, the one about facing obvious consequences?”

She was met with blank stares until Plasmodia, too enthralled at piecing the puzzle together to consider the greater situation, snapped her fingers. “Oh! He fucked around and found out?”

“That’s the one,” Lodestar confirmed. “Thank you, I’m not much for cursing. Now then, if you’re done throwing a tantrum, Mr. Hedmon, perhaps you should see if Professor Quantum requires any aid. The superheroes have work to do.”

Lodestar floated away, moving briskly without crossing over into super-speed. The rest of the superheroes slowly dissipated as well, with Hat Trick excusing herself for a much-desired shower. By the end, there were only four figures remaining in the hallway by the elevators: The New Science Sentries, and an absolutely fuming Richard Hedmon.
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In light of the current chaos, The Guild of Villainous Reformation had assembled its council, the chosen members who represented the various interests of those in the organization. Ivan was the last to arrive, almost fittingly, since he was the council member who represented members with light to no involvement in the regular crimes and happenings.

Xelas, the metal woman and world’s first recognized AI, sat next to Gork, a huge creature originally from the center of the earth who had gotten stuck on the surface. Arcanicus was wiping the exhaustion from his face as he sucked down a large coffee from a mug kept warm through enchantment. Morgana looked as if she’d come from a nice dinner, her elegant gown an odd fit among the crowd. Stasis, as expected, seemed the same as always, flipping through a worn paperback as they waited to start.

That left Doctor Mechaniacal, the man also known as Wade Wyatt, standing at the front, his presentation ready to go. As Ivan arrived and made his greetings, the rest of the room gave their attention to the man in charge, the villain they trusted with the actual logistics of the organization’s operations.

“I know we’re all busy people, so let’s dive right into what I’m sure you’re all wondering about,” Wade began, the room’s lights turning off at the sound of his voice. On the table before them, holographic images rose from the seemingly mundane wooden surface: an odd tapestry of orbs surrounded by streams of energy, flowing in ways water would never dare. Most reacted with indifference, however Morgana suppressed a visible shudder.

“For anyone unfamiliar, this is a crude representation of the greater multiverse. Generally speaking, we don’t have to mess with it much, thanks to Lodestar. However, we’ve acquired knowledge from prior incidents and accounts predating Lodestar’s arrival. What’s currently happening has an array of names across the multiversal records I checked over, but the one disconnected from religious or cultural interpretations of the event refer to it as a dimensional nova.”

One of the orbs began to pulse before flaring, burning brighter than the other orbs and causing the previously smooth flow of energy to turn suddenly chaotic. As it surged against the other orbs, they began to demonstrate signs of degradation or mutation.

“There doesn’t seem to be a clear understanding of what causes them, but the events have been cataloged many times before. There’s an initial wave, which we just saw, followed by a prolonged period where the dimensional membranes are being constantly weakened.”

“Hang on,” Morgana interrupted. “If we knew these sorts of events were possible, why weren’t we monitoring for them? The threats today weren’t too bad, it was the number and surprise that made them pains in the ass.”

Wade sighed, even as he nodded in agreement. “That would be nice; however, we face the same issue as anyone else seeking to connect to the greater multiverse: our barriers normally take a tremendous amount of power to breach. Enough that most would consider it to be outright impossible. Even running our emergency evacuation protocols would strain our capacity to the limits. Assuming we did send out probes, they’d have enough power for maybe one signal to get through, at most. Add in that dimensional novas are incredibly rare occurrences, and the issue wasn’t at the top of my Worry-List.”

“What is?” Stasis asked, finally looking up from her paperback.

Face and tone entirely deadpan, Wade answered, “The records I’ve found call them realm eaters, some force that leaves only empty voids where entire universes once flourished.”

The room was quiet as all in attendance processed the information before they silently agreed to ignore it entirely.

“You said our world’s barriers are normally difficult to breach,” Ivan pointed out. “Am I to take that as an indication it’s not currently the case?”

“Seems to be,” Wade confirmed. “I ran some tests this afternoon, and while we’re not quite undefended, it’s a lot easier to cross over right now.”

Elsewhere, all members of the council knew that the Alliance of Heroic Champions was having a similar meeting, discussing how the situation imperiled innocent civilians, making plans to deal with extradimensional invaders, and displaying the sort of responsibility that showed why they were in such trusted positions.

They, on the other hand, were having this meeting with different intentions. Ones that Xelas summarized perfectly as she leaned forward, taking a closer look at the holographic display. “So the question is, how do we squeeze the most out of this opportunity?”


Chapter 13



Professor Quantum examined the three young faces turned toward him, lined up shoulder to shoulder in his office. None were happy with the decision, though only Agent Quantum was managing a convincing job at hiding his distaste. A farce undone seconds later when he opened his mouth.

“With respect, sir, I’m not sure Doctor… you were going by Hedmon out here, correct?”

“Just Richard Hedmon, this identity has no need for such hard-earned honorifics. Not with the simple work I’ll be doing.” The assistant now going by Richard stood at the side of Professor Quantum’s desk, waiting patiently for his next order. An attitude that Professor Quantum dearly hoped would rub off on the others.

“That brings me back to my point,” Agent Quantum continued. “I have concerns about adding Mr. Hedmon to our team composition. He has no field experience and no significant training for the job. Putting him on our team would place him at risk, as well as potentially lower our own efficacy.”

Steepling his fingers together, Professor Quantum leaned slightly forward, meeting the team leader’s gaze. “Then who would you suggest in his place?”

Agent Quantum blinked in surprise, an opening Professor Quantum pounced on. “Surely you have candidates in mind. You must have realized that a mourning period is a limited stretch of time, and at a certain point it would be necessary to fill Presto’s role. It has been months since his passing, months in which your team’s efficiency has already dropped. Tell me who you were considering to fill the slot, and we can discuss their merits.”

Pointedly moving his hard stare from Agent Quantum to Tachyonic, then on to Plasmodia, Professor Quantum was met only with shifting eyes and silence. “Precisely. Were it left in your hands, the slot would be held open forever, an invisible memorial stacked atop the multitude of real ones. And when being short a member of your team gets the next of you killed, will you become a duo? Going on until it is just one of you, operating all by their lonesome?”

Taking a deep breath, Professor Quantum halted his intense staring and softened his voice to a tone few of them had ever heard before. “People die. Superheroes aren’t immune to that. You will bury more friends, or you will be the one in the box. Standing still, holding everything as it was in the hopes that they’ll somehow come back… it doesn’t work. Right now, all you’re accomplishing is holding yourself back. So I’m taking the choice out of your hands, for now.”

“For now?” Agent Quantum asked.

“Indeed. Richard is here temporarily. His appointment is designed to help right your team’s course, while also filling Presto’s role until such time as you’ve selected a new member. We shall meet once per month and discuss whether you’re ready to make a selection, and if you’ve improved enough to no longer need Richard’s guidance.”

Professor Quantum waited for the quiet acceptance he knew would come, only for Plasmodia’s voice to rise up.

“Are we accountable for Mr. Hedmon’s safety? Because if we learned nothing else from Ike’s death, it’s that being a New Science Sentry puts a target on your back. You say he can handle being on the team, does that mean he’s capable of taking care of himself when things get dicey? If not, then we need a new albatross, one that at least won’t hinder us.”

The urge to frown was undeniable, though he had no intent of indulging it. In the time since Presto’s passing, Plasmodia had begun speaking out more often. He was unsure if the habit was a coping mechanism or an attempt to fill the silences now abundant amongst their team; what Professor Quantum did know was that he didn’t care for it.

“Like any superhero, Richard will be accountable for his own safety, though he will of course expect the support of his team.” Professor Quantum noticed Richard startle a bit at that, but paid it no mind. As an academic, the assistant going by Richard had his own assumptions about what work in the field entailed, impressions that would get realigned best by experience. If he couldn’t handle the burden… well, there was a reason Professor Quantum hadn’t put anyone indispensable in the role.

Agent Quantum had clearly realized which way the wind was blowing and was working to assert some measure of control. At least one of them did what they were supposed to. “On the subject of support, we should probably know Mr. Hedmon’s abilities.”

“Very well. Richard, seal Agent Quantum, if you would.” Professor Quantum waited until Richard had given a nod, then continued. “Agent Quantum, please approach my desk.”

Doing as he was told, Agent Quantum attempted to take a step forward, only to fall forward when his feet refused to move. Bent awkwardly, the superhero quickly righted himself, only to discover his boots were somehow bonded to the floor entirely. He struggled for a good half minute before attempting to take the boots off, only to find they were also bonded to his foot. “What the heck is this?”

“Directed bonding,” Richard said, speaking for himself at last. “I can cause near-instant molecular adhesion to occur within a limited range. The effects are limited by the time, scale, and type of materials. Meta-humans and materials will break the ability faster, with the issue scaling as power increases. Given the low-powered nature of most of your opponents, my ability should be very useful for stopping larger groups and briefly halting stronger foes.”

With a soft pop, Agent Quantum’s foot came free, no longer stuck to the boot or the floor. “I can certainly see how that would be useful in the field. To echo Plasmodia’s concern, however, we need to exercise caution. That ability doesn’t offer you many defensive options.”

“Richard’s outfit will have everything he needs; frankly, if he gets himself killed out there, he has no one to blame but himself.” While Professor Quantum was adding the man to fix the erring New Science Sentries, it didn’t hurt to remind him that everyone was expected to prove their capabilities.

“I’ve got a question about your powers,” Tachyonic ventured. “The attack we had today, with the weird monsters that yelled ‘zwark’ a lot. Could you have stopped them?”

“It’s hard to say without trying, but given the video of their shown strength, I expect my power would have proven effective.” If Richard was trying to avoid looking smug, it didn’t show.

“All of them?” Tachyonic let the question hang, bloated and ugly as it sucked in the silence, before finally pushing on. “Could you have stopped that entire mob the way Hat Trick did? For as long as she held it?”

Richard said nothing, though the smugness was definitely gone from his expression.

“I’m well aware that Richard has not made the grandest of first impressions among his new coworkers.” Professor Quantum barely resisted the urge to rub his temple at the memory of Lodestar barging into his office, asking about his newest ill-mannered employee. “He has been thoroughly briefed on the importance of civility amongst fellow superheroes, and I can assure you that there will not be any more such incidents.”

When Professor Quantum emphasized his words, Richard jumped ever-so-slightly. Good, it was nice to see at least some people listened when being told of their failings. Any activity that garnered more attention for Lodestar was not to be tolerated; that woman already felt far too free meddling about in his affairs.

“I have a training session booked for tomorrow morning; you can hone your teamwork with the new composition then. For tonight, show Richard home and get him settled.”

The three stares morphed from confusion, to uncertainty, and finally most shifted to full-on surprise, with embers of anger poorly hidden. It was Plasmodia who put voice to the concerns, though.

“Hang on, we have to live with this guy?”

“Of course, he is a part of your team now,” Professor Quantum confirmed. “Consider it a daily reminder of the task facing you. I expect when we meet again next month, there will be ample suggestions for filling the team’s fourth slot.”
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Despite the insanity of her day, Tori never had a hope of getting to bed early. With so much data to pour through after her testing, she’d barely managed the patience to scarf down a delivery dinner before burying herself in looking over the day’s results. By the time she sealed herself away in the converted concrete parking spaces that functioned as her home lab, Tori was more than happy to let the world fall away as she drowned herself in data.

All things considered, the new meta-suit had performed at or beyond expectations in every category. While she had some minor quibbles about the speed of the BFC charging or the angle of her launch thrusters, on the whole Tori was beaming with pride as she reviewed the day’s activities. Not only had her composite material proven just as durable as she’d hoped, her weapons turned out to be even more formidable.

While the burst and beam shots were designed for quicker, less important enemies, fighting Alfred Settler had ingrained in Tori the need for a powerful finishing strike. In truth, though her BFC had a larger range than the attack Plasmodia had managed against Alfred Settler, it wasn’t quite as intense. So far as Tori was concerned, that made the device incomplete. Until she was truly certain that she’d built a weapon powerful enough to stop the next Alfred Settler, her tinkering would continue.

After all, it wasn’t like they could count on Presto to make the save again.

Still, that would come with time, and for now her BFC represented a powerful new weapon in her ever-growing arsenal. By the time Tori finally sat back and looked at something other than her laptop screen, she realized it was past midnight, meaning she’d yet again worked into morning. She was exhausted, yet content in a way that only fellow crafters would understand.

At the same time, Tori felt a familiar itch beginning to stir. Designing the second version of her meta-suit had been Tori’s entire focus for the last few months. It was where she poured her worries, her fears, her anxieties, and even her grief. Having a project gave Tori an outlet, one that she’d come to realize was desperately missed when absent. With the meta-suit’s second version officially completed and field-tested, she needed something new to occupy her attention.

The obvious choice would be her self-defense product line being developed in conjunction with Indigo Technologies. Not only had the purses been flying off the shelves as soon as they were restocked, the second wave of accessories was slated for testing soon. There was a big marketing push scheduled for the next wave, one that would force her to make more appearances, so sinking her energy into those devices would be the most pragmatic use of her time.

Unfortunately, the trouble with those devices was their limited nature. Because these were intended for public distribution, the amount of advanced technology inside had to be carefully limited. It wasn’t the sort of project where Tori could push herself, hunting for solutions to difficult problems or seeking out ways to manage nigh-impossible feats.

No, her new project would need to be related to Hephaestus, the part of her identity that existed with almost no limits, save for the Villains’ Code. Opening up a document program for notes, Tori began to craft a list of potential new projects she’d been interested in tackling.

First up was a power source, the core limitation in most meta-suits. Tori had managed a workaround thanks to her power, but that could only take her so far. Adding more tech to the suit would either mean increasing her own output or augmenting it with external energy, and the former sounded wildly more dangerous than the latter. Not to mention, figuring out the power source would allow Tori to make suits for people other than herself.

The memory of narrowly yanking Chloe to freedom in time replayed in Tori’s mind, causing her to shudder. That had been too close, Chloe could have been seriously hurt – a concern Tori was actively working to not think about.

Next on the list was some manner of teleportation technology. Using Ivan’s short-ranged teleportation tactic in Hallowville had given Tori a taste for it, and she could certainly see the usefulness in such a device. Unfortunately, even if she had the tech, those sorts of devices were famously power-hungry. Cracking the energy source issue might be necessary before she could even go down the teleportation road.

Tori added listings for new weapons, more mobility, and augmented defenses, but the more she worked, the clearer her hurdle became. Every idea eventually circled back to the same limitation: energy. Her current output was largely accounted for, and adding more devices would inhibit her ability to utilize the current systems.

On she went for a few more hours, before noticing just how late, or rather early, the hour had grown. Stifling a yawn, Tori shut down her laptop and headed upstairs, ready to collapse into her bed. She trod through the quiet building, making her way into the apartment shared with Beverly and Chloe. Both were likely still asleep, though probably not for much longer, given the sunrise poking through their window.

Tori paused in front of it, admiring the beauty of a dawning new day, although glad she’d be unconscious to watch the sun’s early trek through the sky. Staring out the living room window, Tori noticed a flash of light, the sunrise suddenly reflected into her eyes. Looking at the source, Tori went still, trying to process the bizarre sight before her.

Floating in the air was a figure made of silver metal. For a brief, fleeting moment Tori thought it was Xelas, before realizing the design was entirely different. Where Xelas was smooth and fluid, this exterior had a more rugged, efficient design. The metal’s coloration was slightly different as well, dark undertones in the silver emphasized by the touches of crimson.

Tori was so stunned by the sight that she didn’t even have time to consider whether to run or call out a greeting when the stranger lifted a single fist and shattered the window, floating in through the now broken pane.


Chapter 14



Seeing the metal fist racing toward her, Tori knew that the safest play would be switching to fire-form so it wouldn’t injure her. Except her intuition absolutely screamed that it would be a mistake, much as it had the first time she met Ivan. Instead, Tori dove to the side, watching as the granite countertop of their kitchen island exploded into chunks from the force of the blow.

One shard whipped toward Tori, carving a gash across her ribs as it tore past. Holding onto human form certainly had its disadvantages, but something was afoot, and Tori had no intention of playing into someone else’s trap.

Of course, that didn’t mean she planned on dying either.

Grabbing a nearby plate, one she’d left out the day prior, Tori whipped it at the metallic invader, noting the way it broke against a flash of blue energy before even reaching her target. Knowing it had an energy shield was bad enough, and there were sure to be more surprises in store.

Not content to stand around, her attacker advanced once more, gleaming fingers attempting to catch Tori’s arm. She darted back, keeping careful control of the distance between them. Even before training under Ivan, Tori had scrapped her way through plenty of rough encounters, enough to know how to handle herself in a fight.

What she didn’t have any notion on was how to drive this invader off. Between the energy shield and the armor itself, her opponent’s defenses were too strong to conquer without her suit. That said, they were making a hell of a racket, and sooner or later there was bound to be a resident who called the authorities. Part of Tori was wondering how the hell Tachyonic hadn’t already heard the commotion and come running, but she lacked the free brain power to spend on speculation.

“Don’t suppose you’re here to take the fine silver?” Tori yanked out their apartment’s silverware drawer and flung the contents at her attacker.

In response, the metallic figure simply vanished. Tori had just enough time to feel a swell of hope when she sensed the hand reaching for her from behind. Dropping into a forward roll, Tori felt the strong fingers pull against the shirt on her shoulder, fabric shredding at its touch. Whatever power that was, she definitely didn’t want to see its effects on skin.

More concerning than the destructive hand was the fact that her enemy had just utilized a short-range teleport. Learning from Ivan gave Tori unfortunate insight into the usefulness of such a tactic, but worse was what the existence of such technology represented. Metal armor and energy shields were all devices Tori had at least the capacity to build.

Teleportation technology, for all her aspirations, was beyond what she could currently manage. While the pilot might not necessarily be the creator, whoever built that armor was further along than Tori. And where there was one piece of advanced tech, more were sure to be lurking.

Sure enough, Tori’s roll ended with a bonk to her head as she slammed into an energy barrier already waiting for her. Rubbing her skull, she whipped around to find her foe slowly approaching from the other side, well aware she was penned in.

“Always such a fuss.”

The voice caught her off guard; for whatever reason, Tori hadn’t expected the shining invader to actually speak. Given the flat, robotic tone, sentient AI seemed like a solid guess, though Tori knew better than most how little a voice alone truly signified. Especially when it was running through a helmet that might alter the sound waves.

“Being a pain in the ass is sort of my thing,” Tori replied, eyeing her options. With a stove and wall on her right and the kitchen island on her left, the shield and attacker had her boxed in. Tori’s only remaining options were trying to go over an obstacle, or through one. “Don’t suppose you’d care to tell me who you are or what this is all about?”

“I am called VRX77. That is sufficient information.”

The gleaming fingers were reaching for Tori once more when a potted plant smashed against her opponent’s back, causing the blue shield to flicker again. Tori and VRX77 both turned to find Chloe, clad in a threadbare green robe, her pink and black umbrella visibly shaking as she held it like a shield. In her other hand was a decorative wooden pineapple brandished back with clear intent to throw.

“Interference is unwise.” That was all VRX77 said before turning its attention back to Tori.

“How strong is that thing?” Chloe called. “Lots of abilities and skills?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Tori confirmed. She was surprised to see the grin appear on her roommate’s face.

“Perfect.” Taking a deep breath, Chloe spoke again, this time her words carrying an intangible weight that seemed to sink into the very world around them. “Better lucky than good.”

At that moment, VRX77 lunged for Tori and Chloe threw her pineapple. The wooden object missed the target entirely, instead hitting the kitchen’s knife block, sending a menagerie of half-sharpened blades clattering onto VRX77. The blue shield flared, and Tori noticed that the more points of impact registered at once, the weaker that blue glow became.

Ultimately, the attack was little more than a distraction, but that distraction was all Tori needed to dart past it, scrambling to her feet and standing on the opposite side of the apartment as Chloe. No need to make her friend a target too.

“What exactly are we working with?” Tori asked, watching as the metallic figure slowly rose and looked toward her. “Guessing this is different than favoring the bold?”

“Bingo. It’s a phrase perfect for moments like this. Our opponent is very good, which means to be better, we’ll have to be very lucky.”

“I get it, the effect scales with—” Tori dove backward and bolted to the far end of the room, narrowly avoiding VRX77’s grasping hands as it appeared next to her with little warning.

There was one tipoff, though, an aura of energy that pulsed briefly before the teleportation occurred. It was so subtle, Tori doubted she’d have noticed if the overhead lighting hadn’t caught the aura just right. But notice she did, and now Tori knew what to keep an eye out for.

“My supply of patience runs dangerously low.” A new crackle appeared around VRX77, silvery sparks that surrounded its entire body. When it moved next, Tori could scarcely believe her eyes. Living in the same building as Tachyonic had given her ample experience observing super-speed in action, but it was never fun to face off against.

While VRX77 wasn’t matching Tachyonic’s pace, it was more than fast enough to simply whip past their defenses. Tori felt like her body was made of lead as the hand drew closer; no amount of effort would allow her to keep pace. It was over, that much was clear. How could simple fortune compete with that kind of power?

Just before VRX77 reached her, a tremendous roar ripped through the air. To Tori’s shock, VRX77 paused, turning along with her to see what made such a noise. That decision meant VRX77 was directly facing Bahamut’s green fist as it smashed into the metal face. While the shield blocked any visible injury, VRX77 was still sent hurtling backward, smashing into the kitchen cabinets and sending cookware flying.

One item of particular note landed with a considerable thud only inches away from Tori. Snatching up the dark metal circle, she immediately got to work, funneling as much heat as possible into the material. Across the room, VRX77 was already back on its feet, seemingly unbothered by the sucker punch.

“By all calculations, I should already be victorious.” Slowly, the glowing eyes turned toward Chloe, who noticed the attention and adjusted her grip on the umbrella. “You are… unexpected. Potential Edict observed, adjusting tactics.”

It moved for Chloe, causing Tori and Bahamut to both react in response. The green dragon leapt across the room, intent on slamming into VRX77 and keeping it pinned. An effort that went to waste when her foe vanished, causing Bahamut to obliterate a big chunk of the floor instead. When VRX77 appeared behind Chloe, she was still staring forward, waiting for an attack from the wrong direction.

Tori, on the other hand, was mid-swing. She’d already clocked VRX77’s penchant for appearing behind its target and expected as much with the run at Chloe. Her piece of thick cookware slammed heavily into the blue shield, but rather than flicker, the azure barrier remained in place, working to fight off the waves of heat that accompanied the blow.

In terms of usability as a weapon, the cast iron pan left much to be desired. It was unwieldy, lacked a sharp edge, and was cumbersome to lug around. What it did have, however, was a melting point past two thousand degrees Fahrenheit. Which meant Tori could funnel a tremendous amount of heat into the material, turning her round club into a source of blistering pain – unless one was immune to fire, of course.

The pan was glowing with a light of its own, hellish red pressing against the shield’s cool blue. It wasn’t much, but the attack was enough to slow VRX77 down, giving Chloe a chance to escape. Better than that, if Tori could keep VRX77 pinned down, Bahamut would be able to get some licks in too. Sooner or later, that shield would run out of juice.

Before Tori could indulge in triumph, she noticed a crackle in the air and a slight hum coming from VRX77. There wasn’t even time to call out of a warning before a wave of energy washed out, smashing against Tori and the already fleeing Chloe. Tori was hurled back through the air, coming down on the couch so hard she heard the frame crack.

Chloe, on the other hand, was flung directly toward the broken window VRX77 had entered through. Her body tumbled helplessly through the air before impact, lilting to the left and sparing Chloe from shooting out into open air. However, that meant she still collided with the wall, and Tori heard a distinctive snap when Chloe’s leg hit the exposed brick.

Luck might be on their side, but the advantage had limits, one of which it seemed they were fast butting up against. It would have been another matter if Tori had her suit, although deep down, she wasn’t certain even that would be enough. Again, she found herself staring down a seemingly unbeatable threat that refused to leave them alone.

It was much too familiar, and infuriating.

With a primal scream, Tori charged her opponent. It was folly: she knew that even as she ran forward, blazing hot pan held overhead. Giving in to rage was only making her sloppy, and the fight was tough enough even when focused. Yet her legs kept carrying her forward, the rage causing her arms to lift the pan high overhead.

Just before swinging, Tori registered the sound of a door opening. Her blow tore through the air, and that was all it hit. Nothing but empty air, as the metallic invader known as VRX77 was suddenly gone.

Tori whirled around, expecting it to appear behind her, but there was no one there. She jerked her head about, adrenaline and fear both thundering in her veins. The fight couldn’t be over just like that. Why would VRX77 vanish when it was winning, and where would it even go? As she searched for an answer, Tori’s gaze fell on the front door, where a familiar figure was holding a large box from a nearby donut shop. Upon seeing him, Tori at last understood what happened.

While her back was to the door, VRX77 had been facing it, giving the invader a perfect view of the newest arrival.

“I came to check on you,” Ivan said, his tone shockingly calm considering the scene he’d just walked in on. Pausing, he set the donuts down on one of the few pieces of non-destroyed countertop. “Hope you don’t mind that I didn’t knock, it sounded like there might be trouble.”

“Big as I am on privacy, I think we can overlook it this once.” Tori started to sigh in relief, but with the immediate danger gone she suddenly remembered another concern. “Shit! Chloe, are you okay?”

She found Beverly in human form crouched next to Chloe. Hurrying to their side, Tori looked over her friend, wincing when she saw the angle of Chloe’s ankle. No need to wonder if it was broken; they had to get her some help.

“Hello, emergency services? We need medical assistance immediately. There is also a report to file regarding a suspected meta-human attack, though that can wait until after treatment.” Ivan had already pulled out his cellphone and gotten down to business, surprising no one.

Tears were running down Chloe’s face as she breathed in rapidly, the pain most likely putting her in shock. Gasping, she tried to spit words out, never able to string more than a few syllables together. “Time he… time hea… time…”

A touch from Ivan’s hand and suddenly Chloe was sound asleep, that same hand carefully guiding her skull to the ground before letting it go. “That’s all I can do for her pain. It will have to suffice until the ambulance arrives.”

Nodding, Tori slumped back, truly feeling her exhaustion. Ten minutes prior, she’d already been wiped out, and that was before a surprise attack that left her roommate injured and their living area in tatters. What she wanted more than anything was to lie down, close her eyes, and vanish from the world for a solid day or so.

Instead, Tori clawed her way back to her feet, then numbly stumbled forward to get dressed for the expected long day ahead. A villain’s work was never done.


Chapter 15



Tori hated hospitals. Every time she stepped foot in one, it was like she was a child all over again. The dark room, the constant beeping, the labored breathing of the two lumpy forms that used to be her parents, those memories were all waiting just across the threshold.

Yet Tori sat in the waiting room of Ridge City Northern Medical, Ivan on one side and Beverly on the other as they waited for news about Chloe. She fought to stay calm, leg bouncing, refusing to let the morning’s shock win out. Having already told Ivan everything that happened, Tori nevertheless kept reviewing it herself, unable to let the fight go.

The entity calling itself VRX77 was strong, worryingly so. Much as she wanted to think that having her suit would have made the difference, in truth, Tori wasn’t actually sure how much it would have changed. True, she certainly could have held her own better, but the more she thought over the battle, the clearer her certainty became.

VRX77 hadn’t been giving its all.

Anything with the level of technology that it had demonstrated would surely have more offensive abilities than just hands that kept grabbing for her. Why hadn’t it released anything more potent than a wave of energy? Tori had a hunch the answer to that question lay in why the attack had occurred in the first place.

Just what was VRX77 trying to accomplish?

“Mr. Gerhardt?” The doctor entirely ignored Tori and Beverly to speak with Ivan, hand running through his salt-and-pepper hair. “You’re the one who brought in Ms. Henson, correct?”

“Correct,” Ivan said, offering up no further explanation.

“Perhaps you could shed some light on something.” The doctor motioned for Ivan to follow, so he rose, waiting for Tori and Beverly to stand as well before finally falling in line.

They strode through the chemical-scented halls with floors that were offputtingly shiny, past the doors Tori desperately worked not to peer inside. When they finally reached their destination, it was all Tori could do not to scramble inside. That sentiment was quashed when she realized what would be waiting on the other side. Her friend, most likely still in awful pain, because of an attack on her. Tori wasn’t fully sure what sort of options the guild had for healing, but she intended to find one that would make things right.

Steeling her nerves, Tori opened the door to reveal Chloe… lying in bed watching a midmorning game show on the television. Hearing the door, she turned and smiled. “Hey guys, how are you holding up?”

Tori’s gaze jerked down to Chloe’s leg, finding it covered by the bed sheets. Before she could walk over to pull it back, the doctor spoke once more. “When Ms. Henson was admitted, cursory examination showed her ankle to be broken, and messily at that. However, when a nurse came to take her for X-rays, he found the patient awake and fully recovered.”

Taking the cue, Chloe pulled away the sheet, revealing a wholly intact ankle without so much as a bruise or bloodstain.

“Thank you, Doctor, that will be all.” Ivan dismissed the man with little regard, stepping past him before speaking once more. “Oh, and while I doubt she’ll object to these two being let in on the secret, it seems I need to remind you that meta-human abilities discovered in the course of medical treatment fall under the same protections as any other medical information. Should I hear rumors circulating of this wondrous event, you’ll find her provided with lawyers that are extremely eager to sue for damages.”

Tori had watched the doctor open his mouth to speak at the dismissal, only to turn pale and vanish from the room as Ivan kept speaking. It was funny: the man was standing with a being who could turn him to pulp with a flick of the wrist, yet threats of fines and lawsuits were what sent him scrambling.

When he was gone, Ivan shut the door and whispered a few words to himself, what she assumed to be some sort of ward.

“Okay, spill,” Beverly demanded. “I saw that ankle; it was a horror show. How did you get rid of a wound like that so fast?”

A slow, proud smile spread across Chloe’s face, but her eyes darted to Ivan, still standing by the doorway. Tempted as Tori was to send him from the room for privacy, she couldn’t help glancing at the large window letting sunlight into Chloe’s room. There was no telling when VRX77 would come back, and it seemed to be avoiding Ivan.

“It’s okay, Chloe, this is Ivan. He’s… I trust him with my life.” The words sounded strange even to Tori’s own ears, but there was no denying their truth. That was one of the benefits of dealing with such powerful beings; things were often more straightforward. Had Ivan wanted her dead, she would be, which meant he didn’t. Ivan said what he meant and meant what he said, for the simple fact that he was too strong to bother with lying once someone was past the civilian identity.

She expected more questions, or an outright refusal, but instead, Chloe merely offered a hand. “Then he’s okay in my book. Nice to meet you, Ivan.”

“And you, Ms. Henson,” Ivan replied, accepting the gesture. “Please forgive my presence, it was not my intent to intrude.”

“It’s okay, anyone that Tori is willing to vouch for must have really proved they deserve it.” Finishing the shake, Chloe used the same hand to gesture down at her leg. “As for my ankle, it’s a new phrase I’ve been testing out: time heals all wounds. Basically, gives me a pseudo-regeneration, all I need to do is wait. Used it on a toothache last month.”

“You were hunting for a way to avoid the dentist, weren’t you?” Beverly accused, drawing a slight blush from Chloe.

Leaning closer, Tori examined her friend’s ankle, finding not a single trace of the injury. In fact, Chloe appeared to be in perfect health, which did make sense. The phrase said it healed all wounds, not just the most grievous ones. Turning to make a quick comment to Ivan, Tori noticed her mentor’s peculiar body language.

It wouldn’t have seemed off to most people, those who didn’t know Ivan. He moved through life with a quiet ease, what most people took as a mouse scurrying around rather than recognizing the deadly steps of a predator moving stealthily. Yet suddenly his spine was ramrod straight and his neck was turning stiffly. Tori raised an eyebrow, to which Ivan gave a minute shake of his head.

Whatever the issue was, apparently they weren’t talking about it here. But was that because it was guild business, or something more personal?

“What happened to the robot attacking us anyway? After my ankle broke, it’s all kind of a blur of pain until I passed out.” Shaking her head, Chloe let out a sigh. “Looks like I need to figure out some fresh sayings, not even ‘better lucky than good’ was enough to turn the tides.”

“I would advise avoiding an overreliance on causal manipulation,” Ivan offered. “Over a long enough time period, a blip of misfortune becomes inevitable, and often at the worst possible moment. You’ll also find it less effective against strong or unique enough foes, leaving you undefended.”

“Besides, you don’t need to worry about VRX77.” Tori’s tone left no question as to what her intent was on that front. “Wherever that high-tech shithead is hiding, we’ll smoke it out. And this time, it won’t have the advantage of surprise.”

Beverly was already nodding, her gaze sharp enough to cut iron. “It caught you at the worst possible time, I say we hunt it down and return the favor.”

Tori looked to her mentor, expecting support for the endeavor. Instead, she found Ivan frowning at the notion. “To be honest, I would counsel as little involvement with this character as possible. Let the capes layer you in security and turn it into their problem. Whoever this VRX77 is, they almost certainly hail from the greater multiverse, and dealing with that can be…”

He trailed off, and Tori leapt on the lingering statement, unwilling to let it lie. “Can be what? Too dangerous? Too deadly? Too powerful?”

“Exhausting,” Ivan replied. “Dealing with the multiverse seems fun at the outset, but I assure you, it gets tiresome much more quickly than you’d expect. If you decide you’re set on exploring realms outside our own then there are options, I just wouldn’t let some out-of-town character pull you into whatever tomfoolery they’re cooking up. Go on your own terms, if you go at all.”

That reply took Tori back a step. Given Ivan’s capacity for swallowing mundane drudgery at his day job, it said a lot that he regarded the multiverse as such an overall bother. In truth, he was right; a part of her had always wondered about what discoveries and revelations might exist in other versions of their universe. What inventor worth her salt wouldn’t harbor such curiosities?

Turning her attention to Chloe, Tori felt a sudden pang of guilt. She hated the idea of asking the capes to up their protection detail, but if The New Science Sentries had been around that morning, there was a good chance Chloe wouldn’t have been hurt. At least her luck had led to an easily healable injury rather than instant death.

And of course, there was another voice deep down, one whispering that Chloe wouldn’t have been in danger in the first place if Tori hadn’t been attacked. Just like she wouldn’t have nearly careened off a cliff or gotten trapped in a building with an insane murderous meta. Being around Tori was proving to be a health risk for anyone involved.

A risk Tori wasn’t sure she should enable her friend to keep taking.
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Ivan left the hospital with a great deal to think about. The ability Chloe had alluded to, a power that healed all wounds, had left him trapped between dueling obligations. On the one hand, he’d told Tori he’d keep Chloe’s secret unless she caused trouble, and it was hard to argue the barista had done anything other than lay low and occasionally help Tori, usually at personal risk.

However, he’d also promised to never stop looking. Never stop keeping an eye out for a power that might be able to fix what was seemingly broken beyond repair. The odds that Chloe’s ability would succeed where so many efforts had failed were minimal, yet they did exist. There was a chance, however small, that her particular ability had the right effects.

The trouble was, he couldn’t talk to Chloe about the potential beneficiary of such an ability any more than he could discuss Chloe’s power with others. Ivan was stuck between oaths of secrecy on both sides; however, he refused to let that alone stop him. It would be a bit awkward, but he could reach out to Helen for help.

The idea of seeing her sparked both excitement and worry in Ivan’s chest. They’d managed to regain a cordial footing after the Wrexwren invasion, even visiting on occasion, but there was an undeniable wall between them that hadn’t been present previously. Neither had breached the topic of their masked lives since their shouting match outside Helen’s door; they treated Lodestar and Fornax as nothing more than figures in the news.

To get her aid, he would have to breach that boundary. It might help their healing, though in truth, Ivan expected such an act to make things even worse. After all, it wasn’t as if anything had changed. She still held her role in the world, and he his. So long as the guild needed an enforcer and Ivan had the power to act, he knew he always would.

When it mattered, anyway.

Ivan was already gathering his resolve to reach out when he opened the door to his condo and realized something was amiss. It wasn’t an especially hard conclusion to reach, considering that Nexus was sitting on his living room couch, helping himself to a Tupperware tub filled with leftover chicken marsala.

“Making yourself at home, I see.” It might have been satisfying to wring Nexus’s neck, but that was easier said than done. The man was slippery like few could imagine, able to move between realms of the multiverse with the same ease Ivan took a step. Even if he somehow succeeded, it wouldn’t matter. Another Nexus would appear, maybe even standing on the old one’s corpse. The being was a living infestation, one that had proven impossible to purge.

“Couldn’t resist. I’m not sure what it is, but every Fornax who’s an Ivan is an excellent cook.”

Ignoring what was plainly meant to be bait that would draw him in, Ivan moved to his kitchen and prepared a glass of sweet tea. “To what do I owe this evening’s pleasure?”

He expected Nexus to spew some half-coherent diatribe with cryptic warnings sprinkled in, as was his usual methodology. To Ivan’s shock, Nexus set the plastic tub down and calmly rose to his feet. “Ivan Gerhardt, I come bearing a message from the one you know as Auro.”

The subtle movements of Ivan’s hands went absolutely still, spoon and sugar resting in the glass of tea still on the counter. Slowly, he lifted his eyes, meeting Nexus’s waiting stare. Despite his own thoughts of how pointless it was to attack a Nexus only seconds prior, it still demanded willpower not to leap the kitchen counter and crush his skull.

“If you’re using that name to fuck about with some scheme…” Ivan let the threat trail off, not entirely sure what the exact results would be, only that he would make damn sure Nexus didn’t enjoy them.

True to his usual demeanor, Nexus ignored the threat entirely, like he hadn’t even heard it. “Your old friend has requested your aid in a task, though he declined to specify any details. Since the dimensional nova has weakened the barriers between your realms, Auro asked me to pass this along, in case you saw fit to use it.”

From one of the pockets on his tattered overcoat, Nexus produced a single item, setting it down on the kitchen counter, inches from Ivan’s glass of half-made sweet tea. The ring was made of dark metal, with flickers of red visible at certain angles. Not just any hue of crimson, either. Ivan knew this shade on sight; it was the same color as the sigils that appeared in Fornax’s otherwise empty eyes.

If the words had left Ivan shocked, seeing that trinket turned his whole body cold. “How did you get that?”

“A gift from your old friend, to help you find the way. With that, my task is complete.” Nexus stuffed a large piece of chicken into his mouth before vanishing in a blink, like he’d simply stopped existing.

It didn’t escape Ivan’s notice that the Tupperware was also now missing, though he had larger concerns to occupy his attention. Gently lifting the ring from his counter, Ivan turned it over in his hands, making sure it was the item he remembered. The longer he looked, the surer Ivan was. He’d seen this ring before, and its owner wasn’t the type to lend out such artifacts. Especially not to Auro.

Finally finished preparing his tea, Ivan downed the whole glass in one gulp, then got to work making another. There were tasks he needed to handle first, but from the moment he touched that ring, Ivan already knew his answer.

Despite the warnings he’d given Tori only hours prior, Ivan was once more stepping out into the multiverse.


Chapter 16



News of the attack on Tori’s apartment hit Tachyonic like a hammer. Worse was that he didn’t even find out through AHC channels, instead picking up the story while he skimmed his phone during a training break. Given her status as a famous kidnapping victim and the subsequent creator of a high-tech self-defense line, news of a mechanized threat breaking into her apartment building followed by reports of an ambulance being dispatched were bound to draw attention.

When Tachyonic saw the part about the ambulance, his whole upper body grew numb and he almost dropped his phone, but thankfully he read that no fatalities were reported. Slowly, feeling flooded back into his limbs at that revelation. Even if someone was hurt, that could be mended. Death… there was no curing that.

Not that Professor Quantum hadn’t tried.

Unfortunately, when Tachyonic raised the issue of Tori’s attack, Professor Quantum merely looked at him coldly and asked what it was he intended to do after the fact. When unable to produce a satisfactory answer, he was told to quiet down and focus on the team’s training, a fruitless task which only made time’s passage all the more painful.

While Plasmodia, Tachyonic, and Agent Quantum were all well-trained superheroes with months of experience accumulated, Richard was not nearly so competent. True, his power was potent, locking down the training droids to better control the battlefield, but the man had absolutely no instincts for combat whatsoever.

After using his power, Richard was prone to standing about, impatiently waiting for the others to finish “cleaning up” as he put it. That might have been okay against entirely melee-based opponents like the zwarks, but meta-humans were a more varied type of opponent, not to mention how many regular people could just buy guns. It was for that reason most of the training droids were equipped with ranged attacks, forcing the rest of the team to cover Richard since he refused to properly take cover.

The fact that Professor Quantum’s constant critiques weren’t leveled at their newest member didn’t escape Tachyonic’s notice either. It was plainly intentional; Professor Quantum not criticizing anyone was a choice, and the old man always made those comments with intent. What that purpose was for ignoring Richard’s flaws, Tachyonic had only hunches, and none that he could focus on as the training wore on.

It wasn’t until afternoon when he was finally cut loose, and even that was because Professor Quantum had other matters to attend to. The moment he was free, Tachyonic paused only long enough to let Agent Quantum and Plasmodia know where he was heading. Both planned to catch up, but neither suggested Tachyonic wait for them. They understood that no matter what the news reports said, it was hard to feel sure, truly certain, everyone was alright until one laid eyes on them in person.

Zipping through the halls, Tachyonic was making excellent time until he hit an unexpected roadblock. The nearer he got to the elevators out, the thicker traffic in the hallways turned. The congestion forced him to slow down to normal speeds, every second dragging on, burning away his patience.

When Tachyonic finally emerged in a large domed chamber used as a hub between various hallways, he was stunned to find an entire crowd of capes gathered there. Dozens were crowded around a semicircle shaped table where multiple members of AHC support staff were present with laptops. Overhead, along the curved dome of the ceiling, images of meta-humans engaging in various feats of strength and spectacle played on a loop.

Musclebound bodies using a pulley mechanism to crush stacks of cars, aerial fliers zipping between floating rings, racers blazing across terrain at superhuman speeds. Tachyonic was bowled over in confusion; what the devil could this possibly be?

Then he spotted the banner hanging above the table, a well-used rectangle of plastic bearing the words “Mightalon Games Fundraiser,” and it all snapped into place. This was some sort of event the AHC must put on. Evidently, one that the community had great passion for, considering the turnout.

Unfortunately, all Tachyonic could see in that moment was a crowd of should-be superheroes lolling about, blocking the route he’d chosen for the elevators, slowing him down. Shoving his way through as gently as he could, Tachyonic still couldn’t help himself from muttering, “What a stupid way to waste a superhero’s time.”

He made it three more steps before a hand landed softly on his shoulder. “Is that really how you feel?”

Unsure if he hadn’t been as quiet as intended, or if this was just someone with super-hearing, Tachyonic’s patience was at its snapping point. Whipping around, he readied himself to verbally tear a strip off whoever was pestering him. That resolve faltered and floundered upon facing the speaker’s familiar glow.

Lodestar gazed at him, not with judgment or condemnation as he’d expected; instead, her face was a tapestry of concern. That alone stole much of the wind from Tachyonic’s sails; growing up under Professor Quantum’s tutelage offered little exposure to such sentiments. Still, he refused to capitulate out of hand. It was a waste of time, he felt very sure about that.

“Honestly, yes,” he admitted. “If we need to do charity work, surely we’ve got the funds to cut a check. The time of a superhero is valuable, every minute spent on this is one we could be out there protecting people. Not wasting it on pointless spectacles.” Like Tachyonic knew he should have been doing, rather than stuck in that stupid training room.

She stared at him for a few seconds longer, before finally replying. “How about I make you a deal, Tachyonic? I have a hunch I know where you’re heading. Flying makes trips even faster. Let me give you a lift, and in exchange, you spend some time with me tomorrow. No more than an hour or so, I promise.”

That offer was not what Tachyonic had been expecting, though in truth he had no real idea what Lodestar would say. The woman was a mystery, an incomprehensibly powerful being who appeared to treat the world with kindness and support. Growing up, he’d always assumed it was a scam, just a well-crafted public persona to hide her less savory self. Having actually met her, Tachyonic was finding it harder and harder to cling onto any semblance of that delusion.

Whatever she might be, Lodestar wasn’t known for breaking her word. If she could get him to the hospital faster, he could swallow whatever was planned for after.

“Deal,” Tachyonic said.

For most people, traveling with Lodestar felt like a blur of motion, as they were incapable of tracking the actual movements. Tachyonic, however, had superspeed of his own, enough to feel the chronoflow giving way as the world around them shifted into slow motion. At the same time, they were rising, floating above the crowd.

As they shot toward a hatch in the ceiling, one of many that existed for exactly this purpose, Tachyonic realized the slow-down effect was expanding, to the point where his own power could no longer keep up. The world began to shift in golden flashes: one moment they were in the domed room, the next they were halfway up a shaft in the ceiling, and then they were suddenly flying high in the sky, Ridge City stretched out before them.

In the early afternoon light, Tachyonic could see so many places he was familiar with. In the months he’d been living here, the city had slowly started to feel like home. Part of that was because he’d made friends, a task that had never come easily to Tachyonic. Austin was the first, and for a long while, only person he could call friend. Now he had several, which felt like a small miracle in itself.

Except one of them was already lost, and another was in the hospital. Floating in the air, held aloft by Lodestar as the world moved so fast he could only perceive it in fits and starts, Tachyonic couldn’t help but wonder.

If he had power like hers, would it be enough to protect them all? Or did even Lodestar have those she failed to save?
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Chloe received her visitors as gracefully as she could, considering the circumstances. It all felt a bit ridiculous, sitting in the hospital bed as friends stopped in to express their concerns, even though she was entirely uninjured. Much as she wanted to simply leave, the hospital staff had made it clear there was a discharge procedure that had to be followed, although mercifully they did have an expedited version for spontaneous meta-healing incidents.

The official explanation concocted, the one they fed Donald, Ren, Irene, and Lucy when the group arrived to visit, was that a wandering meta with healing powers had doled out some restorations on a whim and Chloe had been one of the fortunate few. In fact, the story wasn’t entirely false, as someone had apparently shown up doing just that not long after they came up with the idea. Although Chloe wasn’t completely sure how such a coincidence came to be, she did notice Tori and Beverly exchanging winks.

That backfired a bit though, as it added more sudden discharges into the queue and clogged things up, which left Chloe sitting in a bed with a distinctly unbroken ankle while people came in to check on her recovery from an injury that no longer existed. The whole thing was enough to give her a headache, which passed after only a few seconds thanks to her current phrase.

The idiom was proving to be quite a bit more potent than Chloe had anticipated. She’d only used it for short bursts before, in situations like her toothache or when those new boots gave her a half dozen blisters after one shift at her coffee shop. Yet the longer she let it run, the better she felt. Years of small micro-injuries were steadily being wiped out, leaving her overall health far better than it had been that morning. And that wasn’t even the most surprising aspect.

That honor went to how unexpectedly settled Chloe felt about the whole incident. Considering that her morning had consisted of a metal attacker breaking into their home, ambushing her roommate, and a bone broken, Chloe expected to feel all sorts of scared and unsettled, at the very least.

Instead, she felt… at peace. The pain and shock of the experience were still there, but it was as if she’d had decades to come to terms with the incident and find peace within it.

She’d said it herself: time heals all wounds. In some ways, that phrase was more applicable to mending mental trauma than the physical sort, so why would it be excluded? Chloe couldn’t see any reason why it would be, therefore it hadn’t been.

Sitting in the hospital bed, contemplating the day’s events, Chloe found herself facing an uncomfortable truth. In the time she’d known Beverly and Tori, her life had grown exponentially more chaotic. Admittedly, some of it was her own doing, like the trip to Hallowville, but the rioters, super-villain attacks, and general danger was almost always linked back to her connection with those two. That didn’t make it their fault necessarily – she had known who she was moving in with – however it meant she needed to face the choice before her.

If Chloe kept up her friendship with Tori and Beverly, she was going to keep ending up in peril. That made her options to grow more powerful or die. Of course, there was also the choice to walk away, though Chloe had never been a big fan of letting fear tell her what to do, and especially not who to care for. Plus, there were the actual logistical issues of saving up enough money to even have the possibility of moving out.

No, the more she thought it over, the surer Chloe became. She’d had a way forward for months but hesitated to use it. Every time she took out the mirror from Hallowville, Chloe heard Nexus’s voice remarking how entertaining she was.

What did it take to hold the attention of an entity like Nexus? Probably nothing good. But that was who Chloe needed to speak to.

If there was one person who could give her answers, one person who could help Chloe truly understand this strange power of hers, then it would be the woman Nexus was so fond of. Another version of Chloe, one who’d evidently managed to squeeze a great deal more out of the same power. Looking around the room at her friends, Chloe set her resolve, accepting what she had to do.

It was time to talk with Edict.


Chapter 17



Tori arrived at The Guild of Villainous Reformation by early evening, her pace brisk and her path direct. After hours in the hospital stewing over the ambush, Tori had finally settled on a plan.

She was going to kick the living shit out of VRX77.

Granted, it wasn’t the most complex of schemes, but settling on it had given her a sense of purpose to carry her through the rest of the day. The longer she was in that hospital, the harder it was to stay rooted in the present and not slip back to one of the worst days of her life.

The visitations of friends proved to be an excellent distraction, as the entirety of Donald’s team had arrived to check on Chloe, followed a while after by Kyle, and then the other two members of The New Science Sentries. Austin, true to form, was beside himself with apologies for not being around when they were needed. Chloe, Tori, and Beverly all assured him that it wasn’t his fault, and speaking for herself, the sentiment was sincere.

Tori didn’t blame some cape down the hall for not being able to keep her safe; she pinned the responsibility for that failing squarely on her own shoulders. She was an inventor, a meta-human, and a full member of the guild of villains. Tori expected to be capable of fighting her own battles. True, VRX77 was a tough opponent, but that just meant she had to be smart about taking it down.

Starting with information gathering.

From the teleporter entrance, which Tori noted now had a convex mirror mounted in the outer hallway to avoid collisions, she made her way through the sprawling complex, occasionally stepping into the sunshine that in no way matched her internal clock. Tori wasn’t sure where this dormant volcano island was actually located; everyone arrived via teleportation, so the coordinates were secret.

Its spiderweb of hallways ran in and out of the actual structure, offering constant views of the lush tropical surroundings that composed the island. Tori’s view was somewhat marred by the sight of an enormous whale-like creature rotting on the beach, though she was reasonably certain whales didn’t have that many eyes or any pincers. Whatever the creature might have been, it was already handled, and soundly at that. The giant hole through the center of its massive skull made it clear the threat had been neutralized.

Up Tori climbed until she reached a familiar office: the suite belonging to Pseudonym, a member of the overseeing council. Ivan was hunched over his desk, hurriedly filling out papers with more fervor than she’d expected on a Sunday evening. He glanced up, unsurprised to see her arrive. Tori had texted to see where he was, after all. “How are you feeling?”

“Mad.” Despite the reply, Tori’s voice was steady and calm. If anything, her tones were lower than normal. “Not just blood-boiling fiery anger, either. This motherfucker came into my home and attacked my friends. Being ready for next time isn’t good enough. I want to hunt that piece of shit down and rip it apart. I want to send a message about what happens when people try to fuck with Tori Rivas.”

“I thought that might be the case.” Slowly, Ivan put down his pen. “After leaving the hospital, I had cause to reach out to some contacts from other points in the multiverse. Since I was already sending missives, I asked about our mysterious attacker to see if anyone had encountered them before.”

Tori couldn’t help herself from leaning forward in interest. “And?”

“So far, nothing.” Sensing Tori’s disappointment, Ivan continued. “Though that in itself tells us more than you might expect. Several of my sources act as multiversal information brokers; if they have never heard of VRX77, it means the entity must have a strikingly low recurrence. VRX77 might even be a Singular.”

Rough around the edges as she often appeared, Tori’s nimble mind had no trouble following Ivan’s thinking. “Right, the fewer versions of VRX77 running around out there, the lower the chances they’d cross paths with any of your sources. But how is that useful?”

Chuckling softly, Ivan’s gaze grew momentarily distant. “It means they’re unlikely to have backup, if nothing else. Getting a bunch of your other versions together to work toward a common goal is a surprisingly popular tactic when people get multiverse access. The core flaw, of course, is that real teams have differing perspectives and mental frameworks, allowing for far greater range of strategizing.”

“Does that mean there’s a squad of Fornaxes out there, leaving a trail of kicked asses across the multiverse?”

Something flashed in Ivan’s eyes, even as he smiled and shook his head. “Luckily for the multiverse, not to my knowledge. Fornaxes… we don’t work well together.” One last shake of his head, and then Ivan swiftly changed the subject. “But regarding your problem, I’m afraid currently we’re working blind. All we know about VRX77 is what you observed. And worse… have you given much thought to the attack, Tori?”

“I’ve had very little else on my mind.”

“Not as the victim,” Ivan corrected. “Think about it as a villain.”

Unsure what that meant, Tori nevertheless attempted to shift her perspective. She put herself in VRX77’s flying shoes, imagining she was the one hunting a target. Given that she’d walked into Ivan’s office intent on tracking down her unwanted intruder, it wasn’t an especially hard mindset to achieve. All that shifted was the target, as she envisioned attacking Tori Rivas.

Where would she attack herself? Well, given that Tori spent most of her limited leisure time surrounded by other villains or capes, grabbing her in transit or at home were the easiest plays. Methodology would be the same: ambush and strike when she was away from the suit. As for when… well, Beverly said it herself, didn’t she?

Dawn after she’d pulled an all-nighter – not just a good time to hit Tori, the perfect window. Mentally drained, physically exhausted, and away from her suit.

The more she played out the incident, the more obvious it became. “VRX77 has hunted versions of me before.”

“My summation as well.” Ivan’s fingers drummed on the desk, their rhythm heavy and steady. “Which means this is an exceptionally dangerous enemy. I’m afraid my earlier advice of avoiding VRX77 may be for naught. If it’s hunting you, then a confrontation will most likely be inevitable. Worse, we must assume it can counter your usual technology and tactics. Under different circumstances, I would invite you to come stay with me once again, however I’m afraid that won’t be viable currently.”

“Even if it was, running to you for protection doesn’t really work for me long-term. I did appreciate this morning’s assist, though.”

Ivan couldn’t help smiling a bit at the reply; there were days when it was truly difficult not to see a younger version of himself sitting across the desk. “All the same, I think what you need right now is allies. The factors VRX77 seemed least prepared to handle were Chloe and Beverly. Whether it be villains or capes, I would advise surrounding yourself with fellow metas as much as possible.”

“Big old hell no to the cape idea, thanks. As for villains, what do you suggest I do, invite everyone to a rager at my already-trashed apartment and never let the party stop?”

“Funnily enough, that actually has been tried before,” Ivan remarked. “But no, I was thinking along somewhat more productive lines. With your home in need of repairs, I assume you’ll be staying at the guild anyway. Now that your new suit is online, why not pick up some villain work? Not only would it allow you to hang around fellow villains, I can assure you the council members would not look kindly on attempts made on a guild member fulfilling their duties.”

The notion gave Tori pause; it was one she hadn’t considered previously. Much as Tori loved the guild itself, she had no particular passion for crime. Being a thief had always been a matter of necessity, a craft honed for her own survival. Once she had access to other ways of getting a respectable income, there was no point in taking the inherent risks that came with crime. But after feeling so vulnerable as Tori, the idea of spending some time as Hephaestus was undeniably tempting.

“Chloe and Beverly asked me to split some temporary housing with them, since we’re in the same boat,” Tori said. “Though after hearing I’m being hunted, that might not be the safest idea.”

Just like in the hospital, Ivan turned oddly still. This time, however, Tori got more than a small nod for explanation.

“On the subject of Chloe… Tori, I would like your permission to share news of her latest saying with someone else. Someone I trust implicitly to neither spread the secret around nor exploit Chloe for her gifts.”

“So, Lodestar?” Tori cocked an eyebrow as Ivan looked surprised by her guess. “Ivan, how many people do you think you trust? It’s not a hard guess to make. My question is why?”

“That, I’m afraid, is not my secret to share either,” Ivan admitted. “All I can say is that it has the potential to undo a tremendous wrong.”

Turning the situation around in her head, Tori carefully considered her options. Information, once shared, was all but impossible to recapture. In truth, it should have been Chloe’s decision, but Tori knew Ivan well enough that she didn’t even have to ask why she was the one making the call. Ivan hadn’t promised Chloe to keep her secret; he’d given his word to Tori.

If he had to ask for permission to tell someone, it was hard to imagine a better candidate than Lodestar. Even if Tori had only known her by reputation, the superhero had a pristine one. Having met Lodestar in person, both as the cape herself and in her civilian form, Tori somehow found her even more wholesome and trustworthy, which was frankly ridiculous.

Still, Lodestar helped run an organization of superheroes; if the world was at stake, would she really respect Chloe’s autonomy more than the need to save billions of lives? Then again, did Tori think Ivan would do that, if his children were among those vast numbers?

Hell, even she might have words with Chloe in that kind of scenario.

“I don’t like that I’m the one making this choice for Chloe, but I also get that explaining all this to her isn’t going to happen. If it’s Lodestar, and only Lodestar, then that will probably be okay. I think Chloe is owed a little compensation though, so how about instead of some shitty hovel to hunker down in, Chloe and Beverly get one of those fully furnished corporate apartments for traveling executives? Comped, of course.”

“More than fair,” Ivan agreed. Subtle as it was, Tori felt certain she noticed a swell of relief in his voice. Curiosity rose in her, but she shoved the notion down. He wasn’t going to spill someone else’s secret, and that was how Tori preferred it. Especially considering how many of hers Ivan knew.

He began to make a note on one of the many papers spread across his desk before pausing. “Should I book one big enough for all three of you? One with enhanced security, of course.”

“No.” The word came out a tad stronger than intended, so Tori hurried to tack on context. “No, I… I think you were right about the guild. While VRX77 is out there, it’s better if I stay here. Even if it does somehow find the place and break through the wards, there will be a whole island of villains that love a good fight. Let that fucker try an ambush here.”

And, of course, with no Tori around them, Beverly and Chloe wouldn’t be caught up in any crossfire. That part, though, she kept to herself.

“One way or another, this should be a temporary annoyance. By all accounts we’ve received, these dimensional events are not terribly long-lived, a few weeks to a month on average. When it ends, so too does VRX77’s tenuous hold on this plane.” Making a few final strokes of his pen, Ivan once more set it down.

“Which leads me to one last factor you should be aware of. I apologize for the timing; however, I’ll soon be leaving for a short trip. One where I won’t be able to come to your aid, should anything occur.”

“The hell are you going at a time like… oh for fuck’s sake. Didn’t you just tell me this morning that the multiverse was a pain in the ass? How did you put it? Exhausting.” Tori pretended to wilt from overexertion, laying a hand to her forehead and leaning back.

Ivan offered little more defense than a pitiful shrug; she had him there and they both knew it. “It is, honestly. At first it seems like an endless sea of potential, but you eventually realize every world is like ours: flawed. There is no Eden to be stumbled upon, and if it existed, our presence would ruin the splendor. But there are wonders to be found, joy to revel in, and friends to make.” He faltered for a brief moment, eyes once more turning wistful.

“You asked me if I knew how many people I trusted, Tori. I do, intimately. And one of those few has asked for my presence.”


Chapter 18



On an isolated mountaintop, far from where most signals could reach, VRX77 evaluated the situation’s status. An initial approach had failed due to unaccounted for variables. Who could have expected this iteration of the target would have both a Bahamut and an Edict living with her? What was meant to be a simple extraction had quickly devolved into mayhem. And then for Fornax to arrive…

Emergency pseudo-shifting had been the appropriate countermeasure. By partially engaging its dimensional disruption engine at the same time it utilized an isolated teleport, VRX77 was able to travel through the dimension itself, covering tremendous distances while leaving minimal trail, even by meta-human standards.

The catch was that using such devices required tremendous energy, which, coupled with the initial trip into this realm, left VRX77 precariously low on power. Knowing how many complicating factors existed, the logical next step was to recharge while formulating the best method of attack.

Between the ambush and the destruction wrought, the target wouldn’t be returning to her apartment. She’d almost certainly hole up in guild quarters, which weren’t technically impossible to break into, but the effort was substantial. While VRX77 hadn’t attempted such an operation for a long time, for this target, it had to be considered as an option, albeit a last resort.

One that had still not arrived yet.

Gathering data from the planet’s new sources, VRX77 cross-referenced its own multiversal history record, searching for event-synchronization. Each version of existence was unique, however there were common threads, especially among realms with higher degrees of similarity. Some were further ahead on that scale, while others lagged behind chronologically.

Altogether, it amounted to something that wasn’t the same as true foresight but offered at least a rough idea of what the future held.

Assuming the dimensional nova didn’t cause too much deviation, this world should be in initial preparation phases for its next Mightalon Games Fundraiser. The corresponding events would offer excellent opportunities, assuming things played out predictably in this iteration. Without knowing for certain how long the dimensional nova would last, VRX77 couldn’t afford to stand around and wait. The fundraising dinner could act as a safety net, a final option if other efforts proved fruitless.

Until then, VRX77 would attempt to complete the extraction through guerilla means. The target would emerge sooner or later, that much was certain. While the target might be capable of spending days locked in a lab when lost in a project, her tolerance for forced confinement was tremendously lower. Despite such obvious danger, the target would leave her sanctuary.

When she did, VRX77 would be waiting to finish the operation.
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“So this is it, huh?” Helen poked the ring sitting on her coffee table, moving it over a few inches but otherwise producing no effects.

“That it is,” Ivan confirmed. The two sat in her living room, a pair of mugs between them, with the dark ring the center of their attention. “I suspect I’ll be taken the moment I put it on, hence why I haven’t tried yet.”

It was hard to miss the hungry look in Helen’s eyes. Were she another colleague, Ivan might have feared she would snatch the magical trinket for herself, seizing the opportunity lying within arm’s reach. With Helen, he had no such concerns, and not only because he knew she would never steal, especially from a friend. Even his suspicion that the ring was empowered to be used only by a Fornax wasn’t the source of Ivan’s certainty.

The simple fact was, Lodestars couldn’t leave their universe. No one who knew was entirely sure why, though speculation was in no short supply. Whatever the cause, she was bound to this realm, this iteration of existence, with all others apparently barred.

“I didn’t miss that ‘yet’ you slipped in there,” Helen said, finally tearing her eyes from the ring. “You’re going?”

“I am. Auro asked for me.”

It was a name that would have meant nothing to the vast majority of people, even those in Ivan’s own life. But he’d long ago told Helen the tale of his journey through another realm, one where he was thrust into a more traditionally heroic role. The adventure had occurred in his younger, more impulsive days, making it quite a messy affair overall.

Helen’s casual posture grew slightly more stoic as she sipped from her mug of hot chocolate. “I understand. Don’t worry, I can have a protective detail put in place for your family by tomorrow afternoon.”

Ivan held back a wince; this was exactly the sort of topic he’d actually been hoping to scoot around. “That is very kind, but the matter is… handled.”

“You’re putting this in the hands of villains?”

“I’m putting it in the hands of people I trust.” He hadn’t wanted this fight, but that didn’t mean Ivan was going to back down. “Or need I remind you, the last person to try and kill my children was one of the self-proclaimed heroes of your organization.”

Helen’s friendly expression was steadily shifting, like rolling black clouds covering a sunny sky. “A member who was tried, convicted, and is currently serving jail time for his actions. Along with all his other co-conspirators. And let me remind you, Apollo was just a patsy, it was one of your people who had the bombs planted.”

Momentarily forgetting to act human, Helen slammed down the remainder of her cocoa with no concern for the high temperature.

As she did, Ivan spoke once more, reading between the lines of her rebuttal and choosing his own words very carefully. “I trust you, Helen. No matter what strife is between us, that will never change. But you are not the AHC, and the AHC is not Lodestar. So no, I am not going to give over the safety of my family to the Alliance of Heroic Champions, nor will I hand it off to the Guild of Villainous Reformation. As I said before, I am putting it in the hands of people I trust. Ones with much less demanding schedules than Lodestar.”

Somewhat mollified, Helen’s cross expression began to dissipate, though she wasn’t exactly smiling just yet. “I suppose that’s a reasonable approach to take. But I’m confused. When you called and told me about the visit from Nexus, I thought that was going to be the main topic for tonight. Yet it seems you’re more just giving me a heads up on that front than asking for help.”

Silently, Ivan nodded before removing a glowing rock from his pocket: an obsidian stone with dozens of sigils etched precisely along its surface, forming a network of runes that created a powerful concealing effect. While most magical items were eroded using Ivan’s particular flavor of mystical energy, this was one of the few he’d stumbled across that could accept Fornax’s magic without issue. If anything, it seemed to work best when fueled by his power.

Channeling magic through the item, using skill that Auro himself had helped Ivan refine, he empowered the enchantment, feeling the space around Helen’s entire house seal itself off completely. Although there might be some power capable of seeing past this barrier, Ivan had yet to encounter it.

For her part, Helen seemed more perplexed than anything. “You know I have just… so many protections already set up in this house. That’s a little over the top.”

“I do. But this discussion requires I take every precaution.” Ivan’s tone was serious, and Helen took note. Setting the now-empty mug down, she gave him her full attention, wearing a serious expression that always looked strange on her forever youthful face.

“In the course of training Tori, she came across a fellow meta-human and asked for my guidance. I promised to keep the person’s identity secret and thought little else of it. However, that meta has proven consistently more powerful than I initially expected, and today… today they utilized a power I’d never considered they might have. In hindsight, it seems obvious, had I taken the time to give this meta’s potential more thought. I’m not the only one who would see such potential in their gifts.”

As the Lodestar, Helen had the unfortunate duty of constantly bearing witness to humanity’s worst actions. One couldn’t very well stop crime without seeing it, after all. Despite what many might have expected from her cheery and optimistic nature, Helen had no trouble whatsoever following Ivan’s line of thinking.

“You’re worried they’re at high risk for abduction and exploitation,” Helen surmised. “I can’t say it never happens anymore, though god knows we try, but this meta is a lot safer than they would have been in the old days.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Ivan fought down a sigh. “Yet the safest shield is always anonymity. So understand that if I seem overly precautious, it is because I trust you to do the right thing with this information. And as we’ve established, the AHC is not Lodestar.”

“I get it. You’re asking me, just me, and that’s it.” Helen started idly fidgeting with her empty mug, turning it quickly about with remarkable dexterity. “What’s this meta do, anyway? I mean, we have literal reality warpers.”

“Most of whose effects eventually dissipate, and who have strict limitations on just how their power can be used. This meta has limits too, it’s just one I believe we might be able to work within. They empower idioms to become immutable truths, making the phrases actually occur within a limited range.”

Helen gave a short whistle. “Wow, yeah, I could see where that one would have a lot of potential. What phrase was it that brought all this on, anyway? I’m guessing it’s a little more serious than ‘an apple a day keeps the doctor at bay.’”

“Time heals all wounds.”

The mug hit the ground and shattered, having fallen from Lodestar’s suddenly stiff, unmoving hands. She met Ivan’s gaze, understanding falling fully into place. Her eyes then darted to the concealing magic on the stone, what had seemed like overkill until seconds ago. When she found her voice, it was more forceful than Helen meant for it to be, but Ivan was unperturbed. If anyone understood, it was him.

“Tell me everything.”
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The night had been oddly calm. Cyber Geek’s army of wooden ducks, the scouting tools he’d summoned from stealth-action series The Quack and The Dead, hadn’t spotted anything worse than a jaywalker all patrol. Clunky as the flying sentries were, they covered a good amount of ground, and not many people checked the sky to see if they were being watched. If there was criminal undertaking afoot, he should have spotted some indication by now.

“I’m starting to think every crook in town is laying low after yesterday’s sudden monster invasion.” Medley’s voice washed over Cyber Geek via the communicator slipped snugly in his ear. The hulking cape was patrolling several blocks away, visible to Cyber Geek on the screen in his hands showing all the various feeds. It was a useful tool; he just wished it wasn’t shaped like a duck’s open mouth.

There was something unsettling about the eyes, making it look as if it were forever screaming.

“Or maybe they just realized the AHC has tripled down on patrols in case more show up,” Cold Shoulder pointed out. She was standing on a street corner to the south, watching as patrons stumbled out of a bar and into the night. The group piled into a waiting car, then headed off without incident.

“I think it’s nice,” Hat Trick chimed in. “Maybe the usual ne’er-do-wells realized how precious life is and decided the spend their time with loved ones instead.”

Or they were getting too obliterated to move, let alone scheme. Cyber Geek didn’t share that particular notion, however. He saw no reason to counter Hat Trick’s optimism; it was one of the features he most admired about her. At that moment, he could see her on one of the ducks’ feeds, picking up a pile of takeout containers and moving them to a nearby trash can.

“Let’s do one more sweep then move onto the next area.” The words had barely left Cyber Geek’s mouth when he caught a flash of strange light through one of the ducks. The hues shifted even over the brief instant he witnessed, colors Cyber Geek had never seen before. He hurried to figure out where the feed was coming from, but Cold Shoulder’s clue came first.

“I think I just saw a flash to the north. And there’s a weird smell too, like burnt cinnamon mixed with boiling orange juice.” Cold Shoulder started forward, just as a new figure appeared on Cyber Geek’s screen.

It lumbered from around the corner of the building where the flash had come, stomping with legs like thick trunks: no knees or feet, just a single long tube with an unnatural capacity for bending. Its arms were much the same, though they ended in three dense fingers that slapped through the building’s brick with a casual swing. What truly drew Cyber Geek’s attention was the mouth, and for good reason.

This creature was more mouth than anything else.

The entire upper part of its torso fused into a giant eyeless maw, and that it opened to release a gleeful roar. There were no neat rows of teeth inside; instead, the thousands of sharp shards were tossed together haphazardly, a cavern of irregularly angled death. As the monster strode forward, it knocked over a trash can, sending several rats sprawling across the ground.

In a flash, it was on them, moving with horrific speed. There was no battle, no art of combat, only a hungry monster hurling their flesh down its gullet as fast as possible. And it could move at worryingly quick speeds when it wanted to.

The bloody sight before him was so horrific Cyber Geek nearly froze up, but realizing Cold Shoulder would be walking toward that threat kicked him back into action. “Cold Shoulder, hang back. I have eyes on the thing that just emerged, it’s… honestly, I’ve got a bad feeling. Focus on crowd control and isolating the creature until reinforcements arrive.”

It was a good plan, the right plan, Cyber Geek felt confident about that. Even if they’d battled through the zwarks a day prior, this was clearly a different species of monster altogether. Locking it down and letting a more experienced superhero take point was the responsible call.

Unfortunately, their newly-arrived invader clearly had other ideas. As it finished scarfing down the last of the rats, it turned its head, really its giant mouth, carefully through the air. Then it was up again, moving at a steady pace as it lumbered down the street. Checking the direction it was heading against his network of ducks, Cyber Geek quickly put together where it was going, and felt his stomach turn to lead.

The monster was heading directly for Cold Shoulder, and it was gaining speed.


Chapter 19



“Cold Shoulder, armor up fast, it’s heading your way. Everyone, converge on Cold Shoulder’s location as quickly as possible.” Cyber Geek was already running, a screen of potential items displayed in his vision. The series of computers woven into his skull had required surgery, but it had opened up a degree of versatility with his powers that was previously unimaginable. Hundreds of games were stored on the hard drive, all running simultaneously so Donald could pluck and use any item as needed.

The issue he found himself frequently running into was analysis paralysis. With so many options, the choices grew overwhelming. Given time to think and ponder, Cyber Geek could usually come up with the right item for a job. But in the field, when situations turned serious, he had a habit of falling back on the tools he knew best rather than waste time selecting an optimal choice.

This evening was no exception, as the armor from Blaster Brahs formed around Cyber Geek seconds before he summoned an enormous, oversized boot from Jump Jump Jones. Not only would the person-sized shoe help him cover ground, it would give him a way to enter with a melee strike, should it be necessary. Before that, though, he had to make sure the cavalry was coming.

“AHC headquarters, this is Cyber Geek reporting in. We have what appears to be another dimensional monster that’s near our position. It looks dangerous, please send backup.”

Climbing into the boot, Cyber Geek pushed off, sending himself shooting up three dozen feet into the air. From that vantage point, he could see several of his ducks still hovering, but more importantly, he could make out Cold Shoulder. Although she was clad in her ice construct as expected, something seemed off. She was running with an odd lope; her armor was usually more coordinated than that. It was just before Cyber Geek began to fall that he remembered the Blaster Brahs armor helmet screen had a zoom function. Taking a closer look, he realized the issue and felt his stomach drop.

There was a bite taken out of one of her ice legs. Better than her losing a flesh and blood one, but that was still severely worrying. Cold Shoulder made her constructs dense, designing the full-body encasement to stand up against strikes from meta-humans with augmented strength. Medley could bash through if given several minutes, but taking a bite clean through one of the limbs, a section that was all ice… suddenly Cyber Geek’s own armor felt woefully inadequate.

The call from Cold Shoulder arrived just as his boot hit the ground, having covered two blocks in a single bound. “Holy hell, this thing is strong and fast! Use range if you’ve got it, I’m pretty sure it can even bite through Medley’s scales.”

After what he’d seen, Cyber Geek was inclined to agree, which presented a major issue. Medley was their main melee combatant. Cold Shoulder’s construct was too unwieldly for precise blows, and Cyber Geek hadn’t yet found an item combination that would let him keep up with Medley’s raw physical power. Hat Trick had some useful cards to play, they just tended to be more situational.

Leaping once more, Cyber Geek angled his descent, aiming for the walking mouth that was still chasing his teammate. Mercifully, in the time it took between jumps, Cyber Geek realized the missing piece of leg had shrunk down. Even if the monster took bites, his ally could still regenerate the ice those limbs were made of.

If it got hold of flesh and blood, things wouldn’t be nearly so easy to repair.

The thick sole of Cyber Geek’s huge boot came crashing down onto the monster’s back; it had either not noticed the approaching threat or simply had no care. He felt the impact, expecting it to collapse, or at least stagger, from the strike. Instead, Cyber Geek was merely rolled off with a shrug of the shoulders, sending him splaying out onto the ground.

Not good. Cyber Geek wasn’t the biggest guy on the block, but he had enough mass that it should have registered. For the monster to be unbothered spoke to potent durability and strength. Part of Cyber Geek had been hoping it would be a glass cannon, the might of its maw gained in exchange for the ability to take a punch.

Cyber Geek started to pull himself out of the giant boot and suddenly realized how wrong he’d been. The monster hadn’t ignored him at all. It was standing directly above him, monstrous mouth open and on full display.

In one motion, Cyber Geek dispelled his boot entirely, causing it to fizzle away into sparks of blue light. At the same time he engaged the boosters on his armor. The effect was him surging off in a burst of speed as the dissolving boot caused a distraction. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one who could move fast.

Cyber Geek’s leg popped out of socket as something grabbed him by the ankle, yanking his escape to a violent halt. Painful as it was, worse was the sight of his suit’s shielding being wiped out in barely more than a second, the pressure of its grip alone enough to require protection. With no protection or means of escape, his situation was looking dire.

Of course, there was a reason superheroes worked in teams.

An enormous icy fist from Cold Shoulder slammed into the monster, knocking it several steps back and breaking its grip. With the last of his boosters, Cyber Geek shot off down the street, landing half a block away. He tried to hurry back to his feet, however his left leg being out of socket made the effort borderline impossible. Instead, he could only watch as the monster recovered, snaring Cold Shoulder’s next punch in its arms. Then that awful mouth stretched even wider, and suddenly Cold Shoulder’s construct was missing a fist.

“Doveakazaam!”

From a nearby alleyway, dozens of white doves came streaming out, flocking around the monster’s maw of a face. While not particularly powerful, having a dule of doves all attacking at once was at the very least distracting. Ordinarily, they could harass an enemy with light scratches, making them cover their eyes.

A tactic far less fruitful when the opponent had no such organs.

In one bite, half the doves were gone, and Cyber Geek heard a pained cry from the alley where Hat Trick had cast from. Did she feel some of what the doves experienced? An important question to ask, just not right at this moment. Hat Trick had bought them a few precious seconds, and Cyber Geek needed to put them to use.

What did he have that could take down something that strong? Given its overall durability and penchant for chewing ice, the freeze gun from King Commander Cold felt like a poor choice. He was already in his Blaster Brahs armor, so summoning the default weapon was a natural fit, but Cyber Geek was only a fair shot at best. This thing wasn’t going to stop attacking, so someone would be in melee range with it, meaning he’d be hard pressed for a clean shot. That was assuming the weapon could even cause damage, which was a big stretch given how easily the creature had handled the Blaster Brahs armor.

The furry form of Medley slammed into the monster just as it gobbled up most of the remaining doves, sending the foe staggering once more. Not even Medley could knock it over; what did Cyber Geek have that could hurt something that tough? It was a question he’d found himself wondering several months before, facing a skeletal man with a horrific history. Back then, he’d barely been able to contribute, but in the time since, Cyber Geek had replayed the fight over and over in his head, wondering what might have gone differently. And in that reflection, Cyber Geek had reached an important revelation.

He didn’t have to hurt it. Buying time was enough. Acting as support, just like Hat Trick’s use of her doves and dancing. If he could slow the monster down, inhibit it from reaching his friends, that was enough. A superhero’s first duty wasn’t offense, it was protection.

Blue sparks flashed as Cyber Geek summoned forth the enchanted gauntlet from Putty Buddy. His right hand was soon encased in an elaborate, frankly overdesigned stone gauntlet with golden etchings covering the full surface. Half of them were glowing, representing how far Cyber Geek had progressed with it in the game. As one advanced, the gauntlet allowed them to channel different kinds of putty, types that caused anything that impacted it to bounce, types that could make everything slippery, even a semi-sentient blob that could be used to complete small tasks. The drawback was that since it came from a puzzle game, there was no mechanic to cause damage.

Though that wouldn’t be an issue tonight.

“Medley, get back!” Cyber Geek watched his friend dash away, avoiding the pair of closing jaws with an uncomfortably small margin for error. The moment Medley was clear, Cyber Geek’s gauntlet began to erupt with purple goop. It arced through the air before splashing onto the monster, coating its lower half. When the monster tried to take another step, the concrete around it shattered and rose; it was so strong it dragged the very street with it.

Still, the extra mass did slow their foe down, so Cyber Geek kept the goop flowing. He recoated the legs, then adjusted his aim to cover the torso as well. When he tried for the head, the monster merely opened its mouth and devoured the goop as it landed. By the time he switched back to the legs, Cyber Geek noticed there was a trash can and part of a sidewalk tile embedded in the goop.

He glanced over just in time to see Medley rip up a postbox and hurl it at the monster, where it squelched into the sticky purple putty and remained. “You keep coating him, we’ll add the mass!”

The monster didn’t seem to be on board for that plan, as it tried to rush at Medley. However, between all the extra concrete it had to tear up for every step, the goop pulling at its entire body, and the debris his team was adding, their opponent was nowhere near as nimble as it had once been. Medley was easily able to retreat faster than the monster advanced, only causing it to walk more and adding to its burden.

This section of street was going to be totally ruined, but the city had funds budgeted for that. Cyber Geek kept the putty flowing, finding himself immensely grateful that Putty Buddy didn’t have any sort of reloading mechanic. Players could coat an entire level then snap once to clear it all out. Not that he’d be snapping any time soon.

Despite the growing array of anchors weighing it down, the monster was still lunging about. It was as if the creature couldn’t do anything more than try to attack, eat, fill its belly. The longer Cyber Geek watched it, the more unsettled he became. Even animals had concepts like fear, family, and joy. This entity seemed to know hunger and nothing else. These were not meta-humans or even meta-animals; they were something else entirely.

Worse, they were something strong.

To the end, it kept struggling, so they continued adding more weight. By the time reinforcements arrived, the creature resembled a giant ball of gravel and garbage. Cyber Geek was so happy to see his fellow capes he might have jumped for joy… if his leg hadn’t been dislocated. Nevertheless, they’d held down the monster and no one was seriously hurt.

Cyber Geek found himself smiling despite the mounting pain. They’d done it; they’d faced an overwhelming opponent and managed to make a difference. Now they just had to figure out what it took to actually beat the things.
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“Thought I might find you here.” Wade Wyatt was dressed in simple slacks and a polo, his thinning copper hair looking especially windblown.

Tori looked up from her workstation, surprised at the interruption. She was making some minor tweaks to her suit’s wiring, trying to wring out every bit of energy efficiency possible, and given that this was her guild lab, intrusions were rare. True, Wade had the ability to walk in when he wanted – he did run the guild, after all – but generally speaking, he kept his distance. Given the man’s schedule, she’d never taken it personally. Besides, it wasn’t as though Tori was hungering to socialize anyway.

“Something up?”

“Right to the point, can’t tell you how much I appreciate that after four hours of putting and bullshit. Whoever decided golf was necessary for business meetings was the real villain.” Stepping inside, Wade looked the lab over, offering an approving nod. “I came by to let you know we’re moving up the testing for our second generation of products. We want to get them onto market as soon as possible.”

It wasn’t the topic Tori had been expecting, though it was perhaps one of the few capable of truly stealing her attention. “Why? They’re ready, I had that shit banged out weeks ago, but you said we had to space out the releases, so there was no need to rush.”

“I did say that,” Wade agreed. “Would you like me to tell you the reason for our change?”

An annoyed “shove it” didn’t quite make it off Tori’s tongue. She’d asked Wade for guidance on running a business, and this was him giving her a chance to think like the person in charge. Why would Wade suddenly push the product ahead when before time had been no issue?

The easiest solution to that question was to ask herself what had changed recently, and just like that, Tori had the answer.

“The dimensional monster attacks. They were all over the globe at once, and the capes could only respond so fast. You want to capitalize on people’s feelings of vulnerability, sell self-defense at a time when it’s on everyone’s mind.”

Wade smiled, an unexpectedly gentle grin for a man with Doctor Mechaniacal’s history. “Excellent work. You only erred on one point, and that is due to you having faulty information. The dimensional event is not a past tense situation. More monsters will continue appearing, and when they do, it is my sincere hope that we can ensure everyone is armed with a piece of The Rivas Personal Defense System.”

“Sounds like someone has been working on his speeches.” The revelation that monsters would keep popping in was worrisome, but since Tori had already planned on holing up at the guild, it wasn’t as if she could do much more to stay safe.

“Have to get the marketing machine rolling, and you might want to brush up on your public speaking skills too,” Wade advised. “Wednesday morning, Tori Rivas will need to be present at Indigo Technologies.”

Tori’s groan echoed through the lab, almost as if amplified by all the projects she’d rather be working on. Wade let her finish before continuing. “Of course, I can always hand off oversight of your projects to another department if you don’t…”

“I’ll be there,” Tori conceded, making no effort whatsoever to hide the exasperation in her tone. “I just won’t be happy about it.”


Chapter 20



Despite wearing his Tachyonic costume, Kyle didn’t feel especially heroic as Monday morning rolled around. He wasn’t sure what sort of penance Lodestar had cooked up for his outburst, only that his entire schedule had been cleared until the afternoon. The others were doing more training with Richard; evidently their teamwork needed to be adequate enough to start patrolling by week’s end. Little as Kyle wanted to be around Richard, he felt a duty to do the work with his team.

But he’d been the one to open his big mouth, so there was no one to blame but himself. The only consolation was that Lodestar had a softer approach than Professor Quantum, meaning he was unlikely to endure anything too painful as punishment.

As his morning schedule instructed, Kyle made his way to a room he’d never visited before. Arriving, he found himself looking at an entire wall of windows on the other side of the office, a gorgeous view of Ridge City stretched out beyond the glass. Along the walls there were a few framed articles from back when newspapers carried a sense of importance. However, those were utterly dwarfed by the number of letters, both typed and handwritten, and the sizable collection of crayon drawings.

Seated at an oversized desk, polishing off a cinnamon twist, was the woman each letter thanked for her help, the incomparable meta known as Lodestar. She should have been innocuous, seated at her desk, going to town on her pastry, but even now Kyle could remember the ease with which she crushed his whole team.

Spinning a large pink box on her desk around, Lodestar pushed it toward Kyle. “Did you get a good breakfast in? This might take a bit, and I know how super-speed drains the stomach.”

“I ate a hyper-nutrient bar. Professor Quantum designed them to satisfy my extreme caloric needs, and they have the benefit of being easily portable if I need a snack on the go.”

She stared at him for several seconds before nodding. “A very responsible choice. Let’s try this again, though: would you like a donut?”

It was Kyle’s turn to hold his silence, wondering if this was some sort of trick he’d failed to discern. “I believe the nutrient bar will be adequate.”

“That isn’t what I asked you.” She pushed the box forward once again, nearly bringing it to her desk’s edge. “A ‘no’ is perfectly fine, this isn’t about making you eat a snack.”

“Then what is it about?” Kyle demanded, feeling his patience slip, despite knowing that was exactly what had gotten him into this mess.

It was the sort of question that Professor Quantum would greet with silence, a cryptic smile, or admonishment to find the answer himself. That was why Kyle found himself entirely unprepared for what Lodestar said next.

“It’s about getting you to challenge yourself with these kinds of questions. It shouldn’t be that hard, should it? Just asking yourself a simple thing like what you want. Not what your duty is, or your training, what is that you wish to do?”

For the first time, Kyle looked into the pink box, examining the selection of pastries. Even as he did, Professor Quantum’s voice seemed to ring through his head, outlining the importance of proper nutritional balance to squeeze the absolute maximum potential. In his time outside the costume, it was easier to ignore that nagging voice, especially when he had the rest of his team.

But on his own, Kyle rarely broke out of his hard-trained habits. More than that, he never took the time to contemplate that fact. He’d eaten his morning hyper-nutrient bar because that was what he did, unless Ellie or Austin had planned some sort of communal breakfast. That alone wasn’t so bad; there was a great deal of security in having a consistent routine. Except Lodestar was right.

Kyle hadn’t chosen to eat that breakfast. He’d done it robotically, without consideration. And that… that didn’t seem like the best habit to have. Even if it was only breakfast, he should be making decisions with intent.

Selecting a maple bar from the box, Kyle very nearly took a bite before remembering his manners. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” Lodestar helped herself to a cruller, chewing with super-speed to avoid spewing crumbs when she spoke. “I’m sure you’re wondering what’s in store for us today. While I don’t want to spoil the fun surprises, we’re going to use this morning to give you a better understanding of what the Alliance of Heroic Champions actually does.”

Kyle mimicked her speed-chewing to clear his mouth of pastry before responding. “Isn’t that what my team has been doing for the last few months? Patrolling the streets, fighting crooks and villains, protecting the innocent.”

“All very important pieces of our undertaking, but nowhere near the whole of what we do here. I can’t say I’m surprised by your response, though. I fear learning about the AHC through Professor Quantum has left with you certain… misimpressions.”

The taste of maple faded from Kyle’s tongue as his mouth felt suddenly dry. He chose his next words carefully, aware of how much Professor Quantum loved his monitoring. “You’re saying Professor Quantum influenced the way I see things.”

“A natural part of the mentorship process,” Lodestar replied. She seemed intent on soothing him, whereas Kyle’s mind was screaming for anything but peace.

“Maybe so, but I have a request. Something I want.” Kyle swept his eyes around the room at super-speed, searching for potential hidden cameras. At worst, he could always claim his next words were him playing along, trying to win her over. Professor Quantum would know it was a lie, whether he would care or not, could care or not, was anyone’s guess.

“If you’ve found impressions left on me by Professor Quantum, please help me tear them out. By the root. No matter if it hurts.”

With a soft sigh, Lodestar rose from her desk, finishing the cruller in one speedy bite. “If that’s truly the path you want to take, then I’ll support you. Just know it will hurt, change like that always does.”

“I have a lot of experience coping with pain.”

For the barest of moments, Kyle caught a flicker of unexpected emotion that ran across Lodestar’s face. Without his inherent speed, he was almost certain to have missed it, but the sight was undeniable. Kyle’s words had made Lodestar angry, though it didn’t seem like the rage was pointed toward him.

“I have no doubt you’ve endured more than most your age, or a great deal older. But there are different types of pain that come from growth, and I suspect this might be a version you’re less familiar with.”

“Maybe so. Still, my request remains.” It was all Kyle could do to hold down the few bites of pastry as his stomach pitched at the idea of carrying around even a piece of that bastard’s mindset.

“Alright. If that’s really what you want.” Lodestar stepped out from around the desk, pausing to clap twice. As she did a section of the giant wall of windows parted, opening them up to the blustery winds blowing at such heights.

Taking hold of Kyle, both began to rise in the air before vanishing in a golden streak that briefly burned in the morning sky above Ridge City.
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Staying at the guild came with a fair number of drawbacks. The remote location meant any sort of delivery was out of the question, though thankfully there were ample eateries scattered throughout the guild’s volcano island. Evidently some of the other villains had even opened shop outside the lair, though the reviews she’d gotten painted the food as inconsistent.

There was also the general ruckus that always seemed to be lingering in the air. Villains were not a quiet bunch, and while Tori’s lab and room had soundproofing, every time she left those spots, there was always some wall of noise waiting for her. That was without even counting the occasional explosions.

Still, despite its flaws, one of the perks of living at the guild was an independent sleep schedule. With no roommates getting up and clattering about in the mornings, Tori had a much easier time snoozing late. That was the consolation she gave herself when the early pangs of loneliness started to creep in.

It was ridiculous, to miss her roommates after less than a day. Just familiarity with habit manifesting as more palatable emotion – that was the justification she used. Even if Tori herself wasn’t sure she bought it, this still felt like the right move. Keeping away from her friends, making sure they’d be safe.

When Tori was rudely awoken on Monday morning, she realized both her plans of distance from friends and extra sleep had been foiled by the same person. The buzzer on her door kept blaring, yanking Tori into consciousness with a tone that felt like a drill to the brain. Wade must have designed the tone to be as piercing as possible; nothing was that annoying by happenstance.

Stumbling her way out of bed, Tori staggered to the door and yanked it open to reveal an impatient Beverly tapping the toes of her high-heeled shoes. Despite being at the guild, Beverly was dressed like she was applying for a loan, a neatly pressed blouse and skirt paired with her emerald -green heels. She even wore a set of matching frames, though the lenses inside appeared to be nothing more than clear glass.

In her sleep-deprived mind, Tori very nearly made a joke about Beverly stealing Helen’s style before realizing it wouldn’t make sense. Also, that might not be the best topic to skirt around while inside a guild full of villains. Instead, she managed to formulate a “Whatstheyoudoinhere?”

Rather than respond, Beverly pushed past Tori, striding inside her room before whirling around. “Do you think you’re tougher than me?”

The question was so unexpected Tori found herself caught entirely unaware. “Maybe?”

“Oh good, we are still in the same league. I was starting to wonder what exactly was going on in that head of yours when you tried to put me on the fucking shelf.” Beverly stepped forward, and Tori found herself retreating. Not fast enough, though, as Beverly’s perfectly manicured finger still dug into her sternum when she pointed.

“You think I don’t know what this is? Stuffing me and Chloe in a safehouse you conspicuously couldn’t be fit in. Isolating yourself in some misguided attempt to keep us safe. Blaming yourself for everything that happened, and worse, all the things that could have gone wrong.”

At last, Tori found her voice, and it was louder than she expected. “How the fuck would you know all that? How would you know anything about what I’ve been feeling?”

“Because I’ve been doing the same goddamned thing!” Beverly yelled the answer, but doing so seemed to take the wind from her sails. Her spine slackened, and she looked tired. More than Tori had felt minutes prior. More than she could ever remember Beverly looking.

“I’ve been blaming myself too, Tori. I’m supposed to be strong, tough, and know how to use it. Then we face off against metas like VRX77, or Alfred Settler, and I realize just how… how useless this amount of power really is. I can’t redesign my power like you can with the suit. If I don’t find a way to build on this foundation, I’m forever going to be getting tossed aside as nothing more than a mild inconvenience.”

Silence filled the space where yelling had formerly dwelled, heavy and awkward as Tori scoured her mind for what she could possibly say. In the end, she chose to focus on the one fact that might potentially offer her friends some comfort. “The difference between us is that it actually was my fault. VRX77 was hunting me.”

To her surprise, that seemed to reignite some of Beverly’s fervor, the woman’s eyes blazing as she met Tori’s gaze. “That does not make it your fault. If some creep followed Chloe home from the coffee shop and tried to break in, would you blame her?”

“Of course not,” Tori snapped, realizing as the words left her mouth what she’d just walked into.

“Damn right. And it’s no more your fault that some multiversal mechanized stalker has you in its sights. The only thing that’s your fault is trying to treat me like someone to be protected, instead of a fellow villain. And Tori, really listen here, because I want to make sure you understand me on this point. If you ever try to pull that again, we’re having an official guild sparring session, and I am going to beat the absolute shit out of you.”

Sometimes, often even, it was easy to think that Beverly had ended up in the wrong organization. Between her family’s strong belief in duty and service, her own well-developed moral compass, and her generally considerate nature, Beverly seemed a much more natural fit for cape work than villainy. In that moment, though, staring into her friend’s face and realizing she was absolutely serious, Tori could see how Beverly had found a home in the Guild of Villainous Reformation.

“You mean you’ll try,” Tori finally replied, earning a smirk from Beverly.

“Enjoy that smack talk while you can. I didn’t just come here to berate you for your bullshit. I’m visiting on official business.”

A fear Tori hadn’t felt at any point in the yelling suddenly struck her, and she realized Beverly had positioned herself between Tori and the door. “What sort of business?”

“Getting you ready for Wednesday, of course. Going to the office means appearing in public, and I have been hired as your official wardrobe consultant. Mostly because Wade knows I’ll make you dress for the job instead of showing up in grease-stained jeans.” There wasn’t even an effort from Beverly to hide her malicious glee; it was amazing she didn’t steeple her fingers together menacingly and complete the image.

No doubt about it, Beverly absolutely had villain potential.


Chapter 21



Ivan felt strange, being off work on a Monday. His routine was a large part of his civilian identity, the regular grind of heading into the office a familiar pattern that reminded him who he was. It was hardly the first occasion where he’d used vacation time, but previous incidents had largely been to spend time with his kids.

They wouldn’t be able to follow on this trip, though, not that it would be wise to take them anyway.

Still, it wasn’t as if he didn’t have ample tasks to occupy his time. Setting up a protective detail for Rick and Beth, getting his Vendallia workload properly delegated, ensuring the guild didn’t have any Fornax-sized tasks that were looming in the near future. Yet in the midst of it all, much to his own surprise, Ivan found himself walking outside the guild’s volcano, staring out at the island as a whole.

In his youth, he never could have imagined a place like this existing, let alone that he would have a hand in it. Then again, the younger version of Ivan would have never been able to endure even the code’s meager parameters. Since taking the ring, Ivan had been plagued by memories of his days walking another world, remembering just how blood-hungry he’d been. Several of the recollections made him outwardly wince, but that was part of looking at one’s youth.

Striding along the walkways that wove through the island, Ivan took in the myriad of familiar faces and new structures. Wade had created some sort of land delegation system for those interested in building, though Ivan had never been interested enough to learn more. Some used their space to build homes, others were working on taverns, food stalls, and it seemed one especially enterprising villain had even gotten started on a movie studio.

Unbidden, a truly ludicrous image flitted into his mind. Ivan and a guest, attending a film screening on this island, like any other normal couple might for a date night. The idea itself wasn’t so farfetched, however his brain had opted to paste in Helen as the guest in question. Ivan cast the mental image aside instantly, unwilling to even consider that sort of scenario. There was no point. He already knew his feelings regarding Helen, as well as the reason that sentiment didn’t matter.

Arriving at a small grove of trees, Ivan breathed deep, relishing the scent of nature. Soon, things would be simpler. He’d be walking in another world, one where he wasn’t known as an infamous murderer. Although, after a moment of thought, Ivan realized that wasn’t technically true either. At least he was unlikely to get recognized over there, though.

From the grass rose a series of vines, twisting and interweaving as they formed a humanoid shape. The being in question had sharp yet delicate features and an emotionless expression that put many people ill at ease. Ivan, on the other hand, had no issue with the blank gaze. Given that Florian was originally a plant who gained sentience through experimentations and exposure to meta-elements, why would they have any understanding of human facial communication? A blank face said nothing, which was better than sending the wrong message.

“Greetings, Pseudonym.”

“And to you, Florian.”

“What brings you to my grove this day?” Despite how it might appear, the humanoid form wasn’t truly Florian. They were, best as Ivan had been able to guess, something akin to a sentient root system. The core stayed out of sight while the multitude of plants that sprang forth acted as its limbs, mouth, perhaps even eyes.

Right down to business, that was part of why Ivan had always gotten along well with the plant person. In a way, they were similar, both thrust into the world without any understanding of things like social nuance. Florian’s confusion had resulted in some rather catastrophic fallout in a Miami arboretum, putting them on the capes’ shitlist and starting their path toward the guild.

“I’ll be leaving for a time. No idea how long precisely, but given the reports of more creatures breaching into our world, I wanted to be sure the guild will be properly protected. Especially since our enemies might take the opportunity to strike during the confusion. Doctor Mechaniacal has been made aware and will cover technological threats. When it comes to detecting and repelling biological entities, though, I of course thought of you.”

Florian was a curious meta to gauge in terms of strength. If they were teleported into an arena and commanded to fight, the defeat would be almost instantaneous. However, should Florian be given time to prepare a battleground, they would swiftly become one of the toughest members of the guild. Florian could fill an entire area with their plants, and not mere gardenias either. Any piece of foliage that Florian encountered and consumed could be replicated, including meta-plants. The longer they had, the more area Florian could cover.

It was essentially a power that centered on having the home-field advantage. Useless in terms of offence, but for protection, there were few better. Of course, Florian was still a villain. “What compensation do you offer for this additional burden?”

“A choice,” Ivan replied. “I will pay your daily guild rate for the time I’m gone, or I will collect new plants for you during my journey.”

“I have amassed many plants. They may not be new acquisitions.”

“I can assure you, they would be. I’m traveling to another realm.”

Most people would have reacted to that statement, Florian merely contemplated the offer silently for several seconds before calmly responding. “So long as you return with at least three unique species of plant, the trade is acceptable. Fewer than that, and I will expect compensation in coin.”

It had been a good long while since Ivan set foot in the realm where that ring would whisk him, but he could still remember seeing plenty more than three types of unique foliage. There was always a chance he wouldn’t encounter any while visiting Auro, though, so having cash as a backup payment sounded prudent.

Unresolved debts between villains rarely played out well.

“Agreed.” Ivan almost stuck out his hand on habit, but Florian generally preferred to keep a little distance. Instead, he gave a nod of his head, which Florian mirrored.

“When will you be setting out?”

“Soon.” Ivan felt the weight of the ring in his pocket, urging him to both hurry and wait. “I’d like to go by day’s end, tomorrow at the latest.”

The physical form of Florian started to dissolve back into individual vines, yet the voice still came from all around Ivan, echoing from every leaf and blade of grass within the grove. “Then I shall be on alert and at the ready. Should unwanted visitors come in your absence, I will be sure to show them the full breadth of the guild’s hospitality.”
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At the same time that Tori was being all but dragged through the guild’s halls toward whatever Beverly had in mind, their third roommate was slipping back into their damaged apartment. Ignoring the yellow hazard tape, Chloe ducked under the minor obstacle, stepping into her home.

There was more damage from the fight than she’d realized. Broken glass lay strewn across the floor, the walls now sported holes and dents, and a fair section of the kitchen cabinets were little more than splinters. There were even cracks on the floor spiderwebbing out from where VRX77 had landed heavily.

In a moment that would have surprised her friends, Chloe’s right hand clasped into a fist, a mix of anger and old wounds surging together unexpectedly. How many homes had she lost to meta-hijinks now? Even one was too many, yet she still remembered the first time a robotic pterodactyl wing had shredded not only her home, but her sense of safety.

After her last apartment had burned down, only to get an offer of lodging from Beverly and Tori, Chloe hoped the unfortunate streak might have finally met its end. And in a way, she was right. They’d fought the invader back, sort of, and rather than being destroyed, this time her home was merely trashed. It seemed not even super-villains as roommates and superheroes down the hall were enough to ensure her home was truly safe.

Lying in the hospital bed, it had all been so clear. If Chloe wanted to turn her home into a sanctuary, then she would have to be the one to do so. And while she wasn’t entirely sure how such a thing would be possible, Chloe at least knew the first step.

Slipping into her room, Chloe packed a bag of outfits and essentials, enough to last for a week at the new apartment Tori had lined up. It was a swanky spot, complete with doorman and security system, but that didn’t mean it came with Chloe’s toothbrush or work uniforms. Aside from her mundane necessities, Chloe added two extra items to her bag.

The first was the pink and black umbrella, which Chloe had made sure she left back in the new apartment, yet here it was waiting for her all the same. As for the other, that was an item covered in dark velvet cloth. Even touching it, Chloe could feel a brisk wind blowing past, carrying the scent of fresh earth and warm apple cider. Her prize from Hallowville, the one she’d been brave enough to chase but too afraid to use.

The plan was to take it back to the new apartment and move forward there, but Chloe found herself drawn to the object inside the velvet. Pushing the covering away, she revealed a beautiful mirror with an intricate silver frame. As Chloe looked into the reflection, she saw it shift and change. Sometimes Chloe was still her usual pale-blonde self; other moments the reflection was brunette, or had an earring, a few even sported tattoos on their face.

Every time she’d gotten this far, Chloe had felt the words catch in her throat. All she wanted was knowledge, the understanding of how to be so strong even a Nexus would take notice. There shouldn’t be anything inherently dangerous about learning. But growing up in a world of meta-humans had taught Chloe better. She understood the way power changed things, and people.

The way it would change her.

Hearing Nexus speak of Edict versus Cliché implied they were entirely different people. Except they weren’t. Both started as Chloe. Which meant no matter how grounded she felt, countless other versions of herself had been changed by the knowledge. Thinking she was special enough to avoid it demanded a level of unwarranted ego Chloe couldn’t even dream of reaching; few outside of politicians and CEOs could.

However, change wasn’t always a bad thing. Chloe was ready to change her feelings of helplessness, being unsafe in her own home, and getting set aside for her own safety.

Sitting down on her bedroom floor, Chloe held the mirror in her lap staring down into its depths as she concentrated. All she knew about the woman in question was that her name was Edict, so Chloe held that at the forefront of her focus as she commanded reality to bend.

“Two heads are better than one.”
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Tori was surprised to find herself in a room full of fabrics. Not merely bundles of cloth tossed in a pile, this was a minor warehouse that gave Tori brief flashbacks to her latest Christmas. Rows upon rows were stuffed with various materials, some with shifting colors along the exteriors, others that appeared to be as much a liquid as a solid, and a few that were blatantly moving on their own.

The existence of such a room wasn’t all that shocking, nor was the fact that Beverly was the one to lead Tori there; what did catch her off-guard was the location. She hadn’t expected there to be a place like this inside the guild’s volcano lair.

Evidently, she did a poor job of hiding that, as Beverly openly scoffed. “Where do you think all the guild’s costumes come from? It’s always cheaper to produce in-house, especially when you’re got metas with special requirements like fire-shifting.”

Taking Tori’s arm, she led her further inside until they reached what looked like a metal pad wired into a desktop computer perched on an old wooden desk. Despite trying to veer away, Tori was pulled to the pad by Beverly, who had an iron grip on her arm. She was tempted to shift into fire-form to slip away, but they were awfully close to a lot of fabric to take that risk. Especially if any of these materials were highly flammable.

“Quit struggling, it’s just going to get your measurements.” Beverly continued their journey up to the point of the metal pad and then released her grip.

“The guild already has my measurements, they’ve been making all my shit from the start,” Tori protested.

Beverly appeared as if she wasn’t sure whether to be more vexed or exasperated. “That’s exactly the problem, you haven’t updated your measurements since day one. Despite your undertaking guild training, having access to more nutritional food, and even committing to semi-regular exercise. Measurements, like people, are prone to change. Can you not feel the slight way your guild-made clothes tug at you?”

Although she’d paid it no mind, Tori had felt her sleeves were a bit tighter lately, as were the thigh and calf sections of her pants. It was a minor annoyance at best, though, hardly the sort of issue that would be worth time rectifying. “I guess it pinches a little more since I’ve been building muscle. I do mean a little, though. Not a big deal.”

“Yes Tori, big deal. As a public figure, especially one dealing with fancy executives, an outfit conveys a message. From tie to cufflinks, earrings to shoes, every piece of a wardrobe on its own and the overall package act as a signal to others that you are a person of power, judgment, and precision. Wearing bespoke clothes is an excellent start, but if they only kind of fit, that tells people you’re slipping, losing track of the small details. Not the kind of impression you want to make in a corporate environment.”

Tempted as she was to hang back out of stubbornness, Tori could see this was a fight she wouldn’t be winning. Better to just get it over with by pushing forward. With a resigned grunt, Tori stepped onto the metal pad, noting that the mechanism was starting to crackle with energy.

Before Tori had a chance to ask any questions about what exactly this entailed, Beverly had hopped over to the computer and hit a sequence of keys. The pad below Tori activated, and she found herself engulfed in a beam of white light.


Chapter 22



The compound was an impressive sight, even for someone who’d spent most of his life on Professor Quantum’s island. A massive structure filled with developers, engineers, visionaries, and half-mad brilliance all given room and funds to pursue their passions. Kyle was shown through labs that were working on super-bouncing putty, detachable robotic fingers, and a helmet that recycled air, to name a few. Everywhere they went, Lodestar’s commentary continued.

“And over there we have the neurotech wing, where they’re working on better ways to integrate cybernetic limbs and organs into the nervous systems of patients receiving them.” Lodestar pointed to a sealed-off chamber, where a mechanical spider was doing battle with what looked like a tank with burly metal arms added to the sides.

“Really. That’s what they’re doing?” Kyle watched as the metal spider dove for the tank, only to be snared by those thick arms and summarily ripped in half.

“Yes, actually.” Lodestar snapped her hand up in a sudden motion. “The biggest issue with neurotech is lag. When you’re dealing with limbs, every microsecond of delay is incredibly noticeable, and makes the appendage feel less natural. The development team runs their mock battles because it pushes those who participate to put the relay through its paces. Not to mention, people want to win, which spurs development on even faster.”

Gently, her hand patted his shoulder. “It is possible to both work and enjoy yourself. The two don’t have to be mutually exclusive.”

“So this is where the fundraiser money goes?” Kyle asked, in no mood to linger on the subject.

Taking the hint, Lodestar began moving them down the sleek metal hallways once more. “Part of it, yes. There’s a lot of funding sources mixed in here and there, especially merchandise. This is where countless advancements for the greater good have been developed. Cybernetic limbs, rapid-growing crops, new treatments for diseases, and even a toy or two.”

Kyle’s face creased, and he briefly contemplated whether to speak up or not. Catching the shift, Lodestar sighed, then saved him the trouble. “Given your background, I’m guessing you’re wondering why the so-called cutting-edge technology I’m describing is commonplace on Vomisa?”

“Something like that,” Kyle admitted.

“For better or worse, the meta-humans recognized to be the greatest geniuses out there have all decided to limit how much technology they disperse into the world at large.” Lodestar paused by another window, this one looking into a room that was mostly filled by a huge cloud.

It was dark and heavy, as if seconds from unleashing a massive thunderstorm. Given the way the staff inside were scrambling around and waving their arms, Kyle had a suspicion it was not supposed to look that way. One woman dove for a wall, yanking down on a switch that released a beam of light, dispersing the cloud. Realizing they were alive, the staff began to run around and hug one another.

“The rule they seem to have settled on is that we have to get there on our own. Outside of a few doodads and trinkets, they keep the real technology locked away, deciding that when humanity is ready for it, we’ll discover it. For a long while, I disagreed with that sentiment, viewing it as patronizing. Over the years, though… I still don’t agree with the position overall, but I do appreciate the value of prudence.”

Interesting as the compound was, it was hard not to see the whole endeavor as a bit wasteful. If Professor Quantum had shared his technology with the world, they could have saved the billions no doubt spent on trying to achieve a weaker version of it. Except one only had to look at Kyle’s job to see the potential folly there. Superheroes were needed because so many meta-humans turned criminal. Give someone a bit of power, and too many would use it to knock other people aside. Flooding the world with advanced technology was a dangerous gambit, one that was likely to result in more tragedy than triumph.

Realizing he was starting to agree with Professor Quantum, Kyle hurriedly turned his thoughts elsewhere. “Thank you for showing me this, I do see how the fundraising efforts are worthwhile.”

“For others,” Lodestar added.

“Beg pardon?”

She turned from the window to face him fully. “That’s the part you left out. The fundraising efforts are a worthwhile use of other people’s time. Whereas you, Tachyonic, could be doing a lot more good out in the field, right?”

Kyle resisted the urge to gulp or look away. “I don’t believe I said anything of the sort.”

“No, not this time. But your opinion hasn’t really changed, has it?” It was odd, being accused without any sort of venom in the tone. Lodestar sounded more supportive than anything.

“I do see a greater value⁠—”

“Tachyonic, please. You asked me to help get something out of you. Honesty is part of that process.”

Another pleasantry halted halfway up his throat. Swallowing the kinder lie, Kyle forced the truth out instead. “Yes ma’am. All of this is a worthwhile endeavor. I appreciate the amount of good you’re doing for the world with this sort of undertaking. But the best use of my abilities is being in the field, stopping crime. It’s what I was trained for, where I excel, and where I do the most good.”

“The most immediate good,” Lodestar corrected. “One thing you’ll learn as a superhero: what we do matters. What we say matters. How we do and say those things, it all matters, often in ways you won’t understand until years later. Today, though, I’m going to give you a little help seeing further ahead.”

She extended her hand, offering it to Tachyonic. “What comes next won’t be as lighthearted as our tour here. Are you sure you still want me to⁠—”

“By the roots.” Kyle didn’t even need her to ask, nor did he have to wonder about the answer. He took her hand, feeling the sudden jerk of movement as the metal hallways disappeared and the world was once more frozen around them, so fast were they moving.

The more he tasted this speed, the deeper Kyle’s determination grew. One day, Tachyonic would move like this. He’d find a way.
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Chloe awoke in a white void. No walls or ceiling, even the floor was just a solid plane of milky emptiness. For a fleeting second, she feared something had gone horribly wrong, the power flinging her into an eternal nothingness. Then something new arrived in the void, a normally subtle noise that echoed across the infinity.

Footsteps, coming from behind her.

Whirling around, Chloe came face to face with… Chloe.

Except this Chloe was wildly different. Aside from being at least a decade older, her hair had been colored purple and red, plum on the sides before slowly transitioning to a maroon at the base of the spiked tips. Then there was the outfit, an eclectic ensemble with an oddly heavy splash of pirate. At least that was how Chloe interpreted this version of herself wearing rings on every finger, earrings, and a large necklace, while also being swallowed up by a brilliant purple and black coat.

Then the other Chloe smiled, and the difference truly came into focus. There was something about this version that was fundamentally different than Chloe herself. She was at ease, despite the odd situation, secure in herself and her safety.

This was a version of Chloe who was powerful.

This… was Edict.

“Wow, I forgot how ‘frightened baby bunny’ my vibe could be sometimes.” Edict offered a hand to pull Chloe up, which she numbly accepted.

It worked. It really worked. Despite knowing the power of Hallowville, part of Chloe had feared it still wouldn’t be enough. She’d tried the phrase on its own, able to envision the effect she wanted, but there was always a sort of resistance that kept her from breaking through. Not this time, though. If anything, this was far more success than Chloe had expected. All she really needed was to talk with Edict, thinking the mirror would act as a conduit.

“So, you’re me from another universe, and you want to know the secret of becoming Edict.”

Chloe was so stunned she simply opened and closed her mouth. In all her ponderings on how this might go, she’d never expected Edict to spare her the explanation. Finally, she found enough sense to squeeze out a few words. “How did you know?”

“Same way I know you used a magical method to pull this off.” On the word “this,” Edict motioned to the empty void encompassing them. “Magic has a tendency to balance things out, whether you like it or not. Once upon a time, I was a young woman going by Cliché who had a chat with Nexus and got some juicy hints dropped. So I summoned up my courage and friends and won an enchanted spyglass at Bathiksberg.”

At that, Chloe cocked an eyebrow. “Bathiksberg?”

“Yeah, the magical town that springs up every few years embodying Bathik Day.” Edict paused for a few seconds. “You don’t have a Bathik Day, do you?”

“Nope. Got mine at a magical town themed around Halloween.”

“Weird name for a holiday,” Edict remarked. “Anyway, point is, once upon a time I was the gal standing there, wondering what I’d gotten myself into. Take a breath, it’s all good. I’m not going to make this hard on you or anything.”

Much as Chloe wanted to relax at the reassurance, she was befuddled by the cognitive dissonance that was Edict. For months, she’d been preparing to deal with a version of herself that was ruthless, egocentric, even hateful. Instead, Edict was turning out to be… well, her. Just an older, seemingly more self-assured version.

“Let me guess, you’re feeling dumbstruck because you thought I’d be evil?”

“Little bit, yeah.” Chloe laughed despite herself, and some of the tension did finally melt away. “Nexus made it seem like… I don’t know, like you’d be scarier.”

Edict let out an animalistic grunt and ran a hand through her hair, somehow not ruffling it one bit. “Ugh, Nexus is a billion pains in every version of my ass. Keep in mind that they are always motivated by one thing above all else: entertainment. Anything you get from them might be false, or might be true, but that’s the goal you’re always being led toward.”

Chloe couldn’t help latching on to a peculiarity in Edict’s warning. “They?”

Without warning, the void flickered. When it returned, Chloe could somehow tell it felt smaller, despite being an infinite nothingness.

“Whoops, guess I shouldn’t have let that slip.” Edict spun around, like she was trying to see everything at once. “We have to be careful; this is a constructed reality that exists between our own realms, and its sole purpose is passing on the knowledge of Edict. If I give you too much past that, the whole thing could come tumbling down.”

Before Chloe could respond, Edict wrapped an arm around her and started walking, strolling confidently into the continued emptiness. “I know you’ve got questions aplenty; I can remember them pinging around inside my own head so hard I thought they’d crack my skull and break free. But business first. You came here to learn what it takes to be Edict, and that’s what I’m going to provide. Becoming Edict is actually rather easy, to be honest. All you need is a proper understanding of our power and the right phrase.”

Scared as she still was by the overall prospect, Chloe couldn’t help perking up at the idea of better understanding her power. Since waking up in the coffee shop, she’d been playing a constant game of catch up, desperately fighting to figure out how this new weight to her words functioned.

“I’ve had a lot of time to ponder how I’d do my turn at this, and I’ve come up with what I think is a fun display. To begin with, we need a chair.” From the nothingness, suddenly a wooden chair appeared just in front of Edict. Chloe’s eyebrows lifted in surprise at the sudden arrival, however there was no time to comment, as Edict barely paused for a breath.

“Very broadly speaking, there are three different levels of changing reality on any scale. At the upper, most cosmetic level, a meta-human is essentially throwing a covering of their own will over what’s already there.” Edict gestured to the chair before them. “In this case, we’re going to turn the chair blue.”

In her hands, a stretchy blue cloth appeared. Edict brought the fabric over to her chair, pulling it wide before whipping the cloth around the seat. With an audible snap it bounced into place, perfectly coating the chair like a second skin. “This is what a cosmetic-level manipulation looks like, your glamours and temporary enchantments. The real chair is still right there underneath, all you need to do is pull the covering away.”

Edict’s arm darted out, tearing the cloth away to reveal the plain wooden chair once more. “See? Easy to add, but just as easy to remove. At the next layer down, a meta-human would begin to imbue their reality into the one that exists. Similar to the last example, just more in depth. As far as the chair goes…” Edict raised her hand, and suddenly a paintbrush appeared.

In a single swipe, she’d put a long blue swath across the chair, only for the paint to stretch outward, quickly coating the entire surface. “Now the chair is blue again, only this time it’s not nearly so easy to change. You could sand it off, or paint over it, but the process will almost certainly leave the chair different in some form or fashion.”

“That’s what we do,” Chloe speculated.

“Close.” Edict grinned, and despite all the reassurance, Chloe still felt a chill down her spine. “We’re one more level down. No cloth, no paint, we use our will to overwrite reality directly. Case in point, this chair is red.”

In a blink, the color changed. Gone was the cerulean of the paint, what remained was a chair that could have blended in against a fire truck, so bright was the red of its sheen. “How did you do that?”

“Same way our sayings do: I changed the truth of the universe. This is a red chair now. You can paint it, cover it, or change it any of the other ways, however it is a red chair at its core. That truth remains, until I say otherwise.”

Slowly, the weight of Edict’s words reached Chloe. Her phrases weren’t just creating small bubbles of weird effects; they were rewriting the fundamental truths of the universe in her proximity. While it didn’t change much in the way her power worked, grasping the scale she was playing with was… well, intimidating was putting it mildly.

“That’s… please tell me there’s not another layer down.”

“Not exactly, but there are differences in potency.” Something that looked a lot like fear darted across Edict’s face, though Chloe dearly hoped she’d only imagined it. “The scariest ones are those who can change what the truth has always been. Metas who can rewrite reality so that the chair has always been red, we just now revealed its real form.”

Chloe didn’t make any attempt to hide her own surge of fear. A threat like that should seem terrifying. Though as she saw more of Edict, Chloe was starting to appreciate just how scary her own gift could truly be.


Chapter 23



Ice covered the once tropical trees. Frost coated every visible inch of the ground. Everything was cold, despite the warm climate trying desperately to fight back.

With a start, Grantham awoke. His head was pounding, and his whole body felt wracked with exhaustion. How long had it been since he lost control like that? Not since the earliest days of wielding the power. It was a strange reminder of times long past when he could feel his own mortality.

For the barest of moments, he was truly Grantham Bertlesby again, the child who’d gotten lost on his family’s hiking trip and fallen into an icy crevasse. It would have been the end of him, perhaps should have been the end, if not for the altar. Forged of ice, with strange symbols woven across, it had been entirely natural for a child to investigate. A child who paid little attention to things like the cut on his head, or the blood that dripped onto the altar.

That was what dragged his mind to this long pushed-down memory: the initial transformation. Grantham felt like he had after first using Jokull’s power. The change had come unbidden, which hadn’t happened to him in decades, yet even as he climbed to his feet, Grantham sensed the effort demanded to hold Jokull back.

Something had changed, and thanks to Bert, Grantham had a pretty sound idea of what. The dimensional nova was weakening the barriers between their world and others, meaning every meta-human with a transcendent power source was able to draw on more than usual. Searching the devastation around him, Grantham settled on two predominant thoughts.

The first was that he needed to move; this kind of display would attract meta-human attention eventually. The second, however, was a familiar notion, one that Grantham hadn’t had cause to explore in a long while.

He couldn’t help wondering: just how strong was Jokull now?
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No matter how high-tech or fancy they might be, hospitals always had the same smell. Even with other scents layered over it, the sharp sting of acidic cleaner still poked through. Given the necessity of cleanliness for those battling disease, it should have been a comforting smell, but Kyle found his nose scrunching all the same. There were no happy memories that came with such a smell, only visiting friends and rivals who’d suffered an injury, or recovering himself.

“The Kettermen Institute is a place where all that theoretical good we talked about can be put to use.” Lodestar nodded to the staff who stopped suddenly in their tracks at the sight of her casually strolling through the hospital lobby like it was no big deal. Sometimes she would blur away for an instant to sign an autograph, moving so fast her words didn’t even pause.

“In the burn ward, they’re applying artificial skin that was partially formed from one of those experimental putties. There are a half dozen people scheduled to receive cybernetic eyes for their lost vision, and several folks here for new artificial limbs.” Lodestar led Kyle onto an elevator already blaring dull music and pressed a button. “We’re not going to see any of that, though.”

“We aren’t?”

“Nope,” Lodestar confirmed. “Because that’s not something you or I can directly affect. Neither of us is a surgeon or a genius. We have to help in other ways.”

Kyle thought he picked up the hint pretty easily. “Such as participating in fundraisers to raise money to keep this place afloat.”

“That is admittedly part of it, but a part I think you already understand.” The elevator paused its awful music to ding, signaling they’d arrived. Lodestar stepped immediately into the new hallway, and Kyle followed, finding himself beset by a deluge of colors.

The walls were lined with bright, vibrant displays of cartoon characters and superheroes, including a large image of the very woman standing next to him. On top of that were random items like a balloon using its string to give a thumbs-up, a sun wearing aviators, and myriads of crayon drawings that were placed in large, designated sections.

At a glance, it was clear they were on a floor meant for children.

They saw their first patient after rounding a corner and encountering a large glass window looking into a sizable room. Within it were six patients’ beds, five of which were decorated with superhero paraphernalia, while the sixth had a theme of classic cartoons. Everything from the sheets to the posters carefully hung between their monitoring equipment went with what each patient had chosen, and it didn’t escape Kyle’s notice that two of the superhero fans had themed their areas around Lodestar. Another had selected Ricky Rocket, which was an oddly deep cut for a kid, while the remaining two stayed contemporary with Dapper Doll and Cresscriss, respectively.

“I didn’t sign off on merchandising originally.”

Gently, Lodestar put her hand against the glass, a barrier that she could pass through without any tangible effort. “Thought it was in poor taste, trying to turn myself into a brand and profiteer off what were meant to be acts of kindness for kindness’s sake. But one day, I ended up in a children’s hospital wing, one nowhere near as nice as this. I saw the kids clutching onto anything remotely superhero themed, and even fighting for the few homemade Lodestar items that had been whipped up by an especially crafty member of the staff. It seemed so strange to me, until a nurse said something that’s always stuck with me: ‘Everyone needs to feel brave sometimes.’”

She turned from the window and walked on, leading Kyle down the hall to another room with a similar setup. Six more patients, though one of these was awake and reading a book. Four of the bedding areas were meta-human themed, but only three of them revolved around superheroes. The fourth featured heavy themes of red and black, with a symbol that looked like an eye with runes in the pupil.

“Is that… does one of the kids have a Fornax theme?”

Lodestar chuckled in a way that left Kyle feeling like he’d missed a joke. “Everyone needs to feel brave, even the ones who are used to playing it tough.”

“Who is even making Fornax merchandise anyway?” Kyle asked.

“Oh, that’s us.” Lodestar noticed his incredulous expression and offered a reassuring pat to the shoulder. “Legally, villains can’t trademark or profit from their identities. A long while back, Professor Quantum won some cases and essentially set things up so that the prevailing superhero organization takes control of the rights to the villain identities. I’ve got some concerns about the arrangement to be frank, but at least it lets us do some good with those identities, as well as having a way to sweeten the pot when luring a villain to switch teams.”

Kyle jerked his head so fast it qualified as super-speed. “When doing what?”

“Getting off-topic, apparently.” Lodestar looked back into the room once more before continuing down the hallway.

“My point was that the superheroes you see represented are not physically here pitching in, but they are helping all the same. Their image, their reputation, their existence, it offers a beacon of hope, one bright enough to shine even in the darkest of times. After all, if Dapper Doll can beat the Haltrion Gang on her own, if Cresscriss can adapt to a whole new world, if Lodestar can drive back a giant space monster with only her fists, nothing is impossible, no matter how slim the chances.”

Tempted as he was to stay silent and listen, Lodestar’s earlier admonishment still sat fresh in Kyle’s mind. “Isn’t this proving my point, though? All that glory was won out in the field, fighting back monsters. Hell, even Fornax can apparently serve as an inspiration, and it’s not by acting like a superhero.”

To his surprise, Lodestar nodded. “You’re not wrong. What we do out there matters. Our actions carry ripples outward, impacting the world in more ways than we’ll ever know. But that doesn’t just apply to the big moments like saving someone from a falling car. How we comfort the people involved, how we speak about the incident to our peers, how we frame the story in its retelling, everything you do in that mask carries weight, Tachyonic. So much more than you realize.”

She pointed to the wall, where a cartoonish mural of the AHC headquarters loomed over them, augmented with dozens of colorful capes ascending to the sky. “We have a duty to the people looking up to us, trusting us to carry their hopes. An obligation that goes much deeper than the ten seconds of super-speed it takes us to save their lives.”

They continued on for a while this time, passing several more windows before the pair paused outside a third room, again largely decorated in the aesthetics of various superheroes. Three were Lodestars, but a fourth bed hosted an entirely different style altogether: shades of blue, streaks of lightning, and an all-too-familiar “T” embossed across all of it.

One of the children had themed their area around Tachyonic.

Kyle felt his eyes drawn to that one, staring at the sleeping figure: the vast array of tubes snaking their way through the sheets, and how the sheets lay too flat where a left leg should have been. He managed to croak out two words, realizing his throat felt unexpectedly tight.

“Why me?”

“Why not you? Tachyonic has been out there for months, putting in the work, helping people in need, showing the world what he’s about. Besides, super-speed is cool. Always has been.” She smiled, though the grin faded as Lodestar continued. “That isn’t the question you need to be asking.”

Much as he wanted to tear his eyes from the bed, Kyle found his body unwilling. “Then what is?”

“If that patient had heard Tachyonic call them ‘a waste of his time,’ how would you feel?”

Growing up on Vomisa, Kyle had been injured countless times. Broken bones, body-length bruises – there was no end to the lessons pain had to teach. But he would have taken any of those moments over the burning sense of shame that rushed through him at the reminder of his own words.

“I didn’t mean⁠—”

“I know, Kyle.” Lodestar put her hand on his forearm, and Kyle realized he’d pushed a hand against the glass without noticing. “You would never intentionally do something like that. But we are public figures; our words and actions inherently travel further than other people’s. It’s okay if you never contribute to the charity events. There’s nothing wrong with putting your time into helping those actively in need. Just keep in mind that superheroes shouldn’t disparage the good works of others. Because you never know who might be listening.”

Fighting the growing sense of blurriness in his eyes, Kyle’s gaze kept darting between his own symbol and the empty space where a leg would normally go. “That fundraiser event thing, does it help this place?”

“This one, and hundreds of others like it,” Lodestar confirmed.

Nodding caused Kyle to look down at himself, and his gaze was caught. Staring at his Tachyonic costume as if for the first time, Kyle tried to imagine what it would look like to a normal person. He’d accepted what was handed to him without a second thought, never wondering if the public would take to it well. Kyle assumed the legacy of original Science Sentries would overshadow any perceptions of them as individuals. He was a prop meant to help carry the old name and keep it relevant.

But someone out there had seen him.

They’d looked up to him, chosen Tachyonic as a source of comfort. Lodestar said they had a duty to those who turned to the superheroes for hope, and in the moment, he’d taken it as colorful language. Turning once more to the bed, his own symbol reflected back at him, Kyle truly felt the weight of that responsibility for the first time.

“Can we… can we do something? I know it’s a hospital and they’d need notice, but a greeting, a signing, any sort of way to cheer them up.”

“That is an excellent question for a superhero to ask.” Lodestar checked the time from a display on the underside of one of her gauntlets. “You’re right, these things do take notice. That’s why we waited until today. There’s about fifteen minutes until the staff will come to get us for the visit I arranged. I told them it would be Lodestar, and potentially one other guest, if he’s feeling up to it.”

With one last look at the window, Tachyonic nodded. “I am. And… thank you.”


Chapter 24



Chloe was still staring at the red chair as Edict poked her in the arm. It was still mind-boggling to fathom just how powerful her sayings truly were, and yet a small part of her wondered how much stronger they could be.

“Now that’s we’ve covered how our powers work, let’s get to the difference between Clichés and Edicts. Tell me, what’s a newer phrase you’ve been using?”

“I just learned how useful ‘time heals all wounds’ can be,” Chloe replied.

Edict clapped with visible delight. “Oh I have that one too! And yes, it is very handy indeed. What’s the biggest injury you’ve used to heal, and how long did it take?”

Although unsure where this was going, Chloe still scoured her mind for as accurate a recollection as possible. “It was a broken ankle, and I think it only took me a few minutes to fully mend.”

“Perfect, we can absolutely work with that. This isn’t really something I do anymore, but in here I’ll make an exception.” Taking Chloe by the shoulders, Edict turned her away from the chair, until they were facing one another. “Time heals all wounds.”

With the words spoken, Edict reached into her stylish coat and produced a sleek silver blade with elegant symbols woven along its surface. In a single swipe, she cut off her left hand, which dropped to the ground in a wet splat.

Chloe gasped, but even that was too late. Before she’d finished pushing out the air, Edict’s hand was back. Fully regrown, though she did have to bend down and transfer the array of rings onto her new fingers. They were dazzling and unique, one like a small crystal ball, another sporting a glowing leaf, and a third that was dark as night with twinkling stars visible as it changed angles.

The sight was shocking and more than a little gory, as Chloe looked at the extra hand still with them, but it was also impressive. “How did you heal that so fast?”

“I’ll admit, a few of my own safeguards helped out a bit. Chiefly though, the difference is that I have a better understanding of the expanse of time. You took minutes to heal a broken ankle because that’s how long it felt like the wound should take. To get faster, you could focus on learning more about the human body, understanding how little it really takes to mend such a minor injury, but I’d recommend adjusting the way you think about time.”

Edict paused, briefly. “That was a second. One second. It doesn’t seem like much, but in that singular instant, galaxies were born while others burned away, lives were changed irrevocably, entire worlds had their fates altered. A second is an eternity, trillions of moments all piled together into one shared shard of time. The more you understand that, believe that, the less time you’ll feel each injury needs.”

Chloe let the words wash over her, comparing the notion to what she already knew about her… their power. She’d already realized that the sayings worked off her perceptions of how they should function, but it hadn’t ever occurred to Chloe to change her core impressions of things like time. It made sense, though. She’d thought her only way to grow stronger was by finding new sayings; however, with perspective and focus, Chloe could empower the ones she already had.

It was just what she’d hoped for, a clear path to growing stronger. Yet the woman before her, the woman to whom Chloe was, had rejected it, even after clearly growing stronger through such means.

Just how much more power did Edict wield?

“Thank you for that, it opened my eyes to all sorts of new options. But you said this is the way Clichés get better, right? What about Edicts?”

“We don’t need more power.” Despite how mundane Edict’s words sounded, they practically singed Chloe’s ears upon entry. For a person who’d spent far too much time feeling weak and useless, the notion of not needing more power bordered on sacrilege.

Even as she tried to dismiss the notion, part of her hungered for more. What was it like to have that level of assurance? How did it feel to be truly unafraid? Chloe couldn’t imagine it, but she wanted to. More than she’d ever realized. “How is that possible?”

Edict smiled, and for the first moment in a while, Chloe remembered she was supposed to be wary of this pseudo-stranger. “Being Edict is nothing like being Cliché. From the moment you make the change, everything is different. You can turn it off, suspend your edicts, even rewrite most damage, but you can’t forget the experience. The power, the world at your fingertips, or rather, the tip of your tongue. While we can’t beat everyone, especially if you’re in a Lodestar world, we can always escape at the very least.”

Without thinking, Chloe took a seat in the red chair. The kind of power Edict was describing, it was exactly what Chloe had feared and hoped for. Who was she to wield that level of power? Then again, with precious rare exceptions, no meta-human got to choose their abilities. Chloe hadn’t sought out the power to reshape the world with her words; it had been thrust upon her and she was doing her best.

Except… she had sought out Edict. There was no shying away from that particular truth, given the efforts they’d undertaken in Hallowville to procure Chloe’s mirror. At first, being Cliché was a reaction, finding a way to muddle through unusual situations using whatever power she had. Defending Ridge City Grinders, battling Alfred Settler, smashing up the zwarks, even the bout with VRX77… Chloe hadn’t gone looking for any of them. Technically, learning the secret of Edict changed nothing; she could hold the phrase close until it was needed, if ever.

But it would be a weapon she always possessed, a loaded gun Chloe could never put down. Her world was littered with examples of power corrupting a once-earnest individual. However, there were also counterpoints to consider. Lodestar, Quorum, Battle Cry, even newer capes like Agent Quantum and Medley. Power was a tool, one that could be wielded for good or evil.

Steeling herself, Chloe raised her head, finding Edict patiently waiting several feet away. “Please… tell me that phrase.”

Edict spoke four words.

Chloe’s eyes stretched to their absolute limits, pushing wide enough that her left eyelid started to twitch. “That’s why I had to understand how our power works.”

“Pretty simple, once you know the trick to it,” Edict agreed. “This won’t be like the others, though. Some phrases tap deeper into the foundations of reality than others.”

Chloe’s mind darted to the strange endless place she’d found herself in after passing out in the Alfred Settler fight. “I think I may have used one of those already.”

“Lucky you, that should make the first-time influx a bit easier.” Edict was about to say more when the world around them flickered. “Crap! Now that you’ve got the phrase, looks like our time is nearly up. Let’s see, what advice to give? Keep your sentences short and your effects specific at first; you really don’t want to misspeak. Remember magic has a balance, even for us. Ummm, I’m sure you’ve discovered how wielding foundational powers interacts with magical items so we can skip that. Oh! If you want to learn more about foundational abilities in general, look for a guy who goes by Hidden Robot, assuming you can find him. Oh, and one last thing.”

In a sudden bolt of motion, Edict snagged Chloe and pulled her close, too strong to fight back. Rather than crush her alternate self, Edict offered a careful embrace, clutching Chloe tightly. “Good luck. And if you find yourself summoned to an empty void with a scared version of yourself one day, remember what it was like to be in those shoes.”

“Wouldn’t I have to be Edict for that to happen?”

Edict said nothing, and suddenly her embrace, along with the void, was gone.

Chloe found herself sitting on her bedroom floor, a pile of glittery dust sitting where the mirror had been. She expected to feel stiff upon standing, but a quick check of her phone revealed that barely three minutes had passed. While that might have seemed miraculous moments prior, Chloe barely paid it a passing thought as she toppled onto her bed, curling into a ball.

She’d done it. She’d gained everything she needed to not be weak anymore. Everything she wanted was only four words away. Four words that Edict said would change her permanently. And worse, Chloe believed her. As much as they were the same, there was a tangible difference between the two, and it wasn’t merely their fashion sense.

Edict’s power radiated off her, an easygoing certainty that no matter what, she’d be okay.

Chloe wanted that for herself, just as she was afraid to discover how it would change her. Taking a series of deep breaths and using meditation exercises, Chloe slowly started to get her storm of uncertainty under control. It wasn’t as if she had to make the decision in that moment. The power was always there, waiting for her to speak the words. She could wait until it was needed, decide in the moment if the danger warranted such a reaction.

More than that, Chloe remembered she had friends to talk this over with. If anyone could understand what she was going through, it would be Beverly and Tori. Not only were they meta-humans, both were active in a guild of villains. They wouldn’t judge Chloe for wanting to get stronger, especially knowing how much action she’d inadvertently seen.

Ten minutes later, Chloe finally felt able to face the world once more. After hopping off the bed and texting her roommate, she looked up the nearest store that sold clocks. Chloe had a concept of time to ponder, and she had always done better with visual aids.
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“How long will you be gone?” Beth’s wide eyes tempted Ivan to call off the trip entirely. There were precious few scenarios that could take him from his children, but some duties demanded such sacrifice. He hugged her once again, squeezing his daughter carefully.

“Not long, I hope. There are some contracts to hash out, but Vendallia had promised to expedite as much as possible. Ideally no more than a week or so.”

Beth’s arms were wrapped tightly around him, squeezing his ribs, and part of Ivan hoped she’d never release her grip. Sadly, the end inevitably arrived. When Beth stepped back, Ivan looked to Rick. Their relationship had been tense ever since Ivan’s son discovered his secret. Learning one’s father was a famous super-villain had to be tough enough; then Rick had to see him in action when the Wrexwren arrived.

“Before you go, I wanted to talk.” Rick’s eyes darted briefly to Beth as he spoke, and Ivan picked up on the implication.

“Beth, would you run to the living room and ask your mother if we could have a quick chat? I’ll need to iron out some logistics anyway.”

Beth bolted from the room with the enthusiasm only the young ever seemed to possess. It was still hard for Ivan to believe the baby girl he’d once held was now a teenager. Same for the little bundle Ivan had once held in his arms now staring at him with a mix of wariness and interest.

After her footsteps were far from the foyer, Rick pulled out a necklace from under his shirt. “What are these?”

“Enchanted shielding charms, paired with a mild compulsion so you’d keep them on.” There was little sense hiding anything from the boy; Rick had always had an inquisitive nature. It was what led to his passion in the sciences.

Yet Rick winced, as if surprised by the ease with which his answer had come. “And why didn’t you mention them during our talks about the truth?”

“Honestly? Didn’t even spring to mind.” Ivan pointed upward to the roof. “But if that sort of thing matters to you, then know that the house has a shielding apparatus hidden in the chimney, several magical plants for warding in the garden, and a few other minor defenses.”

Rick’s face contorted into a wide mix of expressions, though surprise and consternation seemed to be fighting for the top seat. He didn’t speak, however, so Ivan continued.

“I don’t mean to sound glib, it’s just hard to keep track of how many layers of protection we’ve added through the years. Whatever else you think of me, I am your father, for all the good and bad that comes with it. Nothing has ever been more important to me than protecting you and Beth.”

“I can… I can believe that.” Seeming to have regained some control, Rick let the necklace fall back under his shirt. “I know you love us. Crazy as all this stuff about your past is, you’ve… you’ve been a good dad.”

Under different circumstances, Ivan’s heart might have swollen with joy at such words. Sadly, he was too experienced in life’s cruelties not to sense the implied “but” lingering at the end of Rick’s sentence.

“But I don’t want to be protected anymore.”

There it was, the moment Ivan had been waiting for since the secret came out. Rick was finally pushing him entirely out, cutting all ties. Deep down, in the basement of Ivan’s heart, he’d always known he’d end up alone again. How could it be any other way? What other fate awaited a creature born through blood and betrayal? That he’d never wanted to take the lives had no bearing on the fact that he had. Ivan climbed out of that hell atop the lives of his fellow prisoners, always suspecting he’d be eventually dragged back down.

“I can’t just stand around and hope there’s some shield charm or magic flowers to keep me safe. I want to have agency, be able to make choices. Become someone who doesn’t need protecting.” Rick gulped down a deep breath, gathering his courage to force out the next words. “I want to be a meta-human. Can you make that happen?”

It was, to the best of his recollection, one of the few times Ivan had found himself struck dumb. Seconds prior he’d been forcing himself to accept that Rick was done with their relationship, only to realize his son was asking for his help. More than that, he was asking to take a step into Ivan’s world, providing a chance to rebuild what the revelation had damaged. A younger, brasher Ivan would have said yes immediately; however, time had taught him many lessons, one of which was the necessity of prudence. Especially where his ex-wife was involved.

“Before I say yes or no, tell me this: have you talked to your mother about it yet?”


Chapter 25



Tori had never been much for admiring herself in the mirror, but she had to admit, the woman staring back at her did seem more composed and confident than her usual self. The suit was black and tailored, the shirt crisp, white, and open at the throat. She eschewed a tie entirely, though there was a splash of red in the form of her sneakers. Those had been a heck of a surprise; Tori was certain Beverly would try to stuff her into some form of heel. Instead, she’d been present with a pair of styled red sneakers with some emblem Tori didn’t recognize.

Evidently, these were a “statement piece,” and therefore acceptable. Tori didn’t fully grasp what made them so special, but her gut told her it mostly came down to price. Given the comfort of her feet, she wasn’t going to push the topic, lest she talk herself right into a pair of stilettos.

“These are all able to shift with me?”

“Everything but the shoes,” Beverly confirmed, sitting in her rolling chair and admiring her handiwork. From the scanning to the design to the production, they’d only been at it for a few hours. While more time than Tori would ever normally give her clothes, that was a heck of a speed for crafting a new custom wardrobe. “Those are part of a limited release, we had to keep them authentic. Getting caught wearing knockoffs is not what we want for a high-powered executive.”

Shifting in the mirror, Tori was able to see the dozens of other suits waiting on a rack. They’d been crafted identically; the guild had unexpectedly efficient systems for crafting clothing and costumes. Although considering just how many villains the guild was keeping clothed, Tori chided herself for not expecting such mechanisms.

There was so much more logistical effort that went into this place than it appeared from the outside.

Since they were crafted identically, she didn’t have to try on the rest. There were grays, tans, and even a pinstripe or two, but far and away most of the suits were a shade of black. Paired with her red shoes, the color dynamic was one Tori felt a tad too familiar with. Of course, she could always just wear the other colored suits.

Not that she would. Beverly hadn’t picked her hues on a hunch; she knew her roommate preferred dark colors. It wasn’t Tori’s fault that black fabric hid oil and stains better, making it a frequent choice.

She fully turned from the mirror at last, spreading out her arms as she faced Beverly. “Well, what do you think? Would you follow my leadership to the gates of hell?”

“I think you might need more than just a suit for that, but I’d certainly listen to your hell-storming presentation.” Hopping up from her seat, Beverly pulled at the jacket in several spots, checking how the material lay. Satisfied, she jotted a few notes down on a yellow legal pad that was covered in illegible scribblings. “You’re going to knock ’em on their asses.”

“We,” Tori corrected.

Beverly arched an eyebrow rather than articulate a response.

Undeterred, Tori continued. “I thought you should be there. You did have a big hand in the aesthetics of the design.”

Beverly kept right on quietly staring, letting the moment drag on. The silence was dense, and it weighed on Tori as she waited for a response. Finally, she blurted out a few more words. “And also I’m… nervous. This project means a lot to me, not to mention all the work that’s gone in. I guess… I’d feel better if I had a friend watching my back.”

“That’s all you had to say. If you need me there, of course I’ll come.” With a worrisome gleam in her eyes, Beverly hurried back to the computer station. “And since I’ll need a wardrobe of my own, and we’ve already got access to these high-tech production facilities, now’s the perfect time to put together my ensemble. We’ve still got a few hours booked in here.”

Tori suppressed a groan at the idea of spending more time screwing about with clothes, but she had only herself to blame. If anyone should know that favors always came with hidden costs, it was a super-villain.
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The dining room was tense, as Janet and Ivan sat on opposite sides of the table with Rick in the middle. Beth was out with Juan getting dinner, from a restaurant purposefully chosen for the lengthy drive required to reach it. While Janet’s husband would be brought up to speed on the situation once things were settled, keeping Beth away from this discussion was paramount.

“My instinct is to say no outright,” Janet began. Rick opened his mouth to protest; however, his mother didn’t give him the chance. “Knowing your father has meant interacting with a great deal of meta-humans thought the years. Power changes things, and frequently not for the better. Even if you imagine it would only be for protection, there would come a time when you wanted to use it. Maybe for a good cause, like to save someone in need. But temptation would come, and every step down that road makes it harder to stop. None of this is speculation, I am speaking as a firsthand witness multiple times over.”

Rick bit back an urge to yell, recognizing the instinct as counterproductive. The fact that his parents were willing to have a talk about the subject meant they were taking it seriously, and throwing a tantrum would hardly help his case. As he wavered on what to do next, Rick was surprised to hear his mother continue.

“However, the truth is that things might need to change. First the business with the school, then Beth’s Starscout cluster, and now we have dimensional monsters bursting in. Powerful as you are, Ivan, it’s becoming clear that even Fornax can’t be in all places at once. Maybe it’s better if Rick does have abilities of his own, something to fight back with should the worst happen.”

Even though he could feel it, Rick wasn’t able to stop his jaw from hanging open. In all the scenarios he’d played out in the days since the monster in the park, never once had he expected Janet to come down on his side of the argument. Was that it? Had he already won?

“Were it possible to hand over limited powers, abilities that only functioned when Rick was in danger, I’d sign on enthusiastically. Unfortunately, I fear they would cause more trouble than they solved.” Ivan looked to his son, gaze heavy. “Power calls to power. It draws in its own. Having abilities would pull you into the meta-human world. Slowly, perhaps, but every time you use them, you’d plunge a bit deeper. It puts you in the sights of people you’re better off never being noticed by.”

“Then make me too strong to mess with,” Rick suggested.

“That… that would be even worse.” Ivan shut his eyes, and from the tone of this voice, Rick absolutely didn’t want to know what his father was picturing. “The stronger you are, the harder it is to stay hidden, and the less cause you’ll have to do so. Not to mention the target it paints… no. If, and this is still very hypothetical, but if we were to look into providing you with powers, I’d aim to keep you at a moderate level. Powerful enough to stay safe, not so much that you go looking for trouble.”

“Dad, I wouldn’t do that anyway.”

Ivan opened his eyes and looked at his son, taking a few long breaths before responding. “Not as you are now, I know. I do. But your mother is right. Power changes things, and very seldom in ways that are predictable.”

An unexpectedly enthusiastic snap rang through the room, pulling both men’s attention back to Janet, who didn’t look abashed in the slightest. “What about a purely defensive power? Something like teleportation, where it can carry him to safety.”

“It’s a sound premise,” Ivan confirmed. “The trouble usually crops up in the execution. Giving specific powers is a lot harder than making someone a meta-human, and even when it’s accomplished, there’s no guarantee the abilities won’t grow as the user does. What starts off as a limited personal teleportation might eventually end up with our son manipulating the fabric of space itself.”

“Hang on, I wouldn’t get to pick my powers?” Rick interjected.

To that, Ivan chuckled. “Would that we’d reached a level of understanding where powers could be dispensed on demand. No, son, generally even organizations like ours can only offer a handful of established abilities or to let you choose your ability’s source. Technology, magic, genetic manipulation, extraterrestrial⁠—”

“What’s yours?” It wasn’t technically relevant to the conversation, and in fact might be setting him back, but Rick couldn’t resist asking with the opportunity right in front of him. There was still so much he didn’t understand about the other side of his father, the villain called Fornax.

There was a long pause before Ivan replied, long enough that Rick feared he would refuse, but finally Ivan spat out a single word. “Transcendent.”

“Your father draws his power from a source in another realm, somewhere far outside our own,” Janet said, jumping in with a more thorough explanation. “That sort of power is called transcendent, as it literally transcends the boundaries of our world. It’s etched into him, why his power stays with him no matter what, and part of the reason he is so tremendously strong. As you might expect, it takes a lot of juice to be able to reach across the multiverse and create those bonds, thus those with transcendent abilities tend to be among the most powerful of metas.”

“Wow. Is that what Lodestar is?”

Rick wasn’t sure why, but he could swear Janet looked uncomfortable for a split second before responding. “She’s never officially commented, though it is a theory.”

“Regardless, transcendent powers aren’t an option,” Ivan declared. “Even putting aside all the trouble they cause and why now would be an especially poor time to gain them, they’re simply too rare. The handful we know about are because they’re already in use.”

Although part of Rick was undeniably disappointed, he was sensible enough to recognize that gaining so much power would absolutely come with exactly the sorts of problems his parents were worried about. “Okay, so the options were magic, technology, gen⁠—”

“One moment there, mister. Let’s take a step back and remember this is all theoretical. I’m still not convinced going meta-human is the right thing to do.” Ivan was calm, yet his demeanor was implacable. As his son, Rick knew far too well what it looked like when his father set his mind on a topic.

An array of arguments danced through his mind as he searched for the right avenue forward. Pointing out that Beth was already a meta-human would get nowhere; no one had any idea how that happened in the first place, so it wasn’t like Ivan and Janet gave their blessing. Reminding them that he’d soon be off to college and on his own would only underscore the impending changes and need for stability. The more Rick pondered, the surer he was that no argument would sway Ivan on the matter.

So he just wouldn’t argue.

“Okay, how can I convince you then?” Rick kept his head on a swivel, working to maintain eye contact with both parents. He needed them united if this was going to have a shot. “What do you need to see to prove I can handle abilities? What lessons should I learn to be responsible with them? If I’m not ready for power, then teach me until I am.”

Janet and Ivan exchanged a glance. While Rick wasn’t fully sure what that look meant, it was the first time in the conversation he’d gained momentum, and sensing an opportunity, he capitalized. “Let’s be real here; even if we all agree I shouldn’t have powers, I might still end up with them. It happens to people all the time, and I’m guessing most of them don’t have world-famous super-villains for fathers. Isn’t it better to give me training, preparation, and a choice?”

Fighting the urge to hold his breath, Rick waited. This was his big swing, and if it whiffed, he didn’t have much room left to maneuver. Should they decide he couldn’t even be taught to wield powers, it would be essentially impossible to argue he was already responsible enough. Second after second slipped by, until finally Rick heard the words he’d been hoping for.

“He makes a point,” Janet conceded. “In just the last year, incidents have been picking up. We still have no clues on what’s happening with Beth. Maybe it’s better to be proactive.”

When the conversation began, Rick had never imagined his mother would prove to be such an ally. Yet despite their semi-united front, Ivan remained stalwart, rubbing his chin and avoiding eye contact. Eventually, though, Janet caught his gaze, and soon enough the legendary villain found his neck inclining into a nod.

“Very well. I have to leave for my trip soon, while I’m gone, you’re going to get some preliminary tutoring. If, and only if you can demonstrate to my… our standards that you’re capable of handling the responsibility, we can talk about moving forward with meta-abilities. Deal?”

Whether it was sheer habit or a gesture of respect, Ivan offered his hand to shake on the bargain. Rick seized it instantly, fully aware of his father’s dutifulness in honoring such agreements. “Deal.”

The two shook for a moment longer before Ivan let go. “One of the first courses you’re going to get is on forethought and prudence. You do realize that you just agreed to having an unsupervised villain train you while I’m unable to help, right?”

Rick’s face paled as his grin of triumph halted halfway across his face. Though he’d suggested it mostly as a means toward his goals, perhaps receiving a few supplemental lessons wasn’t the worst idea.


Chapter 26



By the time evening rolled around, Tori wanted nothing more than to head home, bury herself in the lab, and never think about words like “couture” again. It was only after Beverly left that Tori remembered she didn’t have a home to return to at that particular moment. Or rather, she was already there.

Since her apartment was under repair, Tori amused herself by looking for food on the island. The guild had ample facilities to eat at, but the members themselves had been getting creative since the new lair was founded. Heading outside the volcano, Tori took a stroll down the winding cobblestone roads, admiring the array of buildings that had been put together in their relatively short time here.

Amidst the lush tropical foliage were nested lights and speakers, ensuring every step of the walk came with soothing tones and ample illumination. Flowers of every color, including some that changed, lined the paths, evidence of a meta-human gardener plain to see. The scent of spice hit Tori’s nose as she walked past a wooden stand selling noodles. While she didn’t recognize the proprietor on sight, Tori did give a wave to Arachno Bro, Lance’s old mentor, who had pairs of chopsticks in three of his hands, with two more holding the bowl and a yet another returning the wave.

Not too much further up, Tori spotted a building formed of stone bricks with a simple wooden sign showing a mug hanging out front. It wasn’t much, but it conveyed the message that a bar was there, which was really all that was needed. Peering through the door, Tori heard loud music and caught sight of countless splinters on the floor. She could see bashed-in pieces of furniture piled in the corner, with more identical pieces still whole, no doubt waiting for their turn.

Stepping back, she looked over the stone building again. At first, she’d taken it as a stylistic choice, but upon reflection wondered if the material had been chosen with more forethought than she realized. Villains, especially drunk villains, were bound to be a rowdy group. If anything, it was impressive the bar was still standing, though Tori had no way of knowing how many times it had been rebuilt.

A ways from the bar, Tori stumbled upon a colorful tent set up only a few steps from the path. She wandered over and pulled the flap aside, nearly stumbling back from the cloud of smoke that engulfed her. While the normal type rarely bothered her, Tori found herself coughing on the unexpected scents worming their way through her nose. Only after several long, hacking moments did she finally think to simply turn into fire and burn all of it out.

With her nose and throat clear, Tori tried again, this time taking more controlled breaths. More smoke wafted out as she opened the tent, though this time she was able to keep focus and look inside. It looked like a room filled largely with cushions, save for the center where there sat a large wooden table upon which rested an array of devices Tori only fleetingly recognized. The most notable was an incense burner from which the constant cloud bubbled, though there was what looked like a teapot, a jar of mushrooms, several containers of brightly-colored tablets, and one of the only elements Tori did solidly recognize: a bong.

After blinking through the smoke, she also picked out a few figures. A person with scaly purple skin was standing by the table, running a hand over the jars. Nearby was a helper robot, one of the many non-sentient aides that the guild had spread out to handle menial roles. And lying on a pillow twice the size of his body was one of the Bytes, snoring softly.

Letting the tent flap drop, Tori made her way back to the path, aware of the odd sense of peace filling her. Given how much smoke she’d choked down, it wasn’t hard to guess the source, so she gulped down fresh air while continuing her walk.

She passed tunnels into the ground, interconnected treehouses seated atop palms, and even what sure looked like a mysteriously magical arch sitting in front of a garden. That one Tori had very pointedly not investigated; after last year’s holiday season, she’d more than had her fill of magical adventures.

Eventually, Tori found herself staring at what could only be described as a pizza parlor, despite the fact that they didn’t really exist anymore. Certainly, one could still grab a slice on many Ridge City corners, but the idea of a sit-down pizza restaurant wasn’t one Tori saw in execution outside of older TV shows and movies. Yet there, plopped down on a cliff looking out to the sea, was a simple building with an ornate pizza sign shining overhead. Through the windows, Tori could see lush red booths, a buffet of waiting pizzas, and several TVs showing various programs.

Without quite understanding why, her feet took her inside. A robot was waiting at the counter, and after swiping her credit card, it handed Tori a cup and plate. She found a soda machine next to an arcade, the first touches of villainy outside her cashier. Most soda fountains were limited by brand, after all, and didn’t offer options like beer and cider. Tori also felt sure the majority of arcades in existence didn’t have games with neural connection links or full-immersion holographics.

After selecting her beer and piling the plate up with slices, Tori sat down and dug in. Despite sitting out, the pizza was perfect, like it had just come from the oven. In fact, the temperature would have been too hot for most people without fire-immunity. Letting her eyes glaze along the screens, Tori found one showing a game show where people had to leap from obstacle to obstacle over a pit of murky water. It wasn’t much by meta-standards, but she found it enjoyable to watch people give their all. Especially when they wound up tumbling into the drink.

It was hard to say how long Tori sat in the parlor by herself. The dinner felt like the first time she’d fully relaxed in a while, at least since the zwark attack, and she reveled in that sensation, too aware there was probably still a bit of the incense at work too. Tori went back, for seconds, then thirds, but it was on her fourth return to the buffet that something changed.

Tori was no longer alone.

Ivan sat down in the booth across from her, his own plate piled even higher than her own. The presence of another should have disturbed her serenity, but Tori felt no need to make chitchat. And if anything, she felt even safer knowing he was here. The guild was an excellent shield; it just couldn’t compete with the raw overwhelming power of Fornax.

Unfortunately, that thought brought a recollection to mind, one that was worth breaking her silence for. “You’re leaving soon, right?”

“Tonight,” Ivan confirmed. “I had a few unexpected errands added to my docket before departure.”

“Forget to buy a new toothbrush?”

“If only.” Ivan hesitated for only a moment, his gaze sweeping the parlor. “Rick is trying to make the case that he should be made into a meta-human.”

The sizzling slice of pepperoni halted inches from Tori’s mouth, which hung open in surprise. Whatever dilemmas Ivan was facing, she wasn’t expecting that. “Seriously?”

Without pausing his own dinner, Ivan recounted the situation, including his own efforts to dissuade the young man. “… and so we settled on him receiving lessons while I’m gone. An education on the nature, and responsibility, of power, not to mention what it means to live as a meta-human. That’s part of why I came back by, to get his lessons arranged.”

Tori’s mouth suddenly felt as dry as it had when she coughed on the tent’s smoke. A few swigs of beer helped a little, enough to get her tongue working at least. “Ivan, look, I’m really flattered, but I think we both know I’m not really the teaching type, so I’m not sure⁠—”

“Tori, the lessons are already arranged. I spoke to Morgana before coming here.”

“Ah.” The dry mouth of discomfort was swiftly replaced by a flush of embarrassment at the misunderstanding.

Ivan didn’t let her stew for long. “That decision is based on the fact that Morgana has filled this role before. In fact, she often works alongside newer members of our organization. Were you not naturally resistant to her teaching methods, I daresay the two of you would have met much sooner.”

Rather than answer, Tori merely gave a nod and shoveled down more food. It was easier to let silence say it all; she trusted Ivan to understand. The two of them ate together for a long while, but eventually even their appetites began to falter. Finally, after taking down most of a veggie lover’s slice in two bites, Ivan sat back, visibly content.

“It’s rare to see you eating out,” Tori noted.

“Guild food has a high baseline of quality. It was Wade’s first recruitment tactic, and he’s never been one to abandon what works.” From his pocket, Ivan produced the ring holding it in his hand. “I was a lot younger the first time I made this trip. No Janet, no kids, I hadn’t even finished my vengeance. I was… less restrained, to put it mildly.”

“This is the world you saved though, right?” Tori had naturally nursed curiosity about Ivan’s claims of once playing the hero, but prying pieces of his past from the man required a heist’s worth of patience and fortune.

Ivan nodded, albeit not without some hesitation. “In a manner of speaking. I did what I believed to be right, even if I doubt much of that realm remembers me fondly. It was my first taste of seeing how those on the side of righteousness lived, and I found the experience to be largely suffocating.”

Polishing off her beer, Tori set the empty glass down, accidentally causing an audible clink. “Yet you’re still going back.”

“Well, it wasn’t all bad.” If Tori hadn’t known better, she would swear Ivan almost appeared… wistful. “I learned a fair bit about magic, gained a greater understanding of the multiverse, and even met a few beings I enjoyed. One of whom is asking for me. So yes, I will go back, even being unsure of the welcome that awaits me. My friend is calling for help, that’s the only thing that matters.”

“Must be a hell of a friend.”

“He is. Besides, it’s not like I have an abundance to spare.” A small smile touched Ivan’s lips, confirmation that Tori was witnessing one of his rare efforts at being glib. The expression faded as he picked up the ring from his own palm, holding it carefully. “I don’t want to come back and find one less waiting for me here. Be careful, Tori. With the dimensional barrier weakened, the world is currently a far more dangerous place. Between that, the capes, and your metal stalker, there are no shortage of perils.”

It was Tori’s turn to offer up a small smile to her mentor. “Good thing I had an excellent teacher who taught me how to handle that sort of trouble. Don’t worry about me, Ivan. Go take care of your friend. And thanks for stopping in to say goodbye.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t have felt right leaving otherwise.” Steeling himself, Ivan clutched the ring and pushed it onto his right hand, opposite of where a wedding band had once sat. Tori and Ivan both held their breath, waiting for something to happen. Seconds ticked by, only for Ivan to remain in the booth, an empty plate and glass resting before him.

At last, he turned back to Tori. “Maybe it tak⁠—”

And then he was gone. Despite knowing it was coming, Tori couldn’t but feel struck by the absence. Whether it was the incense wearing off or the way Ivan vanished, she no longer found the pizza parlor quite as comforting as it had been before. Snagging one last slice for the walk back, she started her return to the guild’s headquarters.

It suddenly seemed prudent to run diagnostics on her suit. If trouble came calling for Tori, Hephaestus had to be ready.
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Slowly, Ivan gathered his bearings: gray stone floor, decorative sconces, elaborate stained glass windows. He’d arrived in a temple by the looks of things. At a sniff, Ivan knew he’d changed worlds. There was a tinge to the air of his, an after product of industrialization that tainted the air itself. This realm had no such telltale smell. Their advancement came via magic, which while presenting plenty of challenges and risks, did have the benefit of being a relatively clean energy source.

Only after sitting up did Ivan realize he should have changed first. Once again, he’d moved between realms without updating his fashion choice. The slacks, button-down shirt, and sensible shoes wouldn’t turn many heads on his world, but here they’d stand out like beacons of oddity. Perhaps he’d be able to find a large cloak to cover up with.

Getting to his feet, Ivan listened for footsteps or other signs of life, only to be met with the crackle of flame from the sconces. He started for the exit before suddenly halting. Ivan turned back, looking the room over once more. Last time the glass had been blown out and the sconces warped. There was also the battalion that came storming through the door minutes after arrival, but the more he examined, the surer Ivan was.

This was the same place he’d arrived the first time. The temple where Perle managed her ceremony, with no idea what she’d called down upon her world. Someone had gone to great pains to restore it, and time had clearly worn on a great deal since his initial arrival, yet the truth was undeniable. All these years later, and he was back at the start.

Making his way through the temple, Ivan saw occasional signs of occupancy, but not a single soul appeared to be in the building. Was this why Auro reached out? Some sort of attack snatching people up, or plague grinding them down? Auro would be able to handle those sorts of troubles himself, though.

Finding his way to the exit took awhile without Perle to guide him, but eventually Ivan found himself standing in a courtyard facing an open gate to the outside world. His legs refused to move forward, however. Ivan found himself struck dumb by a pair of surprises waiting in the early morning sunshine.

Standing in the center of the courtyard, wielding an overly ornate sword, was a golden statue of Perle. They’d made her look much fiercer than the real version, and more confident – a warrior, rather than a priestess forced to bear a burden of duty. Off as the likeness was, Ivan still couldn’t help staring. It was hard not to remember that scared young girl who’d first stammered out her greetings, especially contrasted with the Perle who’d stood unwavering at the end. He wished he could see her, check in on how she was doing, but Ivan already knew the truth.

Time between these realms did not flow at the same rate. It was something he’d discovered upon his return home, where barely a day had gone by despite his lengthy adventure. With how long he’d been gone, there was just no way around it.

Perle had to be long dead.

Turning his head from the statue, Ivan encountered his second surprise. Where there should have been an open stretch of road, he instead found himself staring at a bar. Stranger still, Ivan knew that bar. It was from his past, just not this part of his past.

Tentatively, Ivan advanced. It almost certainly had to be a trap, but that didn’t matter. Ivan was here to help his friend, and if he had to rip through a few minor tribulations in the process, so be it.

After the week he’d had, Ivan could go for blowing off a little steam.


Chapter 27



With a day to kill until she was due at Indigo Technologies and all her wardrobe needs attended to, Tori opted to spend her Tuesday doing more exploration of the guild itself. She wandered around the island, went down to the beach and noticed the strange shapes swimming in the distance, and tried some unusual fruits she found growing on bushes along the path. Most tasted delicious, though a few were less appetizing, and one was so nauseating that Tori turned her mouth and everything in it to fire. Even the aftertaste of ash was a massive improvement.

After that tribulation, Tori made her way into the volcano lair once more, exploring the various floors and facilities. That was how she found herself walking into a room absolutely filled with screens. Huge displays taking up entire walls, smaller screens arrayed up in careful formations, and dozens of tablets lined up against a far wall. Across the array of screens, she saw a near endless number of green, yellow, and red squares with titles and a few bullet points inside.

This was the guild’s new Sanctum, the heart where its logistics were conducted. This was the only spot where the guild openly acknowledged what they were: an organization of law breakers. The jobs were color-coded in terms of their legality, allowing each member to take on the level of risk they felt was acceptable.

Tori hadn’t given this place much through since she graduated into full membership, which had required successfully pulling off a job with her fellow trainees Bahamut, Glyph, and Pest Control. Her life had been busy enough with her own pursuits; she’d never had the downtime to even entertain getting into this sort of trouble.

Her first instinct was to walk back out, but something stopped her. Specifically, the memory of her recent loss to VRX77. As much as Tori wanted to believe having her suit would have made the difference, in truth she wasn’t sure. Her opponent had more or less dominated them and was unlikely to stand still while Tori discharged her BFC. The Hephaestus suit had only just been upgraded, and already it didn’t feel like nearly enough.

Sitting around feeling sorry for herself wasn’t going to make things better. What she needed was practice, a chance to get more familiar with her upgraded suit, to find its strengths and weaknesses. That was how the third version would be born, and the fourth, and so on, but for the moment, Tori would settle for wringing as much potential as she could out of Version Two.

More than that, she wanted to shake off the sense of helplessness that had been whispering in her ear ever since the ambush. It had left her feeling weak, a mindset neither Tori nor Hephaestus could afford. Doing some actual guild work, remembering just how powerful she really was… that might be just the salve for her wounded pride.

Since she had nowhere to be, Tori perused the listings. Unlike last time, Stasis wasn’t hanging around keeping an eye on things, instead there were several of the helper robots making rounds, checking on Tori and the other villains to see if they needed aid. She politely dismissed them each time, preferring the experience of reading through the guild jobs at a leisurely pace.

It was strange, seeing the wide selection of proverbial pies they had their villainous fingers in. There was the usual sort of fare: heists, cons, and even a handful of bank robberies, but the jobs got much odder than that. There was a listing for someone to sneak into a fish cannery and taint the supply, a job asking for a villain who could steal the color from a painting, and a generous offer to buy the intestines of an endangered species of whale. There were also an unexpected number of seemingly mundane options: acting as a messenger, scouting a remote area, even a role that struck Tori as especially unvillainous – working as a bodyguard.

She clicked on the last entry, unable to deny her curiosity. As it turned out, the request came from an independent criminal not affiliated with the guild. There was a job finishing up with one of their clients, and they were requesting guild protection for the final exchange. Given who they were asking to watch their back, Tori couldn’t imagine the exchange was expected to go well.

The more she thought about it though, the better an option hiring guild resources seemed. Obviously capes weren’t going to muddy their hands in that sort of situation; if they showed up, everyone was getting busted. So one had to hire criminal muscle, which was notoriously untrustworthy. The guild, though… that was another matter. Betrayal, at least without cause, would hurt their business and anger their leadership. It was about as trustworthy an avenue as one could find to hire admitted criminals.

“Would you like to register for that job?”

The voice jolted Tori out of her pondering, whipping her head up to find one of the helpful robots staring at her with a digital smile. An immediate denial got stuck halfway up her throat as she looked back down at the job. It was colored yellow, meaning this definitely skirted the law and carried moderate risk. There could be… probably would be trouble.

Tori finally understood: that was what she was hoping for. She didn’t want to wear the Hephaestus suit; she wanted to use it. Push herself, find the next set of limits and overcome them. Another step forward. A small bit closer to the summit where true power lived.

“I would,” Tori confirmed. “Please submit Hephaestus for council approval.”

“With pleasure.” The robot’s eyes cycled through a rainbow of colors for several seconds before pausing. “Who are the other members of your team?”

“Team?” Tori looked back down, skimming over the listing more carefully. Only then did she catch the section noting the required number of bodyguards that had been requested.

As it turned out, this was a four-person job.

“Looks like I’ll need to have a few chats and come back to finish,” Tori sighed. “On that note, would you happen to know where I might find Glyph or Pest Control?”
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Quorum examined the report, taking careful note of every detail. Elements such as time of day and precise location might not be relevant, but it was surprising how often people overlooked the exact information they needed because the crime wasn’t eye-catching enough. Across the table, Professor Quantum snorted, while Lodestar tightened her grip on the page.

“These numbers are accurate?” She looked up from the documents, voice calm and eyes burning.

“In as much as we can tell,” Quorum confirmed. “Reports are coming in from all over. If we’re lucky, it’s a superhero or capable meta-human who spots the monster. Discovering the aftermath of their actions is, unfortunately, the more likely occurrence.”

The trio sat in a massive conference room that could have housed over a dozen more bodies comfortably. Every motion caused a mild echo, even the rustling of Professor Quantum tossing down his set of pages. “These dimensional creatures break into our world, attack, and then vanish before apprehension, is that the thrust of it?”

“Among other elements.” Flipping through his own stack, Quorum grabbed a sheet near the back and held it up. “I noticed on page five there are mentions of several of our own people experiencing unexpected power spikes and instability ever since the dimensional nova began. Cross-referencing those having issues with their power sources, there’s a clear link. Everyone reporting those symptoms draws their power from a place outside our own world.”

Lodestar read her copy at super-speed before frowning. “Where do you see the list of powers? I only have names.”

“Apologies for the confusion. My cross-reference point was my memory, not a piece of the report. I can happily supply the files to confirm my hypothesis.”

“Pretty sure we all know that would be a waste of time, which is apparently a resource that’s now in short supply for us,” Lodestar sighed.

“I wonder if there is some means by which to attack the source.” As he spoke, Professor Quantum’s finger idly moved around the table. To most, it would seem like random fidgeting, but Quorum could recognize the movements for what they were: design schematics. Even in the thick of the discussion, Professor Quantum was splitting his focus, refining some new invention while dealing with the tedium of a meeting.

“Perhaps, however we would be ill-equipped to undertake such a mission. Our world has a dearth of dimensional-based abilities, especially ones potent enough to affect the greater multiverse.” Quorum didn’t look over to Lodestar, however Professor Quantum made no such concessions.

His eyes darted to the being whose mere existence acted a shield against the multiverse. Reaching beyond their world wasn’t technically impossible, as the occasional updates from the Multerion collection proved, but the effort required was exponentially greater than what it had once been. That effect applied in both directions, though, meaning even with the dimensional nova, beings from other realms couldn’t exist in theirs for long.

“Speaking honestly, I’m not sure sending our people to fight an unknown multiversal event that’s powerful enough to affect the entire cosmos would have been our best move, even if it were an option. Let’s focus on weathering the storm rather than trying to kill the clouds. Do either of you have ideas for how we can counteract the current threat? Professor Quantum, I’m sure you’ve got some notion for a dimensional shielding array or the like.”

“There are… potential schematics,” Professor Quantum admitted, his idle drawing suddenly coming to a halt.

“Quorum, we need to rethink how we’re doing patrols. So long as the dimensional nova is running, early detection of breaches is a primary goal. If we can find a way to know when the monsters arrive, at the very least we should be able to dispatch evacuation teams. So long as there’s no one to hurt, they can just run themselves tired and then go on home.”

Quorum nodded. “I’ll rework the patrol schedule and maximize the use of our members with surveillance and detection skills.”

“And what will you be occupying yourself with, other than handing out tasks?” Professor Quantum asked.

Taking out the last page of the report, Lodestar popped it down onto the table and pointed. “We’ve got a group of our own people who’ve suddenly found themselves saddled with more power than they know what to do with. That happens to be an area where I’d got experience, so I’m going to help them regain control. The experience will be valuable even once the nova ends, and if any of them are adept enough to return to the field before it’s over, we have an empowered ally added to our ranks.”

“There is another matter to consider.” Quorum chose his words carefully, perfectly aware he was treading near a topic that could explode the meeting into unproductive bickering. “Our members are not the only meta-humans in existence; we should expect any who draw their power from external sources to be experiencing similar effects.”

Composed as he appeared, one with careful observation could detect the slight flare of Professor Quantum’s nostrils. “Fornax.”

“Most likely, however my concern is for those who act with less consideration. Amarais, Jokull, Faithful⁠—”

“Faithful’s power isn’t transcendent,” Lodestar corrected. “I know what the reports say, but those were based on what he told us before he… they’re lies.”

Quorum simply nodded. If anyone might know the truth of Faithful’s power, it would be one of the few people to obliterate it. “Then we can be thankful for small mercies. However, my larger point is that many known threats have suddenly found it far easier to draw in power. It would be irresponsible of us not to expect some sort of action on their part during such an opportunity.”

“That guild is certainly planning something,” Professor Quantum grumbled.

Rather than risk the chance that Lodestar would rise to the bait, Quorum responded himself. “Indeed, we can presume that to be a given. Additionally, as all their operations are coordinated to avoid loss of civilian or superhero life, they are assessed to be a low-priority threat. It’s the villains who don’t hold to any set of code we have to be most concerned with, as they hold the most potential for catastrophe.”

Neither Lodestar nor Professor Quantum could technically argue with his points, as Quorum had stuck with facts that were known and accepted. Obstinate as Professor Quantum could be, he would never outright ignore data, and the guild’s operations were so clean it was often hard to prove they’d even occurred. Compared to a newly empowered crook on the streets with no compunction about bashing through anyone in their way, it was clear where the greater danger lay.

In the Alliance of Heroic Champions, no one would dispute the fact that Lodestar was their strongest, and Professor Quantum their smartest. But it was only the most observant of capes who realized just how powerful the man called Quorum was. His patience and forethought made it possible to wrangle both the ego of Professor Quantum and the urgency of Lodestar. In a way, it was an extension of Quorum’s true ability, what made his existence possible.

After all, Lodestar and Professor Quantum were two strong voices, but there were still only two voices. No matter how loud they might be, it paled in comparison to managing over a thousand voices at once, as Quorum did with every thought and action.

He waited for several seconds to be sure the matter was truly past before flipping to the next page of his report, despite having the whole thing already memorized. “Moving on to the following subsection…”


Chapter 28



The heat would have been unbearable for most people, but Tori basked in the endless warmth only a desert could provide. Finding the location of Pest Control and Glyph, also known as Lance and Warren, had been easy. It was getting to her fellow trainees from Tori’s time as an apprentice that proven cumbersome. Neither public transport nor most private cars were willing to drive all the way to such a remote location.

Luckily, Tunnel Vision had no such compunctions, though the cost of using their services was always hefty. Given that Tori was hiding out from an ambushing adversary, it felt like a good use of funds, though. Teleportation allowed her to get in and out with minimal risk, yet another reason she wanted to crack the tech for it someday.

That dream was a long way down the road, though Tori wasn’t the only one striving for self-betterment. Striding over the windswept dunes, she came upon a small camp. At a glance, one might have mistaken it for a normal trio of tents set together in a close formation. With care, however, one could observe how the winds curved around the camp rather than whipping through. Even from a distance, Tori could sense the heat differential between the camp and everywhere around it, the camp being much cooler.

Scanning along the ground, Tori soon spotted the telltale etchings in the sand. A series of artful circles carefully winding around the tents, all leading back to a small stone with a symbol carved into the center. How on earth Warren had managed to draw enduring circles in a material that was constantly shifting she couldn’t fathom; that was the ridiculousness that came from working with magic.

Buzzing hit Tori’s ears, and she turned to find over a dozen insects hovering in the air above her. Many were everyday pests like flies and mosquitos, however there were some obvious meta-insects in the crowd as well. A bug that was three feet across with sharp scythe-like arms, a dripping goopy mess that looked like it should fall apart, and a hard-shelled, beetle-like creature with forearm-length mandibles all hovered in the air, appearing moments from attack.

“Be careful,” Tori cautioned, letting her own heat rise. “I’m not as gentle or forgiving as a desert.”

The bugs remained in place; however, a new sound rose from the tents. “Tori?”

One of the flaps yanked back to reveal Lance striding out, a tablet held in his free hand. Upon seeing her, he looked visibly relieved, and Tori noticed the bugs beginning to withdraw. Lance poked his head into one of the other tents before hurrying over.

The moment he left the circle around the tents, Lance winced, struck by the sudden shift in heat. Nevertheless, his muscular legs cut a swift pace across the sand, where he soon greeted Tori with a mighty handshake. Lance always struck her as someone who should be hosting a backyard barbecue and tossing a football around, not working with a guild of villains. Yet Lance was the reason they were out here, apparently. He too was looking for ways to get stronger and had found a lead that led him to such a remote locale.

“I’m glad for the company, but what brings you all the way out here?” Lance asked once the handshake was done.

“Heard you were looking for a new bug, had to come see what was worth so much fuss.” Tori’s joke fell flat as a weary, exasperated expression touched Lance’s face.

“Sorry to disappoint, but we haven’t had much luck smoking it out.” He pointed to the tablet, which Tori realized was displaying a map of the region, complete with dozens of notes Lance had made. “I found an abandoned nest four days ago, and that was the best clue so far. The damn thing is wily.”

Resisting the urge to make another joke, this time about the creative use of a painted tunnel, Tori instead shifted to the real topic that took her traveling. “Well, if you’re looking for a break, I’m considering a job and could use a few more capable villains.”

“Really?” Lance tilted his head closer to one of his muscular shoulders. “Sorry, that might have sounded rude. I just mean that after we graduated into the guild, it seemed like you weren’t very interested in the active aspects like taking on jobs.”

The conjecture wasn’t wrong; once things with the guild were settled, Tori had thrown herself into the ease of semi-normalcy, working her daytime occupation then tinkering with her meta-suit at night. The arrival of The New Science Sentries had thrown a wrench in that peace, and once things finally calmed again, Tori had been obsessed with creating her new metal from Alfred Settler’s fingers, the foundation of her suit’s true second iteration. She’d never spared a thought for the numerous work opportunities offered by the guild.

“There’s nothing too special or fancy about it,” Tori cautioned. “I’m just looking to get some field data for my suit’s newest build. I picked something that looks fairly straightforward and simple, hopefully with a minimal number of surprises.”

Neither of them expected a job sent to a guild of villains would actually contain no surprises. Even optimism had its limits.

“Ah, and it had a minimum number of bodies required,” Lance said, smiling as he put the pieces together. “If Bahamut is our fourth, we can have a full-on reunion. It would be fun to work together again.”

Although Tori nodded, part of her chafed at the idea of putting Beverly in more danger after moving out to keep her and Chloe safe. It was important to retain perspective, however. VRX77 appeared to be a true threat, so she had to treat it as one. That didn’t mean Bahamut had suddenly grown weaker or more vulnerable. This was a job they should be able to handle.

Besides, this time Tori would have her suit on. Even if that didn’t make the difference in combat, she could fly off and lead VRX77 away from her friends. What Tori might do after that point she hadn’t the foggiest, but she’d think of something in the moment if it ever came to that. Hopefully.

“Don’t go signing me up for crap on your own.” Warren finally emerged from his tent, eyes bleary and blinking. The squinted gaze and messy hair made it clear that Lance had awoken him minutes earlier. “Bad enough we’ve been here for over a week hunting your bug.”

“Uh huh. And how long did we spend in that musty old library searching for your fabled lost tome?” Lance shot back.

Warren’s reply was muttered darkly under his breath, lost to the desert’s blistering winds. He took a few steps toward them, hit the camp’s barrier, and stopped. “Why are the two of you standing out in the heat? You do realize I set up a rune of shelter here, right?”

“I was wondering about that,” Tori admitted. “Weren’t your runes one-offs? Like, you make a rune, use it, and then it’s gone and you have to make another. This seems more… persistent.”

Despite the proud smile on Warren’s face, his words held a current of venom. “Thank you for noticing. It turns out Balaam’s education had some unfortunate holes in the curriculum. Because that was how my first glyph manifested, Balaam seemingly assumed that would be the way they all worked, but it turns out I can learn enchantments as well. While there’s a constant drain from them, in a place like this it’s worth the tradeoff.”

Scanning over Warren’s sleepy face once more, Tori realized why Warren was napping in the middle of the day. The glyph protecting the camp was drawing its energy from him directly. Nice as it was to see magic have to deal with an occasional check or balance, she wasn’t certain how safe that was. It was Warren’s power, though: safe or not, he had the right to push its limits as he saw fit.

So long as nothing broke the code, of course.

Stepping across the camp’s threshold, Tori felt the endless waves of heat suddenly vanish as she was plunged into a still warm yet overall far more comfortable climate. The winds were gone; even the sunlight wasn’t as harsh. Drawback be damned, this was an incredibly useful ability.

One more reminder on the dangers of standing still. Everyone around her was striving to get stronger, searching for ways to make themselves more powerful. Fighting to reach the point where they didn’t have to be afraid that some piece of shit would come crashing through the window with murder on the mind.

At that notion, her mind rebelled slightly. The way VRX77 was fighting didn’t seem to indicate it wanted to kill. There was no way something that advanced didn’t have a potent ranged attack similar to Tori’s BFC. If it wanted her dead, there was no reason to even get that close.

Much as Tori wanted to chase that thread, socializing demanded a significant part of her mental effort. Lance grabbed a beer from a large cooler and offered one to Tori, which she gladly accepted. Properly fortified, Tori told the two about the job she had in mind.
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Count Trentomir, formerly Trent Mires, surveyed his kingdom and saw that it was good. Taking over his old gang had been easy, and while the others in the area offered tepid resistance, they too soon fell beneath the heel of his fashionable boots. The thick-soled footwear helped shore up his height, a subject about which Trent had been sensitive and Count Trentomir was utterly ruthless. More than one peon had already been gutted for what they thought was a joke outside his earshot.

No such rebellious tendencies reared their heads that afternoon, as Count Trentomir looked down from the balcony of his basement lair. Tunneling so deep had been a major source of cost and annoyance among his newly conquered minions, but he was unwavering on the necessity of such an undertaking.

In only a few months, they’d hollowed out the area under the supposedly condemned apartments that had once been their base. There were now three distinct levels, with a fourth underway. Officially speaking, Count Trentomir’s dream was to create an underground wonderland of vice, somewhere far from the prying eyes of those meddling capes. He claimed to have ways that could seal out the superheroes, but only for a haven underground.

The underlings had accepted his reasoning, half because Count Trentomir had already displayed such a wide range of meta-human abilities, and half because they had no choice. Trent Mires the lowly goon had been gone since October, replaced by a meta-human with terrifying abilities and seemingly no weaknesses. Perpetuating the second type of rumors was precisely why Count Trentomir had moved his operations underground as swiftly as possible.

After all, with everyone underground, no had cause to wonder why their boss was avoiding the sunlight.

True, he wasn’t going to tremendous pains to hide the nature of his meta-abilities. The name alone should have been a tipoff, to say nothing of the grandiose wardrobe complete with sweeping cloak. But no one seemed to have put it together yet. It was by chance he’d gone to Hallowville alone; no one else wanted to make the autumn trek with him to see a magical town which had appeared without warning. Between the perils of living as a criminal and looking over their shoulders for cops and capes, these people had enough danger in their lives. They didn’t crave the artificial thrill that horror could provide, couldn’t appreciate the delightful sense of unease that came from consuming something truly unnerving.

Soon, that would change. Count Trentomir had great ambition to reshape the world, a planet that had access to magic of all things, yet still indulged people running around playing in capes and masks. He would show them the error of their ways, bring horror to the forefront as it was always meant to be.

The next time he kneeled before Spooky Trudy, it would not be as a supplicant accepting his reward for a finished quest. It would be as her victorious champion, presenting a world that properly appreciated the gifts she offered.

After watching the underlings toil, ensuring each felt the sting of his gaze, Count Trentomir returned to his office and grabbed a tablet stashed neatly under his pitch-black desk. While modern technology clashed with his overall aesthetic, the duties of leadership sometimes demanded compromises.

Besides, he couldn’t very well appreciate vintage horror without a mechanism by which to watch it.

Device secured, he browsed over his schedule, long fingernails having some difficulty manipulating the touchscreen. Only a few more minor meetings this week, but come Saturday, there was a very special delivery coming. Count Trentomir had been waiting months for it to arrive, and now at last the day was drawing nigh.

He clicked on a note from one of the information-gathering minions whose names he refused to learn, reading that there were expectations the delivery agent would come with protection. Similar safeguards had been used in previous dealings, and it seemed the backup they brought were no pushovers. Some were even known to be part of the guild of villains.

Count Trentomir smiled in a way that showed his upper teeth, a maneuver he’d been perfecting since undertaking the new identity. This was an unexpected opportunity, but one he could certainly sink his fangs into. Overthrowing the guild was already on his checklist; now he might get the chance to test just how accurate the legends were.

Ever since the change, nothing had been hard. All the hurdles that had once seemed like such impossible dreams came so easily. Count Trentomir knew it was hubris at work, yet he burned to truly test how potent his power was.

Surely if anyone could help with that, it would be the guild’s renowned, unbeatable villains.


Chapter 29



Wednesday morning, a dark SUV pulled up in front of Indigo Technologies and two well-dressed women stepped out. Tori was clad in her newly made suit, paired along with the open-throated white button-down shirt and the red sneakers. Beverly was wearing a striped skirt and matching jacket, along with an emerald blouse and a pair of fake glasses with rhinestones along the edges.

The moment they entered the lobby, a man in a far more mundane suit rushed out to greet Tori and Beverly, shaking their hands enthusiastically. Their guide led them through the building, past various security checkpoints, and into the proper conference room.

What followed were several of the most boring hours Tori had ever faced down. They had to review the schematics for every piece of tech that was getting tested, poring over each and every element of the design to double-check for any potential risks. Today would be the first time the new devices were used in human hands, and a field test was already in the planning stages, assuming things went well. That was, as the head of safety put it, their last chance to spot any obvious, major flaws.

Although she felt mildly insulted by the insinuation any of her designs would be faulty, Tori had to admit this was probably a smart practice to have in place. As someone who worked with very little in the way of safeguards, she knew how easy it was for a seemingly simple mistake to snowball into catastrophe.

First, they checked over the newly remodeled purses. Design-wise they were still the same as version one, however these had various materials swapped out to lighten the burden. Weighing almost half as much as the first purse iteration, these would be a major step forward for ease and accessibility, so long as the changes didn’t cause issues in testing.

After that would be the porta-flash, as Tori had named it, though marketing was working on something less… suggestive. There were two different types of casing, a tube of lipstick or a portable charger, though both worked roughly the same. The user would press down on the top for several seconds to activate the device, which required a set fingerprint to function. Once it did, they could toss the item and it would create a huge pulse of light, temporarily blinding anyone who didn’t know to look away.

The hope was that these could serve as both defense measures and beacons for help. If a cape saw a flash that bright, they’d most likely check it out. Other people and police would ideally be drawn to investigate as well. Of course, like the purses, these would also register anytime they were activated, preventing them from being scooped up by criminals.

It was hard to deny one’s involvement when the tool required their own fingerprint to activate.

Their final item for this testing session was the stun-case. It appeared to be, and in fact was, a reinforced phone case with expandable tabs to fit virtually every model. By plugging into the phone itself, the case could draw on its battery, and when a certain sequence was tapped out, the true function was unleashed.

The case would emit a specialized tone designed to stun and discombobulate anyone who heard it. Only the owner would be spared, and that was assuming they slipped on the accessories. These were made to look like a simple set of earphones, ones that released a counter tone when the case was activated.

After hours upon hours of review, they finally finished, and after a quick break for a catered lunch, Tori and Beverly were led to the testing room.

Here at least, Tori felt a tad more comfortable. Rather than bland carpet and gray walls, the testing area contained various machines, panes of reinforced glass separating the various chambers, and a distinct scent of chemicals wafting through the air.

Dozens of safety-testing technicians milled about the area, staffing various stations. The areas were split into multiple sections, each centering around one of the reinforced chambers. Inside three of the chambers were her products, although they weren’t the only ones getting tested. Three others were filled by various safety-techs preparing for their own sessions. One was wearing a stretchy bodysuit of dark mesh fabric, another held what looked like a glowing metal baton, and the third was lacing up a pair of bulky puke-green boots. Upon seeing the last item, Tori caught Beverly visibly shuddering.

Indigo’s other projects held minimal interest for Tori, though, her focus swiftly returning to her own projects. Today was simple: the devices would just be activated by testing personnel to ensure everything functioned without issue. Each would be used multiple times, and assuming everything went smoothly, they could advance to putting them through their paces. The glacial speed of the process ground against Tori’s sensibilities, but she forced herself to rein it in.

If she had any ambition of making it in the business world for herself, Tori knew she had to accept a slower pace. Corporations had liabilities and, more than that, responsibilities. Although she was a villain, Tori’s guts churned at the idea of selling something faulty. It brought back too many images of her parents turned into misshapen lumps, abandoned by the company they’d poured so many years and such effort into.

No, Tori refused to be that kind of criminal. A slower, safer pace for these products was right.

The Hephaestus suit was one thing. If anything went wrong, Tori would be the one to suffer. But these were items people would be reaching for when the moment looked dire; there was a very real chance someone would be betting their lives on a creation Tori designed. She had to ensure the tools were ready and dependable.

It was the very least she owed to a smaller version of herself, forever weeping in that dark hospital room.

So she watched patiently as people in gas masks practiced deploying the purse’s gas, spraying down the plastic dummies serving as their targets with ease. A real user wouldn’t have a gas mask, but they also wouldn’t be enclosed in a modest glass chamber, so some accommodations had to be made on this go-round. In the next phase, they’d have more space to move and lack the masks. For the moment, though, Tori was glad to see everything functioned smoothly.

The porta-flash was next, and before Tori’s eyes the glass of one of the chambers darkened. It didn’t go entirely black, however, stopping at a deep tint that still allowed observers to peer inside. When the light activated, it was like the whole box had been turned into a smokey lamp. Even with the gray tint, light was bursting out, and several of the techs looked away preemptively.

Tori kept right on watching, though she had little to fear. Intensified or not, UV light could no more burn her corneas than sunlight could burn her skin. One of the many perks of being living fire. After five seconds, the glow cut off all at once, and the tech in the cell stumbled his way out, eyes still covered for safety.

After repeating the test twice more, the tech felt satisfied, and at last it was time for the final item on the docket. There was no tint to the glass in the last chamber, nor were there plastic dummies to aim for. Instead, it held an array of various sonic measuring devices. While the tech would have the paired earphones, they had to make sure the tone stayed within acceptable limitations. Stunning a group of potential crooks was one thing; liquefying their brains would be, perhaps, a bit too swift of an escalation. For civilians, anyway.

Part of Tori kept expecting a sudden curveball, even as the final device was activated: an unexpected spike of power, a risk they’d failed to calculate for, any of the countless problems she’d faced with her own builds through the years. But those had been cobbled together on the fly with whatever she could steal or scrounge. As she watched the final test unfold with zero issues or surprises, Tori had to admit that there was some value in a more rigorous design check. Not to mention having other capable people adding to her work.

When the last test was done, Tori breathed a sigh of relief. Everything had gone smoothly, and even better, she was nearly free. While the techs pored over the data from the audio-measuring devices, she cast her eyes to the other chambers. A short person with a bowl cut had entered the chamber with the mesh suit and appeared to be giving either a lecture or the world’s least effective pep talk, going by the glazed looks in everyone’s eyes. In the stun baton chamber, an older woman in an outfit nearly as coordinated as Beverly’s was carefully looking over one of the devices. In the green boot room, one of the techs was lying on the ground with a bloody nose while several others were pulling gauze from a med kit.

Tori was a bit sad she’d missed the show in that last chamber; how in the world had ugly boots caused a busted nose? Before she could get too far into speculation, her staff had finished looking over their data. They even let out a cheer, albeit one at an office-appropriate volume. It seemed the final item had performed up to the specs. All of her items were officially cleared for second phase testing.

While that did mean more time in the office and yet another safety meeting, it was worth it to see her projects moving forward. Besides, the next round of testing was supposed to be far more exciting, not that Tori’s life had been lacking in that department lately. And the weekend wasn’t looking to be much more peaceful.

With Tori’s testing out of the way, next was Hephaestus’s turn.
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Stepping through the doors, Ivan was assaulted by memories of his youth. The stools where he’d sat during many a shift, nursing his sweet tea and watching everyone who entered. The faint stain on the brick wall running alongside the stairs, where he’d dragged Bentley’s face. The large green booth where he and the owner had… Ivan was a bit too old to blush at such a memory, but a faint smile did touch his lips.

After escaping from the hole in the earth where he’d been raised, Ivan found himself facing an entirely new world, one he had no idea how to navigate. It was little surprise he’d fallen in with criminals, given his mindset at the time; however, Ivan hadn’t exactly been a model employee back then. Between his rigid nature and no one being powerful enough to discipline him, they’d eventually stuffed Ivan into a place where he could be of some use while causing minimal trouble. That had been the plan, anyway.

“Look who grew up.”

Spinning, Ivan’s eyes went wide at the sight before him. She was wearing her age as well as Ivan, which was no small feat, but he could still see the burning ambition in those crafty eyes. Standing tall, she easily cleared six feet, with strong shoulders that spoke to years of hard work. While her dark hair had a few wisps of gray, and a couple of laugh lines had formed around that ever-present smirk, she still gave off the same exuberant energy. Standing forward on the balls of her feet, like she was daring the world itself to challenge her.

Ivan took a single step forward, then caught himself. “Are you really Hustle?”

She laughed, a sound that echoed deep into Ivan’s mind, hitting memories he’d put away years ago. “No one has used that one for a long while. When I left, I decided it was time for a new identity. But yes, when we knew each other, I went by Hustle, and this was The Bustle.” When she patted the bar, a creak ran through the building, what some might have mistaken for coincidence.

“If this is some sort of trick⁠—”

“Who in this world would want to trick you, Demon Conqueror?” From behind the bar, she produced a glass, filled with ice, then poured a tall glass of tea from a nearby pitcher, one that hadn’t been present moments prior. “I knew you’d go on to have an interesting life, but when Auro told me the tales of your adventures over here, even I was a little stunned.”

Taking a seat at his old stool, Ivan accepted the glass and drank deeply. If there was a poison in either world that could affect him, he’d yet to encounter it. Besides, this was the best test of identity he was going to get. Letting the liquid rest on his tongue, Ivan truly felt the burdens of time slip away. He was once again a brash young man with barely any control sitting on this very stool, savoring the same flavor for the first time.

The Bustle, as she’d called it then, was a living entity. A building, but also more. So far as Ivan had been able to figure out, it was a creature from elsewhere in the multiverse, one who had evolved in a wildly different way than humans. One of its abilities included producing sustenance for those inside, and with Hustle’s help, it had learned to manifest all manner of food and drink. More impressively, it could detect the minute fluctuations of enjoyment when the items were consumed and refine the next version accordingly. All of which combined to make the first and best sweet tea Ivan had ever found, a taste not even Wade’s machines had managed to reproduce.

A taste resting on his tongue in that very moment.

Ivan vanished from the stool, appearing at his host’s side. He embraced the woman once known as Hustle, and she returned the affection. They held like that for several seconds before at last Ivan stepped back. “What are you going by now, anyway?”

“We’ve been doing Maven and The Haven for the last dozen realms or so. Been working as a roadside tavern for adventurers. Turns out there’s a lot more sword and sorcery worlds out there than I’d have expected, and a bunch of them use actual gold for the currency. It’s ridiculous, I work for like a month then hop to a world with a gold standard and absolutely clean up.”

“Please, tell me all about it. I want to hear everything, especially how you ended up here, of all places.” Ivan walked back over to his seat and downed the rest of his tea. “After I pour myself a refill, if you don’t mind.”

“May as well make that two.”

The words didn’t come from Maven, who was looking past Ivan, an inscrutable expression marring her usually cheerful face. Ivan, on the other hand, wore a look of shock mixed with the faint tinge of hope as he spun around, facing the door and the figure now standing in it.

Slender, pale, dressed in an overly elaborate blue tunic and cloak, he was just as Ivan remembered him, utterly untouched by time. Even the mischievous twinkle in his eyes and the faint scent of blood lingering on his teeth.

In three steps, Auro had crossed the room and kneeled at Ivan’s feet. “All hail the Demon Conqueror! Returned at last to finish his campaign and subjugate the human masses once and for all.”


Chapter 30



“Alright, let’s talk details.” Beverly stood before a large screen, the others seated around a conference table. It always struck Tori as a bit odd how the guild’s conference rooms reminded her of the ones from Vendallia. No great surprise, given that the same man had a hand in the creation of both. While the guild’s facilities were larger and less drab, there was a fundamental design similarity that kept catching Tori’s attention.

Warren and Lance were sitting across from her, both nursing sunburns from their time in the desert. They were in high spirits, though; evidently the hunt had been successful. That didn’t keep them from focusing on the screen as Beverly clicked over to the first image, however.

Villains or not, they were professionals.

A mousey, squat face appeared on the screen. “This is Arden Norles, an underworld broker,” Beverly said, turning around to take a good look herself. “He facilitates connecting people with the right items or metas to help with their endeavors. Tomorrow, he’s due to drop off a very expensive purchase with a client Arden does not fully trust. We’re to go in as bodyguards, making sure the client doesn’t get any ideas about trying to get his product without paying.”

When Tori had brought Beverly in on the job, she’d expected her friend to agree for the fun to be had as Bahamut. She hadn’t anticipated Beverly grabbing hold of the job with both hands and taking the lead, though in hindsight Tori probably should have. Between her organized nature and her family’s lessons, Beverly was the most capable at this sort of task and knew it. Obviously Beverly would pick up the burden she felt best suited to carry.

“How likely do we think it is that there will be a fight?” Warren asked, hands busy rubbing aloe on his cheeks.

Beverly shrugged. “Hard to say. The job doesn’t come with much intel, so we know little about the client. Only that they’re a relatively new player, so probably a recently turned meta.”

“Actually, I’ve got a little something to add there,” Lance tossed in. “Me and a few of the other information-gathering villains occasionally have a general knowledge swap, and I took some time to ask around. It looks like Arden’s client has been making some waves on their own. Count Trentomir showed up a few months back, and he’s spent that time crushing every nearby rival and consolidating his power. Exactly the sort of thing that draws guild attention.”

They all took a moment to silently absorb the information, save for Warren. “That sounds a tad foreboding.”

“Yeah, I’m not loving the setup,” Tori agreed.

Beverly, on the other hand, appeared entirely unbothered. “Let’s take a moment and remember that Arden is paying guild members to act as bodyguards because he feels the situation to be dangerous. If we’re not comfortable with that, we’re ill-suited for this job.”

“I wasn’t saying we quit. Just pointing out a risk when I see one.” Tori crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair, even going so far as to put her feet up on the table.

“It is worrying,” Beverly admitted. “But that’s why we’re making plans, just in case things do go awry. And it’s not all bad. We already have the general meeting location, near a dockyard down in Mississippi. It sits right on the gulf and not too far from an interstate, with lots of commercial shipping nearby. Plenty of strangers coming and going at all hours of the night, so not exactly isolated, but private enough to get a deal done.”

“Have we scouted in person?” Warren asked.

With a shake of her head, Beverly clicked a button on her remote, changing the screen to an overhead map of a coastal port. “Satellite only. Much as I’d love some boots on the ground, we can’t risk spooking the client. This is Arden’s deal, after all. He’s not going to be very happy if we scare off the people who need to pay.”

Tori frowned; she did not care for walking into a locale no guild assets had personally checked over. There were members they could turn to, infiltration experts who could handle the task with virtually zero risk of detection, but that aid wouldn’t come free. It’d be a job, just like the one they were undertaking, and any villain who took it would expect compensation.

Their pay on this gig wasn’t nearly high enough to justify that kind of expense, unfortunately.

Everyone examined the map for several minutes, each looking for their own points that could be used advantageously. Warren and Lance were powerful villains overall, but their options for direct engagement were minimal. If they could tuck themselves away somewhere, it would allow them to add support without putting their own bodies at risk. As for Tori and Beverly, they were the front line, expected to be in the thick of things if trouble arose. They checked for chokepoints and dead ends, places they could corral large numbers of opponents. Since both could fly, neither had to worry about being trapped themselves.

“This might be a silly question, but do we know what Arden is delivering?” Lance’s brow was pushed together, creating a series of deep grooves along his forehead. “Has to be pretty potent, I expect. We’ve got a mile-up view of the situation and can tell something feels off, no way an experienced broker wouldn’t sniff out the same. But instead of calling it off, he’s hiring guild muscle to see it through. That must mean the money is incredible, which then raises the question: what would be worth that kind of cost?”

“We do not,” Beverly confirmed. “From what I read in the job report, Arden was very tight-lipped on the matter. Not out of character for someone in his line of work.”

“Should we do more digging, see if we can turn up what Arden had been shopping for lately?” Warren offered.

“No.” It was Tori who answered, kicking her legs down from the table. “If we had more time, absolutely, but the job is tomorrow. Figuring out what item is being delivered may or may not be possible, and even then we have no idea if the information will be relevant. We’re better off spending these hours going over the terrain, our approach, and working out some rough plans in case everything goes to shit. Remember, we’re not out there as random crooks fucking around. Taking this job means we are representing the guild itself.”

Slowly, Warren nodded, followed by Lance and a smiling Beverly, who tapped the remote with one perfectly manicured finger. “I’m glad to hear everyone is so enthused. We’ve got about twenty more slides to go, so keep that energy up!”
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The unassuming woman stepped briskly through the lobby; bright lights reflected off the glasses resting on her nose. Clad in jeans and a simple shirt, she was dressed far more casually than the business folk scuttling about, yet approached the front desk with an air of unwavering confidence. She stopped directly in front of the security clerk, meeting the young man’s eyes.

“Good morning! I hope you’re having a lovely day. My name is Helen Calestis, here to see Wade Wyatt.”

The clerk blinked in surprise; that was a name few people tried to drop at the door. Scanning over his list, he confirmed what he’d already known: Mr. Wyatt had no meetings scheduled for today.

“Sorry ma’am, it seems there must be an issue, I don’t have a meeting on my books. Are you certain you have the right date?”

“Oh no, there’s nothing scheduled, this is a pop-in.” Helen smiled cheerfully, as if that explained it all.

The clerk looked down at his documents again, mostly to decide how to proceed. Given that she’d dropped by in casual clothes and asked to see the head of a multi-billion-dollar company, odds were strong she was just mentally unwell. Still, there was a chance she could be some new connection in the tech world, a place where social norms weren’t always as rigorously adhered to. Not to mention, having security drag out a person who’d been nothing but polite wasn’t going to be the best look for Indigo Technologies overall.

“You should call it in,” she suggested. “See what happens when they hear my name.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

Helen turned, and the clerk’s blood went cold. Standing just past the security gates was a man so lean he bordered on gaunt, clad in a cream-colored suit that practically dared the world to stain it, yet remained unsullied.

Mr. Erikson wasn’t the head of security, a position that came with lots of oversight and accountability. No, he was the man that got dispatched when things turned serious. When there were suspicions of corporate espionage afoot last year, it was Mr. Erikson who walked into the engineering department in the morning and left with the turncoat that afternoon. He was the one whose office you never wanted to be called into.

And here he was, acting as an escort to a woman in jeans. Stranger still, she grinned at his appearance, striding over to the security barricade and giving him a quick hug above the waist-high divider. “Oh my goodness, I haven’t seen you in years! How have you been?”

If seeing Mr. Erikson appear for the guest named Helen had been surprising, watching him actually hug her back was genuinely unbelievable. As in, the clerk knew his coworkers would say he was full of bullshit. It was the same claim he’d have made, were he not an eyewitness.

“I have fared well, though ever-occupied,” Mr. Erikson confirmed. “Suffice to say I’ve been employed by Indigo Technologies for several very productive years.”

Glancing down at the barrier still between them, Mr. Erikson turned his attention to the clerk, who did his best to look both meek and stalwart. What he managed appeared closer to one battling constipation than anything, but Mr. Erikson barely paid his expression a passing blink.

“Please buzz Ms. Calestis through. She is one of the people for whom Mr. Wyatt’s door remains forever open.” His attention shifted back over to Helen. “I was sent down the moment our security systems detected you had entered.”

“I wonder if that’s because you were so eager to say hello or wanted to make sure I didn’t go snooping about?” Helen teased.

“Once a reporter…” Mr. Erikson trailed off as the security barrier buzzed, allowing Helen to step past as it swung freely.

The two of them continued toward the elevators, taking a private one at the very end of the embankment. It opened smoothly at Mr. Erikson’s approach, not even a button press required. After they’d stepped through, the doors whispered shut.

Only then did Mr. Erikson speak again. “While you are always welcome, we would like to know what business has brought you in today. I assume it’s not a social call.”

“A little catching up sounds nice, actually. But no, that’s not my primary reason for the visit.” With no one around, Helen allowed her shoulders to slump, her stance to ease, and her general exhaustion to show. “This dimensional nova is causing all sorts of trouble. We’re getting reports from across the globe, in every AHC satellite office and from similar superhero organizations: monsters keep popping up. While none manage to stay for more than an hour, the havoc they can wreak is incredible. We’re stretched thin, dangerously so.”

“And you think Mr. Wyatt can change that?”

Helen chuckled softly, the dim sound echoing around their small space. “Sorry, it’s funny to hear you call anyone by honorifics. No, I don’t expect Wade has some ace to halt a cosmic event that’s happening outside our realm. What I do know is that he put a lot of effort into multiversal research a few decades back, and I’m hoping that translates into a better idea of what we’re up against. Even a rough idea of how long it will last would be helpful.”

Mr. Erikson turned, facing her fully. “That’s why I’m to believe Lodestar took time out of her self-described busy schedule to come over and chat? A hope for information and a wish to compare notes? You’ll forgive me if I’m skeptical.”

“Oh no, there’s definitely more,” Helen quickly corrected. “Sorry if that was confusing. I really am a bit desperate for better information about what we’re facing, though. As for the other part, I think it would be easier to just explain to you both at once. Do you have another body in there, or is this one coming along?”

Mr. Erikson stared at her until the elevator door dinged, though it didn’t open immediately. “One day, you’re going to tell me how you do that. Spot me in any form.”

“And as I tell you every time you ask, Xelas: I know my friends.” Helen gave her old friend and former superhero one more hug. “When the world calms down, let’s go out for drinks and catch up properly. It’s been too long.”

At last, the elevator doors parted, releasing Helen onto the top floor where Wade Wyatt’s office awaited her. She strolled out, standing tall once more, giving one last wave before the doors shut on the body known as Mr. Erikson once more.


Chapter 31



Getting into the guild’s systems was no mean feat, regardless of how many times VRX77 had to undertake it. Gone was the snowy mountaintop where it had first claimed shelter – currently it was in the sewers of Faucet Hills, masking its signal using the Wi-Fi of an overhead coffee shop. Movement was essential; between the various capes on constant patrol and Lodestar herself sweeping the skies, VRX77 couldn’t risk discovery.

A rat ran across the smooth metal surface of its right leg, paws sizzling from the minor shield it triggered. The creature raced off, letting out fervent squeaks as it ran. VRX77 paid it no concern, attention fully focused on battling the array of digital defenses protecting the guild’s operations. Each guild with a Doctor Mechaniacal was a challenge, but those with both him and Xelas were exponentially tougher. The pair delighted in honing their skills against one another, and the work they produced showcased the difference.

Nevertheless, VRX77 had pried into guilds before, and this would be no different. The job board itself was kept entirely offline, connected only via a closed-off private network, but that didn’t mean there weren’t useful tidbits to be scooped up. Bit by bit, VRX77 skimmed the data, peeling off anything it could spot related to Tori or Hephaestus.

Such as a transportation request she’d put in for teleportation to some place in Mississippi called Pascagoula.

What in the hells Tori would be doing there, VRX77 had little idea and zero inclination to speculate. The fact that did snag its attention, however, was that the transportation wasn’t for one person. It specified a team of four.

No names, which limited the possibilities. One would almost certainly be a… a Bahamut. Past that, odds were strong Tori would have aligned herself with the bug user, the glyph user, the hat user, or the weird one, depending on which combination had enrolled in and survived the guild’s training in this iteration. None of the matchups should present a substantial challenge to VRX77, though some were more troublesome than others.

A high-pitch squeaking filled the air as the rat returned, dozens of its kin racing along just behind. For the first time, VRX77 paid the rat closer attention, noting the strange purple light in its eyes and odd lumpy growths coming out of the back of its head. Turning to the crowd of approaching vermin, VRX77 realized they were all walking in unison. Each step was taken together, like the seething mass was a single entity.

Or being controlled by one.

The lone rat was by itself, staring directly at VRX77, light in its eyes shining brighter. For a long time, the two entities stared at one another. At last, VRX77 lifted a single finger and fired a burst of energy. When the light cleared, there was only blood, ash, and a few malformed chunks where the rodent had dwelled.

The unified squeaking turned into a cacophony of chaos as the freed rats scrambled and bit one another in confusion.

VRX77 tried to ignore it, turning all focus back to the digital infiltration, but it was hard to tune out that much noise while also keeping alert for approaching capes. This was not a dignified lair, and VRX77 wouldn’t miss the locale when it was time to leave. Which would hopefully be coming soon.

Tori’s transportation was booked for tomorrow, after all.
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Helen sipped on the tea before her, a blend far more expensive and exotic than anything she would ever keep at home. Wade Wyatt was not a man who held back for fear of costs, as his richly decorated office and gorgeous view of Ridge City attested. Between the vintage inventions under glass cases, memorabilia carefully displayed, and evident luxury dripping from every detail, Helen wouldn’t be shocked if the office alone cost more than every house on her block combined.

The man himself was far less eye-catching, clad in a simple brown suit that slightly clashed with his thinning copper hair. His expression was always slightly lost in thought, which could be mistaken for a lack of attention if one didn’t know him particularly well.

Wade’s greatest strength, at least in Helen’s opinion, was his mind for details. It was his careful planning and systems that kept the guild of villains from leaving evidence behind. Sometimes, that organization was a source of frustration for her; however, there were also occasions where it came in handy.

“To be certain I understand, you’re here to recruit?” Wade lifted his own mug, swirling it slowly.

“Not exactly,” Helen clarified. “Even if I could bring in known villains, trying to get everyone on board with the idea would take up more time than it freed. But at the same time, I have to do something. These breaches keep popping up without any warning, and if we’re very lucky, there are superheroes who can contain the creatures that come through until I arrive or they naturally are pushed out. While there have been no major catastrophes so far, all it takes is one monster getting past us to a populated area.”

Wade looked up to one of the many cameras mounted in his office, through which he knew Xelas was watching and listening. He paused for several seconds, seeming to wait for an unseen signal before responding. “Then what is it exactly you’re proposing? Because it still certainly sounds a great deal like you’re asking for our help.”

“I am, but as independent contractors, not villains. I know how your job system works; all I’m asking is to post a bounty. Ten thousand dollars for every dimensional breach they help contain. If there are zero civilian injuries, I’ll double it.”

Unable to help himself, Wade lifted his eyebrows at the offer. “That’s good pay for short work.”

“Short, legal work,” Helen added. “It’s also to cover the time spent hunting for these incidents. Getting more boots on the ground who can keep their eyes peeled is half the reason I’m doing this.”

“Out of curiosity, do these funds come from the AHC’s coffers?”

Shifting slightly in her seat, Helen’s gaze trailed along Wade’s walls and his many meta-human displays. Among the collection was a carefully preserved t-shirt bearing a crude approximation of Lodestar’s symbol. Despite the rough artistic rendering, that item was worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, especially in such pristine condition. It had been among the first official Lodestar merchandise ever created, after all.

“My merch still moves pretty well, and while I donate most of that income to various charities, I do keep a percentage for personal projects.”

“Damn,” Wade sighed, leaning back slightly in his chair. “Knowing I was taking the money from Vernon’s pocket would have made it all the sweeter.”

Helen’s head turned back around, facing the billionaire super-villain once more. “Officially speaking, this isn’t coming from the AHC at all. I’m just a concerned private citizen offering compensation for those willing to pitch in.”

“A private citizen asking about multiversal monitoring equipment and hiring villains as exterminators.” Wade tapped the keyboard sitting on his desk, checking over the screen. He bobbed his head back and forth before at last nodding. “I suppose it could be fun. I’m certain some of our members will be interested in a bounty that size. However, I have two conditions.”

When he looked away from the screen, Wade’s congenial air was gone, and in its place was the stern businessman who’d carved out an empire. “First and foremost, you need to make sure the capes are willing to play along. Containing these creatures comes with a high chance of interacting with people from your organization. I’m not putting my people at needless risk. Make sure the superheroes can play nice.”

“Anyone who can’t put the safety of civilians over personal grudges has no place in the Alliance of Heroic Champions.” Helen leaned forward, putting a touch of weight on her own words. “I will personally make sure they understand the stakes.”

There were tremendously few people whom Wade would take at their word regarding such a vital condition, but if anyone had earned the right to be trusted, it was Lodestar. “Then with that matter settled, there’s only one more item. We’ve got a product testing coming up, followed by a launch with lots of press and spectacle planned. When the ads roll out, wouldn’t it be nice if a superhero was on hand to give their impressions of the products and how useful they are?”

“Wade, you know Lodestar doesn’t endorse⁠—”

“Oh no no, not Lodestar,” Wade interrupted. “She’s larger than life; we want relatably mortal. This calls for someone a bit more personally connected, a bit of a hometown hero, in the corporate sense. Cyber Geek is still technically on the Vendallia payroll, a company owned by Indigo Technologies.”
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“Again.”

That same dispassionate tone as always, his eyes cold and calculating, staring down from the clear glass of the observation room. Despite all the strength Agent Quantum had gained over the years, moments like this sent him right back to childhood. Fighting to prove his worth against the others doing the same, working so hard to earn a scrap of approval from that distant gaze. At least Agent Quantum had one distinct advantage over his younger self.

He understood that the approval was never going to come.

So rather than blindly agree, Agent Quantum assessed the state of his team. Plasmodia was gassed, leaning against a smooth metal wall to catch her breath. She was the only one of the trio without bolstered stamina, so the constant training had been wearing her down the hardest. Tachyonic was faring better, though the late nights were catching up to him. On top of their training that week, Kyle had been spending his free time helping with preliminary planning for the Mightalon Games Fundraiser. It was an unusual activity for him to get so invested in, yet he came back from the endeavors visibly happy, so Agent Quantum had no complaints.

Which left Richard, the newest addition to their team and the reason training was taking so long. Even though he lacked field experience, Richard appeared certain that his decades of seniority in a lab environment would translate effortlessly into real-world mastery. The reality of the situation was nowhere near so rosy.

Agent Quantum raised his head, properly meeting those cold eyes and staring right back. “We need roughly four minutes to⁠—”

“Starting scenario.” Professor Quantum tapped a button, ignoring his successor completely.

On reflex, Plasmodia threw herself back from the wall, narrowing avoiding a blade made of painful, if ultimately harmless, energy. From the ceiling, six mechanical menaces dropped down, each spinning to locate a target. This was their weakest moment, before any had managed to lock on. Agent Quantum had a split second to either bemoan the unfairness of it all or take action, and Professor Quantum knew exactly which he’d choose.

“Richard, start locking from the left side, Plasmodia, put them down. Tachyonic and I will fend off the others.” Agent Quantum leapt into the fray, smashing his fist into the nearest adversary and visibly denting the metal. Tachyonic was his usual blurry self, dashing around the battlefield, cutting exposed wires and loosening bolts. After so many rounds with these opponents, everyone had learned their weak points.

While Agent Quantum and Tachyonic were in melee, Richard and Plasmodia used a different approach. The leftmost robot started to walk forward, only to find its feet perfectly joined to the metal floor. So far as powers went, the ability to create short-term bonds at a distance was fairly limited; what made Richard’s notable was the potency of the bonds. When he forged two objects together, nothing short of Jokull or Lodestar strength could part them before the time ran out.

Since her enemy was pinned in place, Plasmodia had no trouble firing a beam right through its torso, slowly melting through the smooth outer armor before reaching the crunchy electronics inside. Once the armor was gone, the robot lit up like an exploding Christmas tree, lights flashing and popping before it collapsed in a pile of half-melted scrap.

Unfortunately, the robots were there to do more than just take beatings, and Agent Quantum felt the familiar sting of low-powered energy bolts rain down on his skin. They wouldn’t do lasting damage, but damnation did they hurt. He knew it was intentional, and even justifiable to an extent. If he wasn’t preparing to be injured out in the field, Agent Quantum would be doing himself a disservice. But these felt like they’d been fine-tuned to cause as much pain as possible, and Agent Quantum would be shocked if that weren’t exactly what Professor Quantum had done.

With the rain of bolts, their formation fell apart. Richard panicked and started binding any robot who shot at him, in no way stopping them from aiming and allowing those Plasmodia targeted to dodge. The lack of control spilled over into Agent Quantum and Tachyonic’s bout, as they were unable to keep up with the number of bodies moving to smash them.

Agent Quantum fought on with all he had, using the training to its fullest. He knew what it felt like to be outclassed, stuck in a helpless match, and with no other choice but to push on regardless. Bolts seared every inch of his exposed skin, metal fists pounded against his flesh, yet Agent Quantum refused to yield. He drank in the chaos, the helplessness, the sense of being overpowered.

This was the wall he had to climb, the hurdle to clear if he ever hoped to stand against the Alfred Settlers of the world.

In the end, however, determination wasn’t enough to overcome the disparity. Agent Quantum took an ill-timed hit to the gut, doubling him over and allowing the robots to pile on. By the time they finally retreated, the exercise having been officially failed, Agent Quantum had blood dripping down the side of his mouth. Pulling himself back up, he spared a short glance to the albatross named Richard that had been shackled around their necks. It was clear at a glance who the weakest point of the team was, and the fact that Richard was also putting in the least effort to improve didn’t help Agent Quantum’s disposition either.

He said nothing, though, merely looked up once more to the cold eyes drinking in every detail of the scene. Professor Quantum stared back, gaze lingering on the blood for a mere sliver of a second, before his lips parted to speak.

“Again.”


Chapter 32



The sun sat low on the horizon as four people stepped through a hole in space itself. They appeared in a small alley behind a dry-cleaner and a pet store, glimpses of a nearly empty room with two people visible briefly on the other side of the portal.

One was clad in a white suit reminiscent of a beekeeper’s, complete with matching hood. This was more formfitting than those tended to be, with bits of armor added in and metal rings adorning the entire surface. A soft buzzing could be heard as insects appeared near him then fanned out to scan the area, the telltale sound that Pest Control was on the scene.

Next was a man in sweeping, artful robes carefully tailored to never get underfoot. In the last year, golden thread had been used to sew in several sigils, though whether they were functional or decorative remained to be seen. From his hip hung the wand gifted by Balaam, too useful to toss away despite the tainted association. He used it to form a quick symbol on the nearby wall, obscuring their alleyway from outside view. While he had severe limitations in combat, the villain known as Glyph had found ample ways to make himself useful.

Their third was a hulking figure, easily the largest of the lot, with green scales and bulging muscles. Her body was covered in armor that shifted as needed, designed in a style that one might think echoed a Roman centurion, or the meta-human named Thuggernaut. Sniffing the air as she emerged, Bahamut walked quickly to the mouth of the alley, ready to intercept if anyone attempted a surprise attack.

Last was a figure of darkness, highlighted by flickers of red. Unlike the original, clunky design from their training days, this suit moved with dangerous grace. The sun’s fading light caught the dark metal of the suit, unable to manage more than the briefest of reflections on the odd material. Hephaestus gave the pair called Tunnel Vision a thumbs up, and the portal closed.

They had arrived in Pascagoula. They were officially on a job.

Hephaestus was surprised by the sense of excitement and nervousness rolling through her. Typically, when she put on the suit, it was either for testing purposes or shit had already gotten out of hand. Rarely was she knowingly walking into danger, meta-suit or not. Her gaze kept flicking upward, hunting for a silver figure ready to leap out, but the late afternoon sky was cloudless and clear.

“My bugs are at the meeting point,” Pest Control informed then. He was standing with his eyes closed, focus split among the dozens of summoned insects whose senses he could share. “I see a short man holding a briefcase, looks like our guy. Scouting for any accomplices or traps.”

While they waited for the all-clear, Hephaestus cycled through her systems to make sure everything was running smoothly. It was the fifth time she’d done such a check since donning her suit; no matter how careful they’d been, part of her couldn’t help expecting VRX77 to strike. If that happened, Hephaestus intended to be ready.

After only a few minutes, Pest Control opened his eyes. “Nothing out of the ordinary I can spot. If he’s got traps, they’re too well-hidden for my bugs to find.”

“An unlikely surprise from a person who’s employed the guild before,” Bahamut pointed out. “Remember, everyone, the job starts from the moment we get into Arden’s car. If his buyer is planning something shady, there’s no guarantee they’ll wait until we arrive to strike.”

“Which is why I’m supposed to create a glyph of protection on the vehicle as soon as we’re in.” Glyph’s smile was visible below the dark fabric of his mask, which started just below the nose. “I promise, I was paying attention during the review.”

Bahamut nodded stiffly. “You protect the vehicle itself, I’ll be there too in case something slips past. Pest Control will scout ahead with his bugs, and Hephaestus will be flying overhead, watching for any suspicious cars or fast metas approaching.”

Glyph turned toward Hephaestus and spun his wand on his hand. With a few quick motions, he etched a symbol onto her armor in purple energy. Her entire suit began to shimmer, light warping around her to hide the dark metal suit that was standing there. She was far from invisible, but nobody glancing at the sky would likely notice anything amiss.

Preparations complete, the quartet emerged from their alley, the lingering shadows suddenly gone as Glyph released his power. There were no other pedestrians nearby; the locale they’d selected was a small strip mall off the highway, desirable due to its low foot traffic and proximity to their real meeting place.

It was only a five-minute walk, yet Hephaestus could see their destination immediately. It was a massive, sprawling complex of a gas station that would never have been viable in a place like Ridge City; the amount of land needed was staggering. Staring down from a giant sign looming above the station was their mascot, a smiling superhero whose mask resembled a toilet.

Flush Rush had never been the most the beloved of capes; his power of moving faster the worse he had to pee came across as more comedic than inspiring. Still, when he’d retired from active duty and gone into private enterprise, the man had found his true calling. Flush Rush Stations were all over the country, especially on heavily-driven highway routes, a fact Hephaestus knew from trying to figure out which of these they were supposed to meet at.

Despite the dozens of cars using the station, it still appeared largely empty thanks to the vast size. Even after technically arriving, the four villains had quite a long walk through the parking lot, earning more than a few honks and stares.

“Okay, maybe next time we pick a drop point that’s a little closer?” Hephaestus grumbled.

“Safety over convenience,” Bahamut shot back.

“What if we’d arranged for a car to be waiting for us?” Pest Control suggested. “Then we could have driven over.”

Bahamut stopped in place for a split second. “Shit. Yeah, that would have been easier. Guess we’ll know for future jobs.”

There was little point in dwelling on the plans they hadn’t made, so the four soldiered onward, heading for the station’s massive main building. Inside would be well-cleaned bathrooms, large displays of snacks, and entire walls of Flush Rush merchandise. None of which would concern the villains, who didn’t plan to set foot inside. Their target was waiting just outside the building, patiently holding a briefcase.

Arden Norles was an unassuming fellow, save for the bowl cut of his soft blond hair, which added to his short stature to creature a childish impression. His eyes were wild, however, drinking in every detail as they darted about. The moment they appeared, his focus locked onto the approaching bodyguards. He even went so far as to offer up a small wave.

The various people using the station did stare at the quartet who wandered past the pumps, but rather than yells of fear or shock, most people either ignored them or offered encouragement. None of them were exactly household names, and it was common knowledge that villains didn’t go walking around in their costumes in broad daylight, so the onlookers naturally assumed this was a crew of capes up to some saccharine agenda.

It was somewhat embarrassing, though Hephaestus couldn’t pin down why, and she picked up the pace slightly. Even moving briskly, it still took a fair while for them to walk across the massive parking lot, at last reaching Arden, who waited patiently.

For a moment, neither party spoke, until Bahamut lightly popped herself on the forehead and hurried to the front. “The Eastern wind smells of trouble.”

“And the Western calls with adventure,” Arden replied, completing the code phrase that had been established. “You’re my protection, I presume, or assassins in for a major disappointment.”

“The former,” Bahamut confirmed. “I’m Bahamut. With me are Pest Control, Glyph, and Hephaestus.” She pointed down the line while speaking, and each member nodded or raised their hand in turn.

Arden looked them all over carefully. “You’re certainly menacing, I’ll give you that. Yet, with apologies, I don’t recognize a single one of you. I’m certain you’re all quite capable, I’m fully aware of the guild’s standards. What concerns me is that often one’s reputation is as much a deterrent as their presence, and you don’t have one.”

It was Pest Control who stepped forward, his convivial tone still clear despite the head-covering mask. “The thing about reputations is that to have them, you need survivors. This crew isn’t adept at hitting softly. If someone comes at us, we put them all the way down.”

While it was a bit of a loose interpretation of the truth, Hephaestus did have a few kills to her name, and that was without including mindless monsters like the zwarks.

And considering that she’d cut the head off a wounded enemy and offered it to her mentor, it was hard to argue she was good at holding back.

“Would you be willing to run down your abilities for me, so I know what I can rely on you for?” Arden asked.

“Absolutely not.” Bahamut’s voice was firm, bordering on dangerous. “You can rely on us for protection. The details beyond that are up to us. If you don’t like it, cancel the job and eat the fifty percent fee.”

To that, Arden grinned, making him appear even younger. “Excellent. For a moment I feared they’d sent me inexperienced rookies. Very well then, I shall put my life in your hands.”

Raising his hand, Arden made a gesture, and suddenly there was a large SUV where an empty parking spot had previously sat. Most of the quartet jumped in surprise, though Hephaestus remained still, at least externally. No one could see if the fire inside had flared with shock at the sudden appearance.

“My power, on the other hand, is one you will need to understand for this transaction. It’s also not much of a secret and is in fact part of my selling strategy as a broker.” He popped open the passenger side door and climbed in, leaving the four villains staring at the driver’s side.

Once he recovered from the surprise, Glyph moved toward the car, then stopped. Producing his wand, he formed a glowing purple sigil on the hood, where it flashed once before dimming. “Pretty proud of this one. A little something to help us pass without notice, in case anyone is keeping watch.”

“Like the necklaces Arcanicus lent us?” Hephaestus asked.

“Exactly like that,” Glyph confirmed, flashing a mischievous grin before climbing inside. One more reminder that he and Pest Control hadn’t been idling away their last year; both were working hard to learn and grow as much as possible.

Pest Control took a seat in the third row, leaving Bahamut with her pick from a pair of captain’s chairs in the second. Once they were all inside, save for Hephaestus who waited by the door, Arden tapped the screen, illuminating a pre-planned route. “Standard GPS, obviously, I’ve never trusted the Quantum systems.”

Arden turned around in his seat to better address the rest of the vehicle.

“My ability is something I call sealed space. Essentially, I can create anchored dimensional pockets that hold items. This briefcase, for example.” Arden popped the case he’d been carrying, opening it to reveal nothing inside. “It’s empty, and it will be empty until I unseal the package my client has requested. Same way I stored the SUV in my watch. What makes this especially potent is that the pockets persist after my death, meaning killing me ensures the client will never get what they’re after.”

“How do you know the effect persists after death?” Hephaestus asked. There were a lot of wonders in their world, yet the gates of death swung firmly in one direction.

A flash of sadness touched Arden’s eyes, though no one could tell if it was genuine or contrived. “The power is hereditary, I’m the third generation to inherit it. Each of us has our own variation, but the foundations have been consistent. Including posthumous persistence.”

“Meaning they’re unlikely to target you for immediate death,” Bahamut surmised. “Kidnapping and torture would be the greater concern.” She smiled, the gesture pulling back her snout-like mouth and revealing oh so many sharp teeth. “Good, that gives us a clear advantage.”

Pest Control leaned forward so he could be heard from the back. “Do you have any information about the buyer? We weren’t able to uncover much at all, by all accounts he seems like a nobody that just started making waves.”

“Sadly, that encompasses most of my knowledge as well,” Arden admitted. “What worries me is that very silence. Usually when a new meta with ambition appears to stir things up, there’s endless rumors and gossip. Yet here we have a relative unknown gobbling up what should be larger threats without so much as a whisper. While it might be mere paranoia, I feel far more comfortable finishing this contract with you four along.”

As their SUV headed for the highway and Hephaestus took to the air, the sun’s final rays vanished from the horizon. Night had come to Pascagoula, and trouble was fast on its heels.


Chapter 33



The past week had been one of the busiest in Donald Moss’s life. After the initial attack of monsters the prior Saturday, he’d expected things to calm down. Instead, the AHC had been dispatching constant patrols, sweeping for more dimensional interlopers before they could cause any damage.

While Cyber Geek and his team hadn’t encountered any since their giant mouth monster, he’d seen more than a few patrols return in rough shape. Without any means to predict the dimensional breaches, all they could do was spread a wide net and hope to be near enough to react.

So it was no wonder Donald was looking forward to having Sunday off. His team was scheduled for much needed rest, with only one last patrol to get through. They’d been dispatched to Biloxi, Mississippi, which had seen three separate breaches over the last seven days. No one was sure why some places saw more activity, but the patterns were being noted and incorporated into their patrol schedules.

Standing atop one of the beachfront casinos, Cyber Geek put the spyglass to his eye, searching the area. The Wise Captain’s Spyglass from Unexplored Depths had no combat properties, but in terms of scouting, it was an incredible tool. Designed for a game about ocean exploration, the spyglass would highlight hidden treasure with a golden glow and unseen dangers with a red one. It was meant to search for sunken chests guarded by sea monsters, but nothing in the game had ever specified it had to be used on water.

The town of Biloxi spread out below, Cyber Geek could see dozens of small gold and red lights. Treasure didn’t have to be doubloons, after all, it was anything a person valued enough to tuck away somewhere safe. It was the same for danger: there were all manner of small risks that came from interacting with other people, especially potential meta-humans. None of them represented an immediate concern.

As he continued to scout, Cyber Geek began making wider sweeps, working to encompass more of the area. During one especially long-ranged search, he caught sight of something that stilled him completely.

“Medley, we’ve got trouble.”

Medley’s voice crackled instantly over the communicator, sounds of crashing surf working to overtake his words. Considering his exceptional sense of smell, Medley was hunting on the ground, hoping to catch scent of any threats before they could reach civilization. “Spot another uninvited visitor?”

“I… I don’t think so.” Cyber Geek adjusted his viewing angle, trying to get a better sight. A dark red light pulsed at the edge of his vision, miles from Biloxi proper. It wasn’t the most dangerous color for enemies, however that hue represented serious peril. If it was a dimensional invader, they had to hope Lodestar arrived quickly. In his efforts to get a better look at the light, Cyber Geek pulled his spyglass even further back, catching another unexpected sight.

Three more red lights, one nearly as dark as the first he’d spotted, were moving briskly toward their solo counterpart. Stranger still, this grouping had a burning golden light with them as well. Four serious dangers, three together and one alone, carrying something of incredible value.

Had Cyber Geek lifted his spying tool a touch higher, he might have realized his count was off by one. But like so many people, he failed to look up when scouting for threats.

“No, this doesn’t feel like another monster.” Cyber Geek lowered the spyglass, composing his thoughts. Danger didn’t mean hostility; even Medley showed up as red to the spyglass. But danger at that level spoke to high levels of capability, the sort most meta-humans wouldn’t attain without practice. To his knowledge, the only forces who trained that hard were superheroes, and the criminals who wanted to stand against them.

Switching over to the AHC’s direct channel, Cyber Geek kept Medley on the line as well. Depending on the answers they got, better if both were ready to move. “This is Cyber Geek; I need to request a proximity check for any other AHC members or allies.”

“One moment,” said the calm voice on the other end. Much as Cyber Geek felt compelled to politely learn the names of those who worked the support lines, there were simply too many of them. He wasn’t certain he’d ever spoken to the same person twice.

Roughly twenty seconds later, the reply came. “Proximity check complete. The only known AHC member within twenty-five miles is Medley, who we show as a member of your team.”

“Thank you,” Cyber Geek replied, disconnecting from the direct channel so he and Medley could speak. “I’ve got three serious threats with a substantial treasure moving toward a fourth. We now know they aren’t superheroes. Doesn’t necessarily mean they’re villains, though. Could be three unusually powerful meta-friends on a road trip.”

“You think that happens a lot?” Medley probed.

“I’ll grant you, it’s not likely, but we can’t go in assuming the worst.” Cyber Geek lifted the spyglass again, trying to discern where the three lights would meet their fourth. At the speeds they were moving, the trio was probably on a highway, which tracked with the unchanging direction. “That said, I also don’t think we can just sit back and hope they don’t cause trouble. Let’s go check what they’re up to.”

Leaping off the casino building, Cyber Geek’s fall was far less perilous than onlookers might have feared, the jetpack on his back automatically slowing the fall. After discovering the usefulness of flight, Cyber Geek had invested dozens of hours into his copy of Rocket Rangers, powering up the jetpack with every upgrade he could afford.

The hard work had resulted in much smoother controls, which combined with his aerial training to create a sense of intent when he flew, rather than looking like a man strapped to a rocket going where it willed. Cyber Geek touched down on the beach mere feet from Medley, whose animalistic face was contorted into a visible frown.

“I don’t want the harness.”

“If you’ve got a better way to catch up with a speeding car, I’m all ears,” Cyber Geek countered. It was the same argument they’d had multiple times since Cyber Geek unlocked one particular upgrade: the extraction harness. In Rocket Rangers it was used to transport rescued prisoners discovered during the missions, whereas Cyber Geek mostly used it to haul teammates over long distances. It reduced the fuel penalty for the excess weight, though putting it on did tend to be cumbersome and time-consuming, making it a poor fit for fast flights.

With a trackable target, however, it was time well-spent, and in roughly three minutes Cyber Geek had gotten his larger friend strapped to his chest. Medley had to lean back so Cyber Geek could keep his feet on the ground as they worked. When the process was finally complete, Cyber Geek shot up into the air, rockets blazing on his back. Once they reached a high enough altitude, he lifted the spyglass once more, peering downward.

Sure enough, the three red lights had made considerable progress toward the last of their number. The four would collide before Cyber Geek could arrive, though that wasn’t necessarily bad. Catching them when everyone was together made it less likely any would escape, even if Cyber Geek did worry about the contrast in numbers. He dialed back into the direct line, reporting their situation in case backup was available.

It was technically possible this was a harmless gathering of people who happened to be powerful. Yet the closer Cyber Geek flew to those dark red lights, the more he remembered what it was those crimson hues promised.

Danger.
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The Filthy Pearl wasn’t an easy establishment to find. Once their SUV left the highway and passed the dockyard, they were soon on a series of back roads that didn’t really seem to qualify as streets. Huge, mossy trees hung overhead, blocking out much of the sky, adding a sense of eeriness to the surroundings. At last, just as their GPS indicated, they reached the final location.

Crunching to a halt on the gravel, they pulled to a stop in front of a rustic wooden building decorated with old Christmas lights and peeling white paint. Without any fanfare, Hephaestus circled the building once, then landed in front of the vehicle.

A large patio stretched out from the entrance, crowded with various stools and chairs for people to rest on. Inside, Hephaestus could detect the strains of music, though the specific song was lost through the walls. Behind the bar, dark water stretched out. With all the turns they’d taken, Hephaestus wasn’t sure if this was a massive pond or they were directly on the Gulf; what she did know was that they were isolated.

That was a dangerous detail, yet one that also worked for their purposes. Arden and Glyph took a few extra moments to exit the vehicle, as they had some final preparations to undertake. Pest Control and Bahamut emerged first, the former releasing a swarm of insects as he did. Amidst the clouds of mosquitos that already roamed the area, the new additions were all but undetectable.

“Got anything?” Bahamut asked softly.

“Inside looks like you’d expect, lots of people drinking and carousing.” Pest Control paused, face unseen as he contemplated the flow of information. “There’s something off, though. I can’t quite pin it down; the scene just doesn’t feel quite right.”

Hephaestus activated the thermal camera on her helmet, peering through the wall to take a look herself. As Pest Control had indicated, there was indeed a crowd inside. Hephaestus didn’t initially catch the issue either; it wasn’t until she turned back toward her team without remembering to disable the camera that understanding clicked into place.

“They’re cold.” She checked again, confirming the results. “Not by a lot, but the difference is noticeable. Maybe five or so degrees.”

“Thermal-based powers at work?” Bahamut tossed out.

Pest Control shook his head. “There’s no signs of cold inside, and my bugs would be susceptible. Hephaestus is right though, now that I look closer, everyone inside is pale and a little lethargic.”

The last two doors opened, permitting Glyph and Arden to emerge. Seconds later, the SUV vanished as Arden made another gesture, tapping an unassuming ring on his pinky. He smiled at the bodyguards, seemingly at ease, before tilting his head toward the door. “Shall we?”

“Positions.” Bahamut was taking her own spot as she gave the order, falling in at the front of the line. Next came Pest Control, then Arden, followed by Glyph, with Hephaestus at the rear. They’d needed to spread out their heavy hitters in case of attacks from the back, and Hephaestus had the better suite of ranged attacks, meaning she got the rear position. Glyph and Pest Control were on support, defending Arden and pitching in on a fight if possible. Tactics they hoped wouldn’t be necessary.

The boards underfoot groaned as Hephaestus stepped onto the porch, causing her to dial back the suit’s weight slightly. The array of smaller gravity distortion devices woven through the suit combined with the larger ones at its core allowed her to walk about in the incredibly dense metal like it was no heavier than a winter jacket. Of course, sometimes she wanted extra mass behind her blows, and that was where being able to alter her weight on the fly came in handy.

Crossing the doors of the Filthy Pearl, Hephaestus found an interior that matched up well to the exterior. Sawdust covered the floor, wooden barrels were used as tables, and more garish Christmas lights wound along the balconies of the two upper floors. While the music didn’t cut out when they walked in, every eye in the house did turn in their direction. Considering that Bahamut had been the first to walk through the door, that was an understandable reaction. Most people would stare at an enormous, green-scaled humanoid dragon strolling into their watering hole.

Stranger was that the looks only lasted for a few moments before everyone collectively went back to their drinking. Someone stumbled up from their table to play darts, and Pest Control let out a sharp gasp.

“Fuck.” His voice dropped to a whisper, pulling the others in closer. “I know what was bothering me about this scene. That’s exactly what it feels like: a scene. I used to do community theatre, and this is how it looks when a director tells people to pretend they’re having fun at a bar. Look, they aren’t even really drinking.”

Watching closer, Hephaestus realized Pest Control was spot on. Although the guests were frequently and freely lifting their mugs to their mouths, the overall level of liquid remained consistent. It was all pantomime, production, a false image to make them drop their guard.

“My, my. I did not expect those renowned for their brutality to possess such keen talents of observation.”

The speaker stepped forth from the shadows of the third floor, standing at the balcony for all to see. He wore an oddly elaborate outfit – full suit and vest beneath a billowing cloak, topped off by a shiny red amulet hanging from his neck. Hephaestus was certain there hadn’t been any heat signatures higher up when she scanned, so she briefly cycled her camera to thermal once more to double-check. Sure enough, the readings told the same story: their new arrival was room-temperature.

“Good evening, Count Trentomir.” Arden offered a small wave before patting his suitcase. “I brought the package as requested. Once you hand over payment, we can wrap this up and everyone leaves happy.”

“Would that I could,” Count Trentomir replied, sounding genuinely regretful. “Sadly, the costs of the item were far beyond what our meager budget could afford. Thus, I am afraid we must be gauche and take the route of violence, if needed. My thralls will happily accept your offering. Whether you hand it over willingly or not is your decision.”

With a snap of his fingers, the entire bar stopped. Every eye was on them, but this time there was a malevolence behind the attention. Before they could move, Bahamut stepped forward, voice raised. “This is your only warning. Arden hired us to ensure the deal is properly honored. Pay what you owe, finish the deal, and end it peacefully. Otherwise, I promise you’ll lose a lot more than cash.”

Count Trentomir grinned at the threat, revealing a pair of sharp teeth pointing down from the top of his mouth. Hephaestus had to give it to him, he’d really gone all out on the vampire cosplay… except people in costumes should still have normal body temperatures.

“I have wondered about the fearsome reputation of the guild’s foot soldiers. This will be an excellent chance to test its veracity.” He snapped his fingers once more, calling the attention of every pale figure in the bar. “Thralls, rip them apart.”


Chapter 34



Seeing a room full of people suddenly rush their position made Hephaestus feel, for one snap of a moment, a rush of worry. Then she shifted, sensing the weight of her armor, and remembered just who it was these dumbfucks were barreling toward. The first of the so-called thralls neared her position at the rear, a middle-aged man with a slight tint of red to his eyes. Hephaestus caught him in the skull with a solid punch before he ever had a chance to strike.

His head snapped back at the same time his neck made a worrying crack and down went the first thrall. Despite the sound, he wasn’t dead, still rolling and twitching about on the ground. It was such a strange sight that Hephaestus allowed herself to be distracted, giving the next thralls time to get in close.

Two of them leapt onto her, their hands pressing against her shoulders and arms like they were trying to tear them off. These thralls felt stronger than most humans, but in the meta-human world, that was barely a baseline. Even Hephaestus had a bit of amplified strength in her human form, and her armor had been designed to handle far worse.

Grabbing both thralls by the necks, she peeled them off and slammed their heads forcefully together. Seconds later, Hephaestus bore an unexpected resemblance to her mentor as blood and brain matter dripped down the front of her meta-suit. While the thralls were more durable than normal people, Hephaestus was still getting a sense of how much power was needed to take them down.

Clearly, she’d overshot.

There was no time to linger on the frightful scene, as more thralls were drawing close. Hephaestus used her moment of freedom to check on the others. Pest Control was surrounded by a swarm of his meta-wasps with three thralls lying at his feet, covered in stings. His bugs were covering Arden and Glyph as well, the latter of whom had put on a sigil on one of the chairs, which was now floating around and bashing thralls in the back of the head. Bahamut stood tall and strong at the front, mighty green fists smashing into three thralls at once, hurling them into and through the Filthy Pearl’s back wall.

High above them all, still staring down with visible delight, was Count Trentomir.

Hephaestus turned in time for another thrall, a woman with wild hair and the same slightly red-tinted eyes, to try and bite through the armor on her torso. The effort failed miserably, shattering her teeth only an instant before Hephaestus leveled another punch, sending her twitching to the floor.

Scanning the room, Hephaestus realized why the count was in such fine spirits. What they’d seen in terms of thralls was only the tip of the iceberg. More were coursing down through the windows, some jumping directly into combat rather than bothering with stairs. Worse, she noted that several had eyes that were brighter hues of red, closer to the crimson irises of Count Trentomir. Pretty soon, they were going to be overrun.

Were it just she and Bahamut, the situation wouldn’t be especially dire. Numbers were useful to an extent, but if the thralls were incapable of breaking through their armor and scales, then it was only a matter of grinding through them. Pest Control and Glyph weren’t nearly as durable, though, and of course, there was the actual client to consider.

No sense in going through this much trouble and not getting paid.

After all, she wasn’t just a melee fighter. Hephaestus was even stronger when using her ranged weapons. Seeing the flood of thralls rushing forward, she didn’t hesitate. Opening both palms, Hephaestus fired in two directions at once, sweeping her beams along the row of second-floor windows from which most of the thralls were pouring down.

They were moving so fast, in fact, that there was no time to consider what Hephaestus was actually doing, leaving her unprepared for the explosions of blood and fire that bloomed overhead. While some of the thralls were injured by the beams, others instantly caught fire from the heat as the concussive force of the blow tore chunks from their body. The flames spread quickly, given that the entire building was made of wood, racing along the balcony to find more fuel.

Hardened as she thought herself, the sight still gave Hephaestus pause. She’d been pitting herself against capes and other villains for over a year; this was her first time being wildly stronger than her opponents.

Well, first time with her own powers, anyway. She was pretty sure Hallowville didn’t count.

At the recollection of her October adventure, the clues clicked into place. The outfit, the name, calling his followings thralls, the way they shared an echo of his eye color… it was so stunningly, stupidly obvious. She’d assumed he was a meta-human who’d gone with a vampiric theme; horror icons were classic choices among those with corresponding powers. But it was starting to look like Count Trentomir had the abilities of an actual vampire, which suited Hephaestus just fine.

After all, vampires still burned.

Before she acted on the information, a flash of movement caught her eye. Using the distraction of the flames, an especially nimble thrall had dashed forward. This one had eyes so red they practically gleamed, moving at speeds Hephaestus couldn’t match without thrusters, his gaze centered directly on Arden. Pest Control’s bugs didn’t even slow the thrall down, his narrow fingers reaching for Arden’s neck, drawing ever closer… until suddenly the arm was gone, and the thrall had been hurled into the bar, shattering his back.

Standing in front of Arden was Glyph, holding a smoking piece of paper. Apparently he’d been learning all sorts of new magic and was happy to put on a display. The wasps that had been destroyed by the blast refilled as Pest Control summoned more, rebuilding their barrier before the next wave of thralls arrived.

That charge had been blunted by Hephaestus, whose flames were rapidly covering more and more of the second floor, rising up to the roof where frantic scrambling could be heard. Thralls were leaping over their burning brethren, trying to escape without catching aflame themselves. Numbers had been a factor in their favor, until the fire made it a disadvantage. Hephaestus filed that away for future consideration; there was probably a good lesson to take from the exchange. But reflection came after the work was done.

Firing another round of beams, Hephaestus contained her shots to the second floor. Tempting as it was to pick off those who’d made it to ground level, the flames spread way too fast. If she lit the floor on fire, her allies might get roasted before they had a chance to escape.

The notion hit Hephaestus harder than any blow delivered so far in the fight: why weren’t they escaping? It seemed pretty obvious that Count Trentomir had no intention of paying for his purchase, so did they really need this fight? Why not just grab Arden and run for it? Given how easily they were handling his thralls, she and Bahamut could hang back to let the others flee, buying time until there was adequate distance.

Glancing at her friends, Hephaestus was just in time to see Bahamut punch a thrall so hard that they flew into two more that were running to join in, sending all three down in a tangle of limbs. The meta-wasps had begun venturing out of the barrier, stinging any thrall inattentive enough to let them land. Within the spray of bugs, she could see the purple glow of Glyph’s wand, creating something especially complicated.

Why hadn’t the idea of running even occurred to them? Because she was not here as Tori, meta-suit inventor and occasional office drone. She was here as Hephaestus, representing The Guild of Villainous Reformation. The more afraid people were of that organization, the less they tried to step out of line. This was an opportunity, a chance to strengthen the guild’s image by proving their power or lessen it by scampering away into the night.

Of course, there was also the chance that they were all just the stubborn sort who refused to back down from a fight.

But she was tired of picking through the, as Ivan would say, fodder. She was starting to understand his distaste for it. There was no challenge or glory in crushing these thralls; mechanically it was little different from chopping wood. The whole enterprise seemed needlessly wasteful, why did they keep attacking a force that was already proven stronger?

Why did so many criminals empty their bullets at capes and then throw the gun? There was an inherent part of the human psyche that insisted they could, with enough gumption and effort, make the impossible happen.

And it was a liar.

Hephaestus punched too hard, accidentally crushing a thrall’s sternum. Some gaps were too great for effort to bridge. She’d experienced that frustration herself several times, though never more keenly than against Alfred Settler. The world wasn’t fair; it didn’t have balanced scales. Knowing that, Hephaestus didn’t feel especially compelled to play fair either.

Raising her hands once more, she took aim. Rather than blast beams of energy into the second floor, though, she tilted them slightly higher. A pair of energy beams lanced directly through Count Trentomir, piercing the upper section of his skull and the middle of his stomach. Yet he continued to grin, even as the section of roof over his head caught fire, joining the rest of the blaze.

When the beams cut off, Hephaestus knew something was wrong. There was no blood, for one thing. Using her lenses to zoom in, she was able to make out dense fog filling in the parts of Count Trentomir where her beams had hit. As she watched, the fog solidified, becoming flesh once more. It was a process she was intimately familiar with, because her body did the exact thing, only with fire rather than fog.

“He can phase into smoke!” Hephaestus called out, alerting her compatriots to the newly-discovered hurdle. Any form of incorporeality made things tricky, and she didn’t even know if fog had a direct elemental counter, the way her flames would be weakened by cold.

“But of course!” The overdressed man in question planted his right leg atop the balcony railing, like he was posing pre-leap. “I, the great Count Trentomir, did enter Hallowville, delve the Nosferatomb, and return with one of the lost Relics of Lore. For my great accomplishments, I was bestowed with the powers of one of the greatest monsters myth has ever known.”

Based on the speed and content of his reaction, Hephaestus formed an instant hypothesis that he’d been waiting for someone to talk to or about him as an opening to give this speech. Were they not in a building full of dead and burning bodies thanks to his bullshit, she probably would have pitied the guy.

Though he wasn’t done by any means; if anything, the count was picking up steam. “Sadly, I was denied the vampire’s greatest gift, the power to create more. Still, by sharing my blood, I am able to empower the weak humans who seek my stewardship. In return for service, I offer what no other employer can match: a taste of true power. For those who prove worthy, more than a morsel – I give them greatness.”

The thralls had kept coming as Count Trentomir spoke, several arriving already partially burned. Hephaestus caught sight of another especially bright-eyed one making a charge, only this time it wasn’t at Arden. The burly fellow had his sights set on Bahamut, who was weighed down swatting a smaller thrall that had climbed onto her back.

Dialing back the power and aiming with great care, Hephaestus fired. It wasn’t a perfect shot, blowing off the muscular thrall’s leg rather than his torso, but she didn’t cause a fire on the first floor, so it felt like a success. Besides which, the explosion of gore not only slowed the thrall, it brought him to Bahamut’s attention. By the time he limped over, she was ready with a scaly green backhand that sent him through a nearby wall. Hephaestus even heard the splash of the thrall landing.

Checking on Count Trentomir, she found him grinning, happily showing off his fangs. Something was off. Even if they couldn’t hurt him, shouldn’t he be upset at his people getting butchered? Instead of being put off by the display, he appeared near giddy. Eventually, the excitement became too much, and he spoke again.

“Marvelous! You’re all simply marvelous. I confess, part of me feared you wouldn’t live up to that fearsome reputation, yet look at you. Mowing through my thralls without an ounce of mercy. I don’t think they’ve so much as scratched a single one of you so far.” His grin got even wider, and Hephaestus could swear she saw his red eyes pulse.

“I’m building a reputation of my own, you see, and for that I need suitable opponents. With your heads mounted at my feet, people will begin to understand the true power, and danger, of Count Trentomir.”

Grabbing a thrall as it tried to lunge for her, Hephaestus hurled the struggling man up to the second floor, directly into one of the hottest patches of fire. “Hate to be the one to say it, but your plan appears to be going up in shit.”

Count Trentomir’s smile faltered momentarily. “Wouldn’t ‘up in flames’ have been the appropriate pun?”

“Who’s making a pun? I’m saying your plan is shit because you’re an asshole, and a dumb one at that.” Hephaestus swept out her arm, gesturing at the array of broken bodies spread out around she and her fellow villains. “Did you really think a horde of slightly enhanced goons was enough to stop villains from the guild?”

The way Count Trentomir’s eyes lit up, she knew immediately this was another line he’d been waiting for. Sure enough, the count was all but beaming as his own arms swept open.

“Certainly not! And while my blood lacks the ability to change others into vampires, it does have an advantage I expect the classic vampires would lack.” Splashes echoed from outside before several new figures leapt through the charred windows, half a dozen new forms, all with bright red eyes.

“My blood empowers both humans and meta-humans.” Fangs on full display, Count Trentomir pointed down to Hephaestus. “Now the show begins in earnest.”


Chapter 35



When the first beam of energy shot into the night, Cyber Geek very nearly forgot himself and swore. With the spyglass up to his face, he’d gotten a much-too-close view of the burning energy and had to hurriedly blink to clear his eye.

Pulling the spyglass away, he could still make out the following beams thanks to their aerial position. He and Medley were flying along the highway, hurrying to catch up with those gathering red lights, but it seemed their destination had revealed itself through mundane methods. Much as he wanted to hurry forward, Cyber Geek had gotten too many lessons in his own limitations. When it had been a hunch, following on their own was one thing.

Now, they knew for certain trouble was afoot, and that made it the AHC’s concern.

Slowing his flight slightly, Cyber Geek tapped the direct line, making his report. He detailed the location, circumstances, and anticipated time left until he and Medley arrived. Based on what he could see, the locale appeared isolated, but he didn’t know the area nearly well enough to be certain. Which meant they needed to hurry, because there might be innocent civilians nearby.

Even if not, those beams were potent enough to do damage at a distance. It was fortunate they’d all been aimed upward, striking nothing but sky when exiting the building. He could only hope their luck held as the pair streaked across the sky, pushed along by Cyber Geek’s jetpack.

Whatever was going on, soon the superheroes would be there to help.
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One of the six forms vanished, only to appear next to Hephaestus, swinging their legs around in an attempt to sweep out her legs. The effort failed miserably as the newest thrall banged his skin on her armor, earning a slight crack from the bone for his efforts.

The other five leapt down from the smoldering second floor, descending through conventional means. The largest of their lot ran for Bahamut, swinging a meaty fist for her skull. Unlike Hephaestus, she did not merely stand around and let it land. Catching the blow, Bahamut spun the limb and its wielder around using his own momentum, locking the arm into a firm position before the rotation was done.

Snap.

It was so easy for Bahamut to brute force the majority of enemies, sometimes Hephaestus forgot that Beverly had extensive training in hand-to-hand combat. That was a lesson the big thrall wouldn’t be forgetting anytime soon, though, his broken arm hanging limply from the side.

Movement caught Hephaestus’s attention, and she realized the other four thralls were heading right for Arden. Leading the charge was a thrall with sharp scales covering her skin. She reached forward, slicing through the meta-wasp barrier, deadly fingers plunging toward Pest Control’s chest right as he spoke calmly.

“Cennifer, if you would.”

A crunch of wood from below, a blur of sand-colored chitin, and suddenly the grasping thrall was lying in two pieces on the ground. Above her corpse, the twisting form of a massive creature could be seen. At its core, it resembled a centipede, with a long body and countless sharp legs poking out. However, centipedes typically didn’t have mandibles as long as Bahamut’s arms, or chitin thick enough to stop bullets. And they certainly didn’t measure over ten feet long, or prey on the flesh of large mammals.

It had taken Pest Control and Glyph a lot of effort to track down the desert-dwelling meta-insect, but the time was already proving to be well-spent. While Hephaestus wasn’t sure about the naming conventions, the centipede had answered to it, so maybe it enjoyed the moniker. Cennifer wound its body around Pest Control, Glyph, and Arden, offering a stronger barrier as the wasps dissipated. Sustaining a summon that big took a lot of Pest Control’s power; he wouldn’t be able to use other bugs along with Cennifer.

Without warning, the thrall that had been attacking Hephaestus appeared directly above Arden’s head, avoiding the guardian insect entirely. Just before his fingers could make contact, a rune appeared on Arden’s back, releasing a wave of energy. The burst hit the thrall and turned its entire arm into stone. Reacting quickly, the thrall teleported. Or most of it did, at least.

The stone arm crashed to the ground and shattered at the same time the thrall appeared across the room, blood running down the open hole where its limb should have been.

Shock had slowed her for a moment, but Hephaestus kicked herself into action. One of the thralls was dead, two were down arms, that left three unharmed. They’d been stymied by Cennifer, retreating slightly lest they be sliced in twain. The nearest thrall to Hephaestus was a tall man with a ponytail, and she fired a beam of energy directly into his back.

That was the intent, anyway. Before the energy struck, he twisted back and around, nimbly avoiding the shot. In a flash, he was on her, blows landing faster than she could even try to defend. This thrall was fast, meta-fast. Not true super-speed mercifully – it appeared to be a sort of enhanced agility. Paired with the physical boons for being a thrall, it made him a slippery opponent, one that rained down attacks while avoiding any retribution.

In her armor’s former iteration, Hephaestus would have been in trouble, but she’d since upgraded to a far more durable material. Just like with the teleporting thrall, this one couldn’t hurt her, just like she couldn’t land a hit. That did give her the freedom to mentally step back from the fight a bit, reassessing their battlefield.

Bahamut was fighting off another of the unharmed thralls, this one producing a yellow goo from her hands, along with the muscular thrall with a broken arm. The last uninjured thrall was doing something with his hands behind his back, eyes locked with Cennifer. As for the teleporter, he appeared to be more concerned with stemming the font of blood draining from his shoulder.

Considering the scene, Hephaestus took aim and fired, hitting the thrall in front of Cennifer in the base of his skull. The beam tore his head clean off, and as he fell, his hand struck the wooden floor. A wave of gray energy rippled forth, wiping out anything it touched. In under a second, there was a five-foot hole in the center of the floor, announced by a splash as the thrall’s body fell into the swallow waters below.

Hephaestus felt good about the decision, sure she definitely didn’t want to see what that energy would have done to flesh. Unfortunately, it did create problems, as the hole appeared partly under where Pest Control, Glyph, and Arden were all standing. Glyph slipped, tumbling toward the water, only to be caught by Pest Control leaning down at the last moment and snaring his arm. Getting wet wouldn’t cause major harm, but being separated from the group could be very bad for one’s health in situations like these.

With another threat down, Hephaestus returned her focus to the nimble thrall doing a backflip kick against her helm. The ponytail-wearing thrall was too agile for her, and she couldn’t fire recklessly with her friends so close by. So how was she going to deal with him?

It was the blazing second floor that supplied Hephaestus with her answer. She could feel the fire; it resonated with her, especially as her own body burned within the suit. The armor might not have her solution, but Hephaestus was more than the things she built. And her teacher had insisted she learn to wield all the tools available, not just her favorites.

Not bothering to defend at all, Hephaestus locked her focus on the attacking thrall, raising the temperature around them. It was much easier here; normally she’d have to force the air to grow warmer. There was already so much heat coming off that second floor, all it needed was a bit of nudging. Heat wanted to flow toward cold, it was a natural movement of energy. Hephaestus just encouraged the heat to be a little more… enthusiastic.

In seconds, the thrall was sweating, the ponytail hanging damp against the back of his head. As she’d hoped, the increased heat dragged at his concentration and stamina. It wasn’t enough to kill him outright, but between the heat, the sweat, and Hephaestus not having moved in nearly half a minute, the thrall wasn’t prepared for what came next.

Hephaestus snatched one of his legs from the air as he was mid-flip, breaking the ankle with her hand then slamming the shin down so it hit her knee. The thrall collapsed, whimpering in pain, which was when Hephaestus took the chance to break his other leg. Killing someone who’d proven unable to even injure her felt a tad unsporting, so she settled for a painful neutralization.

Bahamut roared as she crushed the spine of the big thrall, slamming her foot down so hard the boards underneath groaned. Figures made from yellow goo tried to rush her, only to be slapped away with casual backhands. One of the figures was larger than the others: it was the thrall who’d been creating the goo, surrounded by glutinous liquid armor. It lashed out at Bahamut, trying to pull the dragon in close. She happily obliged, charging forward and slamming a shoulder into its center of mass. The thrall came bursting out, holding her stomach.

Hephaestus hadn’t been certain at first, however her conclusion became clearer with every opponent. These meta-humans… their powers weren’t very strong. They had useful abilities, true, but in terms of the great meta-scale, these weren’t especially potent. Agility without any sort of force to levy offence or durability to tank hits, a minor boost to size and strength, destructive energy that took way too long to build up – none of these would take the users very far on their own.

Count Trentomir was preying on the weak. Offering them a path to the power that their abilities had denied them. All these thralls were people who’d wanted more for themselves. In a way, they weren’t so different from a younger version of herself. Only they’d trusted the wrong monster with their futures.

With the goo-user beaten, the second wave of thralls was officially bested. The big one had a broken spine, the teleporter had either passed out or died from blood loss, the goo-user was down for the count along with the agile fighter. As for the other two, they were just flat out dead, having been cut in half and lost their head, respectively. It should have felt like a moment of triumph.

Instead, Hephaestus felt a cold chill of dread as she looked at Count Trentomir once again. He’d remained up there throughout, never lifting a finger to help his devoted thralls. Not jumping into a fight you couldn’t win was one thing, but why was he still there at all? Facing four villains who’d mowed through his entire army, shouldn’t Count Trentomir be running? Or at least slightly worried?

Count Trentomir showed none of that. He only grinned, the wide mouth showing those garish fangs. “Thank you, my wondrous guests, for putting on the show. I have greatly enjoyed my peek into the power of villains, a glimpse at the danger you pose. Now, having seen your capabilities fully utilized, I am more certain than ever.”

There was flicker of shadow, and he was gone. No, not gone… Hephaestus saw him standing there, on the ground floor, ten feet away from Cennifer and the people it was protecting. Bahamut charged immediately, only to strike empty air as Count Trentomir leaned away. Before she could draw her arm back, his fingernails slashed along her forearm, drawing thin lines of blood through the scales.

“You are all below me, nothing more than prey for my fangs. When my lips are stained with the guild’s blood, none will question my power. All will fall under the rule of the great Count Trentomir.” He vanished in a flicker of shadow once more, this time reappearing much closer.

Specifically, he was standing atop Cennifer’s coiled body, looking down at the trio taking shelter within. “It is a glorious future, one I simply cannot permit to be delayed by petty concerns like payment. If you produce the package before my nails pierce flesh, perhaps I shall even show mercy.”

The count’s hand shot toward Arden, too fast for her to stop even if Hephaestus had been standing close enough to try. As it was, she could do nothing but watch as the same nails that had cut dragon scales thrust toward the neck of someone she’d promised to keep safe.


Chapter 36



With a soft pop Arden vanished, a ball made from shiny green metal dropping to the floor where he’d been. For a brief instant, Hephaestus wondered what the hell sort of vampire power explained that before catching the visible shock on Count Trentomir’s face.

Arden’s power was sealed space… and he’d never said it only worked on inanimate objects. Given that they were trapped in a burning building with a mad vampire, he’d sealed himself away inside an object, presumably somewhere far safer than the Filthy Pearl.

The moment of surprise cost Count Trentomir more than composure, as Bahamut caught him with a punch to the head. It was a mighty blow, one that Hephaestus heard resound across the building, and it sent the smaller man flying back. Only for a moment, however. Count Trentomir recovered quickly, halting himself in midair and pouncing toward Bahamut.

He was so focused on her, in fact, that Count Trentomir failed to notice the armored figure taking aim. When the bolt of energy from Hephaestus’s gauntlet landed this time, it found flesh rather than fog, searing a hole into the count’s torso. Even better than the feeling of landing a shot, Hephaestus had confirmed that the fog power wasn’t automatic. If they could keep Count Trentomir off-balance, they could deal damage.

Rather than continue attacking, the count vanished in a flicker of shadow once again, appearing in his original position on the second floor. Teleportation was a major pain in the ass, which only made Hephaestus want it for herself all the more. More concerning, however, was the wound on Count Trentomir’s left side. Or more specifically, the lack of one.

Hephaestus could only see one singed patch of skin, and even that vanished before her eyes. Teleportation, partial insubstantiality, speed, strength, and now regeneration. Just how many abilities had he gotten from the transformation?

“Perhaps I had the right idea the first time. Strength in numbers.” Count Trentomir tossed open his arms, spreading his cloak wide. At first, Hephaestus thought he was firing shadows from the open cloak, but that was before she caught the high-pitched squeaking.

Bats.

Count Trentomir was firing dozens upon dozens of bats into the building, their flapping wings and screeching chirps turning an already chaotic situation into utter bedlam. And while the bats weren’t going to do any damage to her or Bahamut, they were distracting. It offered excellent cover, assuming one had the mobility and skills to utilize it.

Yet before Count Trentomir could drop his arms and enter the fray, a new sound filled the air. High-pitched shrieks of pain, most of which were short-lived. Bat after bat was falling to the ground, dissolving into shadow after landing. For the brief moment they existed, Hephaestus saw their tiny necks ripped open and their bodies bifurcated.

A buzzing had joined the chirps and shrieks, the constant hum of small wings. Hephaestus finally saw one of their saviors, a beetle the size of her fist with a lovely blue-black shell. Given the size of their mandibles and the way their wings parted flesh, these were clearly more meta-insects. She chanced a glance over at Pest Control, who was easily visible with Cennifer suddenly gone. The tall man was leaning on Glyph, and it was no wonder. He’d had to produce a lot of powerful bugs in short order, and while his ability made it easy to churn out mundane insects all day, the meta-variants took a larger toll.

Which made the swarm of meta-beetles all the more impressive as they carved apart Count Trentomir’s colony of bats. Visibly frustrated, he dropped the cloak and shadow-flickered down next to Glyph. No doubt, he was expecting an easy target with the guardian centipede gone, but the moment his feet touched the ground, they turned solid gray.

“Gee, who could have ever anticipated you would try to attack the one showing the least martial prowess. Truly, you are a renowned master of strategy.” Glyph’s tone was deadpan as he casually walked out of swiping range. His steps revealed a sequence of runes built in a circle, previously invisible thanks to Cennifer’s bulk offering cover.

The gray was moving up Count Trentomir’s legs, past his ankle and up the shin. With growing panic, the vampire struggled, unable to pull his feet from the floor. His form grew momentarily wavy, and Hephaestus thought she caught wisps of fog, but the effect ended where the stone began.

“I’m not the most mythologically-educated, but I’m pretty sure vampires don’t have a defense against getting turned into stone.” Glyph reached down and picked up the green metal ball that appeared when Arden vanished, tucking it into his robes.

“That really depends on personal effort.” In a flash of movement, Count Trentomir’s hands shot down and a spray of blood splashed across Glyph. Just like that, the vampire was free, shadow-flickering back to the third floor, leaving his legs below the knee to finish turning into stone.

Hephaestus opened fire, cursing as she watched the energy hit nothing but fog once again. The stone magic had kept him from going intangible, a chance she hadn’t even realized she was missing. That had been a mistake; she should have kept attacking, never assuming an enemy was down.

Worse, it didn’t seem that his injury would be a long-lived problem. Blood shot out from the stumps of his legs, rapidly forming into the shape of his lost feet. Roughly ten seconds, that was how long it took for Count Trentomir to recover from losing two damn limbs.

Changing tactics, Hephaestus began aiming her bolts at the second floor, connecting the already burning sections. She was getting pretty damn tired of him having a little hidey hole to run back to every time he wanted to regroup. Next time he felt like vanishing, he could jump his ass right into the fire. Flames spread quickly, gobbling up the old wood eagerly. Quick as it moved though, the vampire was faster.

Count Trentomir rose, fully healed, and glowered down at his opponents. “I see now why the guild’s reputation remains so respected. You are persistent thorns, if not particularly sharp ones.”

“We’re not the ones wearing cutoff slacks,” Bahamut pointed out, snickering at the ragged look of his formerly pressed pants. Blood regeneration didn’t work on clothes, evidently.

Of all the indignities he’d suffered so far, that appeared to truly wound Count Trentomir, his face momentarily crumpling before twisting into an expression of pure rage. “Folly on my part, it’s true. I wished to hone my lesser powers and thought you excellent opponents for the task. I see now that this was a job demanding my true strengths.”

[image: ]



“Are you about done?” Ivan glared down from his stool at the snickering figure kneeling before him.

“Of course not. As always, I’m only just getting started.” Auro sprang to his feet in a graceful leap, landing on the stool next to Ivan. “Does that mean the fearsome Conqueror hasn’t returned to put the lands beneath his heel once and for all?”

“I’m here because a friend asked for help,” Ivan replied in his usual blunt tone.

The response widened Auro’s smile slightly. “I appreciate you showing up. More than you realize.”

Maven set a glass of tea down in front of Auro, adding a plastic straw that definitely shouldn’t exist in their current world. “You should just tell him. Dragging it out will only make things worse.” With that, she headed to the other side of the bar, focusing intently on some spot that needed dedicated scrubbing. Like any good bartender, she had a sense for when privacy was called for.

Auro flinched slightly, then sucked down half his tea while Ivan stared, silent and waiting. Happy as he was to see old friends, stepping across the multiverse was no small feat, at least for anyone other than Nexus. He trusted the old snake not to have called without reason, but Ivan wasn’t going to feel at ease until he knew what it was.

Finally, Auro pulled his lips from the straw and spoke. “How long has it been for you?”

“Almost twenty years.” Ivan looked at his friend once more, truly taking his measure. “For you?”

“For me… You’ve been gone for a long time. A long time, Ivan. Even with the way time flows oddly between our realms, I thought surely you had to have died. Yet that coin kept on glowing. Still, I mentally prepared myself to say goodbye, the way some humans do with the animals they keep in their homes. That’s what makes it so funny, in the end.”

Fully turning in his stool, Auro faced Ivan fully for the first time since his entrance. “The truth is, my time is drawing to an end.”

Ivan’s face was unreadable, though his head tilted slightly. “I thought you’d ascended?”

“Not even gods last forever. Faiths change, beliefs shift, and time takes a toll.” Auro pressed his hand to his chest, over where a human’s heart would be. “I can feel it coming, my end drawing near. One of the perks of divinity, we at least get a head’s up before the big finish.”

“So I’m here to save you,” Ivan concluded, beginning to rise from the stool. No matter how much the world had changed, he would find a cure. If people weren’t worshipping, then they just needed a rekindling of their faith. Auro driving off an unkillable monster of a man leaving a trail of havoc seemed an excellent start.

Before he could manage to get a step away, Auro’s hand was on his arm, pulling Ivan back toward his seat. “Words can’t express how much that reaction means to me, and you know my tongue never shies away from such an effort. But no, Ivan, you aren’t here to save me. You’re here because when one reaches the end of a very long life, it is most often a lonely experience. I, however, am fortunate enough to have a dear friend still around.”

Wordlessly, Ivan tipped back his own full glass of tea, downing it in a single go.

“How long do you have?”

“It’s a little fluid, but there’s time left. Long enough to show you the sights and have some fun,” Auro replied.

Ivan nodded, focus shifting to the woman still vigorously scrubbing the same spot across the bar. “Why bring Maven and the Haven here? I’m glad, but it seems like a lot of trouble just for some sweet tea.”

“Certainly not! As a host, it is my duty to provide my guests with the absolute best. Since your favorite beverage can only be acquired firsthand from the Haven itself, I took the necessary steps to make it available.” Auro’s smirk faded somewhat as his tone lowered. “And I thought, given the sad nature of the occasion, maybe you would want to see an old friend around too.”

Same old Auro. Even when facing his own demise, he was thinking about those he cared for. It was a strange thing, the duplicitous reputation of snakes. Despite his seemingly monstrous nature, Ivan had never had a friend more loyal than Auro.

However he wanted to use his final days, Ivan would support him.

“What sorts of sights did you have in mind?”

Auro’s grin returned at full force, the mischievous twinkle in his eyes becoming a full-on beacon. “Fear not, I have the perfect place to start. A gorgeous temple dedicated to a deity with the loveliest shade of cerulean scales.”
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Once, a crafty villain had set a cunning trap for Jokull. When faced with a cape they couldn’t dream of overcoming, they opened a portal to a place the superhero couldn’t hope to survive. He’d charged forward, rushing to stop her, only for a hole in the world to suddenly appear. Tumbling through, Jokull had found himself plunging into the magma of an active volcano.

The pain… it was so strange. How long had it been since anything hurt him? Since he felt vulnerable? The magma seared away that sense of invulnerability. It felt like he spent hours inside before finally crawling his way free. The experience had been among the most hellish of his life.

As for that crafty villain, they were found a few weeks later, head crushed in. If the body was a little colder than it should have been, no one noticed.

Billows of steam rose from the cooling rock around him. Once more Jokull had entered a volcano, but this time of his own accord. Wading into the liquid rock, he could feel the incredible heat pushing at him, fighting to dispel the cold… and failing.

Not even a volcano could reach him anymore. Thinking back to the first time, Jokull was struck by a wave of wistful nostalgia. He hadn’t known how lucky he was, still able to feel, even if it was only pain.

The heat was helping, allowing him to keep the cold from overwhelming his mind. And with that clarity, Jokull realized the time had come. He’d put it off for as long as possible, but he could stand idle no more. It was time to solve this conundrum the only way he knew how. Bert’s plan would make an excellent tool for the job; he only had to accept the role that had already been offered.

Taking a deep breath of the scorching air, Jokull felt only the sharp pang of wintry cold by the time it hit his lungs. Soon, soon he would truly feel again.


Chapter 37



Hephaestus wasn’t prepared for the blow. One moment, Count Trentomir was on the blazing floor above them, then he vanished, only to reappear directly before her. With a casual swipe, he ran his nails across the chest of her meta-suit, striking with enough force that she had to work not to get pushed back. The sound of vampire nails against the augmented metal of her suit was absolutely horrid; even Count Trentomir winced at the cacophony.

Unlike the other attacks, this wasn’t a simple probing strike, however. Again, Count Trentomir attacked, hitting with so much more strength than his lithe frame would indicate. Nails able to cut through even the scales of a dragon flashed against her armor, creating a symphony of dissonance. Those last words hadn’t been all bluster; he was attacking in earnest now.

Yet for all his effort, the armor of Hephaestus was not so easily damaged. No matter how horrific a sound it might make, not one of the nails left a single mark, a fact that appeared to be frustrating the count. He quickened his attacks, focusing on specific areas, forgetting that this was not a battle between him and Hephaestus.

There were four villains present, none of whom it was safe to leave unmonitored.

Bahamut slammed into Count Trentomir, grabbing him in both arms and bolting. It was such a sudden, strange movement that Hephaestus found herself momentarily stunned. It wasn’t until she saw where Bahamut was running that understanding clicked in.

Fast as she could, Bahamut was racing toward a part of the bar already engulfed in flames. In her green dragon form, she wouldn’t be fireproof, but she was still incredibly tough and able to heal. Whereas a vampire, on the other hand, would be extra-susceptible to fire. She couldn’t recall the lore too well in the moment, but fire was usually a supernatural catchall.

Just before Bahamut reached the flames, however, there was another flicker of shadow. In a heartbeat, Count Trentomir was suddenly behind her. Spinning around, he delivered a mighty kick to her spine, sending Bahamut hurtling into, and then through, the already half-burned wall. With a way out opened, Count Trentomir dashed after her, leaving the growing inferno behind.

Hephaestus raced after them, unwilling to leave her friend alone against the foe. Count Trentomir was an odd opponent; he didn’t have enough offensive potential to do much damage to her or Bahamut, but at the same time, his defensive abilities were so stellar they’d yet to leave a lasting wound. Were he just some random asshole, it wouldn’t be a fight worth finishing.

Except that piece of shit had knowingly challenged the guild. He’d wanted this fight and would likely pick another if he thought he could win. Being too dangerous to attack was part of what kept the guild, and all of those in it, safe. Which made Count Trentomir more than just an opponent.

He needed to be an example. A testament of what happened to those who tried their might against the guild’s.

Emerging into the parking lot, Hephaestus was struck by the peace of the outer world. While she could still hear the crackle of flames, it was no longer omnipresent. She could also hear the gentle lapping of waves, the rustle of the wind, and the sound of frantic footsteps. It was that last noise which Hephaestus focused on, shifting her head until she spotted Bahamut and Count Trentomir.

The latter was harassing the former, weaving and bobbing to deliver his shallow slices, vanishing entirely in a flash of shadow if Bahamut drew in too close. Cuts appeared on her scales, only to slowly vanish as they healed over. While Bahamut couldn’t match a vampire’s regeneration, a dragon’s durability wasn’t to be scoffed at. Still, of the two, only one was causing any sort of damage.

Hephaestus tried to puzzle together what they could do. Count Trentomir seemed to have more powers than Ole Chompiford the famous meta-gator had teeth, but there was one uniting factor between them: focus. He’d yet to use any of his abilities concurrently. Bats, fog, teleportation – it all happened one at a time. If they could catch him by surprise, they could cause some hurt.

The trouble was, in seconds that pain would be negated by his ridiculous regeneration. They couldn’t go slow and wear him down; Count Trentomir had to be killed in a single shot. Maybe if she landed a beam to the head, that would count as decapitation? A fully incinerated skull should be as good as one cleaved by a blade. That assumed she could even land the shot, and that her beam had enough stopping power.

Activating the BFC’s charging sequence on her right gauntlet, Hephaestus dove into the fray. She wasn’t going to let Bahamut get beat on while they figured out a plan. Unfortunately, no sooner had she arrived than Count Trentomir vanished, teleporting back to where Hephaestus had emerged from the building. Against the burning backdrop, she spotted two shadowy silhouettes emerge from the blazing bar.

Shit. She’d let herself get baited out, leaving Pest Control and Glyph vulnerable. Hephaestus turned as quick as she could to sprint back, but there was just too much ground to cover. Count Trentomir leapt onto the two figures, his hands easily plunging into their torsos.

Screaming ripped through the night.

Specifically, Count Trentomir’s screaming as swarms of brown insects flowed across his skin, leaving tracks of blood in their wake. Both figures dissolved into the swarms they’d always been, covering the vampire. Moments later, fog funneled up from the clouds of bugs, flying up into the air before once more reforming into Count Trentomir.

His composure was visibly shaken; even as his wounds vanished, he kept staring at the swarm, as if expecting them to suddenly teleport. The real Pest Control and Glyph were wisely staying out of sight, so Count Trentomir’s glares fell upon Bahamut and Hephaestus.

“My patience is at its end. This test has shown all that is needed. You truly believe you can stand against one with the powers of a vampire, a being whose powers are the stuff of myths. The arrogance is insulting. Time to have some fun, and let’s start by seeing if your eyes are as tough as your scales.” Count Trentomir grinned at Bahamut, and Hephaestus tensed, waiting for him to teleport. It could be a ruse, making them think he was aiming for one target then going for another, but that wasn’t a threat she could afford to ignore.

A loud snap rang through the air, and Hephaestus was already running toward Bahamut when she realized… Count Trentomir’s teleportation didn’t have an audible component. She looked back at the floating man, only to find him staring at his own ankle in shock. There, wrapped around his lower leg, was a whip glowing with a dark-red hue.

“Vampire, huh? That’s a cool one, I’ll give you, but here’s the thing: a lot of games use vampires as the main enemy. Which means I’ve got a pretty good assortment of weapons made just for you.”

Standing on the ground, holding the other end of the whip, was the familiar costume of Cyber Geek. Medley was present as well, thick arms wrapped around his friend’s narrow waist, acting as an anchor lest the vampire try to yank Cyber Geek into the air. What the two capes were doing there, Hephaestus had no idea, but she was damned happy for the help. Especially since the whip appeared to be bothering Count Trentomir.

“Now then, can someone explain what’s going on, and why there’s a building on fire?”

Okay, so perhaps the capes showing up wasn’t all to her benefit.

Before anyone could rightfully point the finger at her as the arson culprit, Count Trentomir snarled and lunged, flying down toward Cyber Geek. “What have you done to me!”

Cyber Geek twisted one of his hands on the whip, producing a stream of crackling energy that sent Count Trentomir crashing down, howling in agony as smoke rose from his leg.

“Holy crap! I’m so sorry, that’s just supposed to be a stunning attack.” Cyber Geek cut off the flow with another move of his hands.

The instant he could move, Count Trentomir thrust his hands into the meat of his own thigh. Unlike the earlier extrication, this wasn’t a clean blow that cut the limb from the body. With a poor angle and no time to reorient, the vampire essentially tore his own leg off rather than slicing through. It was sickening to watch, but Hephaestus had learned her lesson from the short-lived stone legs. This was an opportunity to be seized.

She rained bolts on him, searing his flesh and earning more authentic screams. Still, it wasn’t enough, and soon Count Trentomir had cut himself free. Cyber Geek watched it happen numbly, too shocked by the brutality to reactivate the whip’s energy. In a way, Count Trentomir had used a stunning attack of his own, one rooted in the mind rather than the body.

The moment he was free, the one-legged vampire vanished, blurring into the shadows.

“Get some fucking defenses up!” Hephaestus screamed across the parking lot. It would only take the count seconds to regrow his leg, and if he had a single brain cell in his head, Cyber Geek would be the first target. While everyone else was fighting to leave a scratch, that whip had locked down his powers in one hit. And his earlier point wasn’t wrong; even as someone with a casual knowledge of gaming, Hephaestus was well aware how many used vampires as human-shaped enemies that could be killed without any sticky ethics slowing down the fun.

In a flash of blue sparks, Cyber Geek produced a glowing silver ankh on a gleaming chain and put it over his neck. The pendant had only just hit his chest when Count Trentomir appeared behind him. There was no preamble or teasing this time; it appeared the count was finally feeling afraid enough to dispatch with theatrics. With precise aim and incredible speed, he thrust his hand toward Cyber Geek’s back, on crash course with at least the spine, if not his heart.

It all happened so fast, Hephaestus didn’t even get the chance to call out a warning.

A flash of blinding light erupted from Cyber Geek’s ankh, and when it cleared, he was still standing in one piece. Count Trentomir had been hurled across the parking lot, however, and gotten embedded in an old sedan that was now crumpled around him. A cloud of fog crawled out from the wreckage, slowly retaking a human form.

“Ankh of Shielding goes hand-in-hand with Rovert’s Whip,” Cyber Geek explained, examining the item and the series of small cracks now running along its side. “Honestly, I didn’t even expect to use these, I was just replaying Vampmania in my down time because it’s a classic.”

Medley was far less calm than his teammate, leaping over to the still staggering Count Trentomir and grabbing him by the collar. “I don’t know what the hell is going on out here, but I just watched you try to kill my friend, so as of now I’m assuming you’re the asshole.”

In hindsight, they really should have predicted what happened next. Given the variety of vampiric powers Count Trentomir had shown, why wouldn’t he have the most basic, core, fundamental aspect of those abilities?

With a sudden lunge, Count Trentomir bit down on Medley’s neck. Sharp fangs first met a tangle nest of dense fur, an experience akin to biting through steel wool. Then came the scales underneath, nowhere near tough as a dragon’s yet durable all the same. At last there was the skin itself, yet even that proved to be unexpectedly thick. In the end, Count Trentomir was only able to drain a few drops of blood, which proved to be an unexpected blessing for both parties.

While Medley staggered back, clutching at his wound, Count Trentomir fell to the ground, spitting and scraping at his tongue. “Ugh! Your blood is vile. A cacophony of impulses fighting for control, ripping itself apart only to be reformed. How are you even alive?”

Shocking as the attack had been, the count’s words appeared to have a bigger impact on Medley. “What does that mean? What the hell are you talking about?”

A welcome chime pinged through Hephaestus’s helmet, giving her the alert she’d been waiting for. The BFC was charged. Now the question was, how to land the killing blast? Having to lock herself in place to fire made it hard to adjust her aim once the process was started. Not to mention, they had to be sure that the bastard stayed corporeal enough to die.

Hephaestus examined the battlefield, fully considering all her assets. Pest Control and Glyph were doubtlessly somewhere nearby, but without knowing what they were up to, she couldn’t account for them in the planning. Cyber Geek had his whip, though Count Trentomir would be on the lookout for it now. Medley and Bahamut were both limited to brute force, and while Bahamut had other forms, neither fire breath nor flight was worth the tradeoff in durability.

Watching Bahamut pick up a chunk of engine from the crumpled sedan and hurl it at Count Trentomir, only for it to touch nothing but fog, was the last piece Hephaestus needed as a plan snapped into place. Taking advantage of the count’s distraction as he scraped the last of Medley’s blood from his tongue, Hephaestus dashed over to Cyber Geek, who shifted his feet like he was bracing for an attack.

Not the worst instincts, considering their situation.

“I’ve got a plan to end this fight, but I need you to lock him down again.”

A squelching sound came from Count Trentomir, as he evidently decided on a quicker route to relief and simply tore off his own tongue, tossing it into the parking lot. Moments later, a new one appeared his mouth, no longer coated by the ill-tasting fluid.

Cyber Geek’s head inched forward into a nod. “Okay… yeah, I don’t think this is a good one to drag out. What’s the signal?”

“The signal is you catching his ass again. I’m not giving the slippery fuck a chance to get free anymore. Wrap him up, and then stand aside.” Hephaestus flexed her right gauntlet, the internal components aglow with readied energy.

“Way aside, if you can manage it.”


Chapter 38



With his tongue finally purged, Count Trentomir rose to his feet, only to catch a glowing metal cross to the face. It seared his cheek upon contact, splitting the flesh open from only a glancing blow. The weapon spun through the air, returning the hand of its thrower: Cyber Geek.

Snarling, Count Trentomir teleported across the parking lot, rearing back to strike before catching sight of the ankh still swinging from Cyber Geek’s neck. He stayed his fist, not wanting to be burned by the shield once more. Medley, on the other hand, felt no such compunctions, tackling the count to the concrete with a bone-rattling impact.

While they worked, Hephaestus found Bahamut and hurriedly explained the plan. It didn’t take long, as the entire strategy essentially boiled down to two key words. By the time they were ready, fog was pouring out from under Medley’s body, rising into the sky.

The snap of a whip ripped through the night as Cyber Geek struck the fog. As soon as it hit, corporeality spread from the point of contact, reforming the shapeless mist into the familiar form of Count Trentomir. Hephaestus activated her BFC’s firing process the instant she saw flesh, locking her limbs into position.

Between the building glow and high-pitched whine from her gauntlet, it was not a subtle process, and Count Trentomir quickly reoriented in the air, moving himself out of the line of fire. The whip might keep him bound and solid, but it still allowed him a lot of mobility, especially considering he could fly.

Despite the fact that she now had her most powerful weapon pointed at empty sky, Hephaestus felt a thrill as the sequence neared its final processes. Testing her weapon on the zwarks had been educational, but ultimately limited. There was only so much to learn from battling mindless creatures that fought solely on instinct. This was her first time using the device as intended: putting down a threat that might otherwise not get stopped.

Strong, scaly hands wrapped around her torso, lifting her into the air. Calling it a plan seemed grandiose, this was a tactic at best: combine Bahamut’s strength with Hephaestus’s firepower to turn a stationary cannon into one that could be pointed. That was why she’d only needed two words to convey the concept.

“Aim me.”

Bahamut strained against the suit’s bulk, bracing her heels against the impending kickback. For her part, Hephaestus tried to make what minor micro adjustments to the barrel she could, targeting Count Trentomir’s center of mass. The power in her hand built and built until all at once, it could no longer be contained.

The struggling vampire had been so frantically fighting the whip, he hadn’t paid Hephaestus attention after moving out of her firing angle. That meant the enormous beam caught him square in the back, annihilating his torso in a blink. Grunts of effort came from Bahamut, and Hephaestus felt her beam drifting higher as the dragon’s grip slipped.

In this case, it was a happy accident, as lifting the beam incinerated Count Trentomir’s arms and head before shooting off harmlessly into the sky. Had the beam gone down instead, it wouldn’t have boded well for the nearby forest and wildlife, to say nothing of any other properties in the area. With a dull thud, the vampire’s legs and waist fell to the concrete, whip still wrapped around his left leg.

The beam cut off and Hephaestus felt her limbs loosen, mobility returning. Wiggling out of Bahamut’s grip, she surveyed the scene, then spun around and gave her friend a high-five. “Hot damn, that was a fight.”

“You… what did you do?” Cyber Geek was still holding the whip in his hands, staring at it in utter shock, damp eyes only occasionally darting up to Hephaestus and Bahamut.

“We killed his ass. Was that not obvious?”

His hands closed into fists, red filling his freckled face. “You said you were just going to end the fight!” Sadness was turning to rage, and Hephaestus knew she should play the situation delicately. They hadn’t even recovered Glyph and Pest Control yet, to say nothing of the client, so AHC backup arriving was really not going to help their plans.

Of course, knowing what she should do and being able to accomplish it weren’t always one and the same.

“I’m sorry, what other solution did you have for stopping a guy who can teleport, turn insubstantial, heal from any non-fatal wound, and shits out bats on command?”

“We’d have found a way,” Cyber Geek insisted.

A fury Hephaestus hadn’t been expecting or prepared for flooded through her, and in a blink, she’d advanced several steps toward Cyber Geek. “What the blazing hell is wrong with you? Did you really learn nothing, fucking nothing from that skeleton fight? No, you wouldn’t have ‘found a way,’ you’d have flopped around with your dicks in your hands until he either won or escaped. Some threats have to be put down. Thinking you can always subdue them peacefully isn’t nobility, it’s arrogance. And it's going to get you killed.”

Cyber Geek stood firm as she drew closer, refusing to yield an inch. “I understand that some fights have to go all the way, but it’s not a line superheroes should cross without good, lives-on-the-line reasons.”

“Well I’m not a god damn superhero.”

“No, you’re a villain. One who just made me an accomplice to your murder.” Sighing, Cyber Geek allowed the whip in his hand to dissolve back to blue sparks, once more becoming a digital item in one of his game’s inventories. “Medley, I’m going to call this in, so get ready for a long night. Have a feeling this will be a lot of debriefing.”

“You may want to wait on that.” The voice came from Pest Control, who was poking his head up from the water’s edge. He and Glyph must have swum around after leaving the insect decoys; their costumes were certainly soaked enough. In the case of Pest Control, his dripping white glove was pointed toward the area where Count Trentomir’s legs had landed… except they weren’t there.

“Son of a bitch is still alive!” Bahamut had spotted the legs running across the parking lot, a new torso halfway grown out of the seared remains.

“Are you fucking kidding me? What did Spooky Trudy give him, metaphysical-meth?” Hephaestus fired off a few bolts at the fleeing legs, but they were darting about haphazardly, making it tough to line up a shot.

Cyber Geek stood, momentarily dumbfounded by the sight of two legs running on their own. His guilt at playing a hand in someone’s death had been uprooted and cast away in the most ridiculous way imaginable. They’d been fighting about the ethics of a life that could be sustained as nothing more than limbs, which were now trying to escape. Much as he loved being a superhero, sometimes the meta-human world could be a bit… befuddling.

As the legs ran, more and more flesh regrew, forming the ribs and heart before beginning on the shoulders and arms. At least the injury had been big enough to slow down Count Trentomir’s regeneration, but soon they’d be right back where they started. Worse, since he now understood that they could really hurt him, there was a strong chance the count would try to escape.

Knowing how easy it was for him to recruit minions, they couldn’t allow him to get away. Count Trentomir was the sort of thorn in the skin that would only grow more painful if left unattended. Next time he tested himself against guild assets, the count would be able to bring an army. Hephaestus just couldn’t let that happen.

One of her bolts clipped the left leg, but rather than fall over, the half-formed body floated off the ground, flying into the air. With another dimension to dodge in, landing shots on the target became even trickier, and all the while Count Trentomir continued to reform. His torso was whole, and his arms were only missing their fingers. At the neck, a great font of blood shot forth before shifting into a sphere in which two eyes opened. Apparently, he regenerated his head all at once.

Drifting above them, clad only in the remains of his slacks, the pale form of Count Trentomir glowered down at the forces which had humiliated him so. Naked hatred burned in his eyes; Hephaestus wondered if he actually would have the good sense to retreat. Then again, that might have been wishful thinking. With the BFC proven ineffectual, she wasn’t sure how they’d kill him.

“Oh come on, how did that not count as decapitation?” Bahamut bemoaned.

“You fools have been blinded by modern media mangling of the myth,” Count Trentomir spat, wiping the remaining blood from his face and theatrically licking it from his fingers. It was probably meant to be intimidating, but it mostly looked like he was doing a pantomime of a cat cleaning itself. “Only a stake of ash to the heart can kill a true vampire.”

Nice as it was of him to tell them his weakness, a rookie move if ever there was one, that didn’t help much in the moment. Hephaestus didn’t have any stakes, nor know what an ash tree looked like, even if they were in the nearby forest. Still, they’d proven he could at least be injured. Maybe with enough damage, the regeneration would tire out.

Hephaestus began charging another BFC, this time in her left gauntlet, as Bahamut scrounged for a fresh piece of car to throw. Cyber Geek was still standing there, probably in shock, whereas Medley was crouched low, ready to spring the moment Count Trentomir moved. Bugs were drifting over from the waterline, meaning Pest Control was adding what he could, and Glyph would probably toss in support as able. It was going to be a tough fight, but they weren’t guild members for nothing. No matter how long, bloody, or brutal, they would see a fight through to its end.

The beam of ruby-red energy shot down from the sky, striking Count Trentomir in his center of mass. For a moment, the vampire hung in the air, like he’d been frozen.

In a heartbeat, his skin was gray, and after another he scattered to the winds, nothing more than dust.

Hephaestus stood stunned, staring at the spot where their enemy had died. They’d been working so hard to do any kind of damage, and he’d been killed in one shot? By something that definitely wasn’t a stake to the heart, despite his claims. Who had that kind of offensive power, and what the hell were they doing out here?

“We called for backup before arriving,” Medley explained, slowly lifting himself out of the crouched position and scanning the sky for signs of their supports.

“It’s not a cape.” Bahamut waved for everyone to get back, scaled snout pinched in worry. “Capes don’t open fights with kill shots.”

The intuition struck seconds before Hephaestus saw the figure, proving itself ultimately useless. Maybe if she’d gotten the hunch a few minutes earlier, where there was still time to evacuate or call for help, but with only moments of advance notice, she could do little more than watch for the descent.

Sure enough, from the dark sky came a familiar figure, appearing to glow red as its silver body reflected the blazing building below. Sleek, deadly, and instantly recognizable.

Where Count Trentomir had once floated, the form of VRX77 now hovered in the air.


Chapter 39



Much as a part of Hephaestus had been fearing this moment since she stepped foot outside the guild, even she wasn’t expecting her own reaction.

“You!” The thrusters on her suit engaged as Hephaestus shot into the air, flinging herself toward VRX77 in naked fury. Thanks to the propulsion, she built up quite a bit of momentum before impact, leading fist-first.

All of that force amounted to nothing, however, as VRX77 easily caught her arm mid-punch. Worse than halting the blow, its fingers were crackled with a dark-red energy that sizzled against her suit. In the old model, she suspected her defenses would already be compromised, but the new material was proving its worth.

Struggling to pull her arm free proved fruitless, and the metal was slowly starting to change colors as the energy wore it down. For a moment, she briefly considered bailing from the suit, except it would be a temporary solution at best. Before she grew truly desperate, a bright white beam struck VRX77 in the head. Glancing over, she saw Cyber Geek holding the Blaster Brahs gun he favored for ranged attacks.

While the hit didn’t appear to do much, it did loosen the grip on Hephaestus’s arm briefly. Using that window, she slipped free, flying back to regroup. VRX77 wasn’t content to let her go, though, and hurried after her in pursuit. And since Hephaestus was lowering her altitude, VRX77 was forced to do the same.

When VRX77 was only a few feet off the ground, Medley struck. Leaping into the air, his claws flashed in the burning firelight as they streaked down toward the metal opponent. Unlike with Hephaestus, VRX77 didn’t stop the strike, allowing them to glance off harmlessly. Undeterred, Medley hooked his hand around a metal leg, twisting his massive body with unnatural grace as he wound his limbs around his opponent’s. If direct damage wouldn’t hurt, he’d go for immobilization through locks and holds.

It was a noble effort, and a short-lived one. With a casual ease, VRX77 punched Medley once in the face, stunning the usually durable cape, then grabbing him by the back of the neck. The silver body twisted with sudden speed as it hurled Medley like a stone out into the sea, his furry body skipping over the water twice before sinking below the surface.

Medley’s attack and the counter happened in the span of seconds, leaving a stunned trio in the parking lot as one of their number was suddenly gone. Cyber Geek reacted first, letting out a sound somewhere between grunt and growl as he raised his gun once more. The beam that shot out this time was a deep purple that radiated danger. Hephaestus would wager the first beam had been designed to stun, whereas this one would be looking to do some damage.

Whatever the intent, it mattered not, as the beam dispersed harmlessly against a shield that appeared around VRX77. Those electronic, lifeless eyes were trained on Hephaestus once more, not even caring that Cyber Geek had attacked. Bahamut, however, was harder to ignore.

Unlike Medley, she didn’t rush right in, advancing slowly and warily while still planting herself between Hephaestus and VRX77. The idea of watching Bahamut get bodily handled like Medley was entirely untenable to Hephaestus, though, who racked her brain for a plan.

So far, none of them were strong or fast enough to challenge VRX77. Most of the metas present would be unable to change that, but Hephaestus did technically have an option. Her new suit’s capabilities were technically much higher than what she was utilizing, but the issue was one of power. Activating more of the suit’s functions demanded more energy, and she could only burn so hot.

At least, that was how it usually went. But there was the option to push herself. Like sprinting during a marathon, she could briefly increase her output to burn hotter. And just like that analogy, she’d be sacrificing long-term usefulness for a short-term burst of juice. Once it was over, Hephaestus would be wiped, but that was still far superior to seeing another friend injured.

Mercifully, VRX77 seemed warier of Bahamut than Medley. Rather than grab a punch and hurl her into the water, VRX77 was dodging and blocking, keeping a constant distance. Hephaestus took advantage of the distraction to focus on her flames, spurring them on to burn even brighter. As the temperature rose, more power trickled into her suit, increasing its potential output.

Three more shots bounced harmlessly off VRX77’s shield before Cyber Geek tossed the gun aside, where it dissolved into blue sparks. He appeared to be staring off into space, which meant he was really picking another, ideally more useful, weapon to try. Meanwhile, VRX77 surged forward in a sudden burst of speed bordering on super, catching Bahamut at an inopportune angle and twisting her arm around into a submission hold.

She still wasn’t as hot as she could go, but Hephaestus recognized her time was up. Firing forward again, she slammed shoulder-first into VRX77, sending them both tumbling across the parking lot. The pair scrambled to get on top, only for Hephaestus to realize that she was still vastly outmatched. Even with the increased output, VRX77 was considerably stronger than her, not to mention quicker and more precise. In seconds, Hephaestus was pinned under the suddenly inexplicably heavy opponent, whose hands were once more crackling with that foreboding red energy. The left forearm of her suit was still discolored from the first strike, but VRX77 didn’t attack there again.

Instead, it grabbed for her armpit, earning a fresh spike of panic from Hephaestus. Certain areas in any armor were weaker than others, typically the spots that demanded extra flexibility. The backs of the knees, the groin, and under the arm were all prime examples. Hers was no exception, and unfortunately VRX77 clearly knew it.

She fought to get free, turning up the heat even more, but it just didn’t matter. Again, Hephaestus was up against an overwhelming opponent, and again she was falling short. It maddened her with fury, which helped increase her heat, which still failed to make any difference.

During her struggles, Hephaestus noticed mosquitos landing on VRX77. Given that they were near a body of water in Mississippi, it was hardly shocking, but what did strike her as odd was the glowing glyph on one of the bugs’ thoraxes.

The moment it landed, VRX77 disappeared, the weight vanishing from Hephaestus’s chest. A loud clang of metal hitting concrete gave away the foe’s new location near the edge of the water, directly over a carefully drawn set of runes.

No sooner had those metal feet made contact than giant chains formed from violet energy lashed out, binding each limb and dragging VRX77 toward the ground. From the water, Glyph came bursting up, leading with the tip of his wand. Aside from allowing him to draw on any surface, the wand could store a single rune to be used instantly, and Glyph had evidently held back a winner.

The glowing crystal tip of the wand brushed against VRX77’s back just before the first chain cracked, shattering from the raw force being exerted against it. Wasting no time, Glyph dove back into the murky waters, not even waiting around to see his handiwork.

Which was a shame, because it proved to be quite the spectacle.

His rune flared to life, sending the metallic opponent staggering, soon yanked back down by the remaining chains. Hephaestus had no intention of missing such a golden chance, and her left gauntlet was already primed to fire a BFC. Taking aim, she released her massive beam, being sure to aim so it would travel above the water and not cook her compatriots in the process. Whether by choice or lack of ability, VRX77 didn’t dodge. The gleaming figure and the violet chains both vanished in a torrent of pure destruction.

When the beam petered out, its light faded to reveal VRX77 surrounded by a semi-opaque shield with a red hue, the final chain broken, the being entirely unharmed.

Hephaestus’s rage was cooled by the wave of shock that rolled through her. Nothing? Fucking nothing? She’d built this new suit, the armor, the cannon all with the specific intent of stopping, or at least wounding, seemingly unbeatable foes. No part of her really expected to be able to square off with the entirety of the meta-food chain yet, but she expected to at least be able to make a mark. In a way, VRX77 was worse than Count Trentomir. At least he would bleed, offering some sense of progress.

Watching VRX77 stagger forward, Hephaestus felt a new surge of hope. Glyph’s rune was still there, clearly impairing the metal attacker’s movements somehow. Fast as VRX77 seemed to counter all of Hephaestus’s efforts, the others weren’t so easily ignored.

As if he’d heard her thoughts, Cyber Geek launched a wad of sticky green goop out of a cumbersome gun with a hose attaching to a garish pack mounted on his back. It burst against VRX77’s leg, forming a mass that bound it to the concrete.

“You might not expect it, but the grappling goo from Jelly Nelly’s FunGumGun is tough to break out of, even for people with super-strength.” Cyber Geek fired off another shot, but this time VRX77 shot back, blasting the blob midway and sending it spraying in flecks across the parking lot.

Yelps and sounds of scrambling filled the air as everyone hurried to avoid the splatter. If it really was that effective, they couldn’t afford to be pinned down mid-fight. As for VRX77, rather than pull against the goo, it was firing a red beam from its right hand, searing away the compound entirely. In no time the impediment would be gone; Hephaestus knew this was the time to act.

The trouble was, she had no idea what to do.

Her best attack hadn’t earned so much as a second glance, cranking up her own heat to fuel the suit past its current limits made zero difference, and she didn’t have any tricks that hit harder. It was the same frustration she’d felt against Alfred Settler, only then there had at least been the technical option of escape. VRX77 wasn’t hunting down The New Science Sentries, though; this time Hephaestus was the target. Fleeing would only get her chased, or leave the threat alone with her friends, neither of which led to optimal outcomes.

Just as VRX77 was searing off the last of the goop, Hephaestus noticed the water ripple again. She expected Glyph to pop out, and so was just as taken by surprise as VRX77 when a sopping wet mound of fur blasted forth, slamming a fist directly into the metal head with enough force that VRX77 staggered backward.

“Three years of varsity swim team, asshole.” Medley pounced on the nearly fallen foe, clearly intent on pressing his advantage.

VRX77’s legs shifted slightly, and a kernel of instinct flared in Hephaestus’s metaphorical gut, as the real one was dissolved into living flame. “Get back!”

Medley didn’t listen, either too committed to the attack or unwilling to trust a villain. His next punch was aimed for VRX77’s hip, however it never arrived. Silver hands intercepted the strike, pulling the fuzzy limb taut against a metal torso before exerting sudden force in a specific direction.

Crack.

Given how thick Medley’s bones were, the sound of one snapping carried audibly across the parking lot. Silence lingered in its wake, followed by something between a roar and a howl as primal pain ripped forth from Medley’s throat. He staggered back, broken arm limp at his side, tail raised to slam down stinger first, not that Hephaestus imagined it would make much difference.

VRX77 took a single step toward Medley, and suddenly Hephaestus’s indecision was gone. So what if she couldn’t stop the threat on her own yet? They’d slowed Alfred Settler down through teamwork until an opportunity presented itself; there was no reason tonight couldn’t go the same way. Ideally, without someone she liked laying down their life again.

She slammed into VRX77, surprised at how much easier her quarry was to push around. Watching the way it bent back only to whip forward, she finally formed a hypothesis about Glyph’s rune. It appeared to be increasing gravity’s effects on VRX77, meaning every motion was harder, took more energy, and was unbalanced. Short of an insta-kill, Hephaestus couldn’t have asked for a more helpful enchantment.

Unfortunately, VRX77 appeared to be adapting to the issue, movements growing more fluid with each passing second. Before Hephaestus could retreat, its metal hands closed around her arm, and the pair were suddenly shooting up into the sky.

They came to a halt below the cloud layer, but high enough that Hephaestus could see the highway, several nearby farms, and of course the blazing inferno that had once been a waterfront bar. VRX77’s free hand was crackling with that same dark-red energy as it moved toward her.

“You can’t beat all of us.”

“Data suggests otherwise. And I never declared victory as my primary objective.”

Hephaestus struggled, fighting to break free, but VRX77 was exponentially stronger than she was, even with the suit. She’d been so sure it was her lack of armor that made the fight so one-sided last time, but there was no sense in denying the obvious disparity. It was taking everything they had to slow VRX77 down, and they’d yet to land a single significant blow.

Before the hand could make contact, a pulse of light shot forth from the ground, striking the limb. When the glow cleared, VRX77’s entire upper left arm, hand included, was coated in a thick layer of a semi-opaque crystal. Hephaestus glanced down to see Cyber Geek holding a long staff with a gem mounted on top, pumping his arm in triumph over what was an admittedly impressive shot.

Examining the crystal, VRX77 released a series of energy pulses from the trapped arm, none of which made any visible difference. “Upon reassessment, your hypothesis is valid. Elimination of external factors will expedite goal completion.”

Hephaestus barely had time to catch the word “elimination” before she was moving again. VRX77 flew them back toward the ground at blistering speeds, taking a slight turn as they neared landing. Rather than put her back with the others, VRX77 hurled Hephaestus though a mostly destroyed wall, into the heart of a burning inferno.


Chapter 40



“The first things to understand about powers is that they are only a tool, nothing more.” Morgana and Rick were seated in a small, blandly decorated office in one of Indigo Technologies’ many subsidies, an office that not-so-coincidentally had counter-surveillance measures installed. Bringing Rick to the guild was obviously a non-starter, and Janet hadn’t been comfortable inviting villains into her home, so the compromise was a semi-neutral location. One where they didn’t have to worry about being overheard.

“Think of powers as having a car. They offer a whole new world of freedom, but entering that world comes with an inherent danger. Automobile accidents take many lives every year. Some cars are bigger than others, some are faster, some are tougher, you get the general idea. But regardless of the car itself, what you have to concern yourself with is the driving. Without you to direct it, a car is just a hunk of metal sitting in the road.”

“In this analogy,” Rick interrupted, “I have to wonder, what kind of car is my dad?”

Morgana smiled. “Best guess… a battleship on giant wheels with a rocket shoved up its ass.”

Cool as he tried to play it, Rick’s eyes still widened slightly. “And Lodestar?”

“Something even more terrifying. And that too is part of why gaining meta-human abilities is so dangerous. We all share one road, regardless of the vehicles we’ve been given. Unstoppable tanks lumbering one lane away from a delicate car made of glass and dreams.”

“I mean, aren’t I already on that road, just without a car?” Rick pointed out.

Morgana took a moment, considering how to best explain without sounding condescending. “In a way yes, but right now you’re more… part of the background.”

Well, she tried.

“The background? Like I’m roadside scenery?”

“Not exactly, the analogy is kind of breaking down here,” Morgana admitted. “What I mean to say is that there’s a strong tendency in people with meta-human powers to focus on others of their kind. Meta-criminals mid-heist aren’t on the lookout for normal cops, we’re watching for capes. Swaggering assholes looking for a fight don’t get any juice from proving themselves against a human. The main exception is the capes, whose entire focus is on protecting humans, and even then, the primary concern they have is other meta-humans.”

A squeaking filled the office as Rick rocked slightly in his chair, taking in the explanation. “I’m irrelevant. That’s how metas see humans. Not invisible, just not a concern they have to worry about.”

“There is a tendency for that hyperfocus to occur, though I would be very careful about painting a wide swath with your own brush there,” Morgana corrected. “But there is some truth to what you’re saying for many meta-humans. When they see you right now, they don’t see a threat, a challenge, or an opportunity. Gain powers, and there’s a very real chance that will change.”

“Sounds like an argument for gaining the strongest power I can.”

How many times had Morgana heard some version of those words from hotheaded youths with dreams of glory? She didn’t expect Rick Gerhardt to run out the door picking fights the day he gained powers, but she’d been surprised before. The boy seemed to have a largely solid head on his shoulders, yet he was still snared by the trappings of adolescence. Bigger and stronger weren’t necessarily the wrong ways to go in the meta-human world, but it was often the more complex powers that proved truly devastating.

After all, during the Wrexwren invasion, Fornax had killed a single of their commanders, whereas Doctor Mechaniacal and Xelas had wiped out their entire army across the cosmos.

“Stronger powers offer a sound foundation, but frequently promote bad habits. If you win too easily, it’s hard to push yourself to find new tactics and facets of what you can do. Remember, power is only a tool. Knowing how to use it to its fullest, to squeeze every last bit of potential from your ability, that’s what lets you grow. Often, it’s only through tribulation we find our true paths forward.”
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Hephaestus felt like an absolute chump.

Everything she had, every idea she could whip up, every last-ditch tactic she’d conjured… none of it meant a goddamn thing. VRX77 hadn’t even been trying; the ease with which it crippled Medley made that clear. Not to mention the expedient death of Count Trentomir.

No, the sole reason Hephaestus and the others had made it this long was because VRX77 plainly didn’t view them as threats. They were annoyances, distractions, impediments, and that was it. The only target was Hephaestus, who was apparently so worthless it was easier to toss her out of the way. Fury burned in Hephaestus’s heart, yet her flames were fading.

She’d pushed as hard as she could and would soon be suffering the repercussions. At least she didn’t have to worry about the fire blazing around her, which would normally be a concern for many other metas. Of all the places to be tossed, a burning building was something of her native habitat, in a sense. With so much heat, her senses were overwhelmed, the surging fire almost tangible.

“Oh, wow. I’m a fucking moron.”

So what if she couldn’t get hot enough to fully fuel her suit’s functions? Before she was Hephaestus, before she had her suit, before the guild, Tori Rivas survived as a thief.

If she needed more heat, then she’d just steal it.

Opening the suit’s vents that were designed for easy entrance and exit in her fire-form, Hephaestus reached out to the flames all around her. Controlling any part of her powers outside turning into living flames had never been a priority until meeting Ivan, who was relentless in his insistence she master her abilities. It was thanks to Ivan she’d stopped leaking heat when angry, learned to better manipulate the heat in the air, and had the confidence for something this outlandish.

Hephaestus drew in the fire, fueling her own form with it. It was strange, the sense of mixing in what felt like a foreign substance into her own sentient flames. The new fire burned away quickly, but as it went, she felt her own temperature rise.

It was working! She could turn the inferno into a big-ass power boost, push her suit even further. There was every chance it wouldn’t be enough to beat VRX77, but for first time since seeing her BFC shrugged off, Hephaestus felt like she had an idea worth trying.

If nothing else, she’d make damn sure VRX77 learned to never assume Hephaestus was out of the fight.
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Rage flared in her stomach, urging her to charge in swinging, but the cooler hand of training steadied Bahamut as she stared down their metallic attacker. It wasn’t enough that VRX77 had snatched Hephaestus and then flown out of reach, then tossed her into the heart of the burning building. Sure, she’d be fine, but it was unlikely VRX77 knew that. Add the grunts of pain from Medley as his broken arm flopped about, and Bahamut wanted nothing more than to impart some pain on their mutual opponent.

The trouble was, she had no means of doing so. While VRX77 showed martial skill, the real threat was its overwhelming strength and the swiftness of its reactions. Having watched it fight with her allies, Bahamut was relatively certain it had some sort of speed-enhancement. She hoped it was limited, as VRX77 only appeared to move significantly faster for seconds at a time. That was more than enough time to dodge a punch or activate a shield, though.

Cyber Geek rushed in, one hand still holding the gem-topped staff. Given how his powers worked, there was a strong chance the barrier around VRX77’s arm would vanish if the staff did. However, the cape did still have one hand free, and in it was clutched a vibrant purple hammer with what looked like bat wings attached to the sides. He swung it down for VRX77’s head, and Bahamut’s suspicions were confirmed.

VRX77 accelerated, easily avoiding the blow and stepping to Cyber Geek’s side. With the index finger and thumb on its free hand, VRX77 grabbed Cyber Geek by the rear of the neck. There was a brief flash of red, and suddenly the Blaster Brahs armor around Cyber Geek dissolved into blue sparks, while the cape himself slumped limply to the ground.

“What did you do!” Stupid as it was, Bahamut felt a surge of respect for Medley as he charged in, broken arm all but forgotten at the sight of his friend being dropped.

Unfortunately, being distracted and injured didn’t exactly make Medley more coordinated. His opening blow was easily avoided, only for the remaining functional arm to be snared, twisted, and then pulled just like the first.

Crack.

This time, Medley didn’t whimper, he grinned. While VRX77 had both hands on Medley’s arm, his stinger stabbed into the joint of its neck, trying to sever the head in a single strike. What Bahamut had mistaken for reckless rage was a calculated sacrifice, trading a second limb for the chance to land a real blow.

The moment was quite inspiring to Bahamut, a reminder on the importance on never giving up, even when a fight seemed stacked in the opponent’s favor.

Unfortunately, it was also entirely ineffectual, as the stinger skidded off VRX77’s exterior without leaving a single mark.

Medley staggered back as VRX77 released his arm, and the two stared at one another. Still lacking any sort of plan, Bahamut ran forward, slamming into VRX77 with her entire mass. It sent the foe stumbling several steps before metal arms whipped around her hips and hurled her out toward the water. Bahamut splashed down several feet from VRX77’s position on the shore, pleased to see Medley had used his tail to scoop up Cyber Geek. Better those two escape; this was never their fight to begin with.

“Cessation of hostilities is advised.” The sound of splintering glass rang out as the crystal encasement on VRX77’s right arm shattered, Cyber Geek’s power no longer able to maintain it.

“Why are you fucking with us in the first place?” Bahamut slid her way forward through the water, determined to close the distance before VRX77 could fly off. “What did Hephaestus ever do to you?”

“No offense has been committed. Once the target is acquired, a minor extraction will occur. You only prolong the inevitable.” In a flash of motion, VRX77 raised the newly freed hand and fired a beam of energy into the water. Rather than roast Bahamut, however, it parted the murky depths to reveal Pest Control and Glyph huddling under a magical barrier. The duo were caught off guard, Pest Control midway through summoning a new swarm while Glyph’s rune in the sand offered air and protection.

Enough magic to hold back water wasn’t the same as what it took to stop a direct strike from VRX77, and the dome exploded in a shower of light, sending both men tumbling back, lost once more in the dark depths. Neither appeared terribly injured, but Bahamut had no way to know if they were conscious enough to swim for air.

With little else in the way of options, she advanced once more, ready for the shot that would be aimed at her. Yet as Bahamut progressed, VRX77 didn’t immediately fire. The blank, expressionless face merely stared at her, unmoving. “Why do you persist in this fruitless endeavor?”

The harsh laughter slipped free from Bahamut’s lips. “Why? Why? Are you joking? You come after us twice, you hurt my friends, you toss Hephaestus into a burning building on the brink of collapse, and you seriously can’t figure out why I won’t stop trying to kick your ass?”

It was a nice speech, if somewhat hollow on the follow-through. In spite of all her bluster, Bahamut understood how deeply screwed they were. Nothing they had worked, and Ivan wasn’t going to come wandering in this time. She was up against an opponent she couldn’t beat, which meant retreat should have been the logical next step.

But that would require leaving Hephaestus behind.

For a vast wealth of reasons, personal loyalty and family credo among the highest on the list, that wasn’t an option. If she couldn’t run, and she couldn’t win, what could Bahamut accomplish? The red dragon form’s flames wouldn’t do anything compared to Hephaestus’s BFC, which had accomplished jack-all. While flying as her white dragon form was handy, VRX77 had shown speeds that could easily outstrip her.

Apparently, all Bahamut was good for was making chitchat and buying time. Though the thought was meant as nothing more than self-flagellation, a revelation followed on its heels. VRX77 was talking to her. It hadn’t said a single word to anyone besides Hephaestus so far, but suddenly that ruthless efficiency was gone.

Was there something she’d overlooked, a vulnerability to press?

Surging forward, Bahamut made it three steps before her legs were encased in solid ice. While she’d watched VRX77’s right arm, its left shot off a bright blue bolt reminiscent of Cold Shoulder’s attacks. The leftover momentum of her charge carried Bahamut forward, where she crashed face-first into the mud. Using her free arms, she pushed herself up to breathe, but found VRX77 standing directly overhead, looking down. Maybe all it had been doing was baiting her into a better position for the freezing bolt.

“This action was unnecessary. Compliance would have yielded the same results without injuries.”

“Yeah, well, tough shit. I don’t cut and run when my friends are in trouble.” Thanks to Bahamut’s position looking inland, she was able to see a blast of what appeared to be flaming wreckage come bursting out of the burning building.

“And neither does Hephaestus.”


Chapter 41



A bat out of hell had nothing on Hephaestus.

Flames trailed behind her as she flew, a mix of the boosted thrusters and the leftover fire she’d been drawing into her suit. Between the amplified heat and all the foreign fire she’d ingested, Hephaestus was feeling somewhat loopy. It might have been hard to focus if not for the torrent of rage thundering through her, screaming for whatever fluid counted as VRX77’s blood.

The parking lot whipped past, she was going exponentially faster than normal, barely able to maintain any semblance of control. That was fine, though: all Hephaestus had to do was aim. Blasting over the distance, she rocketed into VRX77’s back as it stood over Bahamut. The tactile crunch of contact was almost as sweet as seeing VRX77 slammed backward, stumbling into the water’s shallows. Hephaestus had zero expectations a mechanism so advanced would be vulnerable to water; what mattered was that she’d finally scored a hit.

The taste was so sublime, she couldn’t help craving more.

Blasts of fire shot from her arms as she punched, adding maximum momentum to every movement. Her legs did the same as she swung them into powerful kicks. Hephaestus all but danced through the air, moving with a fluidity she’d never dreamed of reaching in her suit. Pushing it to such extremes revealed a truth Hephaestus had started suspecting but had yet to truly confirm.

Power was the major hurdle holding her back. Not a synonym for strength or capabilities, Hephaestus’s issue was one of actual energy. Her suit’s potential had vastly outstripped what she could fuel. Feeling the way it could move when properly powered was a revelation in wasted opportunity.

Of course, her new enhancement didn’t erase VRX77’s own talents. In a blur of silver, VRX77 shot from the shallow water, snaring her right arm mid-punch. Hephaestus had been waiting for that, and opened her hand so the palm was facing VRX77’s head. The beam that shot forth wasn’t a true BFC, as she couldn’t have held her limb in place, but it was strong enough to hurt most opponents.

Most didn’t include VRX77, though, whose shield appeared yet again. As it did, Hephaestus threw a kick into her foe’s torso, taking advantage of the distraction of the beam. To her delight, VRX77 was sent tumbling over, exposing the still-glowing rune Glyph had planted earlier in the fight. She was definitely going to owe him a case of beer for that trick; it may well have saved all their lives.

Rather than tumble to the ground, VRX77 turned the fall into a flip, landing on both feet and shoving off toward Hephaestus, who dropped an elbow on its head the minute VRX77 drew close. None of the attacks were leaving scratches, but damned if it didn’t feel good to at least be punching. A joy VRX77 evidently decided to indulge in as well.

The blows came swift and precise, efficient and calculated as they slammed against her armor. Punches rang out in a near rhythm, each always followed by a perfect next in the sequence. VRX77 fought with speed and certainty, adjusting tactics as it learned to better match the opponent at hand.

Hephaestus’s fighting style was that of an opportunist trained by a survivor. Brutal, dirty, and desperate, she hammered her enemy in any weak spot she could find, or barring that, whatever looked like it would hurt the most to lose. Mechanical opponents might not be able to get scared off, but if she could break an arm or two, there was a good chance it would force both sides to retreat.

The trouble was that Hephaestus had a ticking clock, one that was rapidly spinning down. Her stolen heat would only last so long; already she was starting to feel the rush fade. When it was done, she wouldn’t just be wiped, Hephaestus would probably pass out entirely. So VRX77 had to be gone before that moment arrived. Pinning her hopes on yet another wild gamble, Hephaestus activated the BFC charging sequence for both gauntlets.

Behind the fight, she could see Bahamut tearing off the ice in chunks. She dearly hoped her friend would take the chance to slip free; this wasn’t a fight worth jumping into. They were outmatched, and this time it was her turn to take on Presto’s role. So long as she could keep up the distraction until her time ran out, the others should be able to get free. What came afterward would almost certainly be unpleasant, but it would be her problem alone.

No more people she cared about getting hurt because of her bullshit.

In a spinning flip, VRX77 jumped around the back, snaring Hephaestus by the legs and shooting up into the sky. Rather than kick, Hephaestus turned on her own thrusters, huge gouts of flame bursting forth as she slowed their upward momentum.

“Why are you always so difficult?” VRX77 was keeping both hands clamped on Hephaestus’s legs, refusing to yield, and it was working. Even with the additional power, she couldn’t fully stop them. There were some perks to the boost, however – such as her BFCs charging at substantially faster speeds. Quickly disabling the automated bracing system, Hephaestus pointed both hands at VRX77.

“Probably because it’s so much fun to piss you off.”

Firing with both barrels, Hephaestus unleashed a twin-shot BFC. If one wasn’t enough, she’d go for two. Barring that… well, given the rate at which her temperature was dropping, there likely wasn’t going to be another trick to pull on. The beams struck VRX77 dead on, and while she couldn’t see if they did damage, there was one immediately evident effect.

VRX77 released the grip on Hephaestus’s legs, and she went shooting off toward the ground. Rapidly reorienting more on instinct than anything else, Hephaestus angled herself back upward, then flew around in a half-circle, slamming herself into a still semi-stunned VRX77. The pair crashed down to the concrete in a tangle of metal limbs, where the fight resumed.

Across the ground they rolled, punching and kneeing, neither willing to let the other have any distance. Using the gravity distorters woven through her suit, Hephaestus increased her own weight rather than diminishing it. Not only did it make her harder to lift, she had more leverage as they scrambled. Yet VRX77 proved just as sturdy, while also somehow being eel-slick when she tried to establish a firm hold.

In the end, Hephaestus’s clock ultimately came up short. Her movements slowed down, the suit’s weight suddenly cumbersome. VRX77 capitalized the instant weakness was shown, flipping her over and pinning her with its legs once more. This time, she felt the pressure on her suit’s torso increase and realized she and VRX77 had been using the same gravity trick.

The silver entity stared down at her, a slight singe on the left side of its smooth skull. She’d thrown all she had and more to leave that small, single mark. Hephaestus grinned, a very real, human grin as the last of her heat faded away, shifting her back to a physical form. It was all she could do to stay conscious, and there was no telling how long she’d pay for overextending herself to such a degree, but damn it all she’d done something.

“All of that struggling, only for the result to be the same. Your obstinance is both predictable and tiresome.” Both hands started to glow with the dark red energy, and Hephaestus knew it was done. They’d fought hard, damn hard, but the world wasn’t fair. Powers didn’t balance out; sometimes you were up against a foe who was just too much to beat.

Nevertheless, she would face it her way to the end. Using the suit’s remaining reserves, Hephaestus slowly raised her right gauntlet. Rather than aim the ranged weapon toward VRX77, she showed it the back of her hand as one lone finger in the center rose up.

“As charming as always.” VRX77 reached down for her, aiming for her left underarm. Just as Hephaestus was mentally preparing herself for whatever torture awaited, she noticed her adversary freeze in place. A single word slipped out, muttered so softly Hephaestus doubted it was meant for her. One snap of syllables, before the weight from her chest vanished entirely.

“Fuck.”

Then VRX77 was gone and a glowing hand was in Hephaestus’s face. She had to blink several times to make sense of what was showing on her cameras. Standing over Hephaestus’s prone form, appearing like she was trying to snatch an invisible foe from the air, was none other than Lodestar, who wore an unusually befuddled expression.

“Huh. Been a while since someone was quick enough to teleport away.” Letting her hand drop, she fell to her knees, checking on Hephaestus. “We’ll deal with your assailant later, first things first, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Hephaestus half-slurred her words as exhaustion wormed its way in deeper. “The others… they got hurt.”

Heavy footsteps from the other side of parking lot drew both women’s attention, where they found Medley with his limp arms still carrying a passed-out Cyber Geek by using his tail. “Wouldn’t say no to some painkillers, at the very least.”

“Glyph and Pest Control were in the water when VRX77 fired,” Bahamut called out.

Splashing from the shore paired with the buzzing of small wings told the story before anyone heard Pest Control’s voice. “We’re okay! Glyph put some protection runes on our clothes just in case, same thing he did for Arden.”

Whether it was the sound of his name or the universe’s perverse sense of timing, at that moment there was a pop as Arden reappeared on the ground, ripping open Glyph’s pocket in the process. “Alright, what did I miss?” He pulled himself up to standing, surveying the bevy of battered meta-humans along with the Filthy Pearl’s smoldering remains. “Looks like a lot.”

Whatever words came next were lost to Hephaestus, as the toll for her tricks arrived in full. Her eyes slid closed, consciousness falling away from the world entirely.
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Xelas looked up from the pile of half-assembled scrap splayed out before her, appearing to stare off into space. Existing primarily as a digital entity meant she was no more tied down to one physical form than a musician was bound to a single note. While the body most would recognize tinkered with another task for the guild, other versions went about their own schedules, some living out entire pseudo-lives.

It was a part of herself in an Arctic monitoring station that had perked up. A piece she left connected to a global satellite network, constantly scanning for various elements. Hints at upcoming trouble, spikes of unusual power, and in this case, a brief flicker of familiar code. It only lasted an instant, but that was the perk of always being at the ready, forever watching.

An instant was more than enough.

Moments later, Xelas went back to work, while elsewhere other versions of herself adjusted their upcoming plans. Something this interesting would be worth investigation. If it proved to be entertaining enough, she might just have to show up in “person,” as it were. But that came later. After proper research was conducted, and if fortune was with her, after the pile of scrap before her had been formed into something usable. Though that goal was more hope than ambition.

It was the first time she’d ever built a dimensional breach detector, after all.
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“FUCK!”

VRX77 screamed to the whistling mountains, letting the frozen winds bury the telltale yell. So close, the operation was so close to succeeding. Half a minute more and it would all have been done. Operation complete, target acquired, and this corner of the multiverse a fast-fading memory.

Now the Lodestar was involved. As if it wasn’t bad enough Hephaestus had a Fornax watching her back. Even the lesser capes had pitched in to help! What self-respecting villain had that sort of relationship with superheroes?

It was those damned distractions that caused the operation to fail. Glyph’s magic adding a fluctuating weight to every motion, Pest Control using a bug to get the teleportation rune close, Cyber Geek’s crystal coating, Medley popping up at inconvenient times, and of course Bahamut had been there too. Eliminate any of those timesinks, and VRX77 would have been able to complete the objective well before Lodestar’s arrival.

Standing in the frozen wastes, VRX77 seriously contemplated a full retreat. Hephaestus would certainly go to ground again after another attack. With Lodestar now watching over her, the operation had gone from troublesome to ludicrous. Not to mention, Fornax would only be gone for so long. By the time Hephaestus popped her head up again, she could have a pair of protectors, either of which would overwhelm VRX77.

Tempting as it was to flee, those numbers kept appearing unbidden in VRX77’s vision.

Ninety-seven percent. Was that really a chance that could be abandoned so easily?

There was another opportunity left, a time when Lodestar would be occupied and hopefully Fornax would still be gone. A time when Hephaestus usually appeared, compelled by one force or another. If VRX77 could stay hidden that long, the operation could still be completed.

Even if there had to be some collateral damage.


Chapter 42



Tori was surprised to wake up in her own bed. For one thing, she’d expected to come around in either a police station or some AHC facility, answering all sorts of questions about the charred remains of a bar they’d been fighting beside. For another, stripping off her suit wasn’t supposed to be possible, at least not easily. To have slept through it… just how wiped out was she? It was the last element that made her truly stunned by the location, though.

She was in her actual bed, not the one at the guild. Letting out a slow breath, Tori started to move, preparing for the waves of pain to hit. After how hard she’d pushed herself, sore wouldn’t even be the word to describe it. Except as she stirred, Tori realized she felt fine. Still exhausted, that much radiated out from her very bones, but there was no pain to accompany it.

Still moving slowly, waiting for the fallout to hit, Tori realized she was clad in most of her villain costume. Without the mask and gloves, it mostly looked like a black bodysuit, but Tori still tossed a threadbare red robe over herself for cover. Much as she wanted to change, peeling the costume off would inevitably lead to a shower, and before anything else, Tori wanted answers.

Shuffling across the floor, she’d just reached the door when it popped open, revealing Beverly holding a space-heater. “Oh hey, you’re up!” Leaning back out the door, Beverly called into the apartment. “She’s awake!”

Moments later, Chloe came bursting through, wrapping Tori in a tight hug. “You had us so worried!”

“Yeah, I was a little concerned myself at the end there,” Tori admitted, fidgeting under the sudden affection. “Sort of wondering how I ended up here. Last thing I remember was Lodestar showing up to save our asses.”

“Cyber Geek and Medley’s promised backup arrived all right, she just had bigger concerns than us. After getting the rundown, she prioritized checking the wreckage for survivors then taking Medley and Cyber Geek to get treatment. She said she’d talk with us later. Do you think she’s going to reach out to the guild?”

In that moment, Tori truly appreciated for the first time why secret identities were so crucial to a villain’s existence. Had she hidden hers better, the promise of a later discussion would involve only Hephaestus, but Lodestar knew her real name. She could show up anywhere, anytime. Hopefully things would go cordially; they’d gotten along well enough when caught in a giant trap along with Ivan’s daughter’s Starscout troop.

“I truly hope that’s all it is.” Tori finally managed to wriggle free of Chloe, who was still staring at her with concern. It was Chloe that gave her the clue to her current healthy condition. “Did you use ‘time heals all wounds’ on me?”

“Of course I did. When Beverly showed up, you were battered and bruised, not to mention cold. The injuries faded fast, but we had to fight to get your body temperature up.” Chloe pointed to the large collection of cords plugged into a surge protector by the bed.

Looking it over, Tori realized there were no less than seven heated blankets covering her bed, some above the covers and some below. Was that what kept her so deeply unconscious? Had she used up too much of her own heat, leaving her body unable to properly recover? The scientist in Tori was as curious about this new facet of her powers as the human in her was absolutely terrified of how close she’d come to potentially meeting her end.

“Thank you. Thank both of you. I… Thank you.”

This time, it was Beverly and Chloe both who embraced Tori, holding her tight. The former pulled her in close, whispering in her ear. “Whatever bullshit you pulled last night, don’t ever do that again. I’m honestly not sure you’d have survived without Chloe.”

Tempting as it was to make such a promise, Tori’s mind conjured an image of Ike in his final moments. There were some fights that had to go to the death, and if Tori had the chance to take an enemy down with her… she wasn’t known for being a gracious loser.

“I’ll be more careful,” was the most Tori could give.

When the hug finally ended, the trio moved out into the living room, where a fully repaired outer wall greeted them. Tori let out a snort of surprise at the sight; the work hadn’t just been done quick, but well. “Hot damn, who’s our new maintenance team?”

“New owners entirely, actually.” Chloe grabbed a flier from the kitchen island and handed it to Tori. The sheet alerted residents to a change in building ownership, along with assurances that rent and services would remain the same, if not better. Having spent months in the corporate world as Ivan’s assistant, she was well acquainted with documents that spoke at length while saying little, and this was as excellent an example as any.

While Tori read the flier, Chloe had moved fully into the kitchen. “We figured you’d be pretty famished by the time you finally woke up.”

Seeing where the conversation was heading, Tori opened her mouth to insist she was fine, only her traitorous stomach sounded off at even the prospect of food, sending cramps throughout her guts. Chloe was right, the hunger was so intense suddenly even half-edible cooking sounded excellent.

“Beverly had us order in from that Chinese restaurant you like, let me just get it warmed up.” Chloe produced a white box from the refrigerator, sending twin surges of relief and guilt through Tori, though the former heavily outweighed the latter.

As Chloe scooped fried rice into a large bowl and Beverly brought her a glass of water, Tori became aware of a tapping sound. She at first suspected the faucet, but there was no leak to be seen. Then she considered the microwave, but the sound started before Chloe had put the bowl in. Turning, Tori scanned the apartment, soon letting out a strangled rasp of surprise as she found the sound’s source.

Her reaction was loud enough to draw Beverly and Chloe’s attention, following Tori’s gaze along the newly repaired wall to the sliding glass door of their modest balcony. There, tapping lightly on the glass and hovering an inch above the wooden flooring, was the unmistakable form of Lodestar.

Evidently, the promised time of “later” had arrived.
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“And this is where it all ends.”

Auro’s temple was grandiose, not that Ivan would have expected anything less. Brilliant shades of blue, silver, and white metal decorated the stone walls, pillars carved to look like giant serpents held the ceiling at bay, and a massive stained-glass depiction of the snake’s true form sat in the center. Light hitting the window trickled down to a golden altar, where Ivan could see five items, each radiating an intense magical aura. Two rings, a dagger, a helm, and a small gem, every one of them absolutely bursting with power.

The past few days had been an unexpected respite from the responsibilities of his own world. Traveling with Auro reminded Ivan of simpler days, and it was nice to see these fascinating lands without the constant threat of war looming. Instead, they celebrated in the shadow of Auro’s upcoming end. Taverns and restaurants, incredible sights like the waterfall of prismatic quicksilver, places of resonating peace and endless adventure. All of which they had sampled lightly, never committing too deeply to any adventure.

Always aware that time was running out.

Together, the pair approached the altar, where Auro ran a hand along the gleaming surface. “And this is where it begins.”

“Did you just say⁠—”

“All beginnings come from endings. All endings start with beginnings. One adventure closes, and the start of a new one opens. One life fades, a new spark appears in the darkness. My kind are just a little better at it than most others.”

Delicately, Auro picked up the dagger, a red-bladed piece with an onyx hilt that all but radiated malice. “When my time arrives, I’ll lie upon the altar. My body will dissolve into nothing but divine energy, reforming into life anew. The offerings on the altar act as a way to strengthen my next incarnation, using the effort of one life to forge a more powerful existence, a cycle endlessly working toward perfection.”

With the additional context, Ivan examined the items once more. He could certainly feel the magic pushing off them, though that didn’t mean it was especially potent. The items were powerful, no doubt about it, yet the overall amount of magic they represented seemed piddling compared the grandeur of the temple.

Reading his expression in a way so few could, Auro snickered. “I did warn you my following was in decline. It’s the peril of divinity: spend too much time on mortal concerns, and the greater forces of the universe will sink their hooks in, yet if one spends all their time on cosmic concerns, their mortals will feel abandoned.” Auro’s face showed a fleeting flash of melancholy before it was banished.

“In truth, I waited longer than prudent to take this step. But the last few centuries have seen a slew of trouble, and only now are things settled enough. It will be fine, though. A small step forward is still a step, and I had plenty of experiences worth far more than a boost of power.”

Ivan moved closer to the altar, making a proper examination of the large golden rectangle. Runes of incredible complexity were woven across the surface. Arcanicus would trade an arm (although obviously not his own) for a glimpse at such advanced spellcraft. Were Ivan a more skillful practitioner, there were no doubt endless insights to be gleamed. As it stood, Ivan was barely passable with a handful of spells, and even those were largely the result of Auro’s training.

“How can I help?”

Auro smiled, a rare version without the intentional showing of too many teeth. “I’m afraid there’s not much to be done at this point. Your magic obviously isn’t compatible with this sort of ritual, and there’s no time for hunting down more artifacts.”

“But there was. We just spent it wandering around when we could have been⁠—”

“Could have been adventuring, and fighting, and getting into trouble.” Auro’s smile slowly faded, leaving him looking older than Ivan could ever recall. “The truth is, I can’t keep pace the way I used to. Even if I could, though, so much of this life has been spent struggling. At the end, all I wanted was a bit of peace with an old friend. I already told you: my experiences mean more than scraping out a bit more power for the next go-round.”

Carefully, Auro set the dagger back onto the altar with the other four artifacts. “You asked how you could help. Stay with me to the end, please. There’s more than enough warding to keep this place safe, but when one’s life starts to slip away, it’s still terrifying every time.”

Stiffly, Ivan’s arm rose, gently coming down over Auro’s shoulder, creating a side-hug. Since they were both facing forward, he couldn’t quite see the streak of delighted shock on Auro’s face. “I will be here.”

“Thank you.”

They stood like that for some time, both aware that the hourglass of mortality was shedding its sand, the inevitable marching forever forward. Eventually, Ivan worked up the courage to ask a question, one that been born the moment he learned of Auro’s reincarnation. “Do you remember? The lives that came before.”

“Pieces of them,” Auro replied. “The further back it is, the harder they are to recall. I also get more back as my incarnation’s power grows, allowing me to better see the history within my own soul. Some bits stick out more than others. Moments that mattered, people I loved, things I swore to never forget.”

Another beat of silence passed before Auro resumed.

“I’ll remember you.”

Ivan smirked despite himself, thinking back on how they’d first met. “Perhaps that might be more curse than blessing.”

“Hardly. You, Perle, and Elya were the most exciting part of this go-round. I’d sooner shorten my tail than lose a recollection of any one of you. I’ve kept an eye on the descendants as well, poking in here and there to make sure the lineage survives. It’s been a fulfilling way to pass the centuries.”

Auro stepped forward, breaking the uncharacteristically long embrace. “Let’s not bury me just yet, though. I can’t start the ceremony until nightfall on an eve when the Lost Moon is slated to appear, which means we still have time for one last meal. I think you’ll find the banquet I’ve commissioned to quite filling, even considering our respective appetites.”

Although Ivan nodded, his gaze remained on the golden altar. A part of him was screaming to smash it apart, rip it into scrap so Auro couldn’t even consider letting himself die. To one such as Ivan, a man who’d once been forced to murder the closest thing to a family he’d known in order to survive, the idea of peacefully passing over was truly incomprehensible.

Surely if Auro survived, they’d find a way to extend his longevity. This was a world of magic, and he was the goddamned Fornax. He could rip it apart until they found what they needed.

Yet it wasn’t the notion of ravaging a world he’d once saved that stayed Ivan’s hand, it was respect for Auro. While he couldn’t fathom meeting his end placidly, Auro had made a different choice. Whether he liked it or not, that was Auro’s decision to make. Breaking the altar, forcing him to live on, it smacked of taking charge of another’s life, forcing them to live the way he declared.

In short, it would make him like the priests who’d kept him and the others in the bloodstained dark, and that was a line Ivan refused to cross. He turned away from the golden table, finding a once-more smiling Auro looking at him.

“Thank you. For holding back, and for being tempted. It’s been a long while since someone cared enough.”

The two made their way out of the temple, soon vanishing in a flash of blue light as Auro whisked them off to what would turn out to be a staggeringly vast dinner. As the glow faded, shadows in the nearby forest shifted. Only a few more hours to nightfall.

Soon, a god would be ripe for the plucking.


Chapter 43



An uncomfortable silence descended as soon as Lodestar stepped in from the balcony. Beverly was trying to hide her astonishment, whereas Chloe was staring in open wonder. Tori, conversely, crossed her arms and glared.

“If you’re going to arrest us, just do it already. This last day has been an utter shitshow and I am done.”

Lodestar blinked in surprise, before shaking her head softly. “I suppose that’s as good a lead-in as I can hope for. And no, I’m not here to arrest you. Medley and Cyber Geek’s testimony made it clear your attacker was the aggressor, as well as the one who murdered the meta known as Count Trentomir. In fact, their account of your actions is what prompted me to finally come over and have this chat.”

Worn out as she felt, Tori still managed not to ask about charges for all of Count Trentomir’s thralls. None of the capes had seen them, and their altered bodies had gone up like kindling, leaving nothing but ash and smoke.

“First off, let’s dispatch with any subterfuge. I know you are Hephaestus and Bahamut, respectively.”

Beverly took an instinctive step toward the door before catching herself. Running was pointless, even if she’d been as fast as Tachyonic. All she could do was try to endure whatever the cape had planned. “You know we’re villains.”

“Well… yes and no,” Lodestar replied. “I know who trained you, and I know the organization that shelters you, but to be frank, I’m not entirely sure either of you really qualify for that term.”

Both Tori and Beverly looked as if they’d been struck in the mouth by an airborne trout – a distinct mix of disorientation, distaste, and discomfort. It was Tori who found her voice first, leaning in slightly despite knowing how ludicrous it was to try and intimidate Lodestar. “The hell is that supposed to mean?”

“I mean that in your careers, Hephaestus and Bahamut have helped the Alliance of Heroic Champions multiple times, defended downtown Ridge City during the riots, aided The New Science Sentries against Alfred Settler, fought against dimensional invaders to protect civilians, and let’s not forget saving Hat Trick’s life. In contrast, the only crime I have you down for is as suspects in an art heist. Which is another reason I’m here, in fact.”

Tapping the side of her suit, Lodestar opened a pocket that had been seamlessly hidden. From within she procured a set of folded documents, spreading them out and handing the pages to Beverly. Skimming them over, Beverly’s forehead grew steadily more creased, until finally she jerked her green eyes up to Lodestar once more. “They’re dropping the charges?”

“Dropping the investigation,” Lodestar gently corrected. “There was never enough evidence for an official charge. We had you at the scene, but no one ever actually saw you taking or possessing the goods, and somehow all the physical evidence had been entirely expunged by the time the police arrived. At this point, insurance has paid out and the whole thing is considered a waste of resources to pursue, so it’s been dropped.”

Leaning over to check the papers, Tori found a date on the page, confirming her suspicions. “And they happened to make that decision this morning, the same day you came to tell us. What lucky timing.”

Sighing, Lodestar vanished in a golden flash, only to reappear seconds later holding a large cup of coffee, which she placed in Tori’s hands. “I’m sorry to have caught you still exhausted from the fight, but these are matters I felt were best addressed sooner than later. To your implications, no, it’s not a coincidence, and I don’t believe I ever implied it was. I hired legal representation to get the charges officially put to bed.”

“The AHC pays to clear villains’ records?” Chloe asked, eyes somehow growing even larger.

“They very much do not.” Lodestar vanished and reappeared again, this time offering a coffee to Beverly, then again bringing one for Chloe. “The funds came out of my personal account. And again, there was no record to clear. Whatever I might think I know, the AHC is not a law-keeping organization. We protect those in peril, which brings me back around to part of why I’m visiting.”

The glow around Lodestar brightened slightly, casting a light around their entire apartment. “I’ve already had this talk with Tori informally, but after your latest escapades, the time felt right to make an official approach. Both of you are caring, loyal, determined individuals who have consistently proven willing to put the wellbeing of those in peril above your own. Think about all the things you’ve done, even just the ones I listed, and tell me the truth: are you villains? Because, bluntly speaking, you act more like superheroes.”

Tori had already gotten a similar speech from Helen, but she had to admit the proposal carried more weight coming out of the mouth of Lodestar. As for the instances she’d listed, those were just flukes caused by Tori’s friendship with a few capes, right? Hephaestus didn’t let Hat Trick’s head smash open because she liked Lucy – simple self-interest all the way. Fighting Alfred Settler had been about that piece of shit fucking with her home as much as helping The New Science Sentries, hadn’t it?

Tori knew she was a thief. She’d embraced that identity for a huge chunk of her life, honed the skills and learned the tricks, wrapping the concepts around herself like a cloak against life’s freezing winds. But villain wasn’t nearly so solidified a concept for her. While Tori was Fornax’s apprentice, even he’d been working to move farther from the notions of villainy.

“Should I, um, leave you all to talk?” Chloe offered. She punctuated the question with a sip of her coffee. “Oh wow! This is great. Can I ask where you got it? Also, how did you make these so fast anyway, wouldn’t the pouring still take a normal amount of time?” Evidently Chloe’s professional curiosity could overpower her symptoms of being starstruck.

“I get the beans from a small farm in Brazil. They had an infestation of these creatures that bonded with… well… excrement. Not pretty, and the smell was awful, but after we killed the hive queen, the others lost their cohesion. Supercharged the soil, and they’ve been making the best coffee I can find ever since.”

Reviewing Chloe’s questions, Lodestar began to tick them off on her fingers. “For the pouring, I can affect nearby objects with my enhanced speed, though they need to be close. In this case, though, I just took them from my tempridge. Sort of a fridge, but it freezes items in time rather than temperature. Sometimes I like to grab a treat mid-patrol. Lastly, no, Ms. Henson, I would ask you to stay. We have something to discuss as well.”

The room’s mood suddenly shifted, every eye on her tinged by suspicion. It was Beverly who stepped forward, able to maintain an unwavering confidence in spite of who she stared down. “What business do you have with our roommate? If we’re not being charged, there’s no reason she should be in trouble.”

“Far from it, but to address the elephant in the room, I am already of aware of Cliché.” Lodestar saw two stunned stares and one trying to look at the ground. “Just as I am aware of Hephaestus, and Pest Control, and Glyph, and many more we may never meet. I have a bit of a fascination with the multiverse, and while I can’t step into it, I’ve spent an inordinate amount of time looking through other worlds. The details often change, but there are patterns, if you know how to look for them.”

“Wait, you already knew about her?” Tori demanded, the war of guilt and hope raging on her face. Knowing that Ivan had asked her permission to share the secret, what other conclusion could she draw but this being her fault?

“In a very macro sense. Remember, my research encompasses multiple different versions of our world, so that’s a lot of names to keep straight. I knew about a meta named Cliché, and after the Alfred Settler fight, I knew Chloe was a reality manipulator. I could feel her mucking about toward the end. Thanks for the boost, by the way. It helped a lot of people.”

Given her passion for the subject and the quality of what she held in her hands, it spoke volumes that the mug went tumbling out of Chloe’s grip, on a crash-course for the floor. The sound of shattering never arrived; instead, Lodestar’s hand effortlessly snared it from the air, offering it back to Chloe once more.

She made no move to take the mug, hands shaking as she stared at the superhero with renewed awe and terror. “That… that was your…”

“Of course. You did use my saying, after all.”

“Hang on,” Tori interjected. “Does this mean you’re a reality warper like Captain Bullshit?”

“Reality manipulator, there’s a difference,” Lodestar corrected. “And that’s the prevailing theory. Given what you know about my identity, is it so shocking?”

The cape made a point; that explanation would account for how no one could figure out Helen was Lodestar unless she showed them.

Chloe was captivated by other topics, however. “Wait, what’s the difference between a reality manipulator and a reality warper?”

“A manipulator makes actual changes to the fabric of existence, whereas a warper causes temporary anomalies. Warpers can usually do grander-scale spectacles, but their changes are inherently limited by time, whereas manipulators can effect permanent change.”

“From that description, my power sounds closer to a warper than a manipulator,” Chloe said.

“You’re only just starting out. Trust me, I can feel the difference.”

“Cool as that is, it doesn’t explain what it is you want with Chloe.” Beverly moved, purposely putting herself between Chloe and Lodestar. An ultimately pointless effort, but a telling one all the same.

Lodestar nodded, stepping back to give the women more space. “You’re right, and that’s especially rude, given that I’m asking for a favor. The truth is, I heard about one of your newer sayings, ‘time heals all wounds.’ There’s someone I’d like you to try healing, if you’re willing.”

“A cape?” Tori pushed.

“Not for a long time.” Composed as she remained, no one missed the melancholy in Lodestar’s tone. “I’m sorry, but I can’t say more than that. Just as I’ll do all in my power to keep your secret, I have to protect their trust as well. All I can say is that they’re enduring a fate they don’t deserve, one I’m hoping you may be able to change.”

The room felt solemn, which was what made the slowly bubbling rage from Beverly stand out all the more as she advanced on Lodestar. “You have got some nerve, lady! Some fucking nerve. Professor Quantum is a worthless, soulless, sack of absolute human shit, but at least he wears it openly. Using us as leverage to force Chloe to play along with your recruitment is some vile, underhanded⁠—”

“The two matters are unrelated,” Lodestar said calmly.

Beverly halted her verbal tirade, though she still looked plenty steamed. “So it’s just a coincidence you approached us all together?”

“More efficiency than nefarious intent. I needed to talk with all of you, and you were in one place. I also assumed you’d want to be here when I met with Chloe.” Lodestar moved toward the balcony door. “This may be a good time to let you think things over. Tori can answer some preliminary questions about the logistics if you have any, we talked it over last year. As for⁠—”

“Wait!” Chloe ran forward, taking Lodestar by the arm. “I’ll help. I’d really love it if we could hide who I am, though.”

It was a rare sight, seeing Lodestar caught off-guard, though she quickly recovered. “I’ve got some costumes you can pick from. The only person who’ll know your real name is me. We won’t even keep a record in the AHC systems.” She paused, looking from Chloe to the other two roommates, neither of whom appeared thrilled by the turn of events. “If you don’t mind my asking, what made up your mind?”

As if only then remembering who she was talking to, Chloe suddenly turned bashful, looking out the wall of windows. “You’ve saved my life twice. Once from a mechanical pterodactyl, and once from a collapsing tree the size of a skyscraper. I don’t expect you to remember me, but those are moments I can’t ever forget. So if Lodestar is asking me to help, I have to believe there’s a good reason for it. What else do I really need to know besides that?”

Lodestar smiled, a warm, sincere grin that could never be truly captured on film. “You are a remarkable person, Cliché. Whether you can help or not remains to be seen, but I will not forget the willingness with which you stepped forth. As for your roommates, take some time to think it over. The line between villain and superhero is thinner than you might realize, and soon it may dim even more. Next time, we can have a real discussion, if you’re interested.”

In a golden blur, Lodestar and Chloe were gone, leaving two still-somewhat-stunned villains in the apartment alone. After several seconds, Tori tilted back her mug of coffee and chugged the rest down. Given how her day had done so far, she was going to need all the energy she could get.

Chloe was right, though, it was one hell of a tasty brew.


Chapter 44



The time was drawing nigh. Much as Auro tried to hide it, he was growing slower and weaker, more so with every passing day. When the final moments arrived, neither needed to say it. They could see what was plain from the way Auro dragged himself along, no longer able to sustain his human form. Scales peeled from his side as the massive form slithered through the temple, the same scales Ivan had once seen rebuff swords and spells alike.

A chill had descended upon the central chamber, cold swirling in the air as they approached the golden altar. Together, the pair stood before it, both beings that were widely regarded as little more than monsters. Gently, Ivan laid a hand on Auro’s side.

“It’s not too late to⁠—”

“Ah, but it is.” Auro cut him off, not even entertaining the notion. “The water is already spilled, all that remains is to let it flow. This life is done. I have seen and experienced so much, lived more than most beings dare to dream. But to hang on now would only impair my next incarnation. All things must pass on so they can someday arrive again.”

With considerable effort, the massive snake hefted himself onto the golden altar. As Auro’s scales came into contact with the surface, a light shone from the altar, slowly spreading across his enormous body, as well as the preprepared artifacts.

Auro shuddered at the light, yet his expression was peaceful. “The process will take a full day, and I implore you to make sure nothing is disturbed. Removing any of these elements now would cause tremendous damage to my next incarnation, though you can always add more if you stumble upon any artifacts I overlooked.” He grinned at the joke, eyes scanning the barren temple.

Ivan wished he could have seen it in full glory; the fine details of the constructions were endless, such as the depictions of serpents carved into the very walls around them. How must it have looked when filled with worshippers, decorations, and Auro himself in his prime?

“Why did the people really turn on you?”

The snake’s huge eyes blinked several times before he released a low, hissing chuckle. No matter the form, Auro’s voice stayed the same, but his laughter was more subject to the whims of physiology. “They thought I’d abandoned them.”

“Did you?”

“In a way,” Auro admitted. “I became aware of some movement in the currents of fate and sought greater clarity. What I saw… well, steps had to be taken. Preparations that demanded time and resources that had to come from somewhere. I saw where things were trending and took no action to change things, so as I said, in a way I suppose I did abandon them. Their present, anyway, in order to protect their future.”

Now that sounded more like the Auro Ivan knew. Loyal to a fault, even when no one around appreciated the sacrifices he was making for their benefit. “Is there anything I can do?”

“It’s already done.” Auro lowered his head, his entire enormous body somehow coiled up on the much smaller altar, acting as a pillow to rest upon. “You’re here, with me at the end. That’s all I needed.”

Much as Ivan wanted to do more, to demand details and dig into whatever these issues were, he accepted the urge and then let it go. Staying in this realm wasn’t an option. He’d learned the last time that his presence did nearly as much harm as good, and besides, Ivan had kids to get home to. Camping out in another world waiting for some mysterious danger to appear wasn’t going to fit in the weekly schedule.

“In all my travels, I have never known a soul, a friend, more loyal and steadfast than yourself. I want so badly to save you, to break this world beneath my heel until they offer up anything and everything to keep you alive. But this is clearly the path you believe is best, and taking away a friend’s agency is a damned-poor repayment of all you’ve done. So I will wait, Auro. I will wait until the end. You won’t be alone.”

Another hissing chuckle as Auro’s eyes closed for a long blink. “Most would consider the notion of saving a god to be a grand undertaking, only you could think of it as temptation to be resisted.” The eyes opened, though they seemed cloudier than before.

“You have the strangest talent, Ivan. Gods, elementals, demons, beings meant to be defined by their very power, you make us feel so very… mortal. The idea that someone would watch over me, protect a god themselves, is supposed to be ridiculous. Yet seeing you there, I can’t help but be comforted. When you’re around, I know things will work out somehow.”

Those eyes closed again, and this time the lids remained sealed as Auro took a long, shuddering breath. “Thank you, Ivan. For the freedom you provided, for the adventures you led, for the friendships you helped me form. I have lived many lives, and none were nearly as exciting as the time I spent being your pet snake.”

“Not a pet,” Ivan sighed, falling back into their old banter for what he feared would be the final time.

“I know, I know, you would never take another sentient creature’s freedom.” This time, there was no chuckle, only a dry hiss that sounded like scales scraping a throat. “But whether you accept it or not, a part of me will always belong to you.”

Gently, Ivan laid a hand on Auro’s snout, nearly wincing at how fragile his scales felt. Soft breathing indicated his friend had fallen asleep, the golden glow gradually moving across his coiled blue body. The two sat like that for over an hour, and likely would have remained in the same position for a full day if they’d been undisturbed.

Sadly, such was not the case.

The temple’s door slammed open without warning, a dozen people in white and tan robes marching through without even a pause to pay respect. They were laughing and cheerful, only a few holding weapons at the ready. At the front was a broader-shouldered man who’d added some armor to his robes. Upon seeing the room, he barked out orders.

“Looks like we’ve got a single devotee. Kill him, and then strip that altar. Make sure to cut up the snake into small pieces, we don’t want it reforming before Viridae can consume them.”

The band of intruders moved to comply, only to find their feet frozen under the baleful glare of the lone worshipper. He’d risen to his feet in what seemed to be a blink, and everyone in the room could sense the dreadful waves of magic rippling forth. Not just the volume he contained, which was staggering in itself. The type was even worse: a magic born from chaos, an energy of absolute, unyielding destruction.

An older member of their order collapsed to the ground, her hands shaking. “No… no! It was myth. It was nothing but myth!”

“What’s going on?” The leader had grown impatient and stepped to the forefront.

An instant later, his head toppled from his shoulders. Auro’s lone worshipper stood before his body, blood dripping from his hands.

“The Demon Conqueror,” wailed the woman on the floor. “It was said Auro once served The Demon Conqueror, and the blight upon all has returned!”

With fresh fear they faced the man, who pushed their commander’s dead body over with a casual swipe. “You’re going to tell me who this Viridae is, and where I can find them. I would recommend you speak fast.”
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When Lodestar flew off with Chloe, she left behind a very befuddled Beverly and Tori. After grabbing showers and changing into new clothes for the day, they found themselves back in the kitchen, staring out the balcony where two different beings had entered with very different agendas.

In the time since VRX77’s first attack, Tori had never let herself slow down. Working on the suit, getting ready for her product launch, busying herself with a job for the guild. Life had been nonstop, but now, just as she was forced to slow down by circumstances, Lodestar came along and challenged a core tenet of her very identity.

“Of course we’re villains,” Tori muttered, intending the comment to be solely for herself.

With Beverly so near, however, it was unavoidable that she’d overhear. “I hate admitting it, but Lodestar wasn’t entirely off the mark. Even if you don’t especially like them, I doubt you’d let innocent people die if you had the power to stop it. Plus, neither of us have much passion for crime⁠—”

“Excuse me, did someone forget I was originally nabbed robbing a lab that belonged to Doctor Mechaniacal?” Tori pointed out. “I survived as a thief for a big chunk of my life.”

“Out of necessity,” Beverly countered back. “You’re pragmatic, not kleptomaniacal. When getting something legally is the easier path, that’s the one you take. Stealing wasn’t the point, having what you needed was.”

Tori shrugged at that, somewhat uncomfortable at how clearly her friend had seen through her.

Beverly had no issue carrying the conversation forward on her own. “Socially speaking, we also tend to hang out with capes more than other villains. Granted, a big chunk of that is because The New Science Sentries are our neighbors and quasi-security guards, but we haven’t really pushed them away.”

Once Beverly finished, Tori waited several seconds before reiterating her point once more.

“We’re villains.”

“I know we’re part of the⁠—”

“Crime isn’t what defines villains of the guild,” Tori said, certainty growing with every word. She could practically hear Ivan’s voice in her ear as she paraphrased the advice he’d once offered her. “If it were, we wouldn’t have a councilor representing those who want to do nothing but live in peace. No, what defines us is something more nebulous, more dangerous, and more powerful than a simple love of burglaries. What makes us villains is the freedom, the freedom to live in almost any way we see fit.”

Beverly’s mouth twisted into a half-smile while her gaze remained steady. “Almost?” After a few seconds, she realized the answer to her own question. “Ah, the code.”

“So long as we abide by the code, we can do anything else. Including pal around with capes and engage in minimal crime.” Tori hesitated as more words formed, ones she wasn’t sure she wanted to speak.

Because despite all she was saying, deep down Tori herself wondered if Beverly wouldn’t be happier on the side of the superheroes. If given a real chance, would she grasp it?

“And part of that freedom is the ability to change teams, at least right now,” Tori finally added. “Lodestar made it pretty clear to me when we met during that Starscouts shitshow: if you wanted to jump over, the guild wouldn’t object.”

Having chosen that moment to take a sip of water, Beverly slammed her plastic cup down too forcefully, causing some to slosh over the side. “You think I’m considering it?”

“I think you’re my friend, and the kind of person who throws themselves into danger for the sake of others. Not telling you it was a real possibility seemed like a shitty move.”

Beverly’s jaw visibly clenched and relaxed several times before she spoke again, gaze darting between Tori and the balcony windows. “I don’t… I’m not… I would never join Professor Quantum’s organization. Not fucking ever. But honestly… I do feel like I should be doing more with these powers. All my life I’ve been taught the importance of duty and service, and now that I have the kind of strength to make a real difference… Is my grudge really worth more than all the good I could be doing?”

Questions like that were exactly why Tori didn’t think Beverly was well-suited to the villain’s lifestyle, not that she planned to voice such an opinion. “Why does that have to be the trade?”

“Because I just said I would never join that piece of shit’s little club.”

“So don’t,” Tori rebutted. “Not every superhero belongs to the AHC; there are lots of independent operators. Plenty because they hate organizations, some have other support, and a few just don’t need anyone else.”

Beverly blinked, visibly stunned by such a straightforward notion. When one got used to thinking in dichotomies, it was too easy to forget other options existed. “I can’t just go around saving people, can I?”

“Does it break the code?”

“Ummmm, we’re supposed to keep a low-profile?” Beverly pitched.

“That’s only when committing crimes,” Tori shot back. Having Fornax as a mentor meant she knew the guild’s sacred set of rules backwards and forwards. “I think Fornax’s fight with the Wrexwren make it clear that some actions are fine in the public eye.”

“Huh.” Beverly finished the rest of her water, then silently grabbed a roll of paper towels to wipe up the earlier spill. Only when she’d dropped the soggy mass into the garbage did words emerge once more. “That’s a lot to think about.”

Tori was about to suggest they contemplate the issue over an early lunch, as she was downright famished from the prior night’s adventure. Before she could, however, a loud knock on the door put them both on guard.

No one should know they were back yet, save for people like Lodestar. Tori tried to ready a fireball, only to discover her heat powers were sluggish to respond. Evidently the weariness was affecting her more than she’d realized. Beverly’s eyes were shining with dangerous green light as she looked through the peephole, ready to become Bahamut in a moment’s notice.

Except when she turned back, the glow was gone, and Beverly quickly waved at Tori to relax. Yanking open the door, she revealed Ellie, who looked like she too was fighting off exhaustion, with bags under her eyes and a rumpled blouse, noticeable details given her typically composed appearance. No sooner did she see Tori and Beverly than Ellie rushed in, closing the door behind her.

“I thought I heard voices! Thank goodness you two are back. I’m in a major bind and need your help.”


Chapter 45



Shiny silver domes dotted the hilly landscape, interconnected by a series of clear tubes. Chloe and Lodestar made their way through the facilities, which appeared to be a high-tech sort of treatment center as near as Chloe could gather. They’d passed no shortage of people in lab coats and scrubs, though she’d yet to see anyone easily identifiable as a patient.

Every dome they passed through had an outer section and an inner section, with the latter being sealed off. Those they skipped straight past, only using the outer portions to connect with other tubes. They walked largely in silence, until Lodestar piped up, nearly startling Chloe into jumping as she did.

“Do you know much about superhero history? Famous teams and figures, that sort of subject.”

“Never studied it directly, but I have some general knowledge,” Chloe replied, very curious where this sudden topic would lead.

“Does that knowledge cover Faithful’s betrayal?”

Chloe very nearly missed a step. How would she have missed that, exactly? It was one of the biggest news stories of the year when it happened.

Faithful, former superhero and long-standing member of the Alliance of the Heroic Champions, had murdered most of his team seemingly without reason. The lone survivor had attempted to strike back, but Faithful had proven too strong. In the end, it was Lodestar who brought him down.

“He killed his team, as far as I know. Everyone but Mr. AV.”

“That is the official story, and one I will ask you to hold to once leaving this facility. As I said, there are more secrets than yours being kept.”

At the mention, Chloe adjusted her mask. It was garish to the point where she suspected Lodestar had picked it up during a Mardi Gras long past, but did fully hide her facial features.

“What you need to understand about Faithful is that, despite what many people think, his name isn’t ironic or a joke. Faith is the source of his power, the font from which he grows stronger. We’ve seen it before with various metas who seem to run on the concept of faith or divinity, it’s just what he has faith in that makes him so dangerous.”

Even though she knew the answer was coming, Chloe couldn’t quite stop her tongue from spitting out. “What did he have faith in?”

“Nothing.”

Chloe actually did stop walking this time, brow creasing in confusion. Just as Lodestar was about to explain, the barista’s head snapped up. “Oh! You’re being literal. Nihilism. He truly believes in nothing.”

“Precisely. And thus, that’s how his power manifests. Nothingness, negation, the power to wipe away that which exists. Faithful doesn’t just destroy something, he edits it out of existence, and the consequences of that… well, you’re about to see for yourself.”

As they’d talked the duo reached a new dome, only this time Lodestar didn’t skirt the edges. She walked right up to the center, punching in a code and allowing several scanners to sweep across her. Only after half a dozen lights and beams had evaluated the superhero did a doorway finally appear, and Lodestar waved Chloe to follow her through.

Inside was… an apartment. At least, that was how it appeared. Kitchen, living room, space dedicated to painting – this was a space someone called home. There was more to it, large pieces of machinery built into the walls that Chloe had no point of reference for, shimmering landscapes projected through fake windows, and somehow the scent of the outdoors hung in the air.

“How?! Seriously, how do you always manage to arrive when I’m on the toilet.”

The voice crackled through the room from unseen speakers, eliciting a small chuckle from Lodestar. Roughly a minute later, there was a flush, and another minute after that a door at the inner dome’s rear opened. Out of it came a woman sitting in a large silver chair that was floating several feet off the ground.

Her legs and left arm were missing, the ends of the limbs covered by gleaming silver caps, and a large helmet covered the entirety of her head. From the sides of the chair, robotic tentacles stretched forth, several reaching into the kitchen and bringing out a pitcher of lemonade then pouring two glasses.

“Well, surprise or not, it’s always pleasant to have guests. Who is this new marvel you’ve brought to see me? A healing meta of incredible renown, or maybe a temporal twister who can try to spin things back?”

Seeing the woman’s condition, it felt fairly evident why Chloe had been brought along. There was only one phrase she had that would fit the situation, after all. What perplexed her more was why she’d be needed in the first place. While metas who could regrow limbs weren’t exactly common, neither were they unheard of. Someone with access to this level of resources would surely have gotten to try to standard options first.

So why hadn’t they worked?

“How much she reveals is her choice, same as you,” Lodestar replied. Then she vanished in a golden blur, only to reappear embracing the middle-aged woman as tightly as she dared.

“Reality manipulator, we think,” Chloe added. She couldn’t even say why the words bubbled up, only that it felt right to share something of herself in the moment.

The woman chuckled, patting Lodestar’s back with her right hand. “Ah, I remember the early days, trying to figure the complexities of a power out. You can call me Francine, though feel free to use your cape name. Mine… mine is more dangerous to use than my real one, these days.”

“I’m not really… I’m still… a pleasure to meet you. Please, call me Cliché.”

The heavy helmet tilted slightly to the side. “That’s an interesting one.”

“Hopefully, it will be equally as effective.” Lodestar finally let go of the hug, rising back to her full height and walking to Chloe’s side. “Is there anything you need before trying the saying?”

Much as she wanted to quietly shake her head, Edict had told her that their level of understanding influenced their abilities. Like how she could squeeze much faster healing out the same saying. What if understanding the type of wounds she was healing impacted her effectiveness? There was no way to be sure either way, not with so little few tests to pull from, but Chloe could feel the muted tinge of hope in the air. This was a person who had met disappointment many times. If there was a chance to help, Chloe had to make the most of it.

“I’ve recently learned that my mindset impacts not only how the phrases function, but how well they work. The more you can tell me about what we’re doing, the better I think our chances will be.”

Lodestar appeared torn, but Francine’s helmet was already nodding along. “Did she tell you who gave me these injuries?”

“Not outright.”

“But you know it was Faithful,” Francine prodded.

This time, it was Chloe’s turn to nod.

The silver tentacles slithered up the side of her, reaching up to the helmet and tapping various switches. “His attacks are horrible, finding a piece of yourself suddenly missing. But the aftermath is even worse. Part of my power is rapid healing, yet I’m still exactly as injured as the day it happened. Because what he takes is just gone. Unable to be healed by any method we’ve found so far.”

Francine paused, as did the tentacles. “Do you want to see for yourself?”

“Not at all,” Chloe admitted, her hands shaking from merely her imagination. “But I came here to help, and I want to give my best.”

“Brave girl.” Francine’s voice came out softer, barely above a whisper. “Be careful. I used to be a brave girl too.”

With a final tap from a silver tentacle, the front screen of the helmet cleared, revealing what lay underneath. Various wires and tubes were woven in strategically, but the sight was instantly apparent. Francine was missing the entire front half of her face, open flesh and bits of skull all that could be seen.

Chloe fell to her knees, gripping her stomach, only to find Lodestar catching her before the landing. Horrifying as it had been, shock was equal to revulsion in that moment, because Chloe had finally realized why there was so much secrecy around this woman.

Both legs, the left arm, and her face… Chloe knew who’d taken those injuries. A cape from Faithful’s own team, one of the four he supposedly killed during his betrayal.

“Whizby… you’re alive?”

[image: ]


It was hard to say how Tori had gone from a night fighting for her life, to be woken up to face Lodestar, and now less than an hour later was holding a basket with balloons, crepe paper streamers, and a dozen noisemakers while Ellie fervently hunted for more supplies amidst the market’s meager selection.

“Thanks again for coming,” she said, repeating herself for what was the fifth time by Tori’s count. “It’s just been so nuts lately. Between hunting for monsters breaking through from other dimensions, patrolling for normal crime, and all our supplemental training, I feel like I haven’t had two spare minutes to rub together in weeks.”

Beverly walked over with a large box of pre-frozen burgers, looking at the arm-sized basket Tori was holding and sighing loudly as she adjusted her grip. “We’re glad to help, but are you sure you’ll even have time to celebrate if things are that busy?”

Ellie’s exhausted face scrunched for a moment before she composed herself. “Not really. I just… I can’t risk letting the night go unmarked. We have to celebrate Austin’s birthday.”

Sensing the emotionally charged moment, Tori grabbed a six-pack of mid-range beer from a nearby shelf. “Can’t forget refreshments, then.” The last thing she had bandwidth for was even more interpersonal drama. Bad enough she’d said yes when Ellie asked for help picking supplies, but she looked so worn-out, Tori hadn’t found the heart to decline.

“We may need more than a sixer after these last few weeks,” Ellie said, grabbing a bottle of hard liquor from a lower shelf.

“Things are really that bad?” Beverly asked.

“I mean… they are and they aren’t. Every breach detected has been contained so far, but the effort of being always on guard is wearing us down. There’s no leads to chase or trails to follow, no warning at all. One minute things are fine, and then suddenly there’s a monster ripping up the rosebushes.” Ellie rubbed the bridge of her nose, platinum blonde hair cascading in front of her face. “That’s part of why I want to throw Austin a great birthday party, we really need some time to relax and cut loose.”

Buzzing in Tori’s pocket grabbed her attention; she snaked her phone out with a free hand to find a text informing her that her presence was requested at Astmire Country Club that evening. There was no signatory, nor was one needed. That establishment was the address they used locally, existing mostly just to conceal a dedicated teleportation system in the basement. One that would transport authorized individuals to a certain volcano island where villains gathered.

The guild was calling a meeting. That in itself was strange enough, rarely was there cause to gather its members in person. But odder was that moments later, Ellie’s own phone emitted a high-pitched screech. Jarring and impossible to ignore, Tori would bet that the alert had been chosen for messages that could not be missed. Noting the way Ellie kept her screen close while reviewing the missive solidified Tori’s suspicion.

Something was going on with the capes as well.

Whether the two incidents were related, she’d find out soon, but she couldn’t get Lodestar’s words fully dislodged from her brain. “Soon, the divide may shrink even further.” What exactly was going to pull villains and heroes closer together?

Aside from Ellie’s party, of course.

“Okay, so far we have streamers, balloons, burgers, a six-pack of beer, a bottle of vodka, and no cohesive theming,” Beverly surmised, drawing everyone’s attention away from their phones. “What else do you usually get for Austin’s birthday?”

Again, Ellie’s face pinched, though this time she wasn’t as quick to recover. “I don’t. None of us do. This is… this was Ike’s thing. Big, over-the-top celebrations for our birthdays, despite some very vocal protests. He always said it was fun, watching the discomfort of humble people stuck in the spotlight, but I think it was his way of showing affection.”

Looking down into the basket Tori was holding, Ellie’s eyes shut fully, and a trio of small tears fell down. “It sucks, doesn’t it?”

Before Tori could decide whether to lie and offer comfort or deliver the harsh truth, Beverly piped up.

“To hell with this.”

The clatter of a box hitting tile made both of them jump, only to find Beverly hunched over picking it back up. “I was trying to make a statement, but then realized it would be really shitty to leave this in an aisle. My point was, we’re not letting you bust your ass with what little time you have to put on a yes, admittedly small-scale celebration. Tori and I will handle it.”

“You will?” Ellie asked, essentially taking the sentiment right out of Tori’s mouth.

“Yes, we will. We have some contacts in the local entertainment scene, I’m sure we can get a nice dinner and outing put together. That way, you can unwind too.” Beverly met Tori’s incredulous eyes with a glare that dared her to tell Ellie they were backing out.

Eventually, Tori blinked first.

“Sure, leave the heavy lifting to us.” She did feel bad for Ellie, and seeing the relief on her face… Tori was a villain, not an asshole. Well, not an asshole to people she liked. Besides, they were already going to visit the guild that evening for whatever the message had been about.

Why not see how the guild of villains felt about facilitating a superhero’s birthday party?


Chapter 46



Unlike Auro’s empty temple, this one was filled-to-bursting with revelers. Tankards of sacred wine were quaffed down as drunken hymns of praise spilled from mortal lips. Thick-armed warriors, ever-hunched scribes, even a handful of musicians added their gifts to the celebration of Viridae.

Seated on a luxurious red cushion in the center of ruckus was a mongoose the size of a wolf with golden fur. Viridae basked in the adoration of his followers, allowing their praise to fuel his power. His temple was formed from dense wooden beams, perfect for bounding around the ceiling on, which gave the entire structure the sense of a skeleton. Viridae liked to imagine them as his own body, one he was steadily growing into. Someday he would stand equal with his own temples, which would mean it was time for the mortals to build him new ones.

For now, he adorned it with paintings, silks, and various magical knickknacks. Some were true artifacts, others mere baubles Viridae couldn’t resist. He adored shiny things, and magical ones gave off the loveliest glow.

Interwoven with his fine decor were banners of his supporters hung from those very rafters, with one in a place of prominence this evening. The Ugeroe lineage had offered up services of renowned mercenaries, specialists in pouncing on rare and potent targets. Soon, Viridae would have the flesh of another living god before him, one bursting with divine power and helpless to fight back.

That it would be the body of that cursed serpent made the triumph even more satisfying.

Meddlesome Auro, always poking his snout into affairs that were none of his concern. How many of Viridae’s schemes had that troublesome snake torn asunder? What was Viridae to do but attack his foundations? Luring away and killing his clergy, spreading tales of abandonments to sow doubt, planting bandits on the roads to his temples, and yet still that damned serpent persisted.

Not for much longer, though. At last, the efforts had borne fruit. Auro was reincarnating, weakening himself in the process. It was the chance Viridae had been waiting for, an opportunity to taste the blood of someone further along the divine path. He’d never fully understood why Auro didn’t come for him directly, a conflict that would have been bloody and brutal, but with Auro likely standing as victor. Viridae could only assume it to came down to cowardice or ego, the snake unwilling to accept it could only defeat him through raw force, rather than cunning.

Twisting his head with speed no mortal could witness, Viridae looked out a window with a gem-studded frame to the starry sky. Where were those lazy mortals anyway? Did it really take so long to procure a simple unconscious deity with the tools Viridae had provided? It was annoying, but what mortals lacked in usefulness, they made up for in disposability. Eating one of the group would send a message, and next time Viridae would expect prompter service.

Footsteps came from just outside the set of golden doors, and Viridae felt a thrill of excitement, followed by a sudden unwelcome thought.

Why hadn’t the scouts sounded an alert that someone was approaching?

Both of the doors ripped off the hinges, flying through the air and embedding themselves deep within the rear wooden walls. Where revelers had stood in their paths, only a trail of blood and viscera remained. The attack was so shocking, no one had a chance to process it before a single man stepped through the now eternally open door.

His clothes were simple, appearance unremarkable, yet a dark chill rippled through Viridae’s gut. The sense of power cascading off this intruder… even as a god, he felt imperiled. That was before the intruder lifted his head, showing off eyes that were dark pits of endless void, save only for the center, where runes burned a hellish red hue.

Once, before things turned so acrimonious between them, Viridae had asked Auro about the rumors he’d once traveled with an entity known as the Demon Conqueror. The snake had spun some ridiculous tale of adventure and humans growing powerful, an obvious fiction meant to further fuel his own legend. From that day on, Viridae had dismissed any such tale as nonsense, and he’d never even considered such a possibility when scheming against the serpent.

Letting out a guttural scream, one of his followers charged the intruder, axe raised high overhead. As soon as he got close to the man with dark eyes, the axe-wielder’s head vanished in a spray of red, his body running two more steps before collapsing to the ground.

“Why have you desecrated the rites of the most holy Viridae?” Another of the followers stepped forward, this time trying words rather than fists. He also made sure to keep a healthy distance between himself and the new arrival, eyes darting to the dead body of the first attacker.

Those burning eyes swept the room, and when they landed on Viridae, the god knew true fear for the first time in ages. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Kill him!” Viridae screeched, his normally composed tone nowhere to be found. “He comes to unmake all we hold sacred, kill him while we can!”

They wouldn’t be able to, of course. No amount of faith could grant them the power to accomplish such a task. But as the Demon Conqueror was buried by the task of slaughtering the mortals, Viridae would dash off to freedom. While the threat might be more powerful, it was a rare few who could match a divine mongoose’s speed.

Obeying his commands to the very end, the worshippers charged. As they surrounded the intruder, blocking the line of sight between them, Viridae sprang. He dashed along the ground, leaping up to the rafters and bounding toward his hidden exit all in the span of a single human heartbeat. Just as he was about to wiggle through the modestly-sized exit, a hand grabbed Viridae by the spine, dragging him backward.

Frantically, he clawed at the wooden beam, managing only to carve deep grooves in the material. Spinning around, Viridae saw the impossible. Somehow, the intruder had managed to not only match his speed but had crossed the distance between them in an instant. Sensing how desperate the situation was, Viridae lunged for those horrifying eyes. If he could scratch them out, it might buy him enough time to flee.

Inches from the man’s cheeks, Viridae stopped as a second hand snared him by the neck. He felt the intense pressure in those fingers, the barely restrained strength. And unfortunately, thanks to his divine nature, Viridae also felt the snap that came next. His neck broken, life began to slip away. Desperately, he tried to heal himself, but a small trickle of magic from the intruder rebuffed such attempts.

Lifting Viridae up to eye-level, the Demon Conqueror snarled, his naked hatred on full display. “You tried to kill my friend.”

It wasn’t an accusation; it was barely an explanation. More than anything, it was a statement, like Viridae had violated a law of the natural order and was an idiot for expecting anything other than this to happen. The dying god would have begged for mercy, could he still move. Though even then, he doubted it would have mattered.

Looking away from Viridae, the intruder cast his eyes around the temple anew, lingering on all the magical treasures Viridae had collected from other, less appreciative owners through the years. A small slice of a smile cut through the seriousness of his expression, one that burned the last of Viridae’s tattered hopes at survival to windswept ash.

“At least it seems as though you have the means to make amends. Dozens of trinkets, and the body of a freshly-killed god. I cannot imagine how that will fuel Auro’s power in the next life. But I’m eager to find out.”

[image: ]


It was one of the most famous betrayals in superhero history. A team of capes who’d worked together for years, were known and beloved by the public, and had proven their mettle time and time again. Led by Rowanhart, the members included Whizby, Fullter, Toss Boss, Mr. AV, and Faithful, but it was those final two members who were the most famous.

While the rest of the team was middling in terms of power, Mr. AV and Faithful were in another league. The former was able to conjure characters from famous television shows and movies, while the latter could wipe away virtually anything from existence. Bullets, energy blasts, barriers, Faithful waved his hand and they were gone.

Then one day, when Mr. AV was wandering the screens, Faithful waited until they’d finished up a job and a crowd had formed, plenty of press and witnesses. Only once a proper audience had arrived did he act, removing Rowanhart’s head with a snap of his fingers. Instantly, a wave of inky darkness passed above the team leader’s shoulders, leaving behind only a bloody stump in its place.

Fullter tried to charge forward, stumbling as she discovered a hole in the center of her torso. Toss Boss had picked up a sedan to hurl at Faithful, but suddenly his arms were gone. The car crashed down on his skull, splatter staining the street. Whizby was on the move, using her agility to try and get closer, but went slamming to the ground as her feet vanished. Clawing her way across the ground, she tried to crawl forward, only for her arm to disappear.

Faithful had stood over her, waves of darkness moving slowly, dissolving her head face-first. But that was when Mr. AV arrived.

The video Chloe had seen cut out there, as the power Mr. AV used interfered with cameras and similar recording equipment, but given the last images of Whizby were of a mutilated, faceless body, she’d assumed the cape to be deceased.

Yet here she was, sitting before Chloe in a high-tech wheelchair.

“You know who I am?”

“I took a meta-history course at my community college. Your team was one of the units we covered.” Slowly composing herself, Chloe rose to her feet. “I’m sorry for what happened.”

“Yeah, well, that makes two of us.” Whizby let the vitriol in her voice sit on proud display, though it wasn’t pointed toward Chloe. “All these years later, I still don’t understand why that worthless, soulless damned fucker pulled his shit. Adding insult to injury, I didn’t even get to watch Lodestar here take him down. You know she did it with a single hit, right? Slapped Faithful right across his stupid face and knocked him out.”

It was the sort of artless attempt to steer the conversation Chloe had gotten used to living with Tori, and so she knew well to play along. “They didn’t have any video of that.”

“It exists,” Lodestar corrected. “It’s just pretty boring. I struck too fast for the footage to capture anything but a blur.”

“One day, I’d still like to see for myself.” Whizby took a long breath before turning her once-more-dark helmet toward Chloe.

“Which brings us too why you’re here. I assume Lodestar explained the trouble with healing my injuries. Truth be told, my hyper-healing is what allowed me to survive the initial assault, and even now my body is trying to fix these wounds. But it can’t, and no spell, tonic, charm, mutagen, or other meta-based ability has succeeded either. I can’t even use robotic versions of the limbs. All of which is to say, please don’t get your hopes up.”

The sentiment was so surprising Chloe wondered if she’d misheard. Whizby’s concern was… for her?

Evidently, her confusion was apparent despite the mask on her face, because the seated superhero added explanation. “I’m used to being disappointed by now. This is my life, and while it’s not what I once had, it’s better than what most of my team got. But you’re a caring person – you must be to help a stranger like this. I know it hurts when you want to save someone but can’t. Trust me, if there is any lesson you take from being a superhero, it’s that. So please don’t get your hopes up. Whatever you’re trying likely won’t work.”

Kind as the words were, they had an antithetical effect to their intention. Because seeing Whizby’s concern for others after what she’d been through only made Chloe want to help her all the more.

So what was she waiting for?

“Maybe not, but we won’t know until we try,” Chloe replied. “Time heals all wounds.”

Seconds ticked by, and Chloe felt some minor aches in her body dissipate. Her focus was locked on Whizby, though, waiting for some sort of sign that a change was taking place. Chloe wasn’t just a healer; she was manipulating reality itself. Surely that bested whatever ability Faithful employed, right?

After a full minute passed with no discernable difference, the truth was clear. She too was unable to fix what Faithful broke.

“Word-based power?” Whizby asked. “That’s a neat one. I do feel better, for what it’s worth. My body might heal on its own, but that’s got a soothing mental aspect too, doesn’t it? Unfortunately, I think I see the problem.”

Lifting up her left arm, the one that ended halfway down and was covered by a metal cap, Whizby waved it about. “Technically speaking, these aren’t wounds. They’re just things that do not exist. My body can’t heal this hand because as far as all of reality is concerned, I don’t have a left hand. And that’s just how it is.”

Pain radiated from Chloe’s own left palm, where she realized her nails were digging into her flesh. When had her fingers formed a fist? Probably during the long minute she waited, watching as her supposedly incredible power did nothing. Because of what, a trick of the language? The way she perceived the word “wound” made the task impossible?

No… not impossible. For the first time since receiving them, Chloe felt a true tug to use Edict’s words of power. With those, she could absolutely fix Whizby. For that matter, she could snuff out Faithful in recompense, or maybe damn him to the same fate as Whizby.

That was the trouble with Edict’s offer; it was too much. Chloe was human, fallible, and absolutely did not trust herself with the power to dictate the terms of reality itself.

But when she saw things that simply felt wrong, it was hard to hang on to the resolution. And in truth, Chloe wasn’t even sure if resisting was the right thing to do. Lodestar was living proof that what mattered about power was the way it was used. What if she’d held herself back, fearful of the impact her power could have?

Whatever the right answer was, Chloe knew she wasn’t going to find it in an emotionally fraught moment. And she certainly didn’t want Whizby to be the test-subject for a phrase she’d never spoken. “I’m sorry. I wish I could have helped.”

“You did,” Whizby assured her. “That mental part is really… it’s nice. Beyond that, though, I like seeing the up-and-coming capes. Reminds me that even if my team is gone, the good fight goes on. You’ve clearly got a good heart, don’t let the disappointments outweigh the good you’re doing. Always remember The Grove.”

While Chloe had no idea what Whizby was talking about, she nodded along anyway. Inwardly, though, Chloe was already reviewing every idiom she’d studied since discovering her powers. Not wanting to tackle the problem using Edict’s power didn’t mean she was giving up. Somewhere, there had to be a phrase to undo the effects of Faithful’s attacks.

Lodestar had asked Cliché to help, and Chloe wasn’t quitting until she found the words to make that happen.


Chapter 47



“They’re taking pity on you.”

Ellie walked down the street, blinking her eyes in an effort to force them to focus. Beverly and Tori were a few steps ahead, bickering about what to get for dinner. She hadn’t meant to zone out, but exhaustion was taking a sizable toll.

On her body, and her mind.

“Poor little superhero girl, too busy defending the world to throw a party.” The imaginary Ike shook his head. “You put them in a tough spot. What else were they supposed to do? Classic Ellie, trying to take on something yourself, only to fall back on others when the going gets tough.”

The specter was wrong, she knew that. Tori and Beverly were her friends, and frankly, didn’t really seem to care about her being a superhero in the first place. Others reacted with awe, or even reverence when The New Science Sentries appeared, but those two had barely even batted an eye after learning their secret.

At the time she’d thought they were playing it cool, but time proved that they simply didn’t give a shit.

“Or maybe it’s that they don’t care about low-tier superheroes who haven’t proven themselves,” Ike countered, obviously privy to her thoughts. “I doubt they’d act nearly so cool if Professor Quantum or Lodestar showed up.”

She partly agreed with Ike; who wouldn’t be dumbfounded facing Lodestar? But Professor Quantum was another story. When Tori had worn his costume to Hallowville a few months earlier, Spooky Trudy had informed her the powers weren’t working very well due to her own dislike for the man. Because Tori hated him and didn’t want him to be powerful, her own costume was inhibited.

Although that didn’t answer was why Tori loathed a man she should have never even met.

It was admittedly an oddity, though not a terribly unique one. As their world’s first superhero and meta-human, Professor Quantum had been around longer than anyone else. More time for making enemies, and mistakes. They’d been warned about past grudges popping up, though Professor Quantum had neglected to give them any sort of information regarding the man named Alfred Settler.

“If you were braver, you’d just ask. You know I’d have done it.” Ike sprinted ahead, waving his arms in front of Tori. “Hey! Why do you hate Professor Quantum? Did he ruin your family’s business with aggressive patent lawsuits? Maybe he kicked you out of your home when grabbing up land for one of his facilities? Or hell, it could be you just spent five minutes alone with the man at some point. There are so many possibilities, and I’m stuck wondering because Ellie won’t move her tongue to ask.”

Ike, the real Ike, probably would have done something like that. Asked a loaded, potentially inappropriate question like it was nothing at all. Something about his personality, the refusal to take anything seriously, even himself, allowed him to get away with what would normally be a social faux pas.

Ellie didn’t have that talent. Despite the substantial amounts of physical alterations she’d undergone, her early life had been one of a quiet, easygoing person. Ellie would never have described herself as particularly shy, more that she was happy to go with the flow. Perhaps that was why Ike had taken a shine to her originally, she was easy to pull into his schemes.

Her foot grazed a step, and Ellie realized they’d made it back to the apartment. Had they really already walked the blocks home? It definitely didn’t feel like it had been that long. Then again, she also couldn’t really recall the last time she’d gotten deep, restoring rest. Patrolling for dimensional breaches was draining, but Lodestar was careful to keep a rotation schedule so no one got overworked. It was Professor Quantum’s teambuilding training that stole the rest of her time, leaving Ellie feeling like she was dragging lead balls as she ascended the stairs. She’d spent so long in that stupid training chamber, she could practically hear her team arguing still.

“Hey now, I’m the only imaginary voice in here, thank you.” Ike pointed up the staircase, rolling his eyes. “Those voices are real.”

Ellie felt a knot of dread form in her stomach as she crested the top step. Sure enough, there was her current team standing in the hallway, Austin and Richard arguing over something. When she stepped into view and all eyes turned toward her, Ellie realized it wasn’t something they were fighting about. It was someone. Specifically, her.

“And there she is, returning at last.” Richard stomped over, his shiny formal shoes leaving scuffs along the wood. “You were authorized to take a brief rest outing. Brief! Do you need clarification on the meaning of the word, or perhaps a course on the nature of time itself? Our time, in this case, which you have now wasted making us chase you down⁠—”

Richard moved to take another step forward, only to find a pair of bodies suddenly interposing themselves between he and Ellie. Both had taken out their phones and pointed the cameras toward him, though Richard didn’t appear to realize the significance of that particular gesture.

“Alright fuckwad, you’ve got three seconds to back off my friend and explain what the hell you’re doing here before I let the cops deal with a trespassing creep harassing the people who live here.”

Tori’s ultimatum stunned Richard briefly, who responded by ignoring her and starting to press forward. Before he could shove them out of the way, Austin’s hand closed around his shoulder. “Mr. Hedmon, what you’re about to do is technically assault. I cannot in good conscience let that happen.”

“Assault on video, that we would absolutely use to press charges, and you can’t fucking imagine how good our lawyers are,” Tori confirmed. “Austin really saved your ass there. What a stupid fuckup that would been, huh? What an absolute shithead move; you’d have to be the dumbest, most inept dipstick in existence to make that kind of mistake.”

Glaring between the pair staring him down, Austin, and the phones pointed his direction, Richard finally eased back ever-so-slightly, though his flushed face made it clear how unhappy he was with the outcome. That sentiment leaked into his voice as well. “Who are these women anyway?”

“The ones telling you to get out of our damn way, because right now you’re blocking a resident from entering their domicile,” Beverly replied.

Sheepishly, Kyle added a bit more context. “These are our neighbors. Tori is the person we’re here to run security for.”

“Great job you’re doing on that front,” Ike tossed in. “They got attacked in their apartment and now ambushed in the hall. You’re really killing it. Oops, sorry, I meant me. You really killed me.”

Expression shifting from rage to a sneer, Richard looked the duo over once more. “Ah, so this is the woman draining resources from the Alliance of Heroic Champions to serve her⁠—”

“Aaaaand I’m done,” Tori interrupted. “Get the fuck out of my way or explain this bullshit to the cops, and then on the news a few hours later when the clip goes viral, because in case you didn’t know, people stupidly fucking with me is becoming sort of a trend. Ask your friends how much patience I have left on that front.”

“He’s not our friend.” Ellie was shocked by the words, doubly so when she realized they’d come out of her mouth. For an instant she thought they were imagined like Ike, but Richard was shaking his head, and Austin was staring at her in surprise, so it was clear they’d been spoken aloud. She expected to feel ashamed or guilty, yet in that moment Ellie found herself experiencing the last sensation she’d expected.

Freedom.

After all, since she’d already fucked up, why not make the most out of it? Ike flashed her a thumbs-up, but otherwise stayed uncharacteristically silent.

“He’s going by Richard Hedmon, real identity that of a dedicated suck-up and lackey to Professor Quantum. One that got forced onto our team in Presto’s position. Trying to integrate him into our teamwork is the reason we’ve been putting in so many extra hours. Mostly ’cause he’s genuinely terrible. It’s no wonder he couldn’t actually get on a team, let alone one like The New Science Sentries. Honestly, knowing how hard we all had to work for this, its fucking insulting that he’s considered a member.”

Kyle’s mouth was hanging open, Austin looked torn between cheering and apologizing, and Richard was visibly fuming. Tori and Beverly, however, absorbed the information calmly. They looked to each other, some unspoken signal passing between the two, and then Tori smiled. Given her usual… gruff disposition, it was an unusually broad, cheerful grin.

“One follow-up question here. Is that your real name, or a code name? I’m trying to figure out if god hates you, or just a fellow employee.”

Richard, whose hateful stare was still focused on Ellie, took several seconds to process Tori’s question. “What… what does that… it’s a code name.”

Tori threw back her head and cackled, the piercing, mocking laughter ringing through the halls. “That’s the best! It’s not a coincidence, someone went out of their way to label you as a silly pretender not to be taken seriously. Richard Hedmon? Come on, it’s right there. They named you Dick Hedmon: Dickheadman.”

The flush of fury drained from Richard’s face as the realization struck home, but worse was the snort of laughter from behind him. Quick as Kyle covered his mouth, they all knew what they’d heard.

Ellie didn’t bother hiding hers. At this point, she was either off the team or she wasn’t. And for the first time in her adult life, Ellie wondered if that might be okay. It was all she’d wanted for so long, but with one friend gone and an asshole in his spot, the shine was off that apple.

Ellie couldn’t imagine a life outside of superhero work, that didn’t mean she had to be part of The New Science Sentries to do it.

“How… how dare you speak to me in such a manner, do you know how long I⁠—”

“No.” Tori hit the word so hard, it felt like she was mimicking Ivan. There was something about being spoken to as if this stranger had some inherent authority over the situation that pushed her buttons. Not to mention, after the past few weeks, Tori had more than a bit of frustration and anger stored up.

“I don’t know shit about you. Because you haven’t done shit worth knowing about. Now I know Plasmodia, that’s for damn sure. I’ve seen her out there busting her ass to keep innocent people safe. I know Tachyonic and Agent Quantum too, they’ve certainly put in the hours. And I knew Presto, who laid down his fucking life to protect the people he loved. But Dickheadman? Never seen him out there. So if he wants respect so bad, maybe he should do something worthy of it. Because so far all I’ve seen him do is trespass in our hallways and verbally harass my friend.”

Beverly stepped forward the moment Tori fell silent, getting closer to Richard, phone still at the ready. “This is your last chance. You don’t live here, and even if you recently moved in, you’re still blocking access to our home. Get your sad, worthless ass out of our way, or explain to Professor Quantum why his newest team member is stuck in a holding tank.”

Richard had apparently reached his own breaking point, as he puffed out his chest in response. “Nothing would please me more than to be away from your rude, disrespectful company. Come on, Plasmodia, let’s continue this discussion in peace.”

“Oooh, he’s pissed. Going to be one hell of a tantrum when these two are gone.” Ike hooked out his thumbs, pointing over his shoulder at Tori and Beverly respectively. “This is where you meekly tuck your tail and take the tongue-lashing, right? Probably some punishing extra training on top. Fun times.”

Richard waited for Ellie to move to his side, and Ike kept staring at her, a wicked grin slowly spreading across his face before tossing out only two words more. “Or not.”

“No.”

It wasn’t as forceful as Tori’s, but Ellie’s contained a burning fury eager to scorch all in its path. Lifting her head, she felt her eyes literally blazing as touches of plasma manifested. Richard took a hurried step back, stricken by the sight.

Good. Let him be scared.

It was about time he realized who he was trying to order around.

“Why should I listen to you? You’re not the leader of this team, you’re our burden. An anchor tied to our leg as punishment for daring to mourn our friend instead of filling a spot. How about you jam whatever schedule you’re complaining about up your ass, if there’s still with any room your giant head wedged in there.”

The fear was gone from Richard’s face, replaced by a literal snarl. “When Professor Quantum hears…” Richard’s voice quickly trailed off as he realized Ellie was matching him word for word, speaking in unison with his threat.

She laughed as he stopped, more sparks of plasma glowing in her eyes. “Honestly, you say things like that and wonder why none of us ever take you seriously. Go ahead and tattle. At this point, I’m too tired to care. I bet Professor Quantum will give you a nice pat on the head, maybe even a tummy rub. And as I already said, if someone like you is on The New Science Sentries, it’s not exactly the prestigious team I was aiming for anyway.”

At last, Richard allowed himself to be pulled back, out of the middle of the hallway. Tori and Beverly walked past without a second glance, and Ellie was only a few steps behind.

“Text me if I get fired or not. My next patrol shift isn’t until this evening, and I’m taking a damn nap.”

At her side, the imaginary Ike was wildly applauding. “The real me would have absolutely loved that.”

Ellie knew he was right. She just wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad sign.


Chapter 48



“I’m sorry.”

Chloe was taken aback by the words, largely because they were the exact ones she’d been planning to speak once they left Whizby’s room. But Lodestar had gotten there first, hands clasped behind her back as she stared at the closed door.

“It’s a hard thing, seeing someone you want to help and not being able to. I’m the one who implied you’d be able to heal Whizby, and I’m sorry you had to experience that because of my mistake.”

Biting her lip, Chloe had to fight back the words she wanted to speak, explaining that in fact she probably could do it, maybe, but doing so required tapping into a scale of power that terrified her. Except… was that really the best move? If anyone could understand what it was to grapple with incredible, world-shaping power, wouldn’t it be Lodestar?

“What if… if there might be a way?” Chloe said, selecting her words with the utmost care. The last thing she wanted to do was get Lodestar’s – or heaven-forbid Whizby’s – hopes up too high. “There’s an aspect to my power, an element I’ve been hesitant to test out. It’s hard to explain, but there’s a really powerful phrase with a specific effect. I… I think…”

As she searched for the right words, a recurring theme in Chloe’s life, Lodestar laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. I know about Edict.”

While her tongue froze, Chloe’s eyes widened until they felt like dinner plates pressing at the edge of their sockets. Lodestar merely smiled.

“Like I mentioned at your apartment: I love the multiverse. Situations like our current dimensional breaches aside, I’ve always found it fascinating. Seeing a world that’s the same, yet different, and all the interesting ways it causes things to change. Not to mention how everyone makes their own spin on things like movies. So I’ve put considerable energy into studying it, and some of the faces who frequently pop up.”

“But you didn’t say anything about her.” Despite Lodestar uttering the name, Chloe still couldn’t quite bring herself to use it.

“I wasn’t sure if you knew about her yet,” Lodestar explained. “Research like that means I’ve seen a lot of paths people’s lives can take, or not take, as the case might be. Cliché doesn’t always become Edict. Heck, there’s not always a Cliché in the first place. I make it a policy not to try and steer other people’s choice for them. Whether you knew about Edict was based on your actions, and whether you become her should be the same.”

Silently, they began walking back through the network of hallways while Chloe pondered Lodestar’s words. It wasn’t until they were halfway to the exit that she piped up once more. It was a question she’d been wondering to herself ever since Nexus first told her about Edict, and this seemed like the best chance to get an honest answer.

“Is Edict evil?”

“Sometimes,” Lodestar replied, entirely prepared for the question. “Without getting into the whole ‘is evil real or just a manifestation of humanity’ bit, yes, I have learned about some truly horrendous Edicts. And I’ve also heard of Edicts who were benevolent and kind, a handful who became the most trusted meta-human in their whole world. Edict is a version of you who has embraced power, not a version who is inherently bad.”

“Shouldn’t I reject it, though? There are so, so many stories about power corrupting, and it’s so much power.” The fear Chloe had been fighting back bubbled forth, unwilling to stay contained now that an escape route had finally manifested.

“I don’t want to hurt people. I don’t want to become world famous. I like my life, I do. But whenever things go bad, I feel useless, and that’s not exactly a thrill either. I’m scared I’m going to use this power in the wrong way, and I’m just as afraid I’m going to not use it when I should.”

Their steps ceased echoing through the hall as Chloe came to a halt, Lodestar at her side.

“Do you remember what Whizby said, about how I slapped Faithful when I beat him?”

Chloe not only remembered, she’d planned on searching the internet to see video of the incident when she got home. “Of course.”

“I wasn’t showboating, nor trying to embarrass him. The truth is… the truth is I was fighting as hard as I could to hold myself back. I knew that team. They were my friends. And he betrayed them. Murder is bad enough, but we know this job comes with certain risks. Being killed by someone you trusted, an ally who’d been through thick and thin with you… that’s a step beyond.” Lodestar paused, glancing away for only a moment before meeting Chloe’s eyes once more.

“I slapped Faithful because if I threw anything harder, I was going to kill him.”

Chloe swallowed, trying to imagine feeling that kind of anger inside and still managing to hold back. She wasn’t sure if she had in her.

“The phrase ‘power corrupts’ is a trick. It’s an idiom that pretends to be a warning, when really it scares off the kind of people who should be in power while posing no threat to those who don’t fear corruption. I’ve always preferred ‘power reveals’ because it’s proven true in my experience. Give someone the ability to do anything, and you’ll get a good sense of what kind of world they want. None of us are perfect or removed from temptation, not even me. What matters are the choices we make in the moment. Trust yourself, I think you’ll pick the right ones.”

Nice as that sounded, Chloe wasn’t nearly so certain of herself. She did feel a bit less afraid, though, knowing that choosing to be Edict and turning into the kind of person who won Nexus’s attention weren’t one and the same. Lodestar said there were good versions out there, ones who weren’t corrupted by the power. Or maybe, hadn’t been evil to start with? Considering the idea that power would reveal her true desires, perhaps the best step forward was deciding what it was that Chloe wanted.

Although there was one entry already etched upon that list. “If I ever do become Edict, I’ll try again to heal Whizby.”

“I’m sure she’d appreciate that, just be careful not to let a sense of guilt drive you. What happened to Whizby isn’t on you, or any of the other metas who’ve tried to heal her over the years. Faithful is the one to blame, and sooner or later I’m going to find him.”

Seeing the glare in Lodestar’s eyes, Chloe knew for certain if it had been directed toward her, she’d use Edict’s words in an ultimately fruitless attempt at escape. Wherever Faithful was, it was no wonder he was staying hidden. When Lodestar caught up to him next time, it looked like there might be more in store than just a slap.

And with the memory of Whizby’s face still fresh in Chloe’s mind, she couldn’t help pulling for exactly that outcome.
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What had once been a pitiful offering of trinkets was now a mountain of treasures. At the bottom layer were the artifacts, various seemingly random baubles that emitted auras of tremendous magical energy. Next came the magical items Ivan had purposefully collected. These ranged from enchanted jugs of splendid wine, to animated cutlery that fed a guest, all the way to bespelled sconces which had been ripped from the walls.

Ivan had left no stone uncrushed in his looting.

Above the knickknacks were the followers, or the few who’d had enough residual magic in their bodies to be worth bringing. It was atop those that the true prize rested, the corpse of a freshly-killed god. Shock still lingered in Viridae’s glassy eyes, unable to accept the notion that he would be slain.

The golden-furred corpse was wrapped like a shawl around Auro’s body, which had shrunk considerably in Ivan’s absence. Standing before the altar, gazing at the mount of murder and magic, Ivan smiled in the shadows.

“I know this wasn’t a coincidence.”

What were the odds, really, that Auro would be attacked by a rival deity’s faction just as Ivan was feeling emotionally raw? A gluttonous, greedy hoarder of a god who happened to have a bounty of the materials Auro needed. The serpent had always been too clever, an unexpected recurrence Ivan had in picking his friends.

“If you’d asked, we could have gone together.”

But they didn’t need another fight together; there were ample memories of both. What Ivan had needed in that moment was an outlet, a means to channel the nest of emotions rolling through him into his fists. Which was precisely what Auro had provided, while serving his own means in the process.

Even in his final moments, he was still thinking about Ivan.

A surge of golden light yanked Ivan from his thoughts, rippling out from Auro’s body. Before his eyes, the serpent dissolved entirely into a golden mist that slowly spread across the altar. Every artifact and offering was touched, the mist’s light spreading through them. Viridae’s corpse seemed to resist the effect initially, but soon he too was glowing with a new light.

They were no longer individual items, but rather a single, golden, conglomerated mass. One that was undulating as it compressed, pulling toward the center. Every detail of what had once been was lost, washed away in the endless glow, turned to raw material for whatever was occurring.

Over the next several minutes, Ivan watched as the blob constricted tighter and tighter, until it had taken on a familiar shape. Sitting at least two feet tall with a bulbous bottom, a giant purple egg that was radiating golden light sat where Auro had once lain.

Ivan let out a slow breath, gazing at the new life born from one he’d so dearly treasured. The soft scuff of footsteps took him by surprise, a testament to how absorbed Ivan had truly been by the process. Whipping his head around, Ivan was prepared to instantly crush any threat attempting to strike.

What he found was a skittish-looking man in white and blue robes, a familiar blue serpent depicted across their front. “Are you… The Great Auro commanded I enter when the crystal he gave me shattered. I am tasked with delivering a missive to The Great Auro’s most trustworthy of allies.”

Letting the tension carefully ease from his stance, Ivan only nodded, instincts still on edge from the surprise.

From his belt, the man produced a scroll and proffered it to Ivan. He accepted, expecting what was probably a priest to run at the opportunity. Instead, the man fell to his knees before the altar, praying fervently. Evidently not all of Auro’s devoted were gone after all.

Pulling open the scroll, Ivan read the message from his now departed friend over carefully. When he was sure he understood, Ivan rolled it back up before tucking the scroll in the waistband of his pants. Stepping past the still-praying priest, Ivan unceremoniously scooped up the egg, muttering with an unexpectedly glib tone as he headed for the exit.

“You always have to be too clever, don’t you?”
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Listening to Richard’s recounting of his exchange with Plasmodia, Professor Quantum felt the telltale signs of a headache beginning to bloom. After becoming a meta-human, he’d expected such mundane annoyances to fade, and for the most part they had. However, it turned out that when he grew sufficiently agitated, his own enhanced body stressed enough, it was possible to still feel the old ache in the center of his skull.

Plasmodia was drifting to the point of no return. Friction among members was an expected part of the teambuilding process, all the more so with someone like Richard in the fold. His role was to act as agitator, so Professor Quantum could hardly be too put out over the man achieving these results. Nevertheless, Plasmodia’s rapid decline in attitude and now potential defection could be a serious problem, if not handled properly.

Fleetingly, Professor Quantum’s mind flashed to a potential incarnation of The New Science Sentries that hadn’t come to pass. While he still felt the choice he’d made was the right one long-term, it was hard not to yearn for a team led by someone more loyal to the calling. What was done was done, though; Professor Quantum had decided this version of the team had the most potential to succeed.

If they had proper guidance, of course.

“Plasmodia will be suspended for a period of two weeks. Since she seems to think life outside The New Science Sentries is some wonderland, we’ll allow her the experience of watching one’s allies plunge into battle without being at their side. A near-miss or two should be ample motivation for her to swiftly return.”

That was the key in binding a team together, making sure they cared for one another. Professor Quantum knew himself and his effect on people; it was a given that he’d agitate the team to the point of possibly quitting. Their unwillingness to abandon each other was the factor meant to balance out any disdain for him.

“Two weeks? Did you hear how she spoke to me? That woman should be⁠—”

“Richard. You would do well to remember your own place.” Professor Quantum’s eyes narrowed just a shade. He appreciated a loyal tool, even an ambitious tool, but had no use for a tool that overstepped. “Plasmodia is a meta of tremendous power, even if it isn’t safe to use in most circumstances. She had no equal on Vomisa, nor am I aware of one in the world at large. While there are of course other candidates should Plasmodia prove incapable, we do not cast out such rare resources without first attempting rehabilitation.”

He would, of course, begin preliminary research into replacement candidates, but Professor Quantum didn’t consider the situation beyond salvation yet. Over time, anger would dim and reason would return. Although it wouldn’t hurt to further bond the team a bit, reinforcing Plasmodia’s motivation to stay.

Turning his back to Richard, Professor Quantum stared out his office window to Ridge City below, pondering what the appropriate level of trauma would be to bond the team without breaking them entirely.


Chapter 49



Outside of the guild’s reopening, Tori couldn’t ever recall seeing so many villains present at once. While they certainly had gregarious members, the majority of the guild’s adherents tended to work solo, or in small groups. There was little reason for them to hang around a volcano island whittling the days away, but everyone knew to come when Doctor Mechaniacal sent out the call. He was much, much too smart to waste their time.

They arrived in the central outdoor courtyard where a stage was waiting — and Tori knew there to be hidden speakers worked into the environment — to find a crowd thick with villains. She spotted the Bytes clustered together, Thuggernaut and Johnny Three Dicks chatting with a lady who had antlers poking out of her skull, Pod Person and Wildwood cracking open beers from a mini-cooler, and those were just the one in her immediate vicinity. Deeper into the crowd she spotted faces belonging to Killcitate, Tunnel Vision, Slipshod, and finally the ones she was looking for: Glyph and Pest Control.

Tori had exchanged some carefully worded texts with the duo to make sure they were alive, but there was no substitute for seeing with one’s own eyes. They met her gaze, giving a nod and a wave respectively; however, there was no chance they’d be able to speak before this meeting took place. Not with the dense crowd of people blocking them.

Her eyes kept roaming for several seconds longer before Tori realized she was looking for Ivan. It was a silly instinct to begin with; she hadn’t seen any of the other council members yet, so they were probably going to make a big entrance. Still, the knowledge that he simply wasn’t there weighed on her.

Ivan and the guild were intertwined to Tori; it was through him that she’d managed to find a place here. Seeing the guild without him felt like looking at her suit when it wasn’t on her body. Powerful, intimidating, but ultimately incomplete. Whatever he was up to, she hoped he wouldn’t be gone too long. Especially not with VRX77 still on the loose.

“Did you not notice the drink station?” Beverly appeared at Tori’s side with a glass of champagne in her left hand and a bottle of beer in her right. It was the right hand she offered to Tori, who happily accepted.

“Got distracted looking for our friends from last night,” Tori admitted, nodding in Pest Control and Glyph’s direction.

Following her gaze, Beverly let out a long sigh of relief. “They look okay. A little banged up, but not bad.”

“For what we faced, I’m just glad everyone is alive.” Even as she spoke the words, a thought struck Tori. Wasn’t it odd that all of them survived? VRX77 killed Count Trentomir, one of the toughest-to-wound opponents Hephaestus had faced, in a single shot. Yet against everyone else, the attacks had been throws, then bone-breaks and light melee. Beverly had recounted VRX77 firing a beam into Glyph’s underwater shield, but even then it wasn’t enough to kill them.

Had VRX77 been taking it easy on them? And if so, why? It clearly had no compunctions against killing, so why treat a group of both capes and villains with kid-gloves? The questions kept piling up in Tori’s mind, one leading to another, in a sequence that might have kept her occupied for some while if not for the interruption.

Flying down from the top of the volcano was Doctor Mechaniacal, who landed lightly on the stage in the center of the courtyard. Silence fell, not one compelled by raw authority or expected tradition, elements that rarely worked on this group.

No, the silence came because everyone present wanted to hear what this man who’d built their organization had to say.
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The auditorium’s tiered seating was a rainbow of costumes. Every hue was represented, some overly so, as Donald gazed up at the veritable sea of superheroes. There might have been this many present on Christmas Eve, but everyone had been so busy bustling about, there was never a chance to get a sense of crowd. Now, with the AHC’s speaking hall filled, waiting for the Champion’s Congress to make their announcement, it was clear how vast this organization’s ranks truly were.

“I see Irene saving us spots.” Ren pointed to a cluster of four seats, one on the aisle, where their short friend was glaring icy death at anyone who approached the open chairs.

While they hurried over, Donald tried stop himself from ogling the famous capes he spotted sitting around. Battle Cry and Archbishop were engaged in a visibly heated debate, Roto had procured popcorn from somewhere, and nearby was⁠—

Donald’s feet came to a halt, his eyes widening. Lady Shade was in attendance. While she hadn’t quite been kicked out after Apollo’s betrayal, given her mixed role, Lady Shade didn’t really turn up to public functions anymore. For her to be in the crowd… this was something serious. A situation where they really needed every hand on deck.

He resumed moving a few seconds later, urged on by Ren. Still scanning the room, Donald saw The New Science Sentries walking in through another exit. Agent Quantum and Tachyonic were looking haggard, and their new member seemed to be put off about something, whereas Plasmodia was beaming. She even gave him a cheery wave when their eyes met, which Donald returned.

Just as he reached the seats, Donald caught sight of Lucy, their team’s fourth member. She was wearing a silk blouse paired with pajama bottoms and had damp hair clinging to her head, telltale signs she’d misjudged the meeting time and had to hurry over after a shower. An eclectic ensemble, yet somehow he felt like it worked for her.

“Did I miss anything?” Lucy asked upon arrival, fearfully checking the main stage.

“Yeah, the opening band was metal as hell, they shredded for a good half hour. We just finished resetting from the mosh pit.” Irene took a seat at last, no longer obliged to defend them all at once.

“I know you’re probably kidding, but given where we are…”

“Yes, it was a joke,” Irene confirmed, slapping the open seat next to her. “Been trying to work on my banter. Apparently Cold Shoulder comes off as a bit antisocial. Can’t have people scared of me when they need to listen.”

Lucy plopped down next to her friend, wet hair slapping against the chair’s plastic. “I’ve got some great material we can watch for inspiration. Real classics, some even predate the use of color in films!”

As Irene tried to hide her grimace, Ren gestured for Donald to take the next seat. The aisle chair was more heavily built, as all the aisle chairs were, taking into account the enhanced physique many metas were saddled with. Given that Ren was towering over Donald, it was clear who needed the extra space and support, so Donald settled down next to Lucy, with Ren joining a second later.

They weren’t a moment too soon, as the overhead lights began to flash, flickering ten times before turning out entirely. Moments later, the stage lights went on, illuminating Lodestar and Quorum.

Donald leaned forward in his chair, overtaken by curiosity. What sort of announcement demanded this many superheroes all be here in person?
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“We are gathered here today because an opportunity has presented itself.” Doctor Mechaniacal’s voice carried from all around, the hidden speakers doing their work well. Every eye and similar viewing organ gazed upon his metallic exterior, the distinctive helmet nestled securely in place.

“On the surface, it presents as a simple path to easy money, which it certainly will be. Beneath that, it offers a chance to learn about our potential adversaries. And further still, at the core, it is a chance to create and strengthen bonds with the superheroes, those whose desire to act decides whether or not or fragile peace continues to hold.”

Faces were twisting in confusion, but Doctor Mechaniacal didn’t leave them wondering. From his suit came a holographic projection of what looked like a rip in space. Out of it came an ugly son of a bitch, dozens of eyestalks growing out a bulbous sac sitting atop an open mouth, with spider-like legs skittering it across the ground.

“As those of us who pay attention to the world at large have learned, a dimensional nova is currently erupting, and while we’re protected from the most extreme effects, breaches into our realm are occurring all over the globe. Perhaps all over the galaxy, though that won’t be our concern.”

The image froze on the monster racing toward a group of what looked like hikers, only for a silver figure to suddenly appear. Fleetingly, Tori felt a surge of terror, however she swiftly realized this wasn’t VRX77, it was Xelas. Using a blaster from her left arm and an energy blade on her right, Xelas quickly cut the monster into pieces, its remains rapidly fading out of existence.

“What you just witnessed was not, as it might appear, a member of our organization joining the capes in their tireless efforts to protect their vision of the world. No, that was Xelas picking up some spare cash. As of today, you will find a new, perpetual job open in the Sanctum. For every dimensional breach we help to contain, expect a payment of ten thousand dollars. Accomplish it with zero civilian injuries, as Xelas just did, and the payout doubles.”

Whispers flitted through the crowd now, the villains unable to ignore those numbers. Ten thousand dollars per job was nothing to sneeze at, especially for villains who excelled in combat. The bigger paying jobs tended to be heists, and there were only so many slots for muscle on those teams. This was a chance to do what they were good at and be well-compensated for it. Villain, superhero, or regular Joe – it was hard not to be tempted by a situation like that.

“As you might expect, hunting these breaches will bring you into frequent contact with superheroes who are doing the same, which is what brings me to the most delicious point of this whole arrangement. The Alliance of Heroic Champions is not only aware of what we’re doing, they’re the ones who requested it.”

Instantly, the whispers were gone as the villains stared at Doctor Mechaniacal with a new emotion: shock. While there were cases like Ivan and Helen or Tori and her growing cape-based social group, plenty of the villains had bad blood with the capes. More than enough not to come calling just because they were in distress.

“Yes, yes, that was my feeling as well,” Doctor Mechaniacal remarked, accurately reading the crowd. “But remember what I said in my opening: this is an opportunity. A chance to see them fight without being the targets of those attacks, to learn their tactics and communications methodologies, to examine them far more closely than would be otherwise possible. To get close, in a word. Closer than they’d ever let an enemy, but will be forced to tolerate an ally. We’ve been surprised by the Alliance of Heroic Champions once before, I’m not eager for a second helping.”

The blow to their pride stung, while also driving Doctor Mechaniacal’s point home. Even though Apollo was in prison, there could always be another. New capes who decided the guild was worth taking a shot at. The more they knew, the better prepared they’d be.

And, of course, if the act of working together forged new friendships between their organizations, that was a form of defense as well. Though that might be tough; Tori knew firsthand that capes were especially hardheaded when they were in costume.
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“There is an uncomfortable truth that we’ve avoided talking about, perhaps for too long.” It wasn’t the opening anyone expected from Lodestar, though it certainly managed to snare the crowd’s attention.

She stepped forward, ahead of Quorum, and scanned the crowd like she was trying to make eye contact with each and every person. With her speed, it was certainly doable. “They call themselves The Guild of Villainous Reformation, a collection of ex-cons, aspiring criminals, and known villains. Before we continue, how many of you are familiar with the Orion Protocol?”

Roughly a quarter of the auditorium raised their hands.

“Understandable, it’s been a while since there was cause for enacting it. To greatly simplify, the Orion Protocol is a legal process by which a convicted criminal may have their record expunged for helping defend the planet from a severe-to-apocalyptic threat, usually requiring a fight with heavy casualties expected. It was first enacted against, as the name implies, Orion. It is also why, despite the fact that he is known to be alive, we have made no efforts to arrest the man known as Fornax. There are zero warrants for his arrest.”

Murmurs rose up at that name. Everyone knew Fornax was alive; his fight with the Wrexwren had been all but impossible to miss, especially as it was replayed over and over again by various media outlets. There were a variety of theories for why they hadn’t gone after Fornax, the most prevalent among them being that no one knew where he was.

That he wasn’t even a criminal anymore… that notion hadn’t really been bandied about.

“Whatever your thoughts on this sort of system, please be aware it is not one facilitated by the Alliance of Heroic Champions, as we are not a law-making entity. We do respect the law, however, and abide by it unless life is at direct risk. That is something to understand about this organization: they work clean. We don’t imagine for a moment the criminal activities have ceased, but for the most part, they leave behind nothing. No evidence, no clues, and no innocent victims.”

The way she hit that last word made it clear to everyone in attendance which part Lodestar cared most about.

“Meaning what we have is a group of highly-skilled meta-humans that are, legally speaking, no different than any other independent superhero. Ones who are used to keeping things like potential civilian casualties in mind and have an infrastructure rivaling our own. Ignoring them is one option – historically our favorite, it seems – but currently we face a larger threat. Dimensional breaches have been popping up without reprieve, and I know everyone here has been working around the clock to keep them contained.”

Before her was an ocean of exhausted yet determined faces. They would work themselves to the ground before quitting, and consequently, some would end up buried beneath it. The longer they were worn down, the more chances of mistakes increased. Whether civilian or cape, lives that could have been saved would be lost. That was ultimately what caused Lodestar to take this step. For all the complications her plan might bring, it was the best course she could see for keeping everyone safe.

Even if there would be some initial chaos.

“I have contracted with the Guild of Villainous Reformation to help us hunt down and contain dimensional breaches,” Lodestar announced. “As of this point moving forward, we are working alongside their members, and will need to treat them as neutral parties, if not allies.”

She’d expected a riot of noise, only to be greeted by intense, focused silence as the room stared at her in open shock.


Chapter 50



A boom of thunder rattled the small cottage’s windows, causing Verlen to jump. He glared at the storm, what felt like yet another bout of misfortune from the gods, before turning his eyes to the small form breathing heavily in the crib. Her chest was rising and falling more slowly, he was sure of it. If that apothecary didn’t arrive soon…

Kavie came in from the kitchen with a pot of warmed rags, squeezing one nearly dry before laying it across the baby’s forehead. “No change?”

“None,” Verlen lied, unable to speak truly. His hands clenched tightly against the wood of the crib, a bed for his daughter he’d spent the last two months making. A baby who’d faced a fraught time since her arrival, battling a condition that seemed to leave her weaker by the day. Priests were no help, nor mages, wise-walkers – no one seemed able to cure her. The apothecary had been their best asset; his potions made it easier for the babe to breathe and seemed to soothe her pain, but the price was so expensive, they had to scramble for every dose.

As it was, they were going to have to trade his family heirloom for the next treatment. A deal he’d happily make if only the man would arrive in time.

Another clap of thunder, this time so loud the door seemed like it might fly off the hinges. Standing straight, Verlen realized he’d heard a knock hidden just below the thunder. Rushing over, he flung open the door, getting pelted in the face by rain blowing so hard it was virtually horizontal. The joy on his face died as he took in the man standing on his doorstep. Strange clothes, a serious expression, and a large bundle wrapped in cloth.

“Did… Gonfre send you in his stead?” Perhaps the apothecary had been too busy to make the trek, or had sent a hired hand to face the weather. With so little hope at hand, Verlen grasped at anything in reach.

“I’m here to help.”

There was a… certainty to his words, a force Verlen couldn’t fully process. Whoever this man was, he seemed powerful. Perhaps that, more than anything, was why Verlen stepped aside. It might be folly, and in fact there was no shortage of fables warning against letting suspicious strangers into one’s home.

But whoever he was, this man was unexpected, a new element. For someone as desperate as Verlen, that was enough to justify the gamble that he might actually be there to help.

Walking in, the man took in their home with one sweeping glance, pausing only twice. Once when he spotted the family heirloom hanging over the door, and again when he saw the form in the crib struggling to breathe. Stepping closer to her, he reached down, touching the top of her head very softly.

“What ails this child?”

“Warped affinity,” Kavie told him. She’d always understood what the mages were saying better than Verlen, who was more adept with his hands than mind or magic. “The mages discovered she was born connected to some rare element, not like any energy they’ve ever seen. One that’s… it’s killing her. Would have taken her already, but apparently she’s a dual affinity on top of that, and the other element is fighting to keep her alive.”

“Did they know what the second affinity was for?” As his finger made contact, the baby’s eyes opened sluggishly, and she patted his hand with her too-thin arm.

Kavie hesitated before shaking her head. “It seemed like they had suspicions, but no one would speak them aloud.”

In that moment came the very last sound Verlen expected: this strange man laughed.

“No, I imagine they wouldn’t. Either they’d be wrong and look foolish, or be right and risk getting branded as heretics.” Leaning down into the crib, he looked deeply into the baby’s eyes, before grinning and whispering something. Thanks to a momentary lack of thunder, Verlen was able to listen in, though he was sure he must have misheard.

Why would he whisper “Look who’s back for another round” to a newborn?

Straightening back up, the man addressed them once more. “Luckily, someone else was watching over this child. An old friend, keeping his promise to the very end. With your permissions, I’d like to begin treatment.”

“What are you going to do?” Verlen asked, inadvertently stepping closer. He wanted the baby saved more than anything, yet his heart couldn’t bear any more false hope. If this fellow was a charlatan, better to get it out now.

“I’m going to strengthen her affinities.” The man tapped himself on the chest. “One, she shares with me. The second, with a friend who provided the means.”

Kavie’s eyes widened. “You can’t! The first affinity is what’s killing her.”

“It is,” the stranger confirmed, and Verlen felt his stomach fall to the floor. “If I could take it from her, I would. But as that is beyond me; the other course of action is to strengthen and shape the affinity instead. Containing then directing the energy, rather than letting it drift through her freely. With her second affinity as the framework, it could stabilize her.”

“Could?” The weight of Kavie’s question felt like it might crush them all, depending on what response followed.

Once more, the man stared into the crib. “I am a father as well. I won’t make you a false guarantee of success; the forces at play are potent, and she’s already in a delicate state. What I can swear is that I will strive with every strength of my being to save her.” He paused, peering at the infant with a strange severity.

“I too have promises to keep.”

It was madness, sheer and utter madness, Verlen knew that outright. A mysterious man dressed in dark clothes appearing in the middle of the night, amidst a thunderstorm no less, with promises of exactly what he wanted most in the world. His best-case scenario was probably this man turning out to be a wandering demon who’d steal his soul in exchange for the cure.

Watching his daughter’s chest struggling to fill with air, Verlen knew the answer. It didn’t matter what the hidden strings were: if this man could really heal her, he could have a soul, an heirloom, or anything else. All that mattered was getting that child to another sunrise.

“Do it. Whoever you are, whatever forces are at work,” Verlen said, clapping the man upon the shoulder. “Please. Save our little girl.”
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Scrying crystals shattered, exploding as magic surged through them, covering the stunned figures reading them in a spray of fine glittering dust. The Tapestry of Foresight suddenly kinked, threads shifting and changing as the pattern was forcibly altered, despite the weavers staring on in uncertain terror. A storm watcher nearly toppled from her mountain as a bolt of dark lightning ripped apart the sky, shattering the original portents and forming new clues of what lay ahead.

All across the world, predictive magics were reacting: seeing-bowls boiling over, crystalline orbs cracking down their center, mages in trances shaking and convulsing violently. For those who understood, there was a single possible cause, possibly the most terrifying thing those who sought to peek ahead could fathom.

The future was changing. More than that, it was being changed.

Given what had loomed before them, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but at least the previous future had been a known threat. Impending peril, blood soaking the lands, they’d been preparing for that. Whatever future was forming, though… it was different. Something new was being introduced, a force that could tip the scales of life or destruction.

Only the wisest, most skilled of those who divined the future could discern the deeper truth, however, the storm-watcher among them. It was not something being added which addled so many predictions and prophecies.

It was someone.
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There had been a time Ivan swore he would never share the power that coursed through him, predominantly because he didn’t believe such a thing to even be possible. His power was destruction, that was why his body had been reforged during the change. Normal flesh couldn’t bear the energy; pushing some of his magic through another person would create a gooey viscera soup. Not until his first trip to this world had Ivan met an exception, and of course that, too, had come with complications.

Thankfully, Auro had been around to help, as he still was now. From his bag, Ivan produced the egg, laying it in the crib next to the worryingly thin baby. She cooed at the sight, putting her hand against the glowing shell. As she did, Ivan sensed magic at work, and moments later a bond had formed between the two. Feeling the magic flow toward her, Ivan finally understood what Auro had been up to.

That crafty snake was himself to the very end.

Gently touching the baby’s head, Ivan extended his sense of magic, working into her very soul. People in this world were born with affinities for various types of energy, usually of the elemental variety. But it wasn’t unheard of for someone to be born with a more exotic affinity. In some cases, that was a boon, however in many others it was a curse. Not every energy was found in abundance, nor even compatible with a human body.

Thanks to an old crime committed against her bloodline, the child had inherited just such an affinity. It was an energy Ivan knew well, because it was the same magic that coursed through him even in that moment: destruction. She was drawing from the same force as he, although her version was akin to pulling water from a well, while Ivan’s was more like being connected right to the hose.

Were that all, she would have already been lost, but it seemed fate hadn’t abandoned her entirely. A second affinity was bolstering her fortitude, trying in vain to fight off the ever-creeping end. How she’d ended up with a divine affinity, of all things, Ivan had no idea. Little shock, given that he’d been away for so long multiple generations had passed.

All that mattered was that she had the second affinity, and through it, a chance to survive. Already, the golden light from Auro’s egg was coursing into her, reinforcing her divine affinity. Working quickly yet carefully, Ivan added his own power to the mix. Letting one affinity overtake the other would cause problems of its own; what they needed was balance.

Ivan directed the various energies to specific tasks rather than letting them soak in as they pleased. The divine energy was routed largely toward the physical side, counterattacking her other magic’s detrimental effects. At the same time, he pushed the destruction energy toward her own magic, carefully braiding it with threads of divine. It would mean every spell she cast came out with a destructive component, but better the pain be pointed outward than in.

What surprised him most was the vast amount of divine energy needed to counteract the destruction. At first, Ivan thought the egg’s power was overkill, but as he neared the end of the process, he kept glancing at it nervously, hoping the glow would hold out. In the end, he could only put his trust in Auro, who’d clearly planned every bit of what was happening.

Finally, Ivan sensed the tide turn. The baby’s breathing was no longer labored, and her formerly tired eyes opened to reveal bright purple irises. Her pupils, however, were a touch too dark, hinting at the truth of her nature. It was a minor detail, though, one he expected few to notice and even fewer to understand. More interestingly, at least to Ivan, was the fact that her eyes perfectly matched the purple egg clutched in her arms. With most of the golden glow gone, Ivan could finally see the hue of Auro’s shell once more.

Except that, as he looked at it, a new name was pushed into his mind. He was struck by a mixture of sadness and joy. While his old friend was truly gone, the serpent still lived on. And was now bonded to someone who likely had quite a fascinating future.

“She’ll recover,” Ivan said, rising up slowly. “The egg is her bond, and part of her healing. The serpent that will hatch has named themselves Oro. Treat them as you would another child. And get her training. The earlier, the better. This child is going to be strong.”

Ivan looked up toward the door once more, certain he had to be mistaken. There was just no way such a relic would end up here, of all places. Then again, with all the scheming Auro had done in his final days, what was one more trick?

“An heirloom of my family,” Verlen said. “One of my ancestor’s lesser blades. Some of my relatives are nobles, and they have her true weapon. Saw it once, gorgeous and ornate, though didn’t seem nearly so practical.”

In another situation, Ivan might have laughed out loud. Of course no one would believe that simple-looking weapon could be such a potent tool. So history had been reshaped to make the legendary blade something suitably impressive, and the real article ended up shuffled around as nothing more than a backup sword.

“If my daughter is truly saved, the sword is yours⁠—”

“Then I give it to the child,” Ivan replied. “She’ll need a good sword, and that one will serve her well. Make sure she can use it properly.”

While his gift didn’t rival Auro’s, at least now Ivan had technically gotten her a birthday present. “Take good care of her, and trust the serpent, no matter how bothersome it may choose to be. She will be very lucky to have such a friend with her. Would that we were all so blessed.”

Sparing one final glance to the egg, Ivan stepped back into the storm, leaving the cottage now bursting with hope and life behind him. It had certainly been an interesting trip, however at that moment Ivan wanted little more than to see and hug his own children.

It was time to go home.


Chapter 51



“Ten thousand per breach, twenty with no casualties.” Tori repeated the words, twirling the stripped rib bone on her plate around on its end.

With the announcement done, a catered meal had been revealed, because someone as smart as Doctor Mechaniacal knew better than to gather this many shit-stirrers in one spot and not properly feed or distract them. Between the food, the booze, and the music on the far side of the island, it was rapidly devolving into a party atmosphere.

However, it was impossible to miss the small groups clustered together, talking over the lucrative proposal that had been laid on the table. Some hadn’t even bothered with any baseline planning, heading out as soon as the meeting wrapped.

Tori understood the draw. On one hand, she was technically flush from her earlier villain escapades, but it was a pittance compared to what she’d first had. Working with tech came with an inherent price tag. Every new piece of her suit not only represented a material cost, but all the developmental expenses to make it functional.

Technically, she had some substantial funds from Indigo Technologies and her defensive-product line, however that was Tori’s money. While she’d have happily spent it on the needs of Hephaestus, those funds could be tracked and watched. If they started suddenly seeming to vanish, she might draw unwanted attention, if not from the capes, then from the IRS.

No, it was cleaner to keep the separation, which meant Hephaestus needed to start earning. They’d technically completed the Arden job, in that he was still alive, but it didn’t pay nearly well enough for the trouble they’d received. Ten thousand per breach, that kind of money could add up fast.

“From what I’ve found, it looks like most breaches last for around fifteen to thirty minutes,” Beverly said. She’d been buried in her phone since the meeting ended, researching what little information was known about the breaches while Tori inhaled as many ribs as she could fit on her plate at one time. “It’s an estimate based on witness testimonials but seems to be fairly consistent across the accounts.”

“How many monsters come through in that time?”

“That’s where we see more variance. I’ve read reports that say only a single creature stepped through, and stories of over a dozen bursting out at once. None of them outlast the portal, though. Monsters start appearing when the breach manifests and vanish when it closes. No known variation so far.” Idly, Beverly pawed at her own plate before coming away with a carrot dipped in hummus, eyes never leaving her screen.

Weighing the factors, Tori mused that there were bits to both like and worry about. Fifteen to thirty minutes was a long time for a fight. Then again, they weren’t capes. Putting down the creatures fast would cut the time investment down while minimizing the chances any civilians were hurt, securing the double-pay. While the variance in numbers was somewhat concerning, from what she’d seen of the foes in the news and her own experience, she wouldn’t consider them overwhelmingly powerful. As the zwarks had proved, numbers weren’t everything.

No, the biggest issue wasn’t the fighting. It was the time.

Hefty as the payouts were, getting one meant finding a breach, and doing that was a matter of luck and persistence. The capes were running themselves ragged trying to keep watch on every part of the globe all at once, specifically because that was the only way to catch these breaches. Tori lacked the free time to spend flying around for hours on end, and that was without even accounting for the metallic asshole hunting her.

“How are you two doing on this lovely, liberating evening?” Xelas wandered over to Tori’s table with a beer stein full of champagne in her hands and a mischievous smile across her face. Essentially, Xelas as usual, though there was something extra playful in the way she leaned against their table.

“We’re doing well, and yourself?” Beverly replied, while Tori took a different conversational approach.

“Liberating? Why is it liberating?”

“Because we finally found a way out of hiding.” Xelas swigged down her champagne, no doubt an expensive variety. Despite being unable to get intoxicated, the living AI was a stickler on springing for quality.

“Being in the shadows has always been a double-edged sword. It allows pricks like Apollo to pull shit like he did, because what possible public recourse could we have? But this… this is a chance to fly out before the public, in a way the capes can’t stop. More than that, they need us to pitch in. We won’t be such a vulnerable target next time; people tend to think fondly on those who’ve saved their lives. Especially if we do a better job than the capes.”

Tori and Beverly both exchanged a glance; they knew Xelas too well to take that as idle chatter. It was Beverly who broached the subject, ever the diplomatic one. “What makes you think we can do better than the superheroes?”

“Simple: we have me.” From a compartment on her body, Xelas produced a pair of handheld devices slightly smaller than the average smartphone. “For ten percent of your earnings per job, you can access what I’m calling the Xelas Detection and Tracking Network, or XDT when you get lazy. A constantly updating map of all breaches that will manifest in the next hour, and a way for you to mark the ones you’re heading toward so we don’t double up.”

While Beverly tilted her head back, Tori’s cleaned rib stopped spinning under her finger and crashed loudly to the plate. “Wait… what? I didn’t think the capes had any way of detecting when the breaches were coming.”

“You’re right, they don’t. No one did. Not until I invented it.” Xelas paused, seeming to enjoy Tori’s wide-eyed shock for several seconds before deigning to explain. “Doctor Mechaniacal has a fair amount of multiverse-based tech from some prior adventures. Digging through those schematics paired with a few tricks of my own and ta-da: a breach detection system.”

“…and the reason you’re not giving it to the capes is specifically so we can show them up, isn’t it?” Beverly realized.

To that, Xelas shrugged. “Giving it to the capes doesn’t net me ten percent from every villain out there hunting extra cash. Passive income is amazing, highly recommend getting some when you can. But sure, us appearing indispensable does help the guild overall too.”

Laying both devices on the table, Xelas did a quick scan of the area, selecting another group clustering together, mostly likely discussing the opportunity for income. “If you want to use those, just turn them on and set up user accounts. Funds will auto-deduct from jobs you find using the XDT. You can try to screw with the reporting system if you want, just don’t get your hopes up. I accounted for all the tricks I would use.”

Sauntering off to another table, this one hosting an enormous man Tori didn’t recognize in a bug-themed outfit, Xelas replicated her opening casual lean against their table. Fleetingly, Tori wondered how many times Xelas was going to have some variation of that exact talk through the night. From there, her mind got lost in speculating on whether tedious tasks were easier for an AI, or if sentience introduced concepts like boredom.

Beverly, on the other hand, was doing some quick calculations on the back of a cocktail napkin. Based on the number, she appeared to be taking her average free time in a day, splitting it into 30-minute chunks, and then allotting fifteen for travel. Not a long while, but doable, especially if they were willing to spring for help from Tunnel Vision. From there, she created a range of payout, from all ten-thousand-dollar success up to nothing but twenty-thousand-dollar payouts.

Seeing even the number on the low end, Tori let out a whistle. “That’s per day?”

“Give or take. Outside Xelas’s cut, our most likely expense would be teleportation, and we both know there’s a way to cut that one down.”

It didn’t escape Tori’s notice that they’d slowly slipped from talking about the viability of the task to how they’d pull it off. Then again, why bother with the pretense? Both of them knew they couldn’t pass up that kind of money; better to accept the obvious so they could move onto planning.

With the first question apparently being whether or not they had a way to safely involve Chloe.
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When the meeting broke up, the assembled superheroes quickly began to speak among themselves. Opinions were mixed, with a fair percentage of the AHC concerned how working with such nefarious characters might be perceived. However, another hefty chunk of their forces were so openly grateful for any kind of relief that they didn’t mind the source. Especially when the people in question weren’t technically criminals, at least not in any manner that could be prosecuted.

Donald weaved between the groups with an armful of sodas, listening in as he walked. It sounded like pragmatism was slowly winning the day, though not easily. Still, for all the initial desire to reject the proposition he too had felt, it ultimately kept coming back to one question.

What was best for the people depending on them?

It wasn’t having superheroes that were pushed to their breaking points, spread too thin to keep up with normal crime on top of the constant threat from breaches. The masses were better served by having more metas keeping watch… assuming the fresh forces were trustworthy.

Finally reaching his team, who’d found a small nook to chat in, Donald unloaded the armful of drink procured out of the hallway’s vending machine. It didn’t actually require quarters, which made him assume it was there largely for the aesthetic. He had to admit, there was something more fun about the ka-thunk of a can crashing down than just snatching one out of the fridge.

“What’s the vibe?” Irene asked, accepting her grape soda.

After handing a can of iced tea to Ren and cinnamon-soda to Lucy, Donald cracked his own root beer. “Not thrilled, but no one is proposing mutiny either. At least not openly.”

“I think it’s only mutiny if we’re on a ship,” Ren pointed out.

“Would any of us really be shocked to learn that the AHC headquarters can float?” Irene ventured.

Lucy shook her head, sending her dark hair tumbling about. “Be more surprised if it couldn’t.”

“My point was, I think the crowd seems to be slowly getting on board.” Donald looked over his own team, who appeared to be taking the news well. Not that he planned to trust too heavily in his social deduction skills. “How about you all? This hit you okay?”

“No. Hell no. It pisses me right off.” Ren’s can crumpled in his hand, sending a small fountain of liquid shooting out the open top. “But not because of the villains themselves. I’m mad that it feels like we need their help at all, and it digs deeper cause it isn’t even our first time.”

“We do know at least a handful of them to be decent enough when the stakes are dire,” Irene said. “Glyph and Pest Control helped us reach headquarters during the Ridge City Riots, Hephaestus and Bahamut were with you guys and The New Science Sentries when Settler attacked, and in the past month the same villains have potentially saved three out of four of our lives.”

Ren bristled at that, and even Donald felt his already beaten down pride recoil. “There’s no guarantee Ren and I would have died in that fight. And we wouldn’t have been there in the first place if we weren’t following the villains.”

“Hephaestus definitely saved me though,” Lucy reminded him. “No ifs, ands, or buts about it. That whole time at the outlet mall, all we saw them do was try to help. Honestly, if we hadn’t already thought of them as villains, what would we have assumed seeing their actions that day?”

There was no easy answer for that; or at least, not one that was wise to speak aloud in a room full of already upset people. However this plan was meant to play out, they’d have to wait and see once the villains started to emerge.
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“Oooh, he’s gonna be mad.” Ellie tipped back on a can of beer she’d snatched out of a fridge from another floor. After her so-called “unprofessional outburst” that afternoon, Professor Quantum had placed Plasmodia on a two-week suspension from the team to rest, train, and reorient. She understood the implied threat, a reminder as to just how easily she could be replaced.

But given how much less that seemed to matter by the hour, Ellie was instead treating it as a much-needed vacation, which included enjoying her beer despite Austin’s scandalized looks. It wasn’t as if showing contrition would earn her mercy; she was probably better off staying the course.

At least Professor Quantum respected dedication.

Besides, after the experience of training alongside Dickheadman, Ellie was starting to realize she might not be so easily switched out as Professor Quantum wanted them to believe. Presto was allegedly the least qualified member of their team, and yet the substitute they’d been handed was in every way inferior.

“Professor Quantum isn’t likely to be a fan of this,” Austin agreed, shooting Ellie a worried glance. He’d been doing that since she first got the beer, though had said nothing. The gaze was more concerned than judgmental, like he thought she was about to slide into some sort of spiral.

“Utterly ridiculous,” Ike said, dropping down next to her and dripping blood on the chairs. “Your mental health is doing great; trust the imaginary corpse of your dead friend on that one.”

Ellie pulled harder from her beer.

“I’m honestly surprised he signed off on it at all,” Kyle noted.

“Did he?” Ellie pointed toward the now empty stage. “I saw two members of the Champion’s Congress up there, not three. Has anyone considered the possibility that they just didn’t tell him?”

Both Kyle’s and Austin’s faces scrunched together.

“Aw, our sweet little good boys, that never even occurred to them,” Ike remarked.

Ignoring him, Ellie kept the idea rolling. “Think about it: we didn’t get this as a missive through the informational systems, we were told to gather here in person. And it’s not like Lodestar actually changed a policy or anything. We’ve never been allowed to capture people without cause, all she did was reiterate that. Remind us that looking villainous and being a criminal are different things. What, really, did she need Professor Quantum to agree to?”

The pair continued to stare at one another. Austin was going pale as Kyle’s mouth opened and closed twice before finally managing to conjure a handful of words. “Do you think they’d actually…”

Austin was already nodding. “Ellie’s right, there were no changes tonight, not even our schedules have been shifted. I don’t think they told him, which means Professor Quantum is not going to be mad. He’s going to be livid.”


Chapter 52



“—idiotic, short-sighted, dunderheaded ideas, this is the cream of the crop!”

Professor Quantum was indeed livid, seething as he told Quorum and Lodestar exactly what he thought of their little meeting. True, if he’d had more interest in the goings-on around him, he might have noticed everyone preparing for the event, but he had other issues to deal with. Getting The New Science Sentries back on track, using the dimensional nova to further his multiversal research, and then of course there were the off-book projects.

So obviously he was too preoccupied to notice them gathering up all the superheroes and telling them to tolerate villains in their midst.

Lodestar withstood the outburst calmly, waiting until he paused to pant and decide what to yell next. “We’ve never been allowed to take them in without cause.”

At her first counterpoint, Professor Quantum had to fight his tongue back from reminding her there was a time these hoops didn’t have to be jumped through. But those were the very tenets Lodestar had abolished during the transition from the League of Metas to the Alliance of Heroic Champions. Pointing out they’d been specifically removed only strengthened the argument she was clearly building.

“On our side, nothing has changed,” Lodestar continued. “What might be different is how the villains choose to use their abilities. All I did was reiterate that the AHC does not have a monopoly on superheroes or saving the day. If more metas are willing to help, I’m grateful for the assistance.”

“There is a vast chasm of difference between not arresting these nefarious elements and being seen working alongside them. Is that not the very thought process that led Apollo astray?”

Quorum piped up from the swivel chair he was sitting in. “One might speculate the cause of his downfall was choosing to ignore the limitations of our role rather than a willingness to work with others.”

Forcing a few steadying breaths through his lungs, Professor Quantum tried to get himself under control. Quorum stepping in so early was rarely a good sign. And he was correct, that argument had been faulty from the start.

Seeing Lodestar trying to hide her smug smile made it all the worse, at least until Quorum turned in her direction next. “Professor Quantum is also right to be concerned. Our public image is not so unassailable that the optics of this won’t hurt us, especially after Apollo had us publicly attack these forces barely more than a year ago. Even if everything goes well, it leaves us vulnerable. And that’s to say nothing of what happens if one of these rogue elements hurts or kills a superhero. We could end up going to war with each other.”

While she’d seemed happy to brush aside Professor Quantum’s objections, Lodestar considered Quorum’s carefully, pondering for nearly a full minute before responding. “It’s an imperfect fix, I can admit that. If anyone has a better solution, I’m open to it. Because without the help, we’re going to let something slip. Our crew have already been stressed to their breaking points; mistakes are getting more common as response times tick upward. You think the optics of working with reformed criminals is bad, how will the public feel about us when a pack of interdimensional monsters razes a city to the ground?”

Quorum said nothing, letting her rebuttal continue.

“I chose the path that has the greatest chance of protecting people. If either of you has a way to do it better, nothing would please me more than to hear it. At the end of the day, that’s what we’re here to do. As for the fear they’ll attack one of ours, let me put that concern to bed right now: no one from their organization is going to start superhero trouble without cause. Because if they do, they know it won’t be us who handles the discipline.”

Still fuming, Professor Quantum nevertheless held his tongue. There was nothing he could technically object to. Lodestar had only reiterated existing policies, policies that he’d agreed to. Fighting on that premise would serve to make him seem ignorant or petulant, neither being advantageous positions to hold.

Better to work within the system. After all, with villains and superheroes intermixing amidst chaotic battles, there was bound to be some sort of incident.

One way or another.
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Grantham awoke in a forest of frozen blood. Groggily, he rose to his feet, staggering once he was standing. Bits and pieces were coming back, flashes of combat. It was so hard to reach Jokull’s memories; not since he’d first changed had it been like this.

Another memory bubbled up, this one far older than his recent fight. The sheer walls of the icy cavern, the throbbing pain from his broken leg, the strange draw of the frozen temple. He could still feel the cold stone beneath his limping steps, taste the ancient air that had been sealed away for untold centuries. Until an earthquake opened up the chasm just as a small child was skiing overhead. His family had been further ahead, but Grantham was slower to master the sport and lagged behind. So it was that the yawning maw of ice swallowed him and him alone.

Forcing himself back into the present, Grantham examined the frozen solid remains. The bodies didn’t appear human, not based on the number of limbs and coloration of their blood. Scanning the area, he spotted a visible distortion hovering over a nearby ridge. One of the interdimensional breaches he’d heard so much about. Whatever monsters had roamed through looking for a meal, they’d found Jokull instead.

Further down the slope, he spotted a quaint village with smoke rising from the chimneys. If not for his presence, the half dozen monsters would have descended without impediment, likely carving through the poor people below. It was surprising the capes hadn’t shown up, but then, Grantham had been sticking to remote regions, trying to lay low.

In a way, he supposed Jokull was the hero of the day. Once, that hadn’t been such a strange thing. After gaining some measure of control over his powers, Grantham had joined with other metas to work as a superhero for some time.

People often forgot that before all the death and destruction, Jokull was on the side of the capes.

Staring at the town, imagining the people flitting about in their normal lives, Grantham played one of his favorite games. He pictured himself down there among them. A normal version, one who’d aged well past childhood who was probably looking back fondly on the time. A regular person, working a normal job, maybe with a partner and family. Once, it had been a form of comfort when all he’d lost seemed especially oppressive.

Today, he felt nothing but cold.

It was too far gone. That human life barely comprised a true piece of his existence. For almost the whole time Grantham could remember, there had been Jokull. Ever since he ventured deeper into that lost temple, desperately searching for a way to freedom, and the blood from his forehead dripped upon the altar of ice.

The adult, human Grantham was as much fiction as a version who could fly through the galaxy and best Lodestar with a single punch. All there was, all there had been for so long, was Jokull.

That truth settled in his heart like a lead anchor, yet Grantham found himself strangely resolved. With that revelation, there was at last a clear path ahead once more. For the first time in what felt like ages, he had a goal and a plan.

Grantham walked calmly out from the forest of butchered and frozen monsters, none of which started to thaw until he was over half a mile away.
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“Less than ideal, more than necessary.” Bert examined the roster of coconspirators he’d managed to draft into their scheme. None were exactly what anyone would call “first-round picks”, though he’d expected as much going in. The top talent was either independent, affiliated with that guild, or laying low after their own Rookstone escape. That left whoever had managed to make a name for themselves without that name getting big enough to earn cape attention.

Crumbles of muffin fell across his carefully sorted documents when Faithful leaned across the desk, his half-finished snack shedding as it moved. “Sure you don’t want to just stir things up ourselves? Be a lot more fun that way.”

“Right up until our protection from Captain Bullshit vanished and we found ourselves running from the Champion’s Congress,” Bert countered. Despite their best efforts, they’d yet to find a form of obfuscation that could rival what they’d received from that metahuman with the ridiculous name. That was, in fact, one of the main purposes of their heist. Potent as Captain Bullshit’s obfuscation was, they’d been told in no uncertain terms it would vanish once they revealed themselves or made a major move. Such a limitation was obviously unacceptable.

They needed a replacement, and if all went to plan, they were only a handful of schemes away from getting it.

“We’re going to have to deal with the AHC eventually.” Faithful crammed down the rest of his muffin before dropping back into the thick leather chair behind him.

Outfitting their lair to have a functional study complete with library and fireplace had been no small matter, but Bert saw little point in escaping prison if he wasn’t going to embrace life’s comforts. Unfortunately, the endeavor had wiped out a fair bit of the cash he’d had stashed away – one more reason they were pushing the current plan so hard.

That, and all the other goodies waiting to be plundered.

“We will,” Bert agreed. “When we’re ready. This is the first step, and succeeding will move us considerably closer to the goal. Or do you want Lodestar showing up before you’re properly equipped?”

It was a low blow, and one that could have been levied right back at Bert himself, but the effect was undeniable. Faithful’s carefree expression slipped, showing a short glimpse of the simmering resentment that still lingered. Then he was back to appearing apathetic, grabbing one of the heavy tomes from the shelves and idly thumbing through it.

“I can accept the prudence of preparation, so long as there are interesting ways to pass the time. On the subject of interesting, are you going to take up Bone Mage’s offer?”

Bert frowned as his eyes darted to the small pile of flesh resting in the room’s corner. Having a homunculus that looked to be a mouse and a spider stitched together show up was disconcerting enough; the fact that it had been carrying a letter made it all the stranger. Then he’d read the actual contents, an offer from Bone Mage to supply troops for their schemes in exchange for an item from the vaults they were pilfering. That had been the most worrying of all, because Bert had never told Bone Mage about their plan.

So far as he knew, no one had spoken a word to her since Rookstone.

How she’d found out was a long-term concern; the more immediate worry was whether to accept her deal. Much as he could use quality forces under his command, Bone Mage was a dangerous woman to make deals with. Especially ones where services were offered up front and the payment wasn’t already in hand. If they took the bargain, her troops would be helpful in getting all the preliminary steps handled, even if he’d never trust them along for the actual job. However, if he then failed to grab the item, Bone Mage was going to make them pay. Especially since Bert wasn’t actually sure if Captain Bullshit’s power protected the escapees from finding one another.

It was a risk, albeit a calculated one. So far as he could tell, no one else even realized their target existed. With a suitable distraction and the right plan, there should be no impediments. One of the most important skills one could have in risk-evaluation was knowing when to push and when to retreat. As gamblers liked to say, sooner or later the house would win. It was all about spotting that moment when the odds could break in a life-changing way and grabbing ahold of those rare chances.

“We’ll accept her generous offer,” Bert announced, entirely unsurprised when a second creature popped its weasel-like face out from a crack in the wall and nodded once before vanishing.

While not quite doubting his decision, Bert did resolve to seal up any breaches he could find in their lair. The ease with which potential enemies were infiltrating left him unsettled, though it was unlikely anyone would mount a true campaign of aggression.

For all his crumbs and flippancy, Faithful worked as an excellent deterrent against trouble.


Chapter 53



Dapper Doll appeared alongside a tall building outside downtown Dash City, the early morning light gleaming off the massive tower of gleaming windows. Frantically, she searched the area, desperately hunting for the breach. Convoyage, one of the many overworked superheroes on transportation duty, had teleported her to the general area where monsters had been spotted, but the information they received hadn’t exactly been precise.

Three creatures roughly the size of luxury pickup trucks were spotted advancing down this street, each with multiple arms sticking out from their torsos and wide, flat heads that had been called “like a horse skull mixed with a lizard”. Even getting that much was a lucky break; if there hadn’t been an early riser looking out his apartment window, the AHC might have never known about the breach at all.

Lodestar was right, the calls were getting closer. There’d been roughly three minutes since the alert was phoned in, three minutes that the monsters were left unattended in a major downtown area. Bolting down the road, Dapper Doll searched desperately, her ears listening for any telltale screams that she was too late.

Those arrived mere seconds later, however they weren’t what she was expecting.

Guttural, wordless bellows filled the morning air. It was a sound no human, and few metas, could make. Sprinting toward it, ignoring the small voice that whispered maybe sounds like that were meant to be run away from, Dapper Doll hurried along, her shoes pounding the pavement. The hope that she’d be in time to protect everyone was a thin one, especially with the numbers being three against one. Technically, she should have waited for backup, but that would have meant leaving the monsters to run free.

Rounding a corner, Dapper Doll skidded to a stop. The sight before her was absolute carnage. Blue-orange blood dripped from the buildings on either side of the road, joining the generous river slowly flowing through the street. Inhuman limbs were scattered like sprinkles across a sundae, and large gouges could be seen in the brick and concrete. To her left, Dapper Doll noticed a lamp post that had been sliced clean in two. It was hard to take in many more details than that, however.

The four figures on the road were much too distracting.

Three of them resembled the described monsters she was hunting, only sans the numerous arms. Also, she would have expected the creatures she was after to be fighting back, not kneeling before the fourth figure. Blinking her eyes clear and looking closer, Dapper Doll realized they weren’t actually kneeling.

Their legs had just been cut off in a way to force the position.

Standing amidst them was a tall, incredibly muscular man wearing a hooded cloak and holding a large axe. Dapper Doll recognized the outfit faintly, though she couldn’t recall what name he used. It hardly seemed relevant in the moment, what mattered was that the fight was already won.

At least, that was what Dapper Doll thought until the mystery man moved.

Grabbing hold of the middle monster, he shoved its stomach onto the ground so it was lying flat. From his pocket, he produced a square of lovely fabric and tucked it beneath the monster’s chin before rising up once more. He paused, ensuring the other two were watching his blade, before bringing it down with expert precision.

The head left the monster’s body cleanly, resting in its square of fabric without so much as a twitch. Reaching down, he wrapped the head up before somehow putting it into his pocket once more and producing a fresh square. Without pause, he began shoving down the next monster in line.

It wasn’t the killing itself that set Dapper Doll’s nerves on edge. He was hardly the first to slay one of the creatures that had dragged themselves into their dimension with bloodshed on its mind. Nor was it the methodical, practiced manner in which he took their heads. There were, technically speaking, many ways to acquire similar skillsets, even if they were less likely.

No, what truly had her worried was the fact that before the axe fell, he checked again to make sure the other victim was watching.

He wanted them to know the end was coming. Wanted them afraid, suffering, gripped with terror. How many humans had lain where these monsters did? How many streets soaked in blood had been hidden through the years?

Even if she couldn’t place the costume on sight, Dapper Doll knew. This was no fresh AHC recruit or independent cape she’d yet to meet.

This was a villain.

The second head parted as easily as the first, once again quickly wrapped up and tucked away. Finally, the last monster’s time had arrived. A protest welled up in Dapper Doll’s throat as he shoved the final victim down, fabric already waiting. Yet she didn’t release it, because what was there to say?

Uncomfortable as his methods made her, would it have been better to leave these creatures to do as they pleased? Every reported entity that had come through a breach was hostile toward native life, usually trying to devour whatever they came across.

There was no sound as the final monster died, its head vanishing into the same pocket as the others. Only now that they were all dead did the man look in Dapper Doll’s direction, causing her adrenaline to spike. Within that hood was what appeared to be a well of shadows with two bright yellow coals where his eyes should be. Was he not satisfied with the trio of heads and looking to add a fourth? Based on what she’d seen, he was clearly formidable, but she was no rookie herself. If nothing else, she could report back and curtail this whole idea before it⁠—

“Any more?” His voice was rough; more than gravelly, it sounded like someone who’d inhaled a great deal of smoke, damaging their vocal cords.

“What?” She’d heard him just fine; it was the question itself that left her stunned. Luckily, working as a superhero left her quick at adaptation. “Sorry, I mean… no. The report only mentioned three of these things.”

His hidden face bobbed as the hood nodded. “Matches my information as well.” Turning, he began to walk through the blood and entrails, calmly strolling up the boulevard. “Have a good day.”

“You… too.”

Although Dapper Doll wasn’t entirely sure why that was her reply, she couldn’t think of anything that felt less bizarre to say given the situation. Besides, superheroes were supposed to be polite whenever possible. Appearance and methodology aside, all her mystery villain did was contain a threat. Not in the way she would have, true, but he’d prioritized civilian life and handled the fight in a way that left no unintended victims.

Part of her wanted to feel optimistic at the results, taking it as a sign Lodestar’s plan might work. But Dapper Doll couldn’t help noticing a few people who were watching from their balconies, and several of them appeared to be cheering.
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“The Headless Huntsman is on the board with a clean no-bystanders-lost job.” Xelas watched as the digital tracker overhead updated, placing a name in the front position, ahead of all the other empty slots. One thing she’d found semi-consistent with biological life forms: they loved to compete. Wade had once speculated it was a matter of leftover instincts from their more primal days, when competition went hand in hand with gathering resources and survival.

Whatever the cause, it made for an excellent, and easy, motivational tool. Minimal cost and fuss, she didn’t even need to offer an extra prize. All Xelas had to do was put up the board and let people see who was in the lead. It might not bother them at first, but she’d set it up directly outside the teleportation arrival chamber, meaning everyone would have to see it when they visited the guild. Every trip, a reminder that there was a score being kept, and they weren’t at the top.

Which meant more of their guild’s members seeking out breaches, for which they would of course use the Xelas Detection and Tracking Network, increasing her income with every successful job they pulled. Truth be told, she hardly needed the money, but that wasn’t really the point. Hatching the plans and pulling them off, that was the fun part. Money was more her own scorecard she used to keep tally.

Checking the guild’s systems with a thought, Xelas noted that three other breaches had already been detected and marked, meaning they were being handled. The day had barely started, and she was potentially up over five grand, depending on if the others got through without losing any bystanders. Not bad at all, but there was so much more room to grow.

She could only push so much at once, though; time was needed to let the sense of competition fester. In the meanwhile, Xelas checked a constant scan she’d had running since detecting the surprise signal. She’d already whipped up an exciting surprise when it resurfaced, but proximity was required to make the most of it.

Sooner or later, it would pop up, and Xelas would be ready. It wasn’t like she needed to sleep.

Until then, there was plenty to keep busy with. Just as she was about to head off for a new task, Xelas noticed a huge flare in the nearby dimensional boundaries. This was unlike the other breaches she’d detected, far more potent and focused. While it would only last a moment, whatever it let through was going to be… fearsome.

Which made it all the more unfortunate that, according to her senses, the breach was about to manifest only a few feet away from Xelas, in the teleportation arrival chamber. She barely had time to shoot off a warning to Wade before the whole area was awash in shifting, unnatural light, cascading out from the chamber like a bleeding wound.

Activating her first wave of weapons, Xelas readied herself, a giddy grin plastered in place. This day was turning out positively thrilling, and most people hadn’t even gotten to work yet.
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Helen read over the reports as her mug of morning coffee cooled on the kitchen table. Penelope was still sleeping, offering her mother a rare moment of peace before the day began in earnest. It had been hard finding time for her daughter over the past few weeks, but Helen made it work. Having super-speed certainly didn’t hurt.

It was her hope, however overly optimistic it might be, that the world would soon be more peaceful. Sentiment within the AHC hadn’t exactly been resounding for the new initiative of cooperation, but as there had been no rule or policy change enacted, it was hard for anyone to find some central issue to point at. Professor Quantum was no doubt scouring the bylaws for just such a target, but his chances were slender. She’d had Quorum review every bit of documentation prior to the meeting, just to be safe.

Based on her early morning missives, it seemed as if things had started off well. The villains were already responding to breaches, quite a lot of them in fact, and seemed to be showing up before the superheroes in all but one case so far. Helen had wondered if the guild was sitting on some detection system. She might have tried to weasel the information out of Ivan, but they’d been avoiding work-talk since their big fight post-Wrexwren invasion. While their friendship had survived the tribulation, it bore new wounds, dangerous topics that had to be carefully skirted past lest they be reopened.

Besides, Ivan was gone on some multiverse adventure. Helen always felt childish when jealousy welled up in her; given all she could do, where the hell did she get off being envious? But Ivan’s freedom to go swanning off into other realms pricked at an old sore spot.

Clicking off the morning report, Helen turned her attention to a string of emails from the Mightalon Games Fundraiser planning committee. Stressed as the AHC had gotten, Helen still kept the event’s initial phases on track, refusing to let it fall by the wayside. There was almost always some crisis, threat, or looming danger to deal with. That didn’t change the fact that people needed other forms of help as well. She refused to let down the people counting on that money, even if it had necessitated pulling more than a few super-speed all-nighters to sort the logistics.

Thankfully, Helen expected some of the staff to be freed up shortly. Taking off pressure from the breaches let the superheroes put that energy back into their regular duties, which was growing more necessary by the day. Regular crooks were still out there, predators who’d noticed the number of distracted capes patrolling the streets and skies.

Idly, her eyes wandered to the empty chairs around the table. Soon, Penelope would occupy one, but the others were fated to remain vacant, no matter how much part of her wished a perpetually stoic man were sitting there, quietly listening as she rambled through her worries and bounced around ideas. Then he’d say something that put the situation in a new focus, Helen would voice her thanks, and she’d see the smallest bit of a smile hiding on his face. Ivan was more expressive than people realized; it just a matter of knowing how to read him.

Lovely as the fantasy was, Helen knew what came next. He would leave that table and go out into the world as Fornax once more. She couldn’t have the man without monster, any more than he could have the Helen without the Lodestar. The identities were part of the package, and those pieces did not, could not, fit together.

Still, she savored the image for a few moments longer before getting up and pouring herself a new mug of coffee. Even if the caffeine didn’t affect her, the taste conjured memories of a time when it had, helping her mentally brace for the day ahead.

With villains and heroes going after the same targets, it was bound to be an… exciting time. Helen just hoped it turned out to be the right kind of excitement.


Chapter 54



Looking over her suit, Tori was both relieved and distressed by what awaited her. On the one hand, her new armor had held up incredibly well. The only visible outer marks were where VRX77 had grabbed her with a glowing hand. The interior systems, however, weren’t nearly so lucky.

Between getting bounced around and surging her temperature to new levels, the electronics were busted halfway to hell. If not for Tori’s devotion to redundancies, her suit likely would have cut out in the field. Fixing it would be a relatively quick procedure, especially with her guild lab facilities, but that was only a temporary measure. Now that Tori knew about the vulnerabilities, she’d have to design solutions.

After the evening announcement, Tori had elected to stay the night at the guild, ostensibly to work on her Hephaestus suit. It had also provided her and Beverly time to track down Morgana and ask about venues for Austin’s birthday party. She’d only smiled at the notion, brushing aside a strand of her raven-black hair before saying she’d put something together.

Had those words come from Xelas or Stasis, Tori would have felt more concerned, but Morgana was relatively dependable, as villains went. She may have even had the temperament to be a cape, save that her power was a bit too gruesome. Ripping the blood out of people’s bodies and using it to carve up others was a sight that no witness would ever manage to fully forget.

Thinking of Morgana as a cape only reminded Tori of the new initiative that had been kicked off. Gossip had already been spreading when she’d gone down for breakfast; apparently Xelas had posted some sort of scoreboard. Headless Huntsman was at the top, having already handled two breaches, but others were out there hunting as well. Killcitate and Wildwood had already joined Headless Huntsman on the board.

Whether Hephaestus would be joining them remained to be seen; before that was even possible, Tori had to get her suit repaired. After a night of diagnosis and preparation, along with a few hours of stolen sleep, Tori was ready to get Hephaestus back in fighting shape. Ordinarily it didn’t bother her as much when the suit was down for repairs, but the presence of VRX77 changed that.

Pausing, Tori looked over the size of her guild lab. Even with the provided equipment, she was barely utilizing half of the space. The rest could easily be put to purpose, especially for something as easy as storage.

One suit at a time wasn’t going to cut it for much longer. The risk of one going down right as a problem popped up was too great. Although the idea of having suits around just to act as spares felt downright decadent, there were no shortage of ways to earn funds through the guild. It was a notoriously slippery slope to go down, but for the moment she had an easy, crime-free way to earn cash.

Without fully intending to, Tori realized she’d committed herself to hunt the breaches. The money was just too good compared to the amount of time required, especially if Chloe was comfortable helping out. Beverly was handling that conversation, though, while Tori focused on her suit.

Knowing she was heading back into the field soon, Tori felt the compulsion to have her suit operational grow even more urgent. Because even if the monsters from the breaches didn’t turn out troublesome, there was still her metal stalker lurking about.

And next time they fought, it was unlikely Tori would have a raging inferno to steal heat from. After giving that thought a moment’s consideration, Tori revised her assessment to be only somewhat unlikely buildings would be burning nearby. She was a member of the guild, after all.
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“I’m in.” Chloe was nodding her head, as if the words alone weren’t enough.

Beverly was taken aback at how quickly her roommate had agreed. “Are you sure? We’ll try to keep you out of sight and away from danger, but there’s⁠—”

“I’ll be fine.” Beverly noticed Chloe’s hands were clasped tightly, so much so that her fingers were turning white. “I can’t explain the details of why, but right now I very much want to use my power for something good. Helping my roommates with their job while stopping monsters from killing random people covers two fronts.”

The rattle of their apartment’s air conditioner kicking on broke the silence that settled between them, prompting Beverly to give a nod of her own. “Well, I won’t pry, and I’m also not going to turn you down. But since Tori is working on her suit today, should we spend our time getting you a proper outfit put together? And by that I mean, a costume for Cliché.”

Thus far in her appearances Cliché had worn her barista apron, a balaclava covered by goggles Tori invented, and the generic mask provided by Lodestar. None of the ensembles were especially distinctive or suited to her, as they’d all been cobbled together on the fly.

To Beverly’s surprise, this time Chloe shook out a no. “If I wear a costume, I’ll draw attention. If I’m just me, I can be part of the crowd watching from the sidelines.”

Noting the way Chloe fidgeted as she answered, Beverly decided to push, just a bit, and make sure there were no other factors at play. “Is that the only reason you don’t want a costume?”

Chloe opened her mouth, closed it, and then bit her lip for nearly ten full seconds before finally speaking once more. “Putting on a mask and a costume carries a certain amount of intent. I’m afraid to make that commitment, because once I do, I know the chances of me getting pulled in again go up. The more dire situations I end up in, the greater the odds I’ll have to use a power that scares me.”

“Edict,” Beverly surmised. While Chloe hadn’t shared much in the way of details, they knew Nexus had put the idea of alternative-universe Chloes in her head in a way that was unlikely to ever leave. “It’s a reasonable concern, but I wouldn’t worry too much about it until you know how⁠—”

“I do.” The way Chloe whispered the words made it clear she hadn’t intended to interrupt, they could simply no longer be contained. A slender selection of tears slipped from her eyes at the confession, falling onto the sofa where she’d curled slightly in on herself. “I know how to become Edict. It’s… easy. So easy. Too easy. I understand how it works now, that I could reshape most of the world as I saw fit. But who am I to decide what’s right or wrong? Benevolent or not, is there any way to use that kind of power without inherently being a tyrant?”

Those were questions much larger than Beverly had been forced to grapple with in her own villainous escapades, but she considered them thoroughly before answering. “We are all shaping the world with our actions every day. That’s what existence is. Some of us have more sway than others, but ultimately all anyone can do is fight for the things they believe to be right and against the ones they feel to be wrong. You won’t get them all right, though, and that’s why we have friends. People we trust to keep us in check, those we know will appeal to our best selves.”

After a thought, Beverly quickly threw her hands up. “To be clear, I’m not saying that should be me and Tori. Just people whose judgment you trust. At worst, you could probably reach out to Lodestar. I’m sure she’d be down to talk ethics, and she kind of owes you one after that mysterious errand you ran. What matters is that you find a way to feel comfortable with your power. It’s a part of you.”

“That’s not a bad idea at all.” Wiping her tears away, Chloe pulled out her phone, opening the mapping app and revealing a dozen-plus digital pins scattered across Ridge City. “But while we’re waiting for Tori, I’ve got a more useful idea on how to spend the day. Since we can only teleport to places I’ve been, we should use today to get me as many new points in fresh locations as possible.”

“I like the notion, but how do we get there in the first place?” Beverly asked.

Chloe was already up from the couch, digging around in her room and returning with her balaclava over her face and clad in a set of generic workout sweats. “I assume you’ll be flapping your way there in dragon form, and I’ll take an aerial route as well. There’s a new idiom I’ve been meaning to try out, and today seems like a fine chance. I’ll fly by the seat of my pants.”

The words echoed through the world, even as Beverly’s eyebrows lifted so high it looked like they were fleeing her face. “Does that really work?”

“Only one way to find out.”
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In the time his father had been away, Rick Gerhardt learned a great deal. He was educated on the foundational knowledge of meta-human abilities, the ways powers had first been noticed, identified, and categorized. He’d been taught the different ways meta-powers could interact, such the explosive potential of improperly mixing magic and technology. He’d absorbed more history and theory in those weeks than in his last full year of schooling.

But the lesson Rick had taken most thoroughly to heart was how absolutely ruthless Morgana was as a teacher.

She demanded total focus from her student, and if Rick’s attention wavered for even a moment, he felt the sharp sting of what felt like his own body poking at him. For a boy who was used to breezing through most classes with only mild effort required, it was a genuine challenge, and one that he rose to meet.

By the end of the second week, Rick was only getting poked once or twice a session, as opposed to constantly throughout. Beyond their lessons, he noticed his focus and concentration had improved as well. That didn’t mean he could slack off, of course.

As Morgana finished her lecture on fighting against basic elemental powers, she cast a sharp gaze to her student. “So if I were dealing with someone using wind to attack…”

“A meta-power based on earth offers a hard counter, while water could be used to redirect the force. Fire will likely combine with wind, leaving it a matter of who could seize control of what was created. Since wind is responsible for the mobility, though, that meta would have an advantage.”

“Very good,” Morgana complimented, turning from the dry-erase board to face Rick fully. “And that’s precisely why I never recommend going for an element-based meta-human ability. They’re lots of fun and usually flashy as hell, but they’re also fairly common and too easily countered. While you get some outliers like Jokull and Flare Bear on occasion, most of those metas sit in the bottom-to-middle third.”

Dutifully jotting down his notes, Rick paused. Morgana didn’t tolerate senseless questions, however she had seemingly endless patience for anything germane to learning. “You’ve mentioned that in passing before, the bottom-third. Is that a ranking scale I should be aware of?”

“Excellent question.” The way she said it, Rick wondered if that tidbit had gotten dropped intentionally to prompt him into asking. “From time to time, someone tries to create a meta-ranking scale. Outside specific use cases, like the energy-output scale that uses the Greek alphabet, it never gets far, because as we can see from just the elemental example, who is stronger than who tends be a situational question. But there are different leagues of power, and it’s frankly dangerous to ignore that, so some time ago, the notion of thinking of power in four categories got popular.”

Taking her marker, Morgana drew a simple rectangle, then added a line just a hair below a third of the way up. “The bottom tier is the weakest thirty percent of metas. This where you’ll usually find powers based on utility, transportation, esoterics, and general day-to-day stuff. There are some combatants too, but usually just newly-turned metas or those who excel in specific situations.”

Her marker traveled up the rectangle, adding another slash across it. “After that is the middle thirty percent. This is where the majority of your everyday capes and crooks live. Strong enough to cause trouble, but not enough to make serious waves. Of course, after that comes the top thirty percent. Veteran villains and superheroes are the majority of this tier, people who’ve had ample time to master their abilities and squeeze the most from them. That said, the right ability can put someone here automatically. Powers do not come balanced.”

It didn’t escape Rick’s notice that while Morgana talked about the ranking in terms of thirds, she’d cut the rectangle into four pieces. Not to mention, thirty percent times three left them ten percent short of one hundred.

As if she sensed the realization, Morgana tapped the rectangle’s final section. “Then there’s the top ten percent. This is a quantitative leap forward in overall power. Here is where the major world forces sit. Lodestar, Doctor Mechaniacal, Professor Quantum, Jokull, Tyranny.”

Although she didn’t say it, Rick mentally added “Fornax” to the list.

“These are forces that can only really keep one another in check. For the most part, both our organizations try to match our people with a level of task they can handle, however it’s an imprecise science at best. Especially because it’s not uncommon for metas to move between these tiers as they learn new skills or suffer serious losses. It’s part of why we’ve found such broad generalities to be more effective than a specific ranking: you’re best off making no assumptions. Treat every fight as potentially life-threatening.”

“I’m really hoping not to do much fighting,” Rick reminded her.

“I’m aware. You don’t want to feel helpless anymore.” Morgana capped off her marker, setting it down on the dry-erase board’s attached plastic tray.

“Before our next session, I want you to consider something. If you are indeed given powers and once again find yourself in a dangerous situation, will you be alright fleeing alone? I don’t ask that with condemnation or judgment, my answer is an immediate yes. But others would be tormented by the faces of those they abandoned. Better to face that question now, before the power is chosen. Because if the answer is ‘no’ and you choose a non-combat ability, then all you’ve really done is prepare yourself for a martyr’s death.”

“That would be a… non-optimal outcome.” Rick added the query to his notes, not that he expected he’d be able to forget such an assignment.

Morgana shuddered, her dark hair swirling about as she did. “It’s a whole hell of a lot worse than that. If something ever happens to you or Beth, the world will have to answer to Ivan.”


Chapter 55



After a long day in the lab, Tori arrived home to find someone blocking the front door of her apartment complex. A grumpy tirade petered out as she emerged from the guild-provided car once Tori recognized the man in question. She hadn’t seen much of Kyle over the past few weeks; he was presumably getting run ragged along with the rest of the capes. He looked worn out too, not far from Ellie when she’d shown up at their doorstep.

Despite that, Kyle was active, hanging a flier on the front door. Tori got close enough to read over his shoulder before he noticed anyone approaching, truly an unforgivable lack of focus for a superhero. “Mightalon Games Fundraising Gala.”

Kyle jumped at the sound over his shoulder, very nearly clipping Tori in the process. “AH! You snuck up on me.”

“Yup, you got me. I muffled the sound of an approaching SUV and my own footsteps using my incredible meta-human abilities that for some reason I never mentioned before now.” Sighing, Tori looked her friend in the eye and offered a bit of tough love. “Or maybe you’re not paying attention well because of the obvious exhaustion. You look like shit, by the way.”

“Compared to how I feel, that’s a pretty pleasant surprise.” Kyle turned his attention back to the partially hung flier, hanging from one sticky corner as it waited to either fall or see the job done. “With Plasmodia on suspension, Professor Quantum is drilling the rest of us all the harder, like he expects us to carry her weight too. On top of working on the fundraiser planning and squeezing in breach patrol where I can, sleep has been a rarer friend than I’d like.”

Tori felt her ire stir. “They’ve still got you out hunting breaches on top of all the training time Professor Quantum is demanding?”

“No way. I tried to get on the rotation and Quorum more or less told me I should use the time to rest. But a patrol is a patrol, and I cover enough ground to search on my own.”

For as bothersome as her neighbors could sometimes be, Tori found herself reminded that their hearts were almost always in the right place. Despite all he was enduring, Kyle still pushed himself to give more, simply because he knew it needed doing. “Maybe you can trim back on the extracurriculars? Surely they’ve got enough people to hang fliers.”

Patting the aforementioned flier down smooth against the door, Kyle examined his handiwork and smiled. “I’m not letting this one drop. Even if the actual event itself is months off, there’s a lot of groundwork to lay.” He looked to Tori, and she saw some life had returned to those tired eyes. “You should check out the gala, if you’re free. I know the entry cost is steep, but the food is supposed to be incredible.”

Looking from Kyle to the flier, Tori read over the details carefully. Evidently the Fundraising Gala would be held soon and was going to be quite the swanky affair. Considering the crowds that would likely attend, it didn’t exactly sound like Tori’s scene. Or Kyle’s for that matter.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m a little surprised you’re so passionate about a fundraiser, especially if you’re not even competing. You seemed more into the action side of things. Punch bad guys, save ladies buying coffee, the go-to classics.”

The rumbling of a big red garbage truck rolling past forced them both to pause, neither wishing to yell over the cacophony of noise. By the time it finally was beyond them, Kyle’s face had shifted into something unfamiliar. If Tori didn’t know better, she’d have thought it was embarrassment, or maybe even the step beyond, shame.

“I had the opportunity to see that superheroes can do more than just fight. More than that, we have a duty to help beyond the battlefield. And I… I have a strong desire to do my part.”

Considering the force in his voice, it sounded like Kyle might be understating that last part. Whatever he’d been through, it had plainly left a large impact. Given that Tori had no desire to pry or get involved any further, it was easy to not probe. Instead, she simply patted him twice on the shoulder.

“Good attitude. And if we’re free, maybe Beverly, Chloe and I can swing through.” Tori highly doubted she’d actually make good on that. Aside from VRX77 lurking out there, she had plenty on her plate already, and frankly very little desire to hang out with a whole bunch of the hoity-toity types who went that sort of scene. But a non-committal offer to try cost her nothing and would ideally end the conversation on a pleasant note.

She did want to get inside to her apartment soon, after all.

“Really? That’s amazing! I’ll have them add you to the Enhanced Access List,” Kyle offered. “Everyone has to pay for entry since that’s the whole point, but there are some special areas reserved. Lodestar offered me a few spots as thanks for all the work I’ve helped with, and I thought they’d just go to waste.”

It seemed that Kyle had taken a lot more of that statement than Tori intended. Just as she opened her mouth to correct him, a new noise ripped through the night. This was far louder than a passing truck: a monstrous roar shattered nearby windows, though thankfully their building was spared.

Twisting about, Tori found herself staring at a rip in existence, a tear between realms floating high in the sky, where a hideous head the size of a sedan was poking through. Flat snout, dozens of tongues worming in and out of oddly oblong teeth, and big sickly green eyes like someone had drowned them in acid.

A breach. A breach had appeared several blocks from her apartment, and Tori’s fucking suit was sitting in her lab back at the guild.

Surely the guild would have sent someone to respond, between the XDT and knowing her address, of course this breach would get covered. Except… where were they? The giant monster had only its head sticking out currently, but it was visibly struggling to break through. Now was the perfect chance to attack, and anyone from the guild would recognize that. If they were letting the opportunity for an easy decapitation pass, it could only mean the villains hadn’t arrived yet.

“TORI!” The sound of Kyle’s voice paired with him grabbing her arm shook Tori from her sense of shock. She turned to find him holding the door open and jerking his head frantically toward it. Taking the cue, she followed him inside. Once the door shut, she could almost pretend it wasn’t happening, if not for the screams of panic rising from the streets around them.

“Get Beverly and Chloe, then run to the basement,” Kyle instructed. “It’s not guaranteed safety, but if that thing knocks our apartment building over, you’re better off below it than inside.”

“What the hell are you going to do?”

“First, get my suit. Then grab Austin. After that… well, honestly, I have no fucking idea. But we’re superheroes, we’ll save the day somehow.” With that less than reassuring declaration, Kyle vanished in a blur of speed, leaving Tori alone in the hallway.

Yanking out her phone, she dialed as she ran. There had to be a reason why the guild hadn’t shown up, and she was damn sure going to hear it.
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Shifting breaches was a demanding task. It had taken Nexus thousands of cumulative years to master the art; thankfully, he could live them concurrently rather than sequentially. Still, the effort of moving a breach left him drained, and the later he waited in its manifestation process to act, the harder it was.

That was why he lay with his head pressed against the cool metal of a rooftop air-conditioning unit as he watched the newest arrival fight its way into this universe. Everyone was getting a bit too comfortable now that Xelas had her detection system up and running. A bit of chaos would keep things interesting, make sure they stayed on their toes and ready.

The fact that Nexus was able to add another push toward Edict in the process was a welcomed bonus.

He was edging against his own rules in terms of meddling, although he hadn’t really changed much in the grand scheme of things. The monster was breaking through on its own, all Nexus altered was the arrival coordinates. While popping out in the field where several villains were already waiting would make for a fun fight, it was a show he’d already seen countless times before.

This setup had far more potential to prove interesting. With the AHC so close, it was unlikely he’d lose any of his favorites before their time. Although, it was that very potential that made the spectacle so thrilling.

Shifting to a slightly better viewpoint, he noted that the first shoulder had broken through the breach, joining the exposed head. Not long now and the real fun would begin.
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“Do… do we teleport?” Chloe’s unwavering gaze was locked on the enormous head and shoulder emerging their way out of the breach, a taste of the massive monster still to come. Assuming everything was proportional, it would be around five-to-seven stories tall and easily capable of breaking apart their building with a casual swipe.

“I don’t know.” It was a strange, humbling feeling Beverly found herself lost in. Even if she often spent time around incredibly powerful metas who could crush her, this was a more overt display of might. Against something that big, would could Bahamut manage? Would a punch even register? Would her fire-breath leave a noticeable singe? A wave of hopelessness she’d only felt when facing Alfred Settler pulsed through her; Beverly knew this was an enemy she couldn’t defeat.

But just running? That didn’t sit right with her either. Not without a single cape or villain in sight to help with containment. This thing was going to wipe out their entire neighborhood if not stopped. So if Bahamut wasn’t strong enough to fight, she just had to figure out something else they could do.

“Any phrases you can think of that might help?”

“I’ve been scouring my brain with the same question, and so far all I’ve come up with is ‘the bigger they are, the harder they fall’ which might be good if we can trip it.” Chloe finally looked away from the window as the second shoulder began to rip through. Once that was free, they had to assume the rest would follow shortly after.

Pacing along the floor, Beverly kept careful watch on the monster in the sky, aware her time was slipping quickly away. They needed a phrase that could stop or defeat the monster, and its size was far and away its most predominant feature. Surely there had to be an idiom that would turn things to their advantage; with ample time and a clear head, Beverly might have conjured a dozen. Stress and a ticking clock didn’t make for the greatest inspiration, though.

When the door flew open, Beverly briefly wondered if the monster had somehow sent an advanced guard, before realizing it was Tori bolting inside. “You two see the big-ass monster punching into our world?”

“We were trying to decide what to do about it,” Chloe informed her. “Any ideas?”

“My suit is at the guild, nobody is answering my calls, and I don’t think either of you have wide-scale damage abilities, so I say we either bolt or get somewhere with a safer view. It has been a long day and I am dog-ass tired.” As if to illustrate the point, Tori dropped onto the nearby couch, lounging despite the enormous monster visible through the window.

Beverly, on the other hand, was suddenly hunched over and squinting as her brain went into overdrive. Tori had pricked something in her mind, pointed out the thinnest of threads, but one Beverly was determined to follow. What was about the sentence that grabbed her, what pieces were her brain trying to connect? She’d been trying to think of an idiom that could help them, ones that dealt with being gigantic. Or, to put in another way, idioms on the subject of size.

Like a shot, Beverly was on her feet. “I know the saying! It’s not perfect, but it should at the very least equalize the battle to somewhat even footing.”

Tori and Chloe were both staring at her, and through the window Beverly saw the second shoulder finally break through. Time was just about up.

“It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the dog.”

Chloe’s eyes widened a split second before a hopeful grin split her face. “That might do it! I can understand how it works, and the effect is fairly straightforward. You’re as strong as your willpower makes you.” Her grin dimmed as Chloe checked out the window once more. “That thing doesn’t exactly seem like a pushover though. I’m betting it has plenty of inner fight as well.”

“Still has to be better odds than facing a giant with physical might alone,” Beverly replied. “Let me get my costume and⁠—”

“Actually, not sure that’s going to be necessary.” Tori had sat up in her seat and was staring out the window as well, but rather than looking toward the monster, she was gazing down at the ground where three figures in blue costumes could be seen advancing. “Seems like The New Science Sentries have this one in hand.” Tilting her head upward, Tori looked past the emerging monster, now freed to its hip, where a fourth figure floated in the sky, flying ever closer. “And they’ve got an old Science Sentry as backup.”

Following her eyeline, Beverly and Chloe saw the fourth figure as well. With the fluttering white lab coat trailing behind, he was easy to make out, even at a distance. None were sure if it was a coincidence, a show of force from the AHC, or help for the superheroes he’d trained.

Whatever his reason, Professor Quantum had appeared on the battlefield.


Chapter 56



Floating above the portal with the creature halfway through, Professor Quantum calmly assessed the situation. Too many superheroes let the moment rule them, rather than vice versa, charging in with the sort of ill-formed confidence only possible in an organization under her rule. They somehow believed that sincere effort and an earnest heart would carry the day.

Professor Quantum came from an altogether different school of thought, one forged in a time before Lodestar. He understood how tenuous life truly was and that thoughtful planning could preserve it better than blind ambition.

Idly, he tracked the three figures approaching. Plasmodia was supposed to be on suspension, but it seemed her contrarian streak was only growing wider. He’d hoped there would at least be a little peace with Ike gone, yet it seemed fortune had decided otherwise.

Their appearance was within his calculations, but unnecessary. While Professor Quantum could not fly into space and fight off a monster that dined on stars, that didn’t make him useless by any means. Compared to Lodestar, any meta came up short; however, he was still the world’s first superhero. One who had done the job for decades before her appearance, holding together a planet that seemed bound and determined to tear itself apart.

He hadn’t managed that feat without the power to back it up.

The remote scanners he’d scattered into the air returned their reports, flashing a string of data across the lenses embedded in Professor Quantum’s eyes. Based on what he could determine about the creature’s composition, most elements from this dimension would prove ineffective, with the possible exception of electricity.

Six boxes flew from Professor Quantum’s lab coat, racing into position around the monster and hovering there. It was emerging faster, roughly three-quarters through by now. Once it was out, collateral damage was all but guaranteed; there were simply too many tightly-clustered buildings nearby. Which made the solution rather obvious, all things considered.

Just annihilate the thing before it finished crossing over.

Each of the six hovering cubes began to pulse with energy, crackles that were similar to raw electricity, with a few minor modifications. Their energy formed into bolts that swiftly rained across the creature’s flesh. Most of the strikes left scorch marks, with one doing visibly more damage than the others. A moment later, the cubes pulsed and struck again, once more with slight variations to the energy.

This time, however, they all cut deep into the monster, with two proving especially potent. It was a cycle that continued twice more, as Professor Quantum dialed in on the exact wavelength of energy that would counter this being’s existence. When the final pulse came, just as the enormous beast finished breaking through, it was less like a wave of electricity and looked more akin to a wave of disintegration.

Blood, flesh, and a thick material quite like cartilage all dissolved as the precisely calculated current shredded the beast at a molecular level. Mindless monsters posed little challenge to one such as he. A fellow meta would have been capable of adapting, altering their tactics, finding new ways to fight back, but a beast was just that.

Nothing but urge and instinct, too close to the same superheroes he oversaw for Professor Quantum’s tastes.

Descending from the sky, he landed to discover Tachyonic already on the scene doing crowd control. Agent Quantum and Plasmodia were both arriving, and they found their teacher waiting with a frown etched onto his stern face.

“You’re on suspension.”

Plasmodia stopped in her tracks, eyes widening in surprise. Doubtless she’d expected the severity of the situation to override his orders, a misconception he intended to stomp out immediately.

“There was a monster⁠—”

“A breach was occurring only a handful of miles from the AHC headquarters, and you thought you would be the only superhero on hand to respond? Unlikely. Whether you were chasing public acclaim or my good graces is irrelevant. Plasmodia is on suspension.”

Fleetingly, her eyes darted to the side where no one was standing. No one his sensors could detect anyway, and they’d been calculated to handle a great deal of meta-human abilities. Whatever she heard, Plasmodia’s face split into a wide grin as laughter came surging forth. Having known the woman under the mask for the majority of her life, he was well acquainted with Ellie’s laugh.

The sound that emerged was not what he’d expected. There was a wild, unhinged nature to it that appeared to seep into her eyes.

“You’re right. Damn it, you were right all along.” Despite the words technically sounding apologetic, nothing in the tone hinted that they were meant for Professor Quantum. He grew even more sure as her attention shifted, looking at him properly once more. “As for our esteemed Professor Quantum… go fuck yourself.”

In a moment, it was as if the sounds of the city were pushed away, leaving only a sphere of empty silence around Professor Quantum and his apprentices. Perhaps the effect was caused by Tachyonic and Agent Quantum gasping so deeply, or more likely, it was a byproduct of the blood thundering toward his head.

“How dare you⁠—”

“How dare I? How dare I?” Energy rippled off Plasmodia, her eyes beginning to glow with a blinding intensity. “Don’t you open your mouth to me about what we dared to do. You recruited us as children, trained us in isolation, and filled our heads with your dogma about the nobility of our purpose, when the truth is all you ever gave a shit about was your legacy.”

“There has never been any secret that I desired to pass on what my allies and I created.”

“Maybe not, but there was damn sure a secret named Alfred Settler,” Plasmodia snapped. The ashen remains of the giant monster had started to drift down around them like gray snow, every mote dissolving as it neared her. “I wonder why we never heard about him?”

Quickly checking their perimeter, Professor Quantum estimated they should still be outside of human earshot, but civilians were rapidly drawing closer. This was not a discussion he wished to see plastered all over the internet via distance cell phone footage. “Certain operations were classified for public safety and⁠—”

The blast of energy cut through the air, firing straight upward and drawing even more attention to their position. Lowering her arm, Plasmodia’s glare was locked directly on Professor Quantum’s chest. If she fired from her eyes, his defenses would obviously engage, but it was a sight that would cause endless chatter, a distraction he simply didn’t have time for.

“Stop it. Stop lying. He killed our friend, you son of a bitch. Alfred Settler killed Presto because we didn’t know who he was, what he could do, had no chance to develop strategies, nothing. And all this time, I’ve been blaming myself, asking if there wasn’t more I could have done. But it’s not my fault, not entirely. It’s yours.”

Plasmodia was advancing, while Professor Quantum remained silent. The crowds were too close now, and every rebuttal he offered only served to agitate her more. At this point the efficient maneuver was to let Plasmodia exhaust her rage and then later settle the matter privately.

“All because you had to keep us caged, cut off from the world at large, unable to learn things on our terms. And why? What great reason was there for hiding us away on that giant island? I know the answer now: your fucking ego. Whatever reasons you made up, now that we’re here the truth couldn’t be clearer. You never wanted us to see real superheroes work, because we’d realize what you yourself can’t seem to handle. Professor Quantum isn’t the world’s most renowned, legendary cape. Hell, he’s not even the top superhero in his own organization. By every and all metrics, Lodestar is better than you.”

“What Lodestar is or isn’t is irrelevant to beings like you and me. We have more in common with the monster whose remains are scattering to the winds around us than with her.”

The stomping steps forward halted as Plasmodia appeared to falter at last. When the glow faded from her eyes, what awaited Professor Quantum was neither confusion nor remorse. Instead, he found a pair of dead, flat eyes that regarded him in the same way they took in the layout of the street.

“There’s always going to be an excuse, isn’t there? Always a reason why the ones who beat you shouldn’t count?” She shook her head, the last bit of energy dissipating. “I can’t believe how much we all looked up to you. How much of our lives we wasted on you. Well, Ike loved to ramble about the dangers of sunk-cost fallacy, and I’m not making that mistake.”

With that, she turned, striding past Tachyonic and Agent Quantum. After a moment’s hesitation, Agent Quantum turned and followed, with Tachyonic on their heels.

Professor Quantum watched them go, composing himself before the crowds could arrive. Marshalling his features, he put on a confident face that told the world he would allow no harm to fall upon it. It was one he’d honed in his early days as a superhero and seen no need to update through the decades. Once Plasmodia was cooled down, he’d deal with the team, but now was the time for public relations.
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“You’re sure this isn’t just Alfred’s plan again? Feels like you’re borrowing pretty heavily.” Faithful tilted a pair of playing cards together, adding another layer to his house of cards. They were piled atop a smooth wooden desk laden with papers, many of which his cards now covered, and none of which Faithful had so much as skimmed.

Bert swallowed his annoyance at Faithful’s barbs, too aware the man wanted to get a rise out of him. The longer they spent cooped up together, the more he’d taken to needling Bert, perhaps a bit too comfortable in the power disparity between them. Bert’s meta-human talent was quite potent and versatile, but like every ability there were weaknesses, and Faithful’s own power handily countered many others, Bert’s included.

“It was not ‘Alfred’s plan’ to begin with. Using proxies to test out new technology or techniques is a tried -and -true tactic dating back longer than either of us. On top of that, we are not facilitating the kidnapping of a guild member, something which will draw far too much attention. We are passing out the breach-bombs to dozens of different organizations, allowing for testing on a wider scale. By the time our own deadline arrives, we’ll have a deep, data-backed understanding of the breach-bombs’ capabilities and the AHC’s response patterns.”

Licking his thumb, Faithful plucked another card and added it to the structure. “Still can’t believe how much you paid for those schematics.”

“The dimensional nova will only last so long; now is the time to gather knowledge and technology.” Although he’d never admit it, the price for the breach-bombs had indeed stung a lot more than he’d anticipated. The mere fact that Bert had extradimensional contacts was incredible enough, though; rare wasn’t even the word for it.

But it also meant he had effectively no leverage during negotiations, because all parties involved knew he couldn’t take his business elsewhere. The results were several lopsided deals that still burned at Bert’s gut. Nevertheless, it would balance out and then some once he finally got into that vault.

“Do we know when any of these things are going to be set off?” Faithful’s hands moved faster, adding cards at a shocking rate.

“Nothing concrete. I did tell them that the bombs had a limited half-life, giving them a week or so to use it or lose it. Based on my observations of the various groups, I’d say we’ll see the first of them used within the day, though the most spectacular cases will require time to facilitate. Maybe the weekend?”

Laying the final card down, Faithful rose from his chair. “Ugh, more days of this then. I’m going to get a snack.”

Before he left, Faithful snapped his fingers once. When he turned and walked out of the room, there was no sign of a single playing card to be found, not even ash. Only a vacant tuck box destined to remain forever empty.
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“Gem… too generic.” Wade tossed the enormous diamond aside, letting it bounce off the carpet with little concern for scratches. He could always make another one, after all. “Weapon… maybe, but that might draw in the wrong amount of attention.” Wade shifted through a handful of energy-pistols and matter-disruption grenades, but nothing felt right.

Finding the right prop amidst his old junk had seemed like such a good idea when he was feeling lazy and didn’t want to leave the office, but this might require a custom job after all. It was a delicate needle to thread; he wanted an excuse for the enhanced security measures, not to call down any real heat. Make the prop too valuable, and suddenly they’d have thieves beating down the door. Too cheap, and no one would believe it was worth protecting.

If nothing else, it had been a pleasant journey down memory lane. The massive trunk before him had once been his most prized possession, the mobile lab and storage chamber for all of his greatest inventions. In the early days, he’d feared nothing more than it being stolen, and had added security measures by the bucket to try and halt greedy hands. That had been before his friendship with Ivan offered Wade a small measure of security, upon which he’d built an empire.

Brushing aside a pile of test tubes filled with long-expired concoctions, Wade found himself staring at another piece of the past. Helioxis had been a fellow tech-based meta who snapped at Doctor Mechaniacal’s heels for a shortwhile. When the two finally had it out, Wade was the victor and claimed the man’s helm as a sign of victory.

He’d meant it as an insult, only to later learn that Helioxis had used an impossibly rare meta-material in his suit’s creation. The supply had come from unusual circumstances that were nigh-impossible to recreate, and thus Helioxis was left without a key piece of his suit. Rumor had it that he spent the remainder of his life trying to build a new helm that could interface with the existing tech, to no avail.

As for the helm itself, Wade had stripped the material out the moment he learned of its existence. Recreating the shimmering, white-blue metal had taken years of work and hundreds of millions of dollars, yet Wade persisted. Like Helioxis, he recognized the material’s potential for information transfer, only Wade couldn’t be content with meager scraps. Not when he saw the true possibilities waiting to be unleashed.

Turning the old metal helmet around in his head, Wade smiled. Historical, yet specific. Touched by rumors of a hidden treasure, but long enough forgotten that most people wouldn’t believe them. The longer he pondered, the surer he felt.

Wade had found his prop. Now all that remained was to ready the trap.


Chapter 57



“An amusement park called Thrillmax Pointe?” Tori turned around the passes in her hand, reading them again to be sure she’d gotten it right. “You know the dude isn’t turning ten, right?”

Although Morgana’s tone remained polite, there was a slight edge in her reply that made Tori suddenly quite glad they were speaking over the phone. “If you’d taken a few moments to look up the park before calling, you might be aware that while there is a kid’s section, it’s also focused on thrill rides and an adult audience. A birthday party should be joyful for the person it celebrates. I assure you, Austin will have far more fun here than at any club or bar.”

It wasn’t quite what she’d asked for, but that was par for the course when dealing with villains. Setting the passes back in the package they’d arrived in, Tori moved it to the side. “Sorry, just a little on edge since yesterday.” Even if the giant creature had been quelled before it could do damage, a new terror had taken its place. Tori had studied Professor Quantum, even donned his costume and assumed a portion of his powers in Hallowville, yet she’d still been stunned by the near-effortless way he annihilated that massive monster.

“That reminds me, Xelas wanted the word spread that the portal was somehow moved at the last moment. Could be tech or the like, but the most likely explanations where dimensional travel is involved is usually Nexus. And if he did it once, there’s no telling if he’ll do it again. If I were you, I’d keep a change of clothes on hand at all times, just to be safe.”

Now that was advice Tori didn’t need. She’d already run to the guild that morning and retrieved her suit, which was currently packed away in its transport case, which was essentially just a rolling suitcase with gravitational warpers to hide the heft. Still, she appreciated Morgana’s concern.

It was strange, getting her information through other sources. Having Ivan as her conduit to the guild had kept things easy; he always doled out the information she needed and ensured she stayed up to speed. Breaking that reliance was probably better done sooner, yet Tori still had to fight down a wince every time she pictured the guild without Ivan there.

Her oldest, deepest wound flared, insisting he’d never be able to return. That just like her parents, he’d be ripped away without warning or reason, leaving her behind. It was the same terror that had fueled her solitary nature, unwilling to risk the pain of loss she’d already endured. Yet Tori easily brushed the terror aside, because there was a reason Ivan had weaseled past those fears.

Worrying about Fornax was like screaming at the moon: entirely without point or purpose.

“I don’t intend to be caught off-guard again,” Tori finally replied, realizing she’d gotten a bit lost in her thoughts. “With the possible exception of Austin’s birthday, not sure how I’d explain that one.”

“There are storage lockers in the front of the park where you can stow it. One more reason you aren’t going barhopping.” Morgana’s voice turned suddenly distant, like she was speaking to someone else, before she briefly returned to the call. “More business to deal with. Enjoy the passes, and stay alert. With the possibility of breaches moving, we can’t fully depend on the XDT.”

Dimly, Tori caught a few snippets of another voice that sounded like “I heard that” before the line went dead. Setting her phone down, Tori looked out the window to the now monsterless sky and contemplated what to do with the day. With her suit repaired, she didn’t technically have any pressing business until Austin’s birthday party that weekend.

Since her projects at Indigo were undergoing safety testing and evaluations, Tori wasn’t permitted to tinker with them at this stage. Chloe was at work while Beverly was checking out some new designers downtown. No office job to fill her time with or Ivan to pester, and Tori didn’t want to bother Donald given how slammed the capes were.

It was a strange issue, having spare time. Tori felt like she was always under some gun, even if the person holding it was her own ambition. But for the moment, she was stuck, unable to undertake any serious inventing in the brief bubble of peace. So how should she use her time instead?

Without even realizing she’d done so, Tori was standing by the suitcase where her Hephaestus armor lived. For as much time as she’d poured into making the suit, Tori had spent relatively little time actually wearing it. That had been an understandable limitation of the first model, which required repairs after every field-use, but Tori had upgraded the durability by a preposterous margin. Even after the VRX77 fight, she’d only needed a day to be up and running again.

What she was lacking was practice actually using her invention. Hephaestus typically only existed in fits and spurts, appearing for a few hours at a time, usually with a fraction of that being used for combat. Yet in her bout with VRX77, Tori had realized an entire new aspect of her powers. A dangerous aspect that admittedly she might have been better not knowing about, but growth was growth. And for better or worse, Tori developed rapidly when under pressure.

Rather than open the case, Tori instead went to her room and got the Xelas Detection and Tracking Network. A quick scan showed her nothing in the nearby area, but did alert Tori to six active breaches on the continent. Three were marked by other villains, two were marked as resolved, and one was still open. Given that it was five states away, Tori had no plans of making the trip. That situation would be resolved before she ever got close.

But seeing so many breaches redoubled her determination. This was more than an opportunity to snatch up some quick cash. For the first time since she’d become Hephaestus, she could fly through the air without worrying about cape interference. It was a chance to practice, a prolonged field test with the potential for combat at any moment.

Plus, if Tori was being truly honest with herself, the idea of kicking some monster ass sounded pretty appealing. Between the annoying vampire and two bouts with VRX77, Tori was feeling pretty sick of coming up short. The monsters that were slipping through the dimensional tears were dangerous to humans, however none had appeared that rivaled the upper echelons of meta-humans, and most skewed toward the weaker end of the scale.

Based on what little she’d been able to stitch together about interdimensional travel, a subject it was exceedingly difficult to find hard data on, Tori suspected that their relative weakness was why these particular beings were able to make the trip over in the first place. Stronger powers tended to carry a certain metaphysical weight that couldn’t easily be moved between realms. That didn’t explain the jumbo one, though, unless the size of the breach correlated to how powerful a monster could slip though.

Given how easily Professor Quantum had taken it apart, Tori expected Hephaestus could handle most of the threats she encountered. Plus, as the memory of his short battle proved, public displays of power left a lasting impression. Until now, Hephaestus had only existed in the darkness, but she was always more fire than shadow.

Perhaps it was time to let the world see Hephaestus’ blaze.
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In a dingy motel room on the outskirts of town, three people were huddled around a large map, papers and notes strewn across the bed. If the tattoos testifying to their various crimes didn’t tip one to their nature, the impressive stash of firearms in the corner would, and that was saying nothing about what lurked in the bathroom.

Behind the particleboard door, sitting in the tub next to the toilet, was a sleek silver cannister roughly five feet long and two feet across in its thickest point, right in the middle. There was no complicated keypad for them to fiddle with, only a single button that had to be pushed three times in rapid sequence. After that, they would have ten minutes to run.

All three had been expressly warned against trying to open the container up or tinker around, and none of them had planned on respecting that threat… until news trickled down about another gang in Florida. While nowhere near as united as the guild, plenty of meta-criminals formed their own networks of accomplices they’d worked with or cellmates they’d befriended. That was how they knew theirs wasn’t the only operation to get a silver cannister, and how they learned what happened to those who ignored the warning: by the time the capes arrived, there were barely any remains to save.

Thus the trio in this room were working on a plan that leaned on using the device as intended. Amidst the mess on the bed were files of several meta-human specialists they might be able to rope in, schematics and diagrams of the property based on their construction permits, and a few of the fliers that first caught the gang’s attention.

The display of a once-lost relic from the early cape days was too tempting to pass up. Rich people were always willing to shell out for historical shit, any trick that lent their greedy asses the slightest veneer of appreciation for something outside themselves. Not to mention, this helm was especially one-of-a-kind; even the cape who’d made it had never crafted another.

Already they had a half dozen collectors putting out probes, making it clear they’d pay handsomely for the artifact. Most crews weren’t keen to take jobs that risky in Ridge City, though, not with the AHC headquarters looming in sight.

Then again, most crews didn’t have the silver cannister.

Given more time, they might have been able to find better uses for the device, but their dealer had been abundantly clear that it would only be functional for so long. With between one and two weeks to utilize it, the helm was the best target they were likely to find, and time spent looking for a new target was time they couldn’t put into planning the job.

With the cannister to cause a distraction, they should only need a relatively small crew. The trouble was how much ground they had to cover. The flier didn’t indicate where the display was going to be set up, so they needed a fluid setup capable of adapting as more information was gathered. And that required more people.

At least it was easy to get the layout of their target, like the giant map spread across the bed. Given its public nature, there were ample maps of Thrillmax Pointe floating around.

[image: ]


After several back-to-back days of breach patrols, Cyber Geek and his team found themselves rotated onto a different, rather unexpected assignment. Although even calling it that felt disingenuous – if anything it was an opportunity masquerading as work, to the point where Cyber Geek felt a tad guilty, even if he did understand the long-term benefits.

For the first time in a good while, they were receiving targeted training.

Granted, the AHC’s training had never halted entirely; however, after Apollo’s arrest, there was an undeniable shift in methodology. Turncoat or not, he’d been overseeing the training of rookie superheroes for years and plucking the man out of his role caused no small amount of chaos. In the end the AHC muddled through, though the personal touch of training was greatly diminished.

But today, they were working and chatting alongside more experienced capes, and the alignment of abilities certainly didn’t appear to be an accident. Remodel was crushing through the tray of complimentary sandwiches next to Medley, both of their forms broad and muscular, though only one was certain to stay that way.

Having the ability to alter his entire body on the fly, Remodel was one of the few members of the AHC who could speak with Ren about the specifics of fights using claws and a tail. That the pair shared similar appetites was either a happy accident or a side effect of their bulging muscles.

Hat Trick, meanwhile, was chatting with Mistweaver. Although not considered one of the AHC’s more offensively capable capes, Mistweaver was an incredible asset from a utility side. Her power to conjure and shape magical mist into nearly any form or function had created bridges during evacuations, towers during tsunamis, and even a weapon or two when she was truly pushed to the brink.

Seeing as both wielded a more nebulous, ill-defined sort of magic, Cyber Geek could see how Hat Trick might benefit from Mistweaver’s insights. Although from what snippets he’d picked up, it seemed like they were mostly talking about some old fantasy television show.

At least Cold Shoulder was keeping to task; she and Icetravagant were effectively freezing an entire corner of the room together. Given that Icetravagant, as the name implied, adorned himself in icy forms of high-end, luxury clothing and carried himself with a downright royal air, Cyber Geek had expected his and Cold Shoulder’s more ground sensibilities to clash. But Irene surprised him, looking past the surface discrepancies and getting right to business discussing their powers.

All in all, Cyber Geek had no complaints about the guidance his team was receiving… however, that was mostly because he wasn’t sure he could fault the AHC for not providing him with such a custom-tailored teacher. Instead, Cyber Geek had been sat down with Baron Peppermint to go over leadership and group coordination.

It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate the lessons, or Baron Peppermint’s visible expertise on the subject. Given that the older cape commanded candy armies, proper formations and deployment of troops were the key skills to his success, and he’d honed them well. As a team leader, Cyber Geek couldn’t dispute that he needed such an education.

Yet all the same, it was hard not to notice that while the others were training to improve their actual powers and fighting styles, Cyber Geek was stuck sharpening leadership skills. He understood, though; for all that the AHC might want to help, even an organization of their might couldn’t conjure something that didn’t exist.

Based on his research, Cyber Geek only found two metas in history with powers that resembled his: Mr. AV and Storybook. That didn’t mean there hadn’t been others, of course, only that they weren’t as well-documented. Unfortunately, neither of the known two were viable options, as Storybook was believed to be dead, and no one had seen Mr. AV for a long while.

Which was why Cyber Geek finally stopped scanning the room to on his team and focused on what Baron Peppermint was saying. Just because he couldn’t improve his powers didn’t mean there was no room for growth, and Cyber Geek was determined to get better.

He had a team counting on him, after all.


Chapter 58



Thrillmax Pointe turned out to be near the southern edge of Ridge City, on the same massive property as a luxury hotel and golf course. Tastefully tucked away behind topography, it wasn’t until the party bus drew close that Tori could make out the tips of rides poking up over the trees. Like metal quills they pierced upward, as if trying to stab the sky itself.

After spending the rest of her week working as Hephaestus while helping to contain breaches, Tori successfully managed to score forty thousand dollars, minus Xelas’s cut. It was a shocking amount of money to see enter her guild account in only a few days, a sharp reminder of why so many villains took the work that the guild provided. Whether by design or providence, Tori hadn’t encountered many capes in her efforts, which helped to keep things simpler.

Of course, then she’d gone and gotten into a party bus with three of them on her off time. The New Science Sentries were looking better than they had at the week’s start, especially Ellie. Out of the trio, she was the only one making real use of the complimentary champagne their ride provided. Yet there was also a frantic energy to her grin that left Tori feeling unsettled. She might have gotten more rest, but she somehow seemed the most frayed.

Beverly and Chloe were enjoying glasses too, while Tori took a pass. Sparkling wine wasn’t her favorite at the best of times, definitely not before she was going to walk around and get shaken up by thrill rides. The whole party bus itself was overkill; from its glossy red exterior to the ever-shifting lighting inside, it all but screamed debauchery. But they couldn’t very well use guild transportation for this trip, and a party bus came with ample room as well as a driver.

Additionally, it had been neat to see Austin’s face light up. The guy could probably bench press a thousand pounds easily, but a big car still visibly delighted him. That he held on to such a disposition despite the perils of his job made it all the more impressive. She had a hunch Helen would approve.

By the time they reached Thrillmax Pointe’s entrance, a large gate with at least fifty people lined up, Ellie had closed out another bottle of champagne. She should have had at least a buzz, but appeared fine; calculating drinking tolerances when meta-human bodies were involved was a guessing game at best. Still, Tori was glad to see her set the glass down rather than go for one more refill. Ever since watching her curse out Dickheadman in the hallway, Tori had a soft spot for the unstable cape.

After departing the party bus and donning their passes around their necks, Tori started toward the massive line, only to have Beverly gently catch her arm. “Wrong way.”

“Pretty sure I see the entrance right there.”

“You mean the general entrance.” Beverly tapped a finger against the pass on her chest. “Didn’t read up on these, I assume?”

“You’re asking did I research my theme park ticket? Nah, had other shit going on.” Glancing around, she noticed the only other person who’d been trying to head toward the general entrance was Austin, which didn’t especially help.

Nice as he was, Tori didn’t want their critical thinking skills lumped in together.

Rather than explain, Beverly merely tilted her head to the left, motioning to a glass doorway with two park employees standing before it. They weren’t positioned quite like guards, but Tori noticed them expertly block the doorway as her group approached. That position only lasted until they caught sight of the passes, at which point one stepped aside and the other produced a scanner.

Each of their passes was checked over, after which the door opened and they went inside the air-conditioned building. A painted wall welcomed them to the VIP entrance, leading to a snack wall, a tray of maps, and a complimentary bar with plastic cups so one could take their drink to go. A large TV played a welcome video thanking them for supporting the park and running down the attractions. There was also a room of private lockers which Tori made use of, stowing her rolling bag and Beverly’s oversized backpack together.

At the far end of the building was another set of glass doors, these leading out into the park proper. However, before passing through them, Kyle grabbed a map from the stack and unfolded it on a high-top table near the bar. “Alright, birthday boy, what should we start with?”

“Maybe someone else should pick,” Austin protested.

“Who else would decide where we start on your birthday celebration?” Ellie replied.

“Go for it,” Beverly added. “If we don’t want to ride it with you, we can always wait outside. Not like you’ll be stuck in line.”

Austin looked at the map again, studying it with an unusual intensity. “In truth, I’m afraid I don’t know what most of these even are. The names are familiar, but I’ve never gotten to see them. So if I’m to make the pick, I think it would have to be the one I’ve always been the most curious about.” His finger landed lightly on the map, pointing to an attraction near the center of the park.

“Anyone else want to try a roller coaster?”

[image: ]


Wade Wyatt stood in the security office, looking out at the array of screens showing the camera feeds all around Thrillmax Pointe. Every square inch of the property was covered, save for the bathrooms, and even those had specialized scanners active in case dangerous materials were detected. A human brain could never process so much information at once, yet Wade considered it a background detail as he focused on the plan as a whole:

A too-cheerful man in a straw hat selling balloons, a woman with a plastic third eye on her forehead telling fortunes, a fry cook at one of the stalls who was much bigger than the task demanded. Beyond that, there were three mascot costumes that garnered a bit of extra attention: the deer, the marmot, and the panda. Then of course, there were the bodies mixed in among the crowd. And as an extra layer of insurance against tragedy, a man with dirty blonde hair handing out popcorn at the children’s play area.

While the individual assets might not appear terribly impressive, that too was a piece of the plan. If guild councilors were on site, it could scare off their target. That was why the real Wade, in so much as there even was a “real” Wade anymore, was miles away, careful to ensure he wouldn’t give away the game before it started.

The body he was currently looking through was similar to the model Balaam had killed: cosmetically like his true form, but unable to do much more than an average human would be capable of. And that was just fine.

The tools, toys, and trappings had never been what defined Doctor Mechaniacal. He’d had none of them at the beginning, when he was trying to simultaneously survive and claw out a place for himself. True, fate had presented him a life-changing opportunity the day he met Ivan, but there was a reason the rest of that gang was dead while Wade ruled a financial empire, and it all came back to Wade’s one true power.

It was his mind that built Doctor Mechaniacal one invention at a time, his wit that recognized where things would end up with Ivan, his ability to plan that let them consistently outmaneuver more dangerous opponents. Wade’s greatest gift was his brain, and he could easily wield it at a distance.

Not that there should really be much need. Given the parameters of their plan, they’d substantially overstaffed, but Wade wasn’t a big fan of gambling. A risk that could be eliminated, should be eliminated, and as the plan’s designer, Wade had mitigated chances for failure at every opportunity. It was absolute overkill; however, considering the purpose, Wade regarded the resources as well spent.

After all, if there was one message that had to be driven home relentlessly and without compromise, it was the one they were reiterating today.

Targeting a member of the guild meant calling down their organization’s wrath.

Some lessons always seemed to need repeating, and Wade would happily teach this one as many times as needed.

[image: ]



Despite the smile he wore on his face, Austin’s stomach was a nest of guilty knots. How could he feel at ease with taking a day at an amusement park when the other superheroes were still out there doing the patrols? It seemed well past selfish, bordering real indulgence, and on his own, Austin would have never agreed to come.

But he wasn’t the only member of his team, and while Austin might not be able to justify a day off for himself, letting Kyle and Ellie rest was another matter. They’d both been stressed out, and now Ellie had yelled at both Richard and Professor Quantum, leaving her status with the team uncertain. That should have meant time to relax, but Ellie’s response had been to grab a generic costume from the AHC’s supply and take patrol shifts as an anonymous new cape.

It seemed like she and Professor Quantum were playing a game of chicken: Ellie determined to prove she didn’t need the team, and he set on showing that the team didn’t need her. Of the two opinions, Austin knew which he believed to be right, not that Professor Quantum would ever listen. In truth, he was a little surprised Ellie was even sticking around at all. Part of him suspected it was out of loyalty to him and Kyle, which contributed to one of the many knots in his gut.

Nevertheless, Austin kept an enthusiastic grin as they rode the roller coaster, though he was a bit disturbed by the way they’d cut the line. There was already an Enhanced Pass line, which was what Austin thought they’d had, but as soon they approached, an attendant waved another employee over. They were taken around another route, led past the lines entirely and through an employee entrance to the loading zone, where they were put on the next train of coaster cars that pulled in.

As someone who greatly believed in fairness, skipping an entire crowd of people patiently waiting their turn left Austin unsettled. No one raised a fuss, though, or even batted an eye. Whatever the practice was, people had come to accept it. That didn’t necessarily make it ethical, but since leaving Vomisa, Austin had been in a near-constant state of culture shock. As with many of the confusing things Austin had encountered, he resolved to learn more about the system as a whole and make his judgments then. For now, as it appeared all parties involved had accepted the system, Austin deferred to the world at large.

After their coaster they stopped for drinks, discovering that paying was also not a thing people with their passes had to do. With every perk they learned about, Austin’s guilt intensified. How much had everyone spent to make this happen? Ellie had explained the passes came through one of Tori’s connections in the corporate world, but surely there had still been an associated cost. Considering how amazing the passes proved to be, it couldn’t have been a cheap one.

The sudden fizz of bubbles entering his nose yanked Austin out of his reflective state. Beverly was standing before him, holding a cup of soda directly under his nostrils. “You planning to take this or what? Don’t try and tell me someone else ordered the ginger ale.”

“S-Sorry,” Austin stammered, focusing on not letting his hands go wobbly as he accepted the drink. All the training Professor Quantum had instilled in them on tactics, combat, and teamwork, he couldn’t have fit in one session about handling the way a heartbeat spiked when someone so stunning was staring into his eyes? Though in truth, Austin couldn’t imagine Professor Quantum having such a reaction to anybody. He wasn’t even sure the old man was capable of those feelings anymore.

“You been holding up alright?” Sipping from her own drink, Beverly fell into step next to Austin as they wandered down the artificial boulevard, which was designed to look like a sleek modern downtown, those most of the buildings were only artifice.

Though the shops, of course, were completely real.

Up ahead, Tori and Kyle were trying to read the map, while Chloe and Ellie shared a sizable bag of cotton candy they’d picked up along the way. It wasn’t much, yet seeing them soothed the rumbling in Austin’s stomach. They were having fun, being people rather than superheroes after too long in the mask. While it wasn’t enough to set his mind fully at ease, the sight did reassure Austin he was making the right choice.

“I’m doing well, all things considered,” he answered at last.

“Really? ’Cause it looks like you’ve been twisting yourself in knots since we got on the bus and keeping up a brave face for the sake of appearances,” Beverly countered immediately. Austin felt the shock appear on his face as his eyebrows lifted and mouth opened. Worse, he knew Beverly had seen it too.

“Chill out, I doubt the others noticed. I’ve had a lot of practice reading emotionally closed-off people, and that barely counts the last year I spent living with one.” Beverly finished off her soda, tossing it into a nearby bin as they wandered past a balloon vendor grabbing something from behind his cart. “I also learned an important lesson about those people, especially when they’re the anchors of their team. They are the ones most likely to break, because while they’re caring for everyone else, no one checks up on them.”

Unable to find words that felt right, Austin merely nodded, which Beverly seemed to accept. She darted up ahead to help Tori and Kyle with the map, trying to assess what attractions were near their current location.

Austin, meanwhile, was left processing her words. How many times that day had he needed to remind himself the break was okay because it helped Kyle and Ellie? But… why? Why wasn’t it enough that he needed a break? Austin knew that proper rest promoted better all-around performance, so there was even a logical need to slow down sometimes, yet he still kept pushing himself.

It had already been bad when Austin was holding the weight of Professor Quantum’s expectations on his shoulders, but after Ike died, everything compounded. Suddenly, Austin found himself compelled to justify his own life, a need to prove Ike’s sacrifice had meant something.

Had he even noticed himself thinking that way, adding more pressure to what had at times already felt overwhelming? Austin wasn’t sure, but it certainly wouldn’t have become clear without the aid of outside perspective.

In a rare moment, Austin found a measure of understanding for Professor Quantum. With no voices he trusted enough to listen to, Professor Quantum had long ago lost the ability to consider perspectives outside his own. It was little surprise he’d ended up the way he had, with no one to intervene before small problems could become serious issues. Austin indeed felt a swell of understanding toward the man who was genetically his father.

What he did not feel, however, was one iota of pity.

Professor Quantum had no end of people who would support him; he’d made the choice to wall them off and proceed on his own. At any time, he could have sought input from some of the greatest minds assembled, but he never did. More than that, he never would. The other scientists were there to handle his busywork and support his vision – he saw no value in their opinions. It was the same on an emotional front, too; despite his decades of coldness, there were still people desperate to love him.

As a child, Austin had been one of those unfortunate souls. Knowing where the path led, he couldn’t help but hurry his feet along to catch up with the others. While his gut still churned, Austin did his best to put it out of mind and enjoy the birthday outing with his friends.


Chapter 59



The morning passed in a whirl of rides, snacks, and general enjoyment. Even Austin was relaxing a bit as time wore on, and Ellie was downright cutting loose. Tori was having more fun than she’d expected as well. She couldn’t remember ever going to an amusement park with her parents – they’d both been much too busy – but Tori had snuck into a cheap park with weak security once during her days living alone.

At the time, the experience mostly stuck out in her mind for how dirty the whole place was, with gum, cans, and popcorn lying openly in the streets. On top of that, one look at the poorly-maintained rides had set off dozens of alarm bells in her mechanically-oriented brain, warning how many things could go wrong. In the end, Tori snuck back out largely disappointed, save for the bag of cotton candy and huge soft pretzel she’d managed to steal.

On a whim, Tori got just such a pretzel for old times’ sake, once again not paying. This time it was permitted, though, so she got to enjoy her snack without a sprint for the exit, although she might have missed that part just a bit. Thrillmax Pointe was a much more upscale product than the park from her youth, reflected in the constant cleanliness of its streets and the care shown toward its machines. Each ride hummed with the distinct sound of sweet efficiency, a noise that soothed Tori down to her soul.

Not that she’d expect anything less from machines owned by Doctor Mechaniacal.

Wandering through the park, Tori kept catching signs advertising a historic display of some supposedly lost piece of superhero history in the form of an old helm. Part of her expected The New Science Sentries to suggest they check it out, or at least show interest, but every one of the three let their eyes slide over the notices without making a peep. Apparently even they could get burned out on a job.

After her pretzel, the group rode on a colossal tower that speared up into the sky, lifting cars to its full height before dropping them most of the way to the ground, only for brakes to engage before collision occurred. Tori thought it felt akin to freefalling mid-flight, a sensation she was probably a little too accustomed to. Kyle had more trouble recovering from the shock to his stomach, and so they decided to choose a more subdued ride next.

However, at a place named Thrillmax Pointe, there were only so many of such offerings. There was a carousel in the kid’s area, a zerorail that toured around the park’s perimeter, and a Ferris wheel in the center so riders could take in the entire area. Of those, Ferris wheel seemed the obvious choice, and Tori voted accordingly.

It wasn’t until they actually reached the ride that Tori gave any consideration for logistics. Each Ferris wheel car could only hold two riders, and the ride was roughly a ten-minute cycle since every car got to stop at the top for a picture-taking opportunity. Had they been delayed by a line, Tori could have come up with a strategy to avoid extended small talk, or at least voiced some opinions.

Instead, she found Beverly’s hands nudging her subtly forward, and suddenly Tori was climbing into a car next to Kyle, who at least had the good sense to look sheepish. He paled in comparison to Austin, however, who seemed to realize that he was standing next to Beverly, making them the next pair to board and leaving Chloe and Ellie together.

The bar clicked into place over her lap, and Tori found herself ascending, but she still made sure to shoot Beverly a curious look before losing sight of her. Beverly had arranged the cars like this on purpose, so there had to be a reason.

Tori just had no idea what it might be.
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Once Tori and Kyle were out of sight, Beverly and Austin climbed into their car. The young man was as awkward as usual when around her, which was part of why Beverly had decided this was a prime opportunity to get things between them sorted. The constant bumbling had been funny when he was just another cape, and even more so when she learned about his connection to Professor Quantum, but somewhere along the way, Beverly had found she actually liked Austin.

Despite all the ways he was ill-informed of the world at large, he met new experiences with interest and curiosity rather than trepidation. And while he might not be the greatest cape out there, it was clear he had his heart in the right place. But in truth, it was while fighting alongside Agent Quantum as Bahamut that he’d genuinely won her respect.

Alfred Settler had been a horrifying opponent. Not only did nothing faze him, he delighted in wielding his superior might, tearing his victims apart slowly. Had Alfred approached that battle like a member of the guild, with efficiency being his first priority, they would have all died within minutes. Yet even in the face of such a foe, Agent Quantum refused to back down. More than that, he rebuked an offer to let the people he knew as villains suffer in his place.

Austin wasn’t someone who burdened others with pain when he could take it himself. Those were a far less frequent breed than most people realized.

So it was time to settle this.

Beverly waited until they had risen above the loading station, able to look out and see a fair swath of the park, before turning to face Austin. “Alright, I have to know: why haven’t you asked me on a date yet?”

From the widening of Austin’s eyes and the way he looked over the edge of the Ferris wheel car, Beverly suspected he might be considering leaping out. Given his physical prowess, Austin could do it, too. But that would leave a large crowd of witnesses, and while he wasn’t the best at having a secret identity, he seemed to realize that much would be a step too far.

Since she had a captive audience, exactly as intended, Beverly pushed on. Nothing was going to change if neither of them addressed the issue. “Are we supposed to pretend I don’t notice the way you go red and uncoordinated when I’m around? I appreciate you not being one of the shitheads who thinks yelling ‘you’re hot’ is a conversation starter, but you have to know it’s obvious how you feel.”

He sat there for several seconds, long enough that Beverly worried she’d shocked him catatonic, before finally nodding. “I know, and I’m sorry. I try so hard not to make things awkward, and I think that only ends with me getting more in my own head. It was never my intent to place any kind of pressure for romance on you, and I sincerely apologize for putting you in this situation. Worse, I made you bring it up because I was⁠—”

Beverly’s thumb was pressing up against the bottom of Austin’s jaw, holding his mouth shut. “Wow, you really hold a lot in, huh?” Gently, she loosened the pressure on his jaw without removing her thumb entirely. “For what it’s worth, you never willingly made it my problem. At every turn, you’ve always been nothing but friendly and respectful. I’d feel like kind of an ass holding something you can’t control against you, and honestly, I’ve gotten worse compliments than someone dropping a couch when they saw me.”

Austin’s face went red all the way to his cheeks at that invocation of that memory, but Beverly didn’t give him time to dwell.

“But I would appreciate an answer to my question. I’m not saying it’d result in a date, just curious why you haven’t asked. Don’t tell me it’s fear, I know the sorts of things you face down daily.”

At last, Beverly removed her thumb, hoping she cut off his spiral in time.

Rubbing his jaw where her thumb had been, Austin took his time in answering, the flush steadily draining out of his face. “That’s different. I spent my whole life learning how to be ready for those challenges. You’re right, though, it isn’t fear. I haven’t asked you out yet because we don’t know each other very well.”

Patiently, Beverly waited for the rest of the explanation. When it didn’t come though, her patience wore thin. “And?”

Austin’s head drooped. “And… I know it’s my fault, because instead of learning more about each other, I kept focusing on not dropping things when we hung out.”

“So, you don’t ask someone on a date until you know for sure you’re compatible?”

“Well, not for sure – that’s still part of the courting process – but I wouldn’t feel comfortable expressing romantic intentions for anyone I didn’t know well enough to discuss a shared future together,” Austin explained.

It was Beverly’s turn to sit silent for a spell as she considered his explanation. “You find me so attractive that it literally impacts your coordination, but if you didn’t think we had long-term compatibility, you wouldn’t even ask me on a date?”

For perhaps the first time since they’d gotten in the car, Austin looked at ease as he answered. “Of course. It wouldn’t be respectful to either of our time otherwise.”

“What if I wasn’t looking for anything long-term?”

“Then we definitely wouldn’t be compatible, and it’s for the best nothing happened,” he replied easily. “I understand it’s a slower approach than many people take, but I’m alright with that. The right partner for me would have to be someone who could respect my feelings, just like I’d honor theirs.”

Their car rose higher into the air, offering further views of the park below. Beverly soaked it in, dissecting Austin’s responses. While she didn’t consider herself especially egotistical, the idea that a guy who could barely walk straight around her wasn’t willing to even commit to a date without a deeper connection left her unexpectedly… well, she wasn’t really sure where it left her, in truth.

So for now, perhaps a distraction was in order.

“With that attitude, I’m guessing no one has explained dating apps to you, huh?” Beverly put on her best innocent smile as she took out her phone and prepared to watch Austin’s eyes quadruple in size.
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“—nine heads. Nine! And each of them had these nasty teeth that poked outside the mouth. I cannot tell you how glad I was when that breach closed.” Kyle’s animated reenactment of the battle had sent some of his popcorn flying out the side of the car, where it drifted past Austin and Beverly’s car to bounce off Chloe and Ellie’s.

“For as exhausting as these last few weeks have been, sounds like you’ve been racking up a lot of stories.” It was hard to find a silver lining on monsters ripping their way into cities and attacking people, but Tori felt like she’d come up with a solid reply.

“Too many, if anything,” Kyle agreed. “I am all set on dimensional horrors for a long while. What about you, how has work been going?”

Tori defaulted to her usual shrug. “Same ol’, same ol’.”

She expected Kyle to breeze on past but noticed the silence between them stretching on. Glancing over, she saw Kyle staring at her more intently than before. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I mean, sure, the shrug isn’t really necessary on top of the answer, but it’s kind of my signature move.” Tori’s attempt at levity fell unfortunately flat.

“You used to talk about your job. Complain, really, but it wasn’t a topic you shied away from. That changed when your new product line came out.”

Tori opened her mouth to object at the notion before wondering if Kyle might be right. She hadn’t intended to, but the idea of talking about her products with the superheroes whose deficiencies they highlighted had never felt especially appealing. So she’d avoided it, slicing out any mentions of the issue wherever possible and hoping all involved would let sleeping dogs lie.

“It’s an awkward topic,” Tori admitted, to herself as much as Kyle. “On one hand, I respect what you do. I understand the world is only still here because it was defended by superheroes. Hell, it’s been less than a year since Lodestar saved the whole planet.”

Tori paused, pushing down a slew of memories fighting to surface. “But the world is more than just the planet. I’ve seen what happens when the capes aren’t around, when nobody arrives to save the day. People deserve the tools to save themselves, not hope that they’re lucky enough to catch a cape’s attention.”

“I agree.” Kyle drummed his fingers against the metal bar in their laps, the telltale fidget of a meta with superspeed forced to sit still. “Doing all this breach work, I’ve gotten a lot more time in the field than usual. You know what I’ve found on several occasions? People who were saved by your purses.”

If Kyle’s easy agreement had surprised Tori, the follow-up left her downright stunned. “Wait… what?”

“That chemical spray you use works on just about anything with skin and eyes. Seven times I’ve been to scenes where people used your purses to hold the monsters back, buying enough time for us to arrive. Seven times when lives would have been lost if not for you. This ordeal has shown me in no uncertain terms that superheroes cannot be everywhere at once. We’ve even had to make compromises on… never mind.”

Kyle shook his head, and even his drumming ceased. “My point is, I get it. Whatever small bit of personal slight I might have initially felt is long gone. Truth be told, I wish more people had those purses. Because… well… we’ve also been too late a few times.”

Bad as she was at social situations, even Tori could tell when a gesture of comfort was so badly needed. It was stilted and stiff, but she patted Kyle on the back. “All any of us can do is our best. If that’s not enough, you strive to get better, while accepting there will always be some things beyond you. And now that you guys have some fresh backup coming in, things are bound to get better. Plus, I’ve got some new products coming out soon, maybe in time to help a few more people buy that extra time.”

“I hope that will help; I really do.” Kyle’s tone was still heavy, but his body appeared more at ease. “Unfortunately, getting better isn’t so easy for me. It’s the same problem I keep encountering over and over, the same wall blocking my progress: I need to get faster.”


Chapter 60



Unlike the cars above them, Chloe and Ellie weren’t having a heart-to-heart. Instead, they were talking about the day, the park, and their plans for what to do next. Casual, simple, normal conversation that both had been craving more than they realized. The meta-side of a person’s life was often gluttonous for time, devouring all the power’s owner had to give. The deeper one went into the meta-human world, the harder it was to cling to normality.

Which was what made the day such a pleasant distraction. As the conversation hit a natural pause, Ellie leaned back, causing the car to rock slightly, savoring the moment of peace. When was the last time she’d taken time to just be her, rather than Plasmodia waiting for the call to action? Ellie knew the answer, even if his phantom wasn’t around in the moment.

Not since Ike died.

So much of what he did that seemed frivolous had become clear in hindsight. Ike was the emotional watchdog of the team, keeping a careful eye on everyone’s mental condition. The silly antics that had been designed to break tension, the flippant remarks intended to remind them that they were not responsible for saving the entire world, the ridiculous activities he’d badger them into to spur a sense of joy. All of it had been geared toward helping them stay balanced, never letting them forget their mundane sides.

Ellie loved Kyle and Austin. After everything they’d been through, it was all but impossible not to feel bonded with the pair. As for The New Science Sentries… she was starting to truly wonder if that team was right for her. Not whether Professor Quantum would kick her off, but if she even wanted to wear that costume any longer. If not for Kyle and Austin, she’d likely have already been gone.

Hanging out with their neighbors from down the hall offered an insight into normal people’s lives. Well, semi-normal, anyway; most people weren’t in the early stages of founding a self-defense tech company. That was what made their lives so interesting. Tori, Beverly, and Chloe all had their own careers and dreams they were chasing, with any number of ways their lives could turn out.

For a superhero, the paths were limited. True, Ellie could do anything she wanted as well, but giving up the calling to help people was a different matter from quitting The New Science Sentries. Even so many years later, she could still feel that sense of wonder at seeing a superhero swoop in to save the day. After watching Lodestar unleash her power on a star-eating space monster, Ellie was reminded once more of how vital potent powers were.

On top of everything else, Ellie knew she had to get stronger, or perhaps, better controlled. Because even now, Alfred Settler was up there in space, floating around somewhere. After the fight, Ellie had gone digging, scouring out every story and rumor she could find on the man. What she uncovered were mere scraps, but there was an undeniable recurring theme.

Alfred never died, and he always came back.

When he did, Ellie planned to be ready. For all that had gone wrong during that fight, the one minor victory had been proving Alfred was not invulnerable, no matter what he’d believed. Plasmodia had taken off a piece of him. Granted, she’d needed a hefty amount of preparation and a villain’s borrowed tech to do it safely, but the fact remained that she had blasted away a piece of him.

Next time they met, Ellie planned to burn off a lot more than just a finger.

“Oh hey, they’ve got churros!” Chloe leaned forward in the car as she pointed, causing them to sway once more. “Looks like I found our next spot.”

Ellie nodded, though she had no idea what a churro was. Only moments after appreciating a night of normality, she’d drifted into superhero thoughts. Thankfully, Chloe proved to be an excellent anchor for staying grounded in the moment. She had an easygoing nature that Ellie both admired and envied.

“Is that a Creamy Cubes stand too? This place really has everything.” Chloe finally leaned back, though her eyes kept scanning. “Have you ever had those? It’s basically ice cream in the form of tiny cubes, and I can’t explain why that matters but it totally changes the eating experience.”

“Pretty sure I’ve faced scarier things than tiny⁠—”

Ellie heard the explosion, but just barely. There was almost no time, as the noise was instantly overwhelmed by a horrendous hum, like the air itself was vibrating. Bad as an explosion was, it was the new noise that yanked on the fearful part of Ellie’s brain. Because it was a sound she knew too well.

Every cape who’d been working the breaches had gotten familiar with it, that brain-burning sound that emanated from the breaches. Except she’d only heard it so clearly when Plasmodia was within spitting distance of one of those interdimensional portals.

Spinning around, she spotted the familiar break in realty. Warped purple, like a bruise on existence itself, where indistinct shapes could be seen moving just on the other side. In what felt like a rare moment of fortune, the portal hadn’t been spawned over the Ferris Wheel, where monsters would have come dropping onto their heads.

Instead, it had appeared at the apex of the roller coaster, just before the track plunged downward. That felt more in line with her luck of late, because it rendered the usual response tactics all but impossible. When facing breaches, the AHC protocol that had evolved was to circle the portal and hold everything that came through within the area. It minimized the chances of civilian casualties and kept damage limited to a single location.

But without flight, none of The New Science Sentries would be able to hold a sound position there. Even getting to the portal would take precious time, seconds they wouldn’t have needed to spend if Ike were there.

“What’s happening?” Chloe yelled, her voice one of many screaming at the sight of a tear in existence appearing atop a roller coaster.

“Dimensional breach.” Ellie had worn her Plasmodia costume under her day clothes, as it was the only costume she owned tailored to hide within her usual wardrobe. It had been a habit more than preparation, but one never knew where breaches might manifest.

Although, the sound of that explosion right before the breach was awfully suspicious, especially since Ellie couldn’t spot anything that had been damaged. Whatever her suspicions, though, they didn’t matter in the moment. Blame and consequence came after the threat was contained, and monsters might start bursting forth at any moment. They had only a sliver of time to act; Ellie wasn’t going to waste it.

“Give me your hand,” she said, offering hers to Chloe. “We’re getting off this ride before we end up trapped on it.”
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Wade Wyatt was no longer cheerful. In fact, he was verging dangerously close to genuine anger. They went to all the trouble of building such a lovely trap, only for some wandering skunk to blunder into it. The source of such trouble was something he absolutely needed to deal with, while also being his lowest concern.

That was largely due to the sudden appearance of a rip in dimensional space over Thrillmax Pointe through which monsters were starting to appear. Evidently this world’s denizens came from an environment with lots of climbing, as they were smaller and lighter than most reported sightings, with four arms and two tentacles spread across their torsos. Unfortunately, each of those hands ended in wickedly sharp claws that were carving through the concrete as they landed and ran. Human flesh would stand little chance.

Tapping his foot, Wade’s mind worked at speeds few could fathom, the world beyond him all but standing still. This was a complication indeed, yet every problem could also present opportunity if properly leveraged. Whether or not the intrusion would scare away their original target was yet to be seen, but how he handled the attack itself most certainly would be well-documented in the aftermath.

Perhaps, then, this could be a chance to show the lengths Indigo Technologies was willing to go for its customers’ safety. So long as Wade didn’t activate the true safety net, there was a viable chance their target would still strike. In fact, the chaos might make the whole setting seem even more tempting.

“Crowd Control Units, new orders. Priority one is defending attendees from external threats. Priority two is evacuating attendees into the safety bunkers. Priority three is dispatching the dimensional invaders. Activate.”

Across the park, hundreds of people suddenly stopped moving for a split second. This wasn’t a secret Wade had planned on unveiling, but it was still gratifying to see the shock on his guests’ faces as a surge of bodies bolted forward at once. As they reached for the first guests, Wade remembered he still needed to explain what was happening, lest they think they were being kidnapped.

“Attention guests! We regret to inform you that a dimensional breach has opened above Thrillmax Pointe. Our designated safety officials are currently evacuating everyone to their nearest bunker. Don’t worry, we knew when we built in Ridge City that there were risks and have taken appropriate measures. Please proceed calmly toward anyone with glowing blue eyes.”

As one, the Crowd Control Units adjusted their ocular screens to show only blue, marking them as the artificial beings they were. There were few tricks as fun as stacking an entire area with what appeared to be nothing more than harmless civilians, only to reveal they’d been remotely controlled automatons all along. Especially if an opponent was dumb enough to take one hostage.

Explaining why he filled his park with his robotic security might normally be a tricky matter, but thankfully Wade could now answer “In case of situations like this one.” That was going be a hard point to argue with, even more so considering their location.

On that note, Wade zoomed in on the three known capes in his park. He wasn’t opposed to a little help – it was only fair given their current arrangement – but having too many superheroes stomping around was unacceptable. That would almost certainly scare the real target off.

Listening in to their supposedly encoded communications, Wade chuckled. The capes were going to pay for it in the media cycle, but from the snatches of conversation he could pick up, they didn’t have anyone on hand who was fast enough to get there instantly. Apparently, more breaches had simultaneously popped up in other locales as well – oddly, a lot of them near banks. The speediest capes had already been assigned to other jobs. And given how remote Thrillmax Pointe was, there was every chance the breach would close before another superhero could even arrive.

The New Science Sentries would be the only capes on the scene. Although they weren’t nearly as alone as they thought themselves to be. On Wade’s screen, several non-robotic figures were still waiting, playing their roles perfectly. Between the bunkers and the Crowd Control Units, it would be logical to assume Thrillmax Pointe had shown off the best of its security already.

In reality, they were waiting for a special guest for the real fun to begin.
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“Other breaches?” Austin’s phone was to his ear, gripped tightly as he struggled to stay calm. The day had been going so well. They’d been having fun and letting loose, and now yet again some threat was interrupting his small slice of normalcy. Of course, that was only his personal annoyance; the bigger concern was for the other guests.

On that front, however, Austin felt mostly confused. From his spot high up the Ferris Wheel, Austin could make out dozens of people with glowing blue eyes helping guests evacuate. Some were literally climbing onto rides and plucking people out of their seats, showing enough strength and agility to prove they weren’t human.

With the phone in his ear it had been hard to hear, but Austin had caught snippets about a bunker. If this theme park had a legitimate evacuation strategy, he should have been overjoyed. Having an actual fallback point was asking for the moon, so discovering this place had multiple shelters felt like such a surge of good luck that Austin immediately started expecting a catch.

“What’s the plan?” Kyle called from his own car, halfway out of it as he leaned over the edge.

That was the question of the moment. Ordinarily, they’d need to focus on evacuation of civilians first, but it appeared Thrillmax Pointe’s own security had the task well in hand. So where would The New Science Sentries do the most good?

With such limited information to work on, the soundest bet would be containing the breach itself. Fewer monsters escaping meant fewer threats to the general public. The location atop a roller coaster made it troublesome, but they at least had to try. He might change up the plan depending on how quickly people were getting to those bunkers, but standing around wondering was guaranteed to help nobody.

Just before he gave the order, however, Austin’s eyes fell to Beverly. Abandoning her in a park full of peril didn’t feel especially heroic, and it certainly didn’t seem like something a good friend would do. Marking the path of the people with glowing blue eyes, Austin noted several running toward a place between the Ferris Wheel and the entrance: some sort of spinning ride with a hatch at its base currently open.

Not perfect, but it would do for the moment.

“Costume up. We’re heading for the breach and dropping some friends off along the way.” Rather than heed his own order and take the Agent Quantum mask from his pocket, Austin instead found himself leaning down, toward Beverly.

“With your permission, the fastest way down is for me to carry you.”

She stared at him just long enough for Austin to experience a sensation like he was sweating internally before finally tilting her head forward. “Just try not to have one of your spells, I’d prefer not to be dropped from so high up. Or at all, actually.”

Showing no hesitation now that she’d accepted, Beverly grabbed his arm. Embarrassed as he felt over it, Austin sensed his face blushing, but his coordination remained unaffected. While Austin might not know how to handle talking with women he found beautiful, handling a crisis was another matter.

Moments like these were what Agent Quantum had been built for.


Chapter 61



The monster screeched as it ran toward the group of four, the youngest a thrill-seeking teen out for a celebratory outing that had gone horribly wrong. Clawed hands crushed down on the scenery as it swung closer, undeterred by their fleeing. If anything, it seemed to enjoy the chase.

Its shouts grew louder and wilder as it closed the distance, soon close enough to grab for the young woman’s hair. Slashing out, it swung a claw for her head, mouth already parted in anticipation of the treat it would soon catch.

That plan was torn asunder by the arrival of a giant boxing glove-shaped fist that smashed into its side, sending the monster briefly hurtling away. Less than a second later it crashed into the steel support beam of a nearby ride, shattering its back. Arms twitched as it tried to crawl, but a shadow suddenly appeared overheard.

Standing above the monster was one of Thrillmax Pointe’s wandering licensed character mascots: Punchytime Panda. The ever-smiling bear was clad in bright red shorts, with matching boxing gloves around his hands. His shoes matched as well, a fact the monster closely observed as one of them rose up, hovering directly over the creature’s head.

Not for long, though.

When the first creature’s head was caved in, Punchytime Panda darted back, intercepting another cluster of the beasts as they leapt from the shadows, trying to steal the last monster’s prize. Huge fists flew in a flurry, bashing back each attacker as the group of four made their escape. The youngest one who’d almost been caught was staring as they ran, like she couldn’t quite believe the sight before her eyes.

Punchytime Panda wasn’t merely fighting to buy them time. Despite the difference in numbers, Punchytime Panda was winning. And easily, at that.
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“What the fuck is going on?”

The plan hadn’t necessarily been a complicated one: at its core they were basically doing an elaborate version of visiting a store and having a friend make a scene while they spirited off with the merchandise. Coordinating with a few other crews that had gotten breach-bombs was the most complex part, but worth the effort.

This way, the capes would have to deal with them all at once, increasing the chances that one of the schemes would succeed. Of course, theirs had gone off just a slight bit after the others, ensuring the superheroes would probably already have gotten spread thin. With the monsters causing panic, slipping in to steal the helm was supposed to be simple.

Instead, it seemed as though half the patrons had suddenly sported glowing blue eyes and were moving like meta-humans. Their carefully constructed chaos was being stymied by an instant, well-coordinated evacuation. And when the monsters did manage to get close, those blue-eyed weirdos would throw themselves in the way. Most managed to beat their opponents, but even those who were overwhelmed bought time for everyone else to escape.

Although he hadn’t meant the words as a real question, his colleague answered it anyway. “A minor complication to the plan, nothing more.” The unworried expression of their leader might have been ordinarily reassuring, but given he’d chosen the name Stoneface to use while on jobs, that reaction reflected his nature more than how dire their circumstances were.

“Minor? This place is flooded with robots. Why were there a shitload of robots hiding out with the crowd? Oh fuck, they knew we were coming!” Whimper had not selected his own code name, nor found the determination to challenge it. His panicky nature could be vexing, but his infiltration skills were exceptional, which usually balanced out the scales.

Nodding along, the third man agreed. “This definitely can’t be an accident.”

“Correlation,” Stoneface grunted. “Not causation.”

“What’s he mean, Breaker?” Whimper asked.

Breaker, the man who’d first wondered aloud what it was they were facing, took in the situation once more, trying to puzzle out Stoneface’s intent. Watching the way the blue-eyed helpers swept across the area efficiently, and the countless camera lenses covering the park, one thing became obvious. Whoever was protecting this place could see them, knew exactly where they were.

Yet they remained unharmed.

“He means it’s bad luck,” Breaker explained. “Somebody had a surprise party waiting for them, except we kicked open the door before they could. If anyone knew what we were up to, we’d already be under assault. There’s plenty of those robots around, more than enough to send a few our way.”

They could still bail out. While someone might eventually tie the breach-bomb to their actions, there would be time to flee. What there wouldn’t be, however, were funds. To get those, they needed the helm, which a few collectors of cape relics would pay top dollar for. One way or another, they were likely going to be running for a long time after this day was finished.

So why not run in luxury?

“Push ahead?” Breaker asked.

“Push ahead,” Stoneface agreed.

Whimper let out a sound explaining how he’d gotten his code name but trudged along with the other two as they advanced. For all his noises and panic, Whimper trusted their judgment enough to follow.

Although, given that they were walking toward a giant rip in the sky that monsters were pouring out of, it was hard to begrudge Whimper’s attitude this time.
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Generally speaking, Tori would consider herself of above average intelligence. The trouble was, she didn’t have some blanket of brilliance covering every thought that occurred. Instead, Tori had a few fields where she’d been fascinated and applied herself, learning all that was available. Having briefly tasted meta-genius in Hallowville, Tori knew if she’d possessed that power, she could have thought quickly enough to come up with an excuse.

Unfortunately, her brain had failed her, which was why Tori found herself getting carried down from the Ferris Wheel in the arms of Tachyonic. There were plenty of objections she could have raised, just not without hinting at her meta-human nature or villainous endeavors. There was no good reason why a civilian would want to stay trapped in the air with a bunch of monsters roaming around, especially when the creatures were adept at climbing.

In seconds, they were on the ground, Tachyonic moving so fast he ran right across the interwoven series of beams like they were standing still. Moments later, Agent Quantum landed besides them, Beverly clasped carefully in his arms. Plasmodia was the last to arrive, as her power’s movement ability wasn’t easily used around others. Since she and Chloe had been the last to board, they were closer to the ground, near enough to hop off when working together.

The delay gave Austin time to put on his Agent Quantum mask and shed his outer clothing, revealing the costume beneath. Things he should have done in the privacy of his Ferris Wheel car, but Tori wasn’t going to fault him for getting Beverly on solid ground before dealing with his outfit. The moment he was ready, orders began to flow.

“Tachyonic, aid with the evacuation. It’ll be faster for you to run back and forth for our friends rather than have Plasmodia and me make the trip. Once they’re in bunkers, sweep for civilians as usual. When we can’t find any more, you’ll switch to offense.”

He turned, hesitating momentarily as he looked at Plasmodia. “Technically, right now I can’t order⁠—”

“Can it. We’ve not got time for bullshit. I’m not abandoning people in need, so tell me where I can do the most good.” Her eyes were already glowing, like Plasmodia was spoiling for a fight.

Evidently Agent Quantum saw it too. “The breach’s position is a problem, in that it means we can’t encircle or seal it off well. However, the fact that it’s hovering in the air, unobstructed by other buildings or bystanders, does present a different kind of opportunity.”

To Tori’s surprise, Plasmodia’s severe expression sudden broke into a smile, though not a particularly cheerful one. “You sure? Isn’t the official policy that showing off too much power will make people uneasy?”

“I thought you said we didn’t have time for bullcrap?” It was Agent Quantum’s turn to grin. “Our ever-brilliant leader Professor Quantum set the standard himself against that massive monster. Apparently, the breaches are a big enough threat to warrant exceptional effort. We’re just following his example.”

“He’s going to give you hell for this.”

“If we make it out of here without any casualties, I’ll light the fires myself,” Agent Quantum replied.

“Mind if I ask what you’ll be doing during all this?” It was not the voice of a New Science Sentry who butted in, rather Beverly interjecting with a casual ease that made it somehow feel natural.

Turning to scan over the theme park, sounds of people yelling and the monsters’ roars already plunging them into the din of chaos, Agent Quantum took it all in and released a slow breath. “Primarily I’ll be aiding with evacuation, though my focus will be groups that are near or engaged with monsters, the ones where Tachyonic can’t take one and leave the rest to their fate. I’m also going to be keeping an eye on the structures for potential collapses; those monsters seem strong and there’s too damn many of them, they might pull one of these big rides down on our heads.”

That hadn’t even occurred to Tori, who shuffled slightly to the left, away from the Ferris Wheel whose shadow suddenly felt ominous.

“Things aren’t getting better while we stand around. New Science Sentries, you know what to do. Tori, Chloe, and Beverly, sorry my birthday ended with you all in danger. Please stay safe, we’ll see you when it’s all over.”

Before Tori could return the sentiment, or even protest, she found herself in Tachyonic’s arms, hurtled through the world at super-speed once more. Annoyed as she felt, Tori held back on complaining. This was, in fact, exactly what she wanted. If Wade had built this place with bunkers, then there was sure to be some sort of tunnel system as well. Even on the off-chance Tori was wrong, she could always make the trek herself, once away from The New Science Sentries.

Because while Austin might not be seeing Tori again until the battle was over, Hephaestus would be arriving very soon. And the entrance would most certainly not be a subtle one.
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As the monster ran toward the scent of meat, its senses were assaulted by an unexpected addition. Blood. The blood of its kin, spilled in great quantities. Rounding the bend of a huge slide awash in constant water, it skidded to a stop.

Upon the ground lay dozens of its kin, their bodies torn asunder. Arms scattered like krein dust across the Qexoris plain, torsos ripped in twain, heads smashed in. In their own realm, the creatures had a great many predators, yet none that were capable of creating a scene quite like this.

Seated atop the pile of corpses was a native of the realm wearing a rounded hat, near a cart adorned with floating orbs of plastic. He appeared helpless, which was no doubt what the many dead beneath his feet had also once believed. This monster was smarter, however. While most of its kind were ruled by their instincts, sparks of sentience could be seen behind its unusually large eyes.

Slinking back, it attempted to retreat, only to feel the pain of burning metal tear through one of its legs. The monster collapsed, twisting to find the human holding a small metal object with a smoking tip. He rose from his throne of death to casually wander over, feet splashing through the entrails of his victims.

“Trying to run, huh? You’re the first one I’ve seen do that. Does that mean I finally killed enough to get the message across, or is there something about you that’s special?” He continued approaching, as if unconcerned about the sharp claws that would soon be in swiping distance.

At last, he came to a halt only just out of reach. Tilting his head down, the man regarded the creature carefully, as if dissecting it with his gaze. The only sign of his satisfaction was a slight chuckle that slipped from his lips.

“It’s definitely you. My gut says there’s something rattling around in there, more than the baseline need to kill and eat. Maybe just the start, the seed that will bloom, but I can tell. You might just represent the potential of an entire species.”

His weapon fired again, but the creature was ready. It leapt for his throat, expecting to be blocked, only to find its claws easily sinking into unprotected flesh. Red blood burst forth, flooding across its hands, and the man fell back, clearly dead.

Just as the creature was about to screech in victory, the world stopped and restarted. Suddenly, his prey was standing in the same spot, unharmed. Letting out a guttural screech of rage, it attempted to maul him again, only this time the creature was met by a fist to its skull. The powerful blow sent it bouncing off the ground, groggily trying to recover.

“That was a different sound than the first time.” The human’s eyes narrowed, finally appearing genuinely interested. “You can remember, huh? That’s kind of terrifying. Not even most of the metas here can do that. Truth be told… that’s how I prefer things.”

The crack of the gun was the last sound the creature heard before its head was opened up for the world to see. Tucking his weapon away, Johnny Three Dicks paused a moment to stomp the monster’s head in fully before adjusting his straw hat.

Distractions were all well and good, but he technically still had a cover identity to keep up until the real target arrived. Besides, surely in a park this size there was someone who still wanted to buy a balloon.

Whistling a jaunty tune, Johnny Three Dicks strolled through the mounds of corpses to retrieve his cart.


Chapter 62



A monster leapt for the approaching figure, only to dissolve moments later when a beam of intense energy ripped it asunder. More followed its fate, every attempt ending in utter destruction. Had any of them possessed the spark of the monster Johnny Three Dicks killed, they might have seen the pattern and fled. Instead, they continued throwing themselves away, trying to tear off chunks of what was meant to be prey and finding only death for their efforts.

For her part, Plasmodia was enjoying a chance to truly utilize her power. Much as she’d always aspired to be a superhero, her ability was not a gentle one. Learning to strike softly enough to incapacitate without killing had taken up a tremendous amount of her training time on Vomisa. But adding more power to a blast, that was another story. And against these foes, she didn’t need to fight gently.

If not for the roller coaster’s steel beams around her, she could have emitted a field of energy that would wipe them out automatically, but that would have risked warping the metal and crushing her under the ride. While that too would eventually melt away, it would take minutes that might cost someone their life.

In fact, as she got closer to her target area, Plasmodia realized civilians were going to be a bigger issue than she’d accounted for. Overhead, there were three lines of coaster trains stuck on various parts of the ride. Evidently the whole thing had seized up when monsters started raining down on it, perhaps manually halted by a quick-thinking operator before their own escape. Whatever the cause, Plasmodia could hear voices calling for help from the cars, which meant she couldn’t unleash a serious blast at the portal without risking bystander casualties.

“Agent Quantum, we’ve got civilians stuck on the coaster blocking my big shot. As soon they’re clear, I’ll open fire.”

Scanning the coaster tracks, Plasmodia spotted two monsters making their way toward the trapped cars. Her beams took each in the chest, dropping them mid-jump so they hit the ground with an audible splat. Even if she couldn’t release her true potential in such a crowded area, Plasmodia didn’t need that kind of power to take out this level of threat. While Agent Quantum handled the overhead evacuation, she concerned herself with lowering the overall number of creatures coming through the breach.

A new crop of monsters burst through, dropping from the sky only to find their heads suddenly vanishing. Hand held in the shape of a gun, Plasmodia hummed to herself as she fired, picking off the helpless targets before they had any means of maneuvering. Without the gift of flight, being in the air turned someone into an exposed bullseye with no means of dodging.

Part of Plasmodia wondered if she should feel guilty for killing things so much weaker than herself. Granted, it was no secret the breach monsters always attacked humans, and these had already proven to be no exception. Yet she suspected Agent Quantum and Tachyonic would both hold back where they could; neither had ever been as ruthless in combat as Professor Quantum wanted. Their hearts were too kind.

Once, Plasmodia might have said the same about herself. But whether it was time, exhaustion, or a lingering impact from Ike’s death… she was changing.

Into what, not even Plasmodia knew.
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Civilians on a roller coaster was not an ideal scenario for Agent Quantum. With his bulky shape, maneuvering through any space that required acrobatics was always a challenge, and his foundation was built more on strength than agility. Nevertheless, as soon as Plasmodia gave him the rundown, Agent Quantum leapt off the ground, snared a piece of the track, and hauled himself up.

“Superheroes don’t always have the luxury of playing to their strengths.” That was one of Professor Quantum’s lessons that he’d taken to heart, a rare bit of genuine wisdom. Sometimes the perfect superhero for a job wasn’t there, so the rest had to make do.

Dashing along the track, Agent Quantum showed off his balance, proving that while strength was his focus, he hadn’t ignored the other fundamentals. As he ran, Agent Quantum noted a half dozen of the creatures working their way across different parts of the track. The portal’s position was dropping most of the monsters directly on the ground; only a lucky few managed to snag onto the coaster as they fell. But those few were racing right toward the helpless people still trapped by the safety bars of their coaster cars.

Just as Agent Quantum was about to reach out to Plasmodia, a beam of energy shot up from below and took the head off one of the leaping monsters. The others hunkered down, slowing their approaches without stopping entirely.

It bought Agent Quantum time to close the distance, however. He bolted across the expanse of twisting metal, less climbing than hurling himself upward with every handhold he grabbed. In moments, Agent Quantum reached the first car and realized his dilemma. Evacuating all the people from their coaster would be a tricky ordeal under normal circumstances. With a portal spitting endless monsters overhead, there was little hope Agent Quantum could haul people down one-by-one safely. Even if he wasn’t attacked while climbing and keeping another body protected, moving civilians one at a time would leave everyone left in the coaster exposed.

Not to mention, there were still two other sets of coaster trains to clear.

There was only one option as Agent Quantum could see it: he had to use the cars to transport the people.

Leaping around to the back, he lowered his shoulder and started to push. There was resistance from the braking mechanisms, but it was already strained after the sudden stop. With the strength of a meta-human like Agent Quantum added to the equation, it was more than a simple brake could withstand.

Like a cork popping, they exploded into motion, though the pace rapidly slowed. Agent Quantum was strong enough to push an entire train of rollercoaster cars with riders inside, but doing it at the ride’s normal speeds was a taller order. Especially when he had to constantly watch his footing.

The coaster moved, though, and that was all he needed. Onward they went, following the course of the track, winding higher in the air as they steadily approached the second set of cars on the track. Unfortunately, the monsters were creeping forward as well, and while Plasmodia popped off an occasional shot, she was occupied with trying to whittle down the number of creatures escaping into the park.

Agent Quantum redoubled his efforts, pushing off with his legs in an effort to create true momentum. They managed to speed up, reaching the second train just as a monster was climbing up on its rear, swiping for a screaming couple holding each other tightly. Pouring on as much speed as he could manage, Agent Quantum shoved his burden ahead, smashing the monster and breaking loose the second set of cars in one motion.

Cheers rose from the people on the coaster, but Agent Quantum didn’t feel much like celebrating. He never relished the loss of life, even when said life wasn’t human. Worse than that, he feared there would soon be plenty more to mourn. Adding the second set of cars had slowed him substantially, and it was a good trek upward until he reached the third.

That might not have been so bad, if not for the four monsters that had nearly reached the last coaster already. Agent Quantum knew he wouldn’t make it in time, not without running there alone. Except the cars he’d half-saved were unstuck: if he let go there was no telling how they’d careen, and there were still more monsters appearing every second.

Whatever choice he made, someone innocent would likely die.

At least, that was how it seemed until the stark spot of white appeared in the sky. Sweeping down, it flew over the top of the coaster, and where it passed the monsters were gone. One was knocked from the coaster entirely, two were being crushed by the white claws forming its feet, and the final creature had a single arm sticking out of the scaly snout before an audible crunch sent it tumbling free.

Of all the backup Agent Quantum had hoped for, a dragon had not been high on the list. Largely because it would have felt like a preposterous demand, and he wasn’t aware of any active superheroes that turned into dragons.

Before his eyes, the majestic creature shifted, a sharp emerald hue overtaking the snowy white scales. Wings turned to thick arms, claws into stout legs, and without warning, Agent Quantum found himself staring at the more familiar form of Bahamut.

“Go back the other way! Coming up here will take you too long.” Without waiting to see if he’d listened, Bahamut grabbed the rear of the third train and started to push. Agent Quantum watched as the last of the civilians began to move, zipping down the drop they’d been sitting in front of since the ride halted.

Squashing a mild inclination to ignore the order simply because it had come from a villain, Agent Quantum assessed that Bahamut was right. Shoving them all at once had made sense when he was the only one helping, but if the third car was handled then going backward would get the people out of danger the fastest.

Leaping two sets of roller coaster cars in a single bound, Agent Quantum reached the front car and started to push. Now that they could see him, the people in the cars let out a cheer, some even chanting his name. It was a sweet gesture, and he appreciated the sentiment.

Agent Quantum just wished they’d wait until everyone was actually safe before celebrating.
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It had taken almost no time from the moment they arrived at the shelter for a pair of people with glowing blue eyes to escort them to “the restroom” while actually leading them to the secret tunnel that Tori had correctly anticipated. From there it was a quick trip back to the entrance to pick up their costumes.

Bahamut had gone to check on the portal, Chloe grabbed the first mask she could find and ran off to see if anyone needed help, which left Hephaestus to her own devices. Picking off the monsters got tiring quickly, as they weren’t capable enough to present a real threat, and the blue-eyed robots were doing a better job on evacuations than what she could manage.

A scream of pain grabbed her attention, and Hephaestus shot off toward the sound. She was expecting to find a family huddled up, hiding from the multi-armed monsters, or perhaps pinned by some untimely debris.

Instead, Hephaestus arrived to find Tachyonic eyeing a man in dark, thick clothes. Stranger still, the speedy superhero was clutching his left arm with his right one, and it appeared to be limp.

“Hephaestus! I should have known you’d be behind this.”

“Should you? Because I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.” Hephaestus landed roughly halfway between Tachyonic and the stranger, keeping a wary eye on both before giving the stranger the majority of her attention. “Who the fuck are you, and why aren’t you kneeling?”

Until that moment, the stranger had worn an easy confidence, but Hephaestus’s line summoned a sliver of confusion. “Kneeling?”

“It’s the traditional pose when someone is begging for their life. Because today you mildly inconvenienced me, and that’s more than enough reason to crush your brains against that light pole.” Hephaestus nodded to the pole in question, an especially sturdy specimen.

He chuckled, affecting a threatening air. “Perhaps you don’t realize the situation, I’m called Breaker, and I’m⁠—”

“A criminal. A crook. A scumbag who doesn’t understand his place. Because I am distinctly none of those things, Breaker. I am a villain. Do you know what happens when a criminal goes against a villain?”

“Enlighten me.” Breaker stepped forward, moments away from a feint followed by a lunge. After a year of villain work, not to mention learning from Ivan, his sloppy body-language tattled on his next moves. Between the lack of polish in his skills, the endless confidence, and Tachyonic’s arm, it was evident Breaker had some kind of trick up his sleeve.

So Hephaestus shot him in the knee.

A beam of energy scorched the skin and sizzled the muscle, causing it to seize up. Breaker went down in a heap, howling as he grabbed at his left leg. Hephaestus moved in closer for another shot, only to realize he wasn’t quite as incapacitated as it seemed.

The moment she was near, Breaker sprang, lunging forward with his long, grasping arms. He was still predictable enough for Hephaestus to lean back and avoid the initial grab, but he managed to get his left hand on her right ankle.

“That’s the end,” he crowed. “I didn’t get my name by accident, you know. Now I command you… Break.”


Chapter 63



The couple sprinted down the midway, monsters so close they could all but feel the hot breath on their backs. At least three of the creatures were screeching and hooting as they gave chase, excited about the meal they were about to enjoy. One of them sprinted forward, mouth open to take a bite out of the taller man’s flesh.

Only for a wooden orb to slam into its face, shattering the jaw along with most other bones it touched. The couple didn’t slow down, though the shorter man did look around uncertainly. He was just in time to see a second orb hurtle through the air and hit another monster, this time able to spot the source.

Standing next to a skeeball machine was someone in a costume of an upright deer wearing a chef’s hat and jacket. Dicing Deer was another of the licensed mascots, an anthropomorphic deer who enjoyed preparing and eating fine meals. Evidently, that passion led to exceptional upper-body strength, as Dicing Deer hefted a third skeeball from the machine and whipped it forward.

This one caught the last monster in the torso, hitting with such force it was blasted in twain. The upper half continued trying to crawl forward for a few seconds more before finally falling limp. After taking in the scene, the couple turned to thank their savior, only to find Dicing Deer was already gone.

Along with the rest of the skeeballs.
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Breaker had just enough time to get a smug look on his face before a metal boot kicked the majority of his teeth out. The blow sent him reeling across the ground, pain exploding in his face. He desperately tried to focus. Slowly, his vision cleared, revealing an unharmed armored figure watching his every move.

Hephaestus, that had been what the cape called him. The armor shouldn’t have saved him; Breaker had used his power through shields before. Leg bones should have cracked immediately, but when Breaker tried to surge his power, the suit had felt… vacant. Like there was nothing biological for him to direct the explosive energy into.

“Wharou,” Breaker bubbled, his mouth a mangled mess.

The moment he spoke, Hephaestus advanced. Breaker tried to scuttle back, but in a burst of fire and speed, Hephaestus closed the gap between them, metal boot slamming onto Breaker’s right knee and crushing it thoroughly.

His wail was wordless, while Tachyonic’s objection wasn’t. “That’s enough.”

“Maybe for you.” Hephaestus was undeterred, grabbing Breaker’s left arm and snapping it with a twist. “This isn’t about him. That question earlier wasn’t rhetorical. What happens when a criminal opposes a villain? This is the answer: they’re turned into an example.”

Breaker’s right arm was cracked next, shattered at the elbow. Dragging him along to the ground, Hephaestus pushed Breaker’s head against the smooth, cool metal of the same light pole she’d pointed out. The boot lifted once again, only the angle seemed off. Too late, Breaker realized his half-roasted leg wasn’t the next target.

Instead, it was going to be his skull.

Just before impact, a blur of motion slammed into Breaker, rolling him across the ground a moment before the boot landed, smashing a sizable crater into the pole. Thanks to the angle he’d landed at, Breaker could see his savior hurrying to his feet. Tachyonic was no longer holding his injured arm, though it didn’t appear to be usable.

“Why the hell did you do that? The asshole broke your hand, remember?”

“Vividly,” Tachyonic snapped, his fingers twitching on reflex, causing him to wince. “But superheroes save people. I know you’re not one; that doesn’t mean I can stand by and let somebody die. Especially when they’ve been rendered effectively helpless.”

To Breaker’s surprise, Hephaestus didn’t instantly attack the superhero, the response he’d expect from a self-declared villain. Instead, Hephaestus ran a hand across the top of his helm, like he was scratching at nonexistent hair. “God damn but you capes are frustrating. It’s like you’re determined to do everything the hardest way possible.”

“Unfortunately, the hardest path is usually the righteous one. But at least we’ve got footsteps to follow.”

The red eyes in the middle of Hephaestus’s helm took in Breaker, examining his condition. With how pitiful he looked, surely they’d move on and he could⁠—

A searing pain from his already wounded left leg jolted Breaker out of his plans, as he looked down to find a quarter-sized hole burned through his calf. The fresh wave of pain left him making sounds more befitting of Whimper.

“Seriously?” Tachyonic yelled.

“Effectively helpless isn’t the same as actually helpless. Now we can leave him for the cops or other capes or whatever.” Striding forward, Hephaestus stopped beside Tachyonic, just outside of kicking range for Breaker’s battered body. “Although I’ve got a few questions I’d sure love to ask.”

“Maybe you should have done that before annihilating his jaw.” Tachyonic pointed to the steady river of drool and blood running from Breaker’s ruined mouth.

Surprisingly, Hephaestus nodded. “It’s a powerful way to open a fight, but I definitely could have picked a better target. Fine, we leave this asshole to the whims of fate and go look for more interesting targets. Can you fight with the busted hand?”

“It’ll be fine, but I need to make finger splints before they heal crooked,” Tachyonic started to step away, before looking to Hephaestus and Breaker.

“I said we’d leave him, didn’t we? You calling me a liar?”

Tachyonic didn’t respond to the bait, instead vanishing in a blur as he went to find usable supplies.

Once he was gone, Hephaestus chuckled. “They really are ridiculously trusting people.”

Breaker started to let out a low moan, but to his surprise, the attacks didn’t resume.

“Calm down, I’m not going to lay another finger on you. I still think Tachyonic is too soft, but that’s a difference I’ll just have to live with. There’s another difference between us, though.” Reaching up, Hephaestus tapped the side of his helm. “Tachyonic doesn’t have enhanced audio capabilities that let him pick up on distant sounds. Say, for example, an approaching pack of those monsters roaming the park.”

As the implication settled in, Breaker tried to protest, his mouth unable to form coherent sounds. Moments later, when Tachyonic reappeared, Breaker screamed for his attention, desperate to let the superhero know danger was still lurking nearby.

“Is he trying to say something?” Tachyonic’s hand was covered in wooden sticks and medical tape, giving a mummyesque aesthetic.

“I hope so. If he’s up for talking, then I’ve got plenty to ask.” Hephaestus turned toward the downed man and took a step that thundered with menace.

Catching the cold metal shoulder, Tachyonic shook his head. “Leave him be. I don’t know why you’re here, but I appreciate the help. There’s probably a lot of people who could use your aid right now.”

Begrudgingly, Hephaestus allowed Tachyonic to lead them away from the beaten foe. Breaker screamed with his broken mouth as they walked away, desperately yelling for help with words that wouldn’t manifest. Just before they vanished from sight, his yells took on an especially desperate note.

That was when Breaker heard the approaching monsters for himself.
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Stoneface checked his watch again, grunting in annoyance. It had been over five minutes since he sent Breaker ahead to scout for trouble. With his ability, the monsters shouldn’t pose any serious threat, so what else could be delaying him?

Overhead, a trio of people with glowing blue eyes swung across a ride shaped like a giant spinning spider, each holding two civilians in with their legs as they ran. Perhaps Breaker had activated some sort of security feature on the mechanical helpers? Enough of those would probably be able to overtake him. Not quickly, though.

Faced with the choice of moving ahead or searching for his ally, Stoneface had no trouble making his decision. Picking a new route, he grabbed Whimper by the collar and shoved him forward. “You’re the new scout.”

“Me? But I can’t fight!” Whimper reminded him. “You’re the one with a combat power.”

“Which I’ll use to surprise anything that attacks you,” Stoneface offered, his words not exactly dripping with sincerity.

Whimper opened his mouth to protest, only to shut it again when he saw Stoneface’s expression. He was clearly not in the mood for backtalk, and a potential threat would always lose out to a tangible one. Plodding along slowly, head spinning at every sound, Whimper advanced.

Stoneface kept pace with him at a distance, indeed ready to spring into action if the need arose. After all, if anything happened to Whimper, Stoneface would have to do the scouting himself.
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Once she donned a mask and asserted that fortune favored the bold, Chloe went back out into the chaos of the park, searching for people who might need help. She was careful to avoid any sounds of danger, letting her fortune lead her instead to people that were lost, trapped, or otherwise in need of aid.

While she still had no idea what she wanted to do with her powers in a long-term scenario, one truth had become abundantly clear: Chloe couldn’t sit idle when she had the ability to help. Time and time again, she kept finding herself in precarious situations that could have been avoided but weren’t.

Rounding a corner, Chloe found her pink and black umbrella waiting for her and scooped it up. She’d gotten the item from a fight outside her coffee shop where she could have hidden away and let Bahamut handle it. A very strange item indeed – not only did it show up near her at the slightest thought and withstand a blow from Alfred Settler without a scratch, Chloe also noticed the umbrella itself was changing.

When she had first taken it, the item had been more like a parasol, which admittedly fit the aesthetic of its owner at the time. But Chloe had no use for a parasol, whereas everyone needed an umbrella on occasion. Since coming into her possession, it had grown longer, the fabric extending, even the shape of the handle was subtly changing.

Like it was being made to fit her hand perfectly.

“One day, I really need to figure out what you are,” Chloe muttered, turning the umbrella around in her hands a few times before ultimately popping it open.

No more than a second later, a hunk of metal bounced off the umbrella before rolling to the ground. Gauging the size and speed of it, Chloe had to assume it would have taken her head off entirely on impact. Tilting her head, she managed to spot a trio of the multi-armed monsters atop a nearby ride.

The mountain of metal had once housed a dark ride, but the creatures were tearing off hunks of the roof and the ride below, throwing the heaviest bits at anything they could spot. Chloe found herself suddenly conflicted, unsure of what she should do.

While her aim had been to avoid combat, those three posed a legitimate threat. Powerful strikes from a distance might seriously wound, if not kill outright, any human they hit. A big enough chunk may even injure a cape, at least momentarily. Chloe could walk away; she’d just do so knowing someone else would likely suffer for it.

One of the creatures was hefting up another chunk, and worse, it wasn’t aimed at Chloe. This one was looking elsewhere, toward a target Chloe couldn’t see. Just before it let fly, Chloe made her choice.

“What goes around, comes around.”

The monster chunked its projectile at full force, letting out a victorious screech. The sound was cut short a moment later when the same piece of metal flew back to its source, crushing the creature’s torso and sending it tumbling from its perch.

Seeing their friend fall, the other two began to hurl whatever they could grab at anything in sight, unsure of what had caused the death. Chloe tilted her umbrella to better use as a shield, but it was unnecessary. None of the objects reached her, each one halting midway along its journey to suddenly shoot back at the one who’d thrown it.

While the creatures’ projectiles were smaller than what the first attacker threw, they were far more abundant, causing the remaining monsters to be shredded by the sudden influx of debris hurtling toward them from multiple angles. They never even had a chance to dodge, both tumbling away, leaving trails of blood chasing them as they fell.

Only after she heard the two splats did Chloe relax, heading off to search for more people. “Fortune favors the bold.”

And today she was feeling quite bold indeed.


Chapter 64



With a pair of coasters pushing down on Agent Quantum, he eased his way along the final section of track. Unfortunately, it was a steep drop that he couldn’t let the cars run along individually, else they’d overshoot the embarkment station sitting tantalizingly close. He’d lost sight of the third car during his own descent, but Bahamut shouldn’t be far behind.

While the dragon had started higher up along the coaster’s path, there had also been one less car to haul, a factor Agent Quantum was deeply envious of as he strained against the weight. Super strength alone wasn’t enough; this was as much about his stamina as his might. Every slow step down drained him further, compounded by the need to be exact with each motion. A wrong step, a slip, and his grip might falter.

A rumbling along the tracks yanked at Agent Quantum’s attention; it seemed the last train of cars was approaching. And approaching fast, at that. Too fast, especially if they were close enough for him to feel the vibrations. Just when Agent Quantum was starting to panic, he realized the racket was coming from the other side of the embarkment station.

Agent Quantum had taken his coasters back down the original route, while Bahamut had pushed in the other direction, finishing out the ride. That wasn’t the only place where their methods diverged, either. Because rather than slowly, painstakingly lowering his car through the final stretch, a patch of emerald scales lounged on the very front car as it careened down, causing the riders to scream in what had to be genuine terror.

Before Agent Quantum could lunge forward or call out, Bahamut flipped around, clawed hands digging into the front section of coaster while the claws on his feet sent up showers of sparks as he braced them against the rails. It was a needlessly chaotic display that likely put the civilians at additional risk.

But damnit, even Austin had to admit it looked cool as hell. The screams of the riders morphed into sincere cheers as they skidded to a halt, only slightly out of position with the platform where they were meant to unload. Bahamut shoved them back a few feet, not that it mattered. People were already scrambling off, dashing for the exit where a handful of human-looking robots with glowing blue eyes were waiting.

Once the last person was clear, Agent Quantum relaxed his legs slowly. He and the coaster cars immediately began to slide down, however the situation had changed. With that third car to brake against, Agent Quantum no longer had to worry about them wildly overshooting the target. It would still require a controlled descent, but he could handle a bit of momentum.

What he got was more than a bit, however, as the steep angle and heavy cars pushed him down the incline at a rapidly increasing pace. Agent Quantum lowered his stance, trying to regain control, and was able to slow their acceleration. Slow… but not halt.

It wasn’t until Bahamut leapt out onto the tracks and dashed upward, slamming a shoulder into the front car only inches from Agent Quantum, that control was regained. Working together, the pair were able to safely lower the coaster cars along the track, at last reaching the embarkment station. Once the track leveled off, Bahamut dashed ahead, shoving the now empty third coaster back out of the way.

It still took several nerve-wracking minutes to finish unloading, but at last every innocent person was off the ride. Agent Quantum wanted little more than to fall over in a heap and rest. His whole body was sore and bruised from sliding the coaster cars down, not to mention the mental strain of moving with such precision.

Yet that was barely step one in his task. On the upside, step two was one heck of a doozy.

“Plasmodia, the coaster is clear. Light that portal up.” Agent Quantum relayed the message while steadily striding toward an exit, already planning to find a vantage point and search for more civilians. He only made it five steps before a near-blinding light burst forth from one of the embarkment station windows.

Bahamut was closer to it and peered out before Agent Quantum could arrive. That allowed him to walk up on the rare sight of the hulking green dragon appearing genuinely stunned. Eyes wide, snout parted, staring openly. In the harsh light, Agent Quantum noticed how lovely the green scales were.

“That is fucking nuts,” Bahamut muttered.

Glancing out, Agent Quantum was met by essentially the sight he’d expected. A glowing storm of energy on the ground, with the barely discernable form of a human at the center. Using this much power always resulted in leakage; that was why Plasmodia could so rarely bring it forth. Doing so would endanger any civilians or teammates around her.

But on the specialized occasions where she could operate with some degree of solitude…

“That’s Plasmodia, when she isn’t holding back,” Agent Quantum informed the villain, his voice bursting with pride.

The pair were still staring out the window when the beam appeared, causing both to be momentarily blinded.
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Much as she’d tried, Plasmodia had never been able to properly explain what it was like when her power was fully activated. It wasn’t just the increase in overall power, currents of energy surging through her that were rivers where before there had only been streams. Nor was it the aura she radiated, already melting and twisting the metal around her. Even the way her form seemed to feel less tangible was only a component.

It was all those things together, and dozens more. The soft crackle humming the air, the scent like a rainstorm mixed with solvent, the way she could sense everything around her, even as it disintegrated.

What Plasmodia felt… was complete.

A monster fell toward her, burning away long before it could dream of making contact. Nevertheless, the attempted attack helped draw her back into the battle at hand. She’d been waiting for Agent Quantum to clear the way, and now, at last, the time had come. It would be the last order she received until the breach closed as well; her communicator was already melted. At least Professor Quantum had developed costumes that could withstand her power, though never quite enough of them, but that was its own matter.

Lifting her hands, Plasmodia took aim at the portal overhead, where even now the monsters kept slipping out. Well, they were free to do so; any who wanted to take that leap were more than welcome.

The beam of energy that shot forth disintegrated several pieces of coaster track on impact, turning them to less than ash. It struck the breach directly, swallowing it whole. And with that, the influx of monsters was suddenly cut off. More were still coming, that much was clear from the occasional screech that instantly died.

Plasmodia knew they were still trying to break through; she was connected to her energy now, able to feel the atoms of each one as they were torn apart. This was the power she’d started out with, the one she thought would make young Eleanor into nothing more than a danger for those around her. Then came the day she learned about Lodestar, and just what overwhelming power could accomplish.

And yet, somewhere along the way, she’d lost the thing that defined her. Between fighting to join The New Science Sentries, the cosmetic alterations, and having to constantly tamp down on her abilities, Plasmodia had gone from a force of the cosmos to a support member on a well-meaning but not always effectual team.

She’d ended up so weak that all Plasmodia could do was watch as Presto died, sacrificing himself to keep her alive. The exact sort of protection she never should have needed to begin with.

Already bright, the beam flared along with Plasmodia’s anger. In this moment, with the clarity of her full form, it felt so stupidly obvious. She’d gone the wrong way. Instead of learning to tamp down her full power, she should have been mastering it. Controlling the energy with such care that those around her would be safe, while her enemies would be wiped away in instants.

“Careful, you’re getting a bit villainous there.” Ike was sitting on a melting piece of the tracks, eating a big pink blob of cotton candy. “Keep that up, and you may turn downright interesting.”

The baleful gaze Plasmodia turned toward the phantom caused Ike to audibly gulp and vanish. As a figment of her imagination, it understood what parts of her mind had been unleashed. Other things could be imagined too; painful things, torturous items that inflicted pain no true flesh could withstand.

With the nearest focal point of her ire gone, Plasmodia turned her anger back toward the breach. Years of frustration broke through as she poured every bit of regret, doubt, and self-hatred into the beam, causing it to flare even brighter.

No more monsters. Not today. Not while she could help it. And she could help it.

In fact, Plasmodia was starting to realize just how much she could really do.
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“Who shit out a lighthouse?” Hephaestus snared a monster by the arm it had been attacking with, snapping it effortlessly, then breaking the creature’s neck for good measure.

Tachyonic’s laugh resulted in an odd echo as he dashed around, binding a trio of the creatures with some canvas sheets that had once been part of a midway display. They were wrapped up like a deeply unappetizing burrito, already struggling to break free when Hephaestus fired a sustained beam into their center of mass. The struggling stopped.

“That’s Plasmodia going full force. She can unleash exponentially more power, but it pours out of her, pretty much destroying everything in the vicinity. If she’d pulled it out against Alfred, I guarantee it would have burned off more than a finger, but just about everyone who was in that building would also be dead.”

It was quite a sobering declaration, especially considering Hephaestus’s new armor wasn’t actually as tough as Alfred Settler himself. Being able to shrug off the smaller threats and even withstand attacks from VRX77, it was tempting to think of her new suit as nigh-indestructible. But that wasn’t just folly, it was downright dumb. She knew concretely that there were threats who could cut through her in seconds, and they weren’t all Fornax or Lodestar. Plenty of meta-humans were higher on the power-scale than she was, for now.

Hephaestus just hadn’t expected Plasmodia to be one of them. It was jarring, seeing a person one way, then realizing an entire facet of their existence had been missed. For a fleeting moment, she wondered how it would feel for the capes she’d befriended to learn there were facets Tori had concealed. Probably not great, which seemed all the more reason to keep her secret well.

With the death of the nearest monsters, an odd hush fell over the park. Hephaestus and Tachyonic were in a midway area with lots of games, many themed around displays of exceptional dexterity or strength rather than knocking down milk bottles. Scuffling could be heard off in the distance, although it was impossible to tell what the source was. By now, most of the civilians should have been evacuated, though a few always managed to turn themselves into stragglers.

There was something else. A slight sound, yet one Hephaestus’s brain demanded she pay attention to. Not quite a hum, not quite a buzz, elements of a roar… like a rocket but not. Where had she heard that noise before? The longer she listened the clearer it became, until suddenly, Hephaestus remembered.

That was the sound VRX77’s propulsion system made. And it wasn’t getting clearer.

It was getting closer.
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“Looks like the big rat finally smelled the cheese.” There was no need for code words; Wade had ample faith their communication channels were encoded well beyond what any prying digital ear might be able to overhear. Of course, just because something wasn’t necessary didn’t mean it wasn’t fun. And really, without that flair for indulgence, were they any better than the superheroes?

“Got a location?” The voice on the other end was an impatient growl, hardly fitting for the mascot suit that had been selected.

“Calm down, they’re still on the approach. I’ll alert you as soon as we have a confirmed trajectory, so stay cool or next time we’ll make you be Patient Panda.”

The low rumble on the other end told Wade he’d stretched his luck, which was an essential task, as he saw it. After all, everyone knew that without properly stretching, one could experience a cramp, usually at the worst opportunity. That said, knowing when to ease off was also a vital part of stretching.

“Everything will be fine. We’ve got redundancies on redundancies, only one of which is you. We’re not letting anything happen to one of our own.”

That earned him no response, which was properly the best option, all things considered. Turning his attention back to the array of monitors, Wade checked on their target’s progress. It was coming in fast, little surprise there, but still taking the time to sweep around and check for unseen dangers. Cautious, and wise, because those instincts warning of a trap were spot on.

It was for exactly that reason three particular guild members had been zipped into mascot costumes, one of the only ways to be buried under adequate shielding equipment while also remaining mobile. Any remote scans of the area would show them as quasi-robotic, hardly unique in a sea of humanoid automatons. Once the target got close, then they could start to unwrap the presents.

Wade kept watching as the target continued their methodical approach, advance and circle, advance and circle, until it had nearly arrived. As they’d anticipated, once in proximity, the target shot forward at a markedly faster speed.

Except… it wasn’t heading for Hephaestus.

Scrambling, Wade ordered several of his blue-eyed security units to spread out, trying to widen his visual net. This made no sense. At every turn, in every encounter, the behavior had been consistent. Hephaestus was the focus, all other elements treated as distractions or minor impediments. So what had changed? What made this encounter different?

Did the target suspect their trap after all? But if so, why advance?

The multitude of lesser questions cycling through Wade’s mind faded out as he focused his considerable intellect on the one query which mattered most, the puzzle he had to solve fast if there was any hope of salvaging the situation.

What was VRX77 going after now?


Chapter 65



VRX77 was closing in on the target when an energy signature spiked in its sensors. With that one reading, hours and hours of planning, plotting, and research all burned away to nothingness. The composed, focused entity who’d been approaching so methodically suddenly swerved in the sky as if to avoid an airborne squirrel dashing between clouds.

Thrusters flared as speed increased. The giant beam came into proper view. VRX77 had visual technology most in the world couldn’t fathom, able to pierce the aura of wild energy and see the glowing woman at its heart.

“You!” The word was a static-filled roar; even the speakers on VRX77’s suit couldn’t withstand the unexpected influx of power. Like a silver streak, it shot downward, on a collision course with the cape.

Plasmodia heard the yell and saw the approach, but she’d committed too much to her current blast. There wasn’t enough time to cut it off and counterattack; at most she might be able to dodge. Except that doing so would leave the breach open for more monsters to slip out.

In that moment, Plasmodia knew she was about to die. The reason why this stranger was barreling toward her might be in question, whereas the outcome was predictable. There were worse ends to meet; going out saving the day was the best any superhero could reasonably hope for.

Maybe Ike, the real Ike, not the taunting version her mind kept conjuring, would be there waiting for her.

The brief series of thoughts dashed through her mind as the living projectile drew closer, not that it took long. Plasmodia closed her eyes and redoubled her efforts on the beam. Might as well keep the breach contained for as long as possible.

Like a bolt from the heavens, VRX77 shot down, shredding through one of the few remaining whole sections of roller coaster track. Silver fingers were formed into a fist aimed directly at Plasmodia’s cranium.

In what seemed like no time, the distance vanished and a punch was thrown.

The clang that echoed out caused Plasmodia to open her eyes onto a truly ludicrous sight. VRX77 was rolling to a stop several feet away, while near Plasmodia stood a dense, towering figure. Bright red boxing shorts with matching gloves, fake black and white fur, and a set of glassy, hollow eyes to top it all off.

For an instant, Plasmodia thought some new variety of creature had slipped out of a breach, until she recognized one of the Thrillmax Pointe mascots. “Punchytime Panda?”

The oversized head gave an exaggerated nod, while a recorded voice line played. “Remember to keep those gloves up.”

VRX77 was up again in a blur, moving in a burst of super-speed and attempting to bypass the enormous stuffed guardian. This time, Plasmodia was able to watch as a gloved fist bashed against VRX77’s head, sending the automaton spinning onto the ground once more.

Strange as it was to see a fake panda beat up a presumed killer robot, Plasmodia actually found herself more interested in how neither one seemed to be getting damaged by her aura. The metal around her had eroded, the concrete beneath her feet was melted and scorched, yet neither of these entities appeared to care in the slightest.

VRX77 was up once more, this time approaching more carefully, no longer dismissing the ridiculous-looking guardian. Punchytime Panda raised his left glove, motioning for his foe to approach at any time. “Always face an opponent head on.”

Taking its opponent’s advice, VRX77 shot forward, attacking Punchytime Panda directly. Its movements were incredibly coordinated and efficient, but that somehow didn’t matter as Punchytime Panda unloaded three jabs and one uppercut into the silver skull. Odder still, so far as Plasmodia could tell, the mascot wasn’t moving any faster than the robot. It wasn’t a difference in power; this was a demonstration of skill.

No matter how VRX77 dipped or weaved, regardless of what variety it added to its attack patterns, Punchytime Panda was always ready with a block or a counter. Those bright red gloves delivered blows to torso, limbs, and head, yet none of it seemed to be seriously slowing VRX77 down.

Finally, after getting knocked back yet again, VRX77 paused before rushing back in. “Why do you interfere in these matters? Which cape are you?”

“If you see a left fist waving, watch out for the right hook sneaking up on you.” More of the pre-programmed responses in that same digital-cheery voice.

“Very well, if conversation is impossible you will be⁠—”

Whatever one of them would or would not be, Plasmodia never learned. In a flash of movement, Punchytime Panda took the offense for the first time in their fight. His red glove delivered a blow unlike any of the others, lifting VRX77 off its feet and sending it flying back, ripping through a few remains of coaster track along the way.

Punchytime Panda dashed off in pursuit, leaving a very confused Plasmodia to continue her work.

For all the glory that came with this job, sometimes being a superhero was downright bizarre.
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VRX77 shook off that last punch to discover it was held in the grip of another costumed mascot, this time a humanoid frog clad in a red jacket and matching hat. Firefighter Frog had in alliteration what he lacked in thematic cohesion, along with a pretend firetruck strapped to him like a backpack.

“What… the…” As a wanderer of the multiverse, VRX77 had experienced much and witnessed more, but there were some sights strange enough to warrant a moment of befuddlement.

Only a moment, though. Surprise acknowledged, VRX77 moved to shake off the casual grip it was held in. The hands, however, did not budge.

Panic immediately set in. Being pitted against an enemy with comparably more raw strength was neither a new dilemma nor an insurmountable task, but in those cases there would at least be some wiggle in the grip. For it to hold completely steady limited the explanations, and none of those answers were good.

Testing the worst case first, VRX77 attempted to activate a dimensional shift, only to find it failing. Something was keeping the system locked down, and it was connected to the frog mascot. More struggling yielded no change, while wasting the most essential resource: time.

When Punchytime Panda emerged from the burning coaster remains, VRX77 estimated any chances at success to be well below the twenty percent threshold, the risk point at which it would typically retreat. Seeing a third mascot emerge from behind a building to the coaster’s left, VRX77 adjusted those odds down even further. What threat a deer in a chef’s hat would pose, one could only imagine, but based on the panda and the frog, it was sure to be a pain.

All three mascots gathered around the captured metal form, staring down with their empty, glassy eyes. VRX77’s scanners kept indicating they were nothing more than automatons, but sensors could be fooled. Whatever these three were, they had VRX77 dead to rights. All that remained now was the inevitable end.

Except when the deer reached out, Punchytime Panda gently blocked the hand. Shaking his black-and-white head, Punchytime Panda pointed off into the sky, where a dark shape could be seen blazing across the sky.

Hephaestus. They were waiting for Hephaestus.

Though the sentiment would never be conveyed, VRX77 approved. If it was really all going to come to end, if this was the final expedition, there was truly no one more fitting to kill VRX77 than Tori Rivas.
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When they’d lost Breaker, Stoneface wondered if the job was taking a turn. In occupations like this one, learning to know your luck was critical. Riding a hot streak or killing a cold one, smelling when something was off with a setup, watching out for spirals of misfortune, all of it helped him stay alive to see another sunset. Sometimes, when a first step went wrong, like so wrong that a third of the team vanished, it was the sign of things turning catastrophic.

On other occasions, like today, they were one-off blips best ignored.

After losing Breaker, Stoneface and Whimper had a relatively easy trek. By keeping low to avoid blue-eyed robots and multi-limbed monsters, they were able to slowly and steadily make their way to the display area.

Originally, it looked as if the Helm of Helioxis had been pretty well protected. There were velvet ropes, places for security guards, and a clear case around the item itself as it rested on a dark pedestal. That had been before a horde of monsters tore through this location, however.

Now its surroundings were an array of debris with an oddly high number of loose shoes sprinkled into the mix. The helm was still protected inside its case; luckily, this was Stoneface’s area of expertise. While Breaker could cause any biological matter to come apart, that was where his power ended. Lifting up the case, Stoneface opened his mouth, biting down on the corner and swiftly chewing it off.

The name was a bit of a misnomer, as it wasn’t just his face that was unusually hard, nor was it only as tough as stone. When a group of goons – who he may have owed serious money to – had dunked Stoneface’s head into a series of chemical drums, they’d intended to scar and maim him, turn the man into a message. Instead, they’d ended up making his whole head all but unbreakable, which came in quite handy when those same goons tried to turn him into an inverted lead unicorn.

After surviving the scuffle that ensued in the surprise, Stoneface had set about making the most of his new talent. Biting through locks was usually quicker, but sometimes it was easier to take the container itself apart.

As Stoneface bit off mouthfuls of the clear case, he was careful to always spit everything out. An indestructible head wasn’t much help to his stomach and bowels. The mound by his feet grew steadily, until at last he’d chomped out a large enough hole to pull the helm through. Extracting his prize, Stoneface turned to find Whimper backing away rapidly.

On instinct, Stoneface spun around, only to find the familiar costume of Agent Quantum standing in the booth’s opening, sunlight streaming in and casting him in silhouette. Him… and the humanoid dragon with bright green scales standing at his side. Stoneface knew his capes, and that wasn’t anybody he recognized. A rookie then?

If it was two on two, Stoneface had no faith in Whimper to carry his share. But if the second superhero was as useless as his remaining helper, perhaps that would balance out the equation. Had things not gone awry, Breaker would be here to snap some legs and enable their escape.

Was their luck turning? Or had it already shifted, and Stoneface failed to notice?

“Monsters swarming the park, and you two risked your lives for some petty thieving. Does that really seem like a worthwhile trade?” Agent Quantum offered the question with an unexpected amount of sincerity, and Stoneface found himself answering in kind.

“When people will pay this much for an item, it’s well above anything petty.” Stoneface tucked the helm under his arm, giving Whimper a pointed stare. When the fight began, he’d go for the dragon and take it out quickly while Agent Quantum was busy with Whimper. Once both the lesser threats were down, it would be an even contest. Or, ideally, Stoneface even might be able to slip off in the chaos.

Locking his eyes on the sizable green dragon, Stoneface breathed deeply, adjusted his footing, and got ready to charge.
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Hephaestus landed to what might have been the loveliest sight she’d seen all year: VRX77 pinned down and helpless. Granted, the fact that a mascot named Firefighter Frog was dragging the mechanical menace into a nearby equipment room did make it a bit odd, especially with Dicing Deer and Punchytime Panda flanking the currently captured threat. Regardless of how weird they looked, anyone willing to take that silver shitbag out of the fight was okay in Hephaestus’s books.

Hephaestus hurried to follow them inside, passing through some manner of crackling barrier as she did. It wasn’t until she approached, and Dicing Deer reacted, that Hephaestus realized she hadn’t made it just in time for the show: they had been waiting on her.

The enormous mascot head was carefully peeled away, several snaps and zippers requiring attention in the process before it was finally pushed away to reveal… another head made of metal.

For one terrible second, Hephaestus was sure VRX77 had pulled some sort of incredible trick to get her surrounded by three more doppelgangers who could gang up on her together. Then recognition clicked in, and her fear dissipated. While there were undeniable similarities in the design, Xelas was an artificial entity on Hephaestus’s side.

“We’re clear. Doc has scrambled any potential listening devices, and there’s no one in proximity.” Setting her deer head down, Xelas replaced it with a dazzling smile that she wore while hugging Hephaestus, resulting in lots of clanging from the clashing metal.

“Wonderful timing! You’ll certainly have to be here for this. Now then, we don’t have long, so let’s get the fun rolling. First off, how much do you know about this entity calling itself VRX77?”

“Shows up, makes my life a pain in the ass, then vanishes.” Much as she would have loved to leave it there, she knew a smart villain would have clocked more. “Uses technology, shows a weakness to magic-related abilities and tools, highly focused on its goal, sometimes to its own detriment.”

Xelas’s smile grew even wider as she wandered over to the sullenly sitting form of VRX77. “What a fun assessment that definitely won’t be coming back around in any way. As for me, I only knew what was in the reports until recently. See, VRX77 has some amazing shielding, but somebody must have forced a temporary disruption, because I caught a blip of the suit’s signal.”

Although the smile never faded, it did gain a sudden sinister edge. “Do you know that every time I build a piece of tech, I weave the code in specific ways? These aren’t simple little signals you can find and remove; the entire structure of the software reflects the conditions under which it was made. Whether forged under duress or made for a beloved friend, I can see what I, or any Xelas from the multiverse, intended for their creation at a single glance.”

While she hadn’t exactly been planning a heist, Hephaestus made a mental note to never steal anything from Xelas. There was no prize worth making that kind of enemy over.

“Wait… you mean another Xelas invented this dickhead?”

“Or played a crucial role in the technology’s development,” Xelas confirmed. “I can only gain so many details from the shape of the code, but it gave me a solid overview. And when I caught a glimpse of our friend here, oh goodness, what a tale that code told. So many fun secrets, but the most salient of them is this: VRX77 is not, as was assumed, an artificial entity.”

In that moment, Hephaestus knew. She just refused to face the obvious conclusion staring her down.

“So it’s… it’s a meta-suit?”

“One more advanced than just about anything short of Doc’s, and I think there might be a few tricks even he could learn from. That was why we called in a combat specialist.”

Punchytime Panda had already been working on his suit while the pair were talking, and Hephaestus turned just in time to see the familiar face of her mentor emerge from under the black-and-white head. Still mostly dressed in a ridiculous mascot outfit, Ivan Gerhardt had finally come home.

Hephaestus relaxed in a way she hadn’t in weeks at the mere sight. If Ivan was here, everything would work out somehow. He’d keep punching until it did.

Much as she wanted to rush over to him, Ivan’s gaze was currently leveled at the prone form of VRX77. “Whatever hope of subterfuge you harbored is lost. Either tell her yourself, or we will.”

“You’re always such a hardass,” VRX77 complained, sounding both distinctly unmechanical and strikingly familiar. “Fine. VRX77 isn’t my name, it’s the suit’s current model number. If we were to take you, Hephaestus, from what I’ve seen you’re on about the second model, right? So, were you to follow my naming convention, it would be TRX02: Tori Rivas crafted suit - model two.”

“Which makes you Victoria Rivas crafted suit – model seventy-seven.” In hindsight, it felt painfully obvious. So many of the tricks were the same as her own, only elevated, or tools on her current wish list.

“Vicky, actually.”

Hephaestus merely nodded, still so stunned she was unsure how to react. “You play one hell of a robot, Vicky. Really felt inhuman there a few times.”

“Yeah well, that’s the thing.” Vicky’s helm hissed as the cover raised, revealing a sealed-off clear dome. Inside were blobs of burning energy that might have once been fire if it had somehow gotten smeared across the air.

“I haven’t been human for a long time.”


Chapter 66



One second, Stoneface was running toward the dragon, preparing to drop one hell of a headbutt. Then he was suddenly tumbling through the air before smashing his skull against the ground. While his head and neck were fine, pain radiated through his shoulder from the impact. Righting himself, Stoneface found the dragon looming overhead.

Replaying the last few moments, Stoneface realized there was a flicker of green movement before he went flying and felt his optimism shatter. That wasn’t the move of some raw rookie; whoever the dragon was, they’d seen combat before.

Capitalizing on what he hoped would be the element of surprise, Stoneface lunged upward, mouth already parted. No matter how tough the scales were, he had faith in his power. One bite would rip apart the dragon’s confidence along with its face, and then he’d be able to capitalize. Even if the creature blocked, he’d just chew off the fingers, forearm, or whatever. No matter what, he was going to do some damage.

Except that as he hopped up, a heavy fist slammed into his stomach, sending Stoneface collapsing backward, moaning in pain. His very human guts were churning; a hit that hard had likely caused something to rupture.

Eyes drifting to the side, Stoneface saw Whimper huddled over as Agent Quantum attempted to talk to the man. The coward would no doubt comply happily if given the chance, but his own terror would make that impossible. Already, Whimper was shaking, a telltale sign of what was to come.

Ah well. The job had failed, Stoneface was injured, and Breaker probably dead, but at least they wouldn’t go out quietly. For as useless as he often was, Whimper’s power was another matter. If only he didn’t have to be pants-pissing scared to activate it.

A kick to his ribs lifted Stoneface into the air, sending him rolling back along the ground. When he stirred, the radiating pain told him at least three ribs were broken and the rest seriously bruised. Scaly green claws wrapped around his skull, lifting him off the ground. With his mouth too far away to bite, all Stoneface could do was hang helplessly in her grip.

“Word of advice: next time assess your opponent properly before charging in. If you’d surrendered nicely like your buddy, or just not tried to attack me, I bet your stomach would be feeling a whole lot better.”

Stoneface knew better than to brag about an incomplete revenge. But though common sense urged silence, the feeling of helplessness pushed him to speak, unable to resist the taunt. “Some advice right back to you: there isn’t going to be a next time.” Since he was already screwed, Stoneface went ahead and laughed, making a meal of his final moments.

Whimper’s power charged up the more time he spent scared; it was part of why Stoneface and Breaker always kept the man’s nerves on edge. Once it finally activated, the power flooded out at once, and it had been well over a year and a half since the last usage. With that much stored up, none of them had a hope of survival.

Hell, Thrillmax Pointe itself might not even be standing.

Stoneface found himself falling as the dragon let go, already charging across the room. It was too late, though; Stoneface had seen those shaking arms. By now the buildup would be past containment; even killing him would only cause an early detonation. He twisted his head as he fell, eager to watch the capes meet their end.

Instead, Stoneface found a sight that truly, genuinely left him perplexed.

Whimper wasn’t exploding, nor shaking for that matter. Not with the telltale tremors of energy on the move, anyway. No, Whimper was currently held in Agent Quantum’s arms, face buried in his shoulder, weeping freely as the masked man gently patted his back.

The dragon’s charge faltered, likely just as dumbfounded by the spectacle as Stoneface. How… how had the cape calmed Whimper down? Stoneface didn’t even know that was possible, though admittedly, he’d never actually tried. He was so skittish and panicky, yet this stranger who should have been seen as a threat had reached him, talked Whimper down despite how near he was to bursting.

After getting his ribs kicked in, Stoneface had assumed the dragon to be the more dangerous of the two foes, proof positive that his luck had indeed turned. But beating the shit out of someone was hardly a unique skill among meta-humans. What Agent Quantum had done, on the other hand…

Bad as the day had gone, at least Whimper’s soothing meant Stoneface would likely survive. Maybe his luck hadn’t entirely walked off after all.
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“Think maybe we should save the talking for once we’re somewhere a little more secure?” Firefighter Frog spoke for the first time, using the familiar voice of Stasis. That certainly explained why VRX77 wasn’t able to break free; nothing Hephaestus had witnessed could force Stasis to move if she didn’t want to.

“Meh, let them chat. I’m going to need a few minutes to disable all the escape functions,” Xelas replied, pulling off the mascot gloves of Dicing Deer to reveal her own silver digits beneath.

Seeing them side-by-side, Hephaestus wasn’t sure how she’d missed the design similarities. No wonder she’d been so willing to believe VRX77 was an artificial lifeform: the style it wore evoked the most famous example of such an entity she’d ever met.

“So… what the fuck?” Hephaestus finally asked.

“Gonna have to narrow it down a bit more, there’s a lot of fucks to what over here.” The silver helm shifted back into place, obscuring the glass container and whatever form of energy was held inside.

“Fine, then let’s start with why you look like some kind of fire-jelly-mist.”

The mechanical eyes shifted away, like VRX77 was actually avoiding eye-contact. “I got greedy and made a mistake. One that I’ve been trying to correct ever since. To head off the inevitable next question, yes, that is related to why I’m here. I needed to collect a sample of your particular genetic profile while in fire-form.”

“You didn’t think to just ask?” Hephaestus didn’t even try to keep the incredulity out of her voice.

But VRX77 had a reply ready to go, along with an unexpectedly sharp laugh. “Oh, I asked alright. First dozen or so, I came right out and told them what was up, requesting their assistance. Unfortunately, getting a sample requires the Hephaestus in question to leave themselves vulnerable, and take a wild guess how well that part went over. We are not a very trusting person, especially toward ourselves. Since every encounter ended in a fight anyway, I just start cutting to the chase.”

“Sounds about right,” Ivan chimed in.

“Definitely tracks from what we’ve seen,” Xelas agreed.

Hephaestus crossed her arms and did her best to glare through her helmet’s camera lenses. “You all having a good time with this?”

“Oh relax, meeting a multiverse counterpart is a rite of passage for most metas.” Stasis put a slight bit on emphasis on “most” that Hephaestus noted. Being a Singular, Stasis had no known counterparts; in all discovered iterations of existence, she was the lone version.

Scrapes and bangs came from VRX77 as Xelas dug about, mostly hitting switches and occasionally tearing out entire pieces. Those she threw to Ivan, who tucked each away in a burlap sack with glowing runes along the edge, presumably some sort of magical tool.

After stowing a particularly large chunk, Ivan offered his apprentice a small nod of commiseration. “I did warn you the multiverse gets exhausting, fast.”

“Consider me officially sold. The sooner this dimensional nova crap ends, the better,” Hephaestus concurred. “My bigger concern is what to do with… me, I guess?”

“Lucky you, this is one of those problems that self-solve.” Xelas pulled out another piece of electronics, this one looking like a cube formed out of metal gossamer. “By their mere existence, Lodestars reject outsiders from their dimensions. The nova is weakening that effect, but without a dimensional synchronizer, Vicky here will vanish sooner than later.”

That was a relief to hear… or it should have been, anyway. Yet now that she knew the truth, Tori couldn’t help replaying the encounters, wondering what would drive a version of herself to act in such a way. When VRX77 was some faceless mechanical menace, it would have been easy to cast them out. Vicky, however, wasn’t quite so simple.

Against her own better judgment, Hephaestus approached the downed foe, even dropping down on a knee so they could approximate meeting at eye-level, despite neither currently having eyes. “What happened to you? No bullshit, no bluster. Why were you hunting me?”

At first, the metal face remained still, as if VRX77 would ignore the question entirely. But slowly it shifted, adjusting to better align with Hephaestus’s gaze. “I needed to get stronger and didn’t have time to walk along the two known paths. So I tried a shortcut, attempted to refine my fire-form into something more potent. Instead, I destroyed my molecular cohesion. Forget turning back into my human shape, I can’t even keep the flames together without this containment suit. If not for the Xelas in my world stepping in to help, I’d have died then and there. Now I get samples from other versions of me that aren’t ruined, hoping with enough data I can fix the issue.”

Hearing the answer, Hephaestus felt her curiosity pricked by the mention of known paths. But when she spoke, it was an entirely different question that sprang forth. “I can’t believe your Ivan didn’t stop you from doing something that stupid.”

VRX77 let out a shrill sound of static that might have been a chuckle, were Hephaestus guessing. “I never had an Ivan. My Fornax died during the Orion incident, yours was just weakened.”

The man in question allowed a soft smirk to tilt the edge of his mouth. “Still plenty spry enough to bat you around.”

“Yeah, not my finest moment there. Moved without even thinking. Fucking multiverse, it always makes shit so messy.” VRX77 nodded down toward its torso panel. “The dimensional synchronizer is around where my kidney would be. If you’re going to kick me out anyway, just do it. I have to fix everything you break when I get back.”

“That’s it?” Hephaestus couldn’t help being a bit stunned. VRX77 had seemed to be relentless in the pursuit so far, just to walk away now. “You’re giving up that easy?”

“Easy? Are you goddamn kidding me?” VRX77 leaned forward as far as Stasis’s grip would allow. “As a rule, I try to avoid any iterations of existence where there’s a Fornax or a Lodestar, and this bastard has both!”

Mirroring VRX77’s movement, Hephaestus leaned closer as well. “Then why come here?”

“Every version of us has small differences. The name is one example; others may have freckles, or love playing the cello, or be lactose intolerant. The more similar a Tori is to me, the more valuable their particular sample data would be. You were a ninety-seven percent match. That seemed worth potentially facing a Fornax over.”

Plucking out a gray-blue sphere with a half dozen glowing nodes from VRX77’s shoulder, Xelas tossed it to Ivan with a flourish. “Alright, that takes care of the major party favors. Everything else should be okay. Now then, we killing or banishing this alternate Hephaestus?”

She looked to Hephaestus, as did Ivan and Stasis. All of them were waiting to hear what she would decide. Having already taken multiple lives, Hephaestus was struck by the weight of the moment. When she’d killed before, it had come during or right after combat. Never had she so serenely held a life in her hands.

One word would crush it. None of the others appeared to care that this was… could have been… her. As older, more experienced villains, they were used to dimensional doppelgangers. All the trio saw was an enemy who’d attacked their version of Tori, a villain of their guild. For those who committed such a sin, there was only one expected outcome.

Slowly, methodically, Hephaestus replayed each of her encounters with VRX77. An entity that could kill someone as tough as Count Trentomir with a single shot, yet none of her friends had ended up with worse than broken bones. That wasn’t an accident; in hindsight it was almost too obvious. But it also wasn’t a perfect redemption.

“You hurt Chloe.”

VRX77 stared up blankly. “Who is… oh! Right, her. You can’t blame me for panicking a little, I was not expecting you to have an E—… a Cliché on hand.”

“How is this person a cliché?” Stasis interrupted.

Pouncing on the misunderstanding, Hephaestus hurried to redirect the conversation away from her friend’s secret. “She loves yoga pants and lattes, none of which is the point.” Crooking out a finger made from her carefully crafted dark metal, Hephaestus jabbed VRX77 in the chest plate. “The point is that you hurt my fucking friend.”

“So you’re going to kill me in recompense?”

“I can see how you’d think that, lacking an Ivan. Grumpy as he might be, my mentor has given me a lot of good advice. Some of the most prudent of which concerns the philosophy of debts. Sorry if this reference doesn’t cross dimensional boundaries, but do you know why loan sharks break knees instead of skulls when people aren’t paying?”

To Hephaestus’s surprise, VRX77 nodded. “We call them loan dolphins, named after the dickheads of the sea. The rest carries over, though. They break knees because when you kill someone, you wipe out any chance of them squaring the debt.”

“Precisely. You broke into my home, hurt my friend, and interfered in contracted guild business. That’s a lot of amends to make, Vicky. So until I feel like things are settled, you’re going to be hanging around.”

While Stasis continued to hold VRX77 down, Xelas silently withdrew a one-hundred-dollar bill from somewhere within the recess of her Dicing Deer outfit and walked it over to Ivan, who had some difficulty putting it away thanks to his own cumbersome costume.

“Guessing Ivan bet she’d spare me,” VRX77 surmised. “Which means Xelas was betting on death.”

“Actually, Xelas put her money on banishment. I took the death outcome.” The glassy eyes of Firefighter Frog seemed to take on a menacing glint in their glazed gaze. “Better odds, long-term. After all, there’s still a chance you might squander this gracious opportunity and fuck about. Should that happen, I’ll be the one collecting my winnings.”


Chapter 67



Between Plasmodia blocking off the breach with her blast, the assembled automatons who’d moved the crowd to safety, and a helpful mix of capes and villains, the monster-invasion of Thrillmax Pointe came to a surprisingly peaceful end. In the final few moments, there was nothing to do but wait for the breach to seal up; every other threat had been dealt with.

Such was not the case with the half dozen other breaches that had all popped up at the same time. By the time Lodestar reached those scenes, there had been chaos, panic… it was bad. But moments like that were exactly why Lodestar patrolled the skies. Swooping in, she’d banished the beasts with her mere proximity, only a handful managing to remain. For those, a combination of enhanced speed and strength made it simple to hurl the monsters elsewhere, away from people.

Since they were all on a time limit, that allowed Lodestar to remove them from a fight without having to kill. Even if they did appear to all be mindless hunger machines, she still didn’t enjoy seeing life lost in any capacity. Which was what made the report waiting for her upon finally reaching Thrillmax Pointe all the more incredible.

“None? Not one?”

“That’s correct, ma’am,” Agent Quantum dutifully reported. He and Tachyonic were both waiting for Lodestar when she landed, while Plasmodia was slumped against a nearby wall, looking dazed. Given how much energy the superhero had been putting out, she should be feeling drained. That she was still conscious was downright shocking.

“So far as we’ve been able to tell, there were no casualties from the attack.”

Delightful as the words were, they also raised a plethora of questions, most of which she suspected the answers to already. Wade knew something was coming, and he’d prepared the park accordingly. But the amount of prep they were describing… even if the guild had some kind of tracking tech, they couldn’t know about breaches that far in advance, could they?

No, it didn’t add up. Wade wouldn’t have opened if he knew there was going to be an attack that day. He was much too savvy of a businessman. While things had worked out well, they easily could have gone the other direction. Headlines of slaughter and tragedy would tarnish the park’s brand; it wasn’t worth the risk.

“Hey Panda.” Plasmodia’s voice was sleepy and but clear as she waved to the nearby mascot.

Punchytime Panda waved to the entire assembled group of superheroes before pointing his right glove directly at Lodestar, then gesturing for her to follow.

“Did that theme park mascot just challenge you?”

Lodestar shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first occasion, though I don’t… really have… the time.” The longer her gaze lingered on Punchytime Panda, the more she noticed. The stiffness in his posture, the fluid way he’d moved his arm, and how the world itself seemed to tremble ever-so-slightly at his every motion. “Actually, I think that mascot and I need to have a talk.”

In a blur of golden light, Lodestar and Punchytime Panda both vanished, though Tachyonic was quick to point toward a tower-drop ride. “She grabbed him and flew off that way. Think we should follow?”

“I have a feeling if Lodestar wanted us to hear what they were talking about, she wouldn’t have left.” Austin clapped his friend on the shoulder and pointed to Plasmodia. “Besides, there are better ways to manage our time. Let’s get Plasmodia inside so she can rest up, then we’ll see if any of the other breaches need help.”

Despite either cape being strong enough to carry her solo, each put one of Plasmodia’s arms over their shoulder to help her make the trek. They were a team, after all. Moreso than they had been since Presto’s passing. And teammates supported one another.
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After arriving at the top of the drop-tower, a flat expanse of metal atop the heart-pounding ride, Lodestar activated a miniaturized privacy barrier from one of the gauntlets on her suit, ensuring the pair could speak openly. Only once that was done did she face the mascot fully. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

Slowly, the head of Punchytime Panda was pulled off to reveal a familiar red mask. The sight of that crimson hue stirred so many sentiments for Lodestar; she’d thought it forever condemned to the past.

“It’s me.”

Despite her misgivings, Helen found herself hugging Ivan before she’d even registered her own movement. However, since she’d already started the embrace, Lodestar ran with it, squeezing her friend tighter than she would ever dare grip most people, meta-human or otherwise. Finally, she pulled herself back, attempting to put on a face of professional detachment.

“Glad to have you back.” Lodestar floated a few paces away, allowing a little space between her and Ivan. “Hopefully this appearance also comes with an explanation of whatever the hell happened here.”

“We were dealing with a multiverse matter when a surprise breach appeared,” Ivan recounted in his usual succinct manner. “Plans were adjusted to minimize civilian casualties.”

“What about your multiverse matter?” Lodestar probed.

That one was a little more complicated to answer, so Ivan largely sidestepped it. “In the process of being resolved, and not why I wanted to talk. The woman on that team, Plasmodia… how much do you know about her?”

Suddenly wary, Lodestar added a touch more space to their distance before replying. “Tough, determined, and highly capable, when she has the chance to let loose.”

“Also, suicidal,” Ivan added, his voice soft.

No matter how quietly he said the word, it still jerked Lodestar’s head directly toward him. “What?”

“During the fight, a threat attempted to eliminate Plasmodia. She held her ground to keep the breach contained in what appeared to be an admirable display of bravery, but… it was off. The way she stood there, the look on her face during the impending attack… I’ve seen the expressions of those who’ve lost their will to carry onward. While I doubt Plasmodia will take any action on her own, she wouldn’t be the first cape searching for a blaze of glory to go out in.”

A flash of worry, fear, and guilt flared through Lodestar; she’d known Professor Quantum was pushing his team hard, hadn’t she? Did she really think he’d keep it within reasonable bounds without her breathing over his shoulder? But with the dimensional nova causing breaches all over, Lodestar hadn’t been able to spend much time hanging around the AHC base, where she might have picked up on these issues.

With a deep breath and a push of willpower, Lodestar shoved her doubt away to be dealt with later. Her role in the situation was relevant if it could be learned from, but the most crucial thing was taking care of Plasmodia. Thankfully, the AHC had plenty of practice in dealing with the mental strains that came from superhero work, and ample resources for those in need.

The first of which, Lodestar would see to herself.

“Thank you,” she told Ivan at last. “For the warning, and for keeping her safe. I notice that despite this threat in your story going after Plasmodia and her not fighting back, my superhero is still healthy and alive. Guessing Fornax might have had something to do with that.”

“Perish the thought. Fornax would never be caught defending a cape.” Ivan patted the large mascot head currently tucked under his left arm. “Punchytime Panda, though, that guy’s a real loose cannon. You never know what he’s going to pull.”
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Just as no conductor was finished until the final note ceased, Wade Wyatt continued his oversight of the evacuation and cleanup process. True repairs would be more time-consuming, though not as onerous as what his less-technological advanced peers might struggle with. Today was about clearing the pathways for a safe and speedy emptying of the park and its guests.

Despite a few unexpected surprises, the day had turned out quite well. Not only did they avoid any casualties and get an excuse for the destruction that could in no way be laid at the company’s feet, but they’d also even successfully captured the entity known as VRX77.

As one with a knack for patterns, Wade was fully aware this exchange had a fair-to-high potential of ending with Vicky’s death. Not that one had to know Ivan for an especially long time to recognize the inevitable fate of those who trifled with the things he cared about. That was a lesson Ivan’s first gang could have used some warning on.

Yet somehow, Vicky survived. That she was a version of Tori, one of the few people Ivan showed concern for outside his bloodline, might have helped a little, but she’d also pissed away most of that goodwill by attacking the real Tori. They must have caught Ivan on a good day, or in a particularly patient mood.

Wade’s concerns were more of the practical variety. Yes, defending the guild’s reputation and staff was important, but VRX77 represented more than a mere enemy. Based on what Xelas had been able to glean so far, the suit was advanced by most standards, though still lagging behind the best they could produce, with one glaring exception.

VRX77’s multiversal-traversal technology was well past Wade’s. Having heard her story relayed through Xelas, it made sense she’d have devoted so much time to that field. Last time he’d stepped outside his own world, the trip had been chaotic and messy, with one major crash along the way. Comparing what he’d made to VRX77’s inventions was like comparing a canoe and a steamship.

Once, his pride might have been pricked, but Wade was too old to hang on to the delusion that one mind could encompass all knowledge. Even if a brain had the capability, there simply wasn’t enough time. Focusing, specializing, it was about accepting where your greatest strengths lay and seeking to make the most of them, even if it meant other fields were neglected.

Breaking into a Lodestar world was a feat in itself. For anyone who wasn’t Nexus, the act was next to impossible. Staying in the world, and for weeks at that… even with the nova, VRX77 had an understanding of multiversal frequencies he couldn’t come close to rivaling.

While they would, of course, be stealing the designs to her devices, a process Xelas was already started on, that was an inferior option. Ideally, with the right poking and prodding, he could convince VRX77 to speak on the subject honestly, creating a dialogue between two great minds with a shared love of science.

All of which would have been significantly harder to accomplish if Ivan had turned VRX77 into ashes and scrap, hence why Wade was so happy as he sent out notice to prepare an appropriate facility for their new guest. The longer she survived, the more opportunities there would be to learn. Stealing information was never as productive as collaboration.

If they could motivate VRX77 to work willingly alongside him and Xelas… Wade could already taste the possibilities, and they were exquisite.
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Amidst the chaos of evacuation, no one noticed when three people slipped into line from an inconspicuous doorway. Lacking their costumes and transformations, Tori, Beverly, and Chloe were indistinguishable from the multitudes making their way toward the exit. But they were there, visible for all to see walking away as nice, normal park guests would.

With how much media was waiting beyond the gates, there would be extensive video records of the day, and someone of Tori’s current notoriety was sure to have been noticed during their time running around. Hence why they were making certain to leave the same way they’d entered: mundanely.

This particular suggestion had, of course, come from Ivan, passed along through Tori as if the sudden bout of forethought was entirely natural. While they hadn’t gotten a chance to catch up privately, it was plain to see that something had gone down. Tori was keyed up like the fight was still ahead of them, hands balled into fists, teeth set on edge.

Carefully, Beverly patted her friend’s shoulder, drawing Tori’s attention. When their eyes met, Beverly’s flashed a deeper green than usual, only for a moment. A reminder that whatever was waiting, she didn’t have to face it alone. In dragon form or human, Beverly would be there, and odds were they could count on Chloe as well.

The gesture seemed to help a little, but there was no true soothing of Tori as they matched the crowd’s sluggish pace. It was the occasional flickers of heat that hinted to Beverly how off-kilter her friend actually was. Not since her early days in the guild had Tori accidentally thrown off thermal spikes; nowadays they were always intentional.

Beverly didn’t know what had pushed Tori to this point, but the more she saw, the more eager she grew to let Bahamut find the foe and return the favor.
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VRX77 was in a guild cell. The aesthetic changed from realm-to-realm, but there was a brutalism and efficiency that carried through almost all iterations. Walls hard enough to stop anything short of the highest tiers of meta-strength paired with kinetic dispersement buffers, energy barriers, and any other fun ideas this version of Doctor Mechaniacal might have happened upon. That character always loved to experiment.

Of course, VRX77 had developed countermeasures to such incarceration, almost all of which had been ripped out by this version of Xelas. The sole remaining escape option was the dimensional synchronizer, left with the suit by necessity. If endangered, VRX77 could instantly deactivate it. Doing so without first inputting new coordinates would push toss VRX77 into the multiverse without any sort of bearing and half her systems damaged, but if death was the alternative, that might be the best outcome.

Not that VRX77 was giving up just yet. Toris were many things, and greed for new technology was a fairly universal trait. Winning the fight didn’t matter; VRX77 would have easily groveled if it was the tactic more likely to lead to success. So long as the sample was acquired, this trip was a success.

Although not dying was also starting to look like an acceptable silver medal.

That thought hung heavy in VRX77’s mind as the cell door slid open, revealing a familiar face. No longer clad in the ridiculous panda outfit, he cut a rather unassuming figure in the bland business suit and red tie, not even a mask covering his unexpectedly calm face.

“Before Tori makes it here,” Ivan announced, the soft rage in his voice dispelling any notions of a calm demeanor. “You and I are going to have a chat.”


Chapter 68



“Oh goody, I’ve been looking forward to the Papa Beaver speech where you threaten to kill me if I hurt your sweet little apprentice.”

VRX77 waited for the anger in Ivan to ratchet up from the open disrespect only to find him looking at her quizzically.

“Papa Beaver?”

“It’s a common phrase for an overbearing paternal parental figure. Maybe from Goldilank and the Three Beavers, but I’ve never really run down the etymology.”

“Ah,” Ivan replied coolly. “Here the term would be Papa Bear.”

“Really, bears? Aren’t they a little… murdery for that image?” VRX77 leaned back against the firm wall of the well-made cell. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Just more weird multiverse shit. Okay, go ahead with the threats.”

The next sound was not that of harshly offered words, but rather the subtle rustle of cloth. Ivan strode a few steps forward, turning and sitting down with his own back against the cell wall, only a foot or so from VRX77.

“It seems that you knew quite well what would happen if you moved against Tori. In fact, after reviewing the details of your encounters, I suspect you’ve been playing a very careful game from the start. Minimal injuries, and nothing that couldn’t be easily mended. You were trying to keep Hephaestus from carrying a grudge.”

With an audible clang, VRX77 nodded. “We can be an especially petty, stubborn bunch, self very much included. And for those of us who survive long enough… dangerous as well. Thankfully, the ones past that threshold are also useless to me, which is why I focus on the versions earlier in their journey.”

The interrogation wasn’t going the way VRX77 expected at all. Based on the anger in Ivan’s voice, it seemed any moment the fury would come rushing forth, yet he remained consistently calm. Was he that well-trained at holding it in, or was there another target the rage was truly meant for?

“As interesting a diversion as I’m sure it would be to hear about those potential futures, I make it a policy not to let the outcomes of other worlds serve as predictors for our own. Especially since we have unique variables in play.”

Ivan’s head turned slightly, looking toward VRX77 directly since the first time he’d sat down. “What does interest me is why you operated with such focus and efficiency, right up until you caught sight of the superhero named Plasmodia.”

“The Plasmodia in my world… she took something from me. Stupid fucking multiverse – no matter how much I know it’s not the same person, sometimes instinct just kicks in, you know?”

“I do.” Ivan’s words carried something deeper than buried rage this time, a heft of experience that was undeniable. “But I also know that your molecular makeup isn’t just scrambled randomly. There are clear similarities to the wavelengths produced by Plasmodia today. This accident that left you unstable, you were trying to steal some aspect of her power, weren’t you?”

VRX77 sat silent for several seconds, entirely motionless in a way no living body could mimic. When the suit finally moved, it was to offer a slow, steady round of applause. “That was quick scanning, even by Doctor Mechaniacal’s usual standards. Send my compliments up the chain. As for Plasmodia, I was trying to take what I needed for what had to be done. Our names and styles might be varied, but I started off as a thief just like Tori.”

At the mention of her name, one of Ivan’s fists tightened, and VRX77 prepared to cut off the dimensional synchronizer. Fast as the ejection process happened, out-speeding Fornax was never a simple task. But after a moment or two, Ivan’s hand opened once more.

“Similar as you are, perhaps it is the differences that will prove most illuminating. I think my apprentice can learn a great deal from you, and the cautionary tale you represent. In the process, so long as a sample can be extracted safely and with Tori’s consent, we will assist you in efforts to cure your condition.”

“But if I screw around, you’ll kill me,” VRX77 finished.

In a move that chilled what little humanity remained under the suit, Ivan smiled. “No. If you screw around, you will obviously flee our realm, likely before I can lay a hand upon you. That will be the start of your running. Because someone as knowledgeable as you surely understands what it is that defines a Fornax. Though our strength may vary, we were all born in the same pit. Forged with the same hatred, honed on the same singular purpose. You will never stop running, never find peace, because a Fornax hunts those who have wronged them. To the ends of the earth, through every hell and nightmare. It is what we do, who we are, our most fundamental truth.”

Without warning, he was suddenly right in front of VRX77, eyes dark abysses with red runes in their center. “If you harm my apprentice, I will find you.”

And he would. VRX77 knew it as sure as the sun’s course in the sky. Toris could hold a grudge, but Ivans… they were vengeance incarnate. As a traveler of the multiverse, VRX77 had come across multiple accounts of those who’d angered Ivans and attempted to flee. It never ended well, and often carried a tremendous death toll by the end.

The few beings they loved were the chains holding back a Fornax’s natural appetite for destruction. Breaking even one threatened to set the beast free: the more that were lost, the less chance what remained would hold.

But there was still a bit too much of Vicky in VRX77 to meekly nod like a wiser person might. “Dial back the dramatics, no one’s hurting your surrogate daughter. While I don’t necessarily love meeting other versions of me, I don’t hate them either. If we can all play nice together, I’m cool with that.”

To VRX77’s surprise, Ivan reacted to the glib rebuttal with a smile. Unlike the foreboding gesture earlier, this one contained a touch of actual surprise and mirth. “Tori isn’t my⁠—”

“Look, pal, take it from me on this one,” VRX77 interrupted, strangely spurred on by the smirk. “I am an expert on Toris, which means I’ve also seen a shitload of Ivans. Our relationship is pretty much always the same. Tori bonds to you because you’re not only a parental figure that genuinely cares about her, you’re virtually unkillable, assuaging her constant terror that another person she loves will be taken by the world.”

Ivan said nothing as the lecture continued, though he did make careful note of how strongly VRX77’s sentiment grew.

“And while you’ve got kids of your own, there’s always been a wall cutting off how much of yourself you can show them. Never letting them see what’s under the Ivan mask, never able to tell them about your life, your experiences, or pass down the many lessons they’d have no place for in their peaceful lives. But Tori… Tori doesn’t have that wall. She can see both sides, understand what you’ve gone through. It might be more apt to say that Tori is Fornax’s surrogate daughter, actually.”

Waiting several seconds longer to ensure she was done, Ivan at last replied, voice still carefully calm. “Tori is not my surrogate anything. She is an apprentice I’m proud of, a friend I trust, and a villain I respect. If one day I see her as a daughter, there will be no quantifier in front of it. Blood alone makes a fickle foundation, take it from someone who has spilled countless gallons.”

“Yeah well, it’s sure as shit better than not having any. Take that from someone who knows.”

To VRX77’s surprise, the cell door slid open at that remark. “Then perhaps we should get to work on seeing if your condition can be mended. I have faith you’ll make sound decisions from this point forward, no need to hang around here any longer.”

For just a moment, the disgust in Ivan’s eyes was overwhelming as they swept around the cell. Sure as Tori was surly and Lodestar was true, every Ivan abhorred cages. That he was able to step into one so placidly was… surprising, upon consideration.

This Ivan was dangerous in ways that might be difficult to predict. Paired with the potential for collaboration and a hope of still obtaining the sample from Tori, VRX77 could recognize that playing along was the smart move right now. Opportunities might present themselves to one who was patient and careful. Although VRX77 would have to make sure no matter what happened, Tori came out intact.

Taking the time to deal with a vengeful Fornax would be… inconvenient, after all.

When VRX77 rose from the ground, Ivan nodded. “First things first, do you have a holographic projector in there, or do we need to get you one?”

“Got a problem with the way I look?”

“Not one bit, I find the efficiency and deadliness quite splendid. But you’re not staying here, and I doubt the public will respond so calmly to your presence.”

VRX77’s steps faltered, silver head whipping up with unexpected speed. “What do you mean public?”

But Ivan was already out the door, leaving an exasperated VRX77 little choice other than to follow or wait to be sealed in once more.
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After a long debrief, and several thousand calories worth of food, Ellie was feeling somewhat herself again. It had been a long while since she’d been able to use her full power, and she’d almost forgotten how exhausting the process could be. Polishing off the last of her ice cream sandwich, Ellie stood from the AHC break room table, preparing herself to head back to the apartment.

Austin and Kyle were in a meeting with Professor Quantum, but one of the perks of being in trouble was not being “permitted” to attend such events. Honestly, the more time Ellie spent in trouble, the better she understood why Ike had actually enjoyed the reprimands for his antics. When you didn’t care as much, “suspension” was just another word for time off.

“Plasmodia, do you have a moment?”

At the sound of the voice behind her, Ellie very nearly exploded the remains of her semi-frozen treat just from the tremor in her hand. Slowly, certain her eyes would correct what her ears had mistaken, she turned to find Lodestar standing there, looking down at her.

“O-of course!” Ellie hurriedly tossed the last bite of ice cream sandwich into the trash, wiping off her hand with a clump of brown napkins as she did. “How can I help?”

The smile Lodestar flashed her in response was… odd. Almost sad, somehow. Yet the slightly glowing woman held out a hand to Ellie.

“Come with me.”

Ellie accepted, expecting to be whisked away at superspeed, and they were, though not nearly so far as she anticipated. After the rush of golden light, Ellie found they were in a hallway of the AHC still, decorated in the same, easily recognizable shades.

However, this was not a room Ellie had ever been to before. There were four separate water features, a garden’s worth of plants, and even the whiff of fresh air, despite the appearance of walls all around them. And sitting in the center of the room was a crystal globe resting on a padded pedestal.

“I wanted to show you The Grove,” Lodestar explained, releasing Ellie’s hand. “But first, can you tell me about what happened today?”

Almost without thinking, Ellie started through her recount of the day’s events, just as she had three times already. She barely gotten five words in before Lodestar spoke again.

“I’m caught up on most of the incident, my point of curiosity is when the silver figure arrived and attempted to attack you.”

“Yes ma’am. I was suppressing the breach with a constant stream of energy when the threat was recognized. Given that leaving my position would have put the team and civilians at risk, I made the call to hold firm.”

“You could have died,” Lodestar pointed out.

Ellie was already nodding. “Better one life than dozens.”

“Just like Presto?”

That brought Ellie up sharply, and to her great shock she felt her field of vision shrinking as her eyes narrowed. Despite her brain’s best objections, her body was glaring at Lodestar.

Rather than take offense, Lodestar crossed the divide between them, laying a gentle hand on Ellie’s shoulder.“Don’t take me wrong. Ike made an incredible sacrifice, he gave up everything to protect what he cared about most. But that kind of tactic is meant to be a last resort. Think of how much else you all tried first, how hard you pushed before Ike recognized there was truly no other way out. Can you earnestly say the same about this afternoon?”

Lodestar’s hand softly squeezed the shoulder it was resting on, imparting a wave of comfort. “Ellie… you didn’t even try to dodge.”

Tears welled in her eyes while anger surged up from her gut. Ellie tried to pull away, only to find Lodestar’s hand unyielding. “How would you know?”

“Got a tip, and I cared enough to check. I’m only sorry I didn’t notice sooner.”

“It… it was fine. I was going to be fine!” Ellie found herself screaming the last word, though not even she was sure when that decision was made. “I would have powered through. I’d have found a way to survive. I’d have⁠—”

“You’d have been the one to die, like you were supposed to against Alfred Settler. Because it should have been you, not Presto, right?”

Lodestar’s words echoed through the small, lush space. Ellie’s half-formed rebuttal fell apart as her face collapsed. For months, she’d barely been holding it together, and now… she couldn’t anymore. Those were the words she’d been trying so hard not to think, let alone speak, and to hear them so casually laid out was just… it was all too much.

Just as Ellie began to break down, she found herself in the warm arms of Lodestar, being carefully held. “You poor thing. I’m so sorry it took me this long to realize. I’ve got no excuse either, because if there is anyone who should recognize this sort of pain, it’s me.”

Through the tears, Ellie could just make out the shape of Ike standing nearby, shaking his head as the blood dripped out of his chest. The last of her composure shattered, and she wept freely in Lodestar’s arms.


Chapter 69



Between the mass of people making their way out of the park, the snarl of traffic that congested the highway, and fielding the myriad of press calls and comments she had to make as a public figure caught up in yet another dangerous event, it took Tori a lot longer to shake herself free than she’d expected. And that was with Wade redirecting the majority of the media requests.

Not all of them, however, because this was part of the life she’d chosen. Leveraging her burst of fame had been a calculated risk, one that came with undeniable downsides, just as it came with exceptional perks. Doing her best to come across as calm, but fearing she mostly sounded detached, Tori answered as many emails as she could stomach, did two conversations on the phone, then decided that was enough.

When Tori arrived at the guild, she expected VRX77 to be heavily chained down, locked away in a maximum-security holding cell, ideally one with a few additional countermeasures on hand, just in case. Instead, she got directions from other villains and eventually found her bodiless doppelganger in a laboratory, sitting in a giant whirling machine while Wade and Ivan looked on. The device looked like a mix between a blender and a gyroscope, some of the rings whirling so fast they’d have easily cleaved a limb.

“She’s not even handcuffed,” Tori said by way of greeting.

“Oh, she is,” Ivan assured her. “We’ve bound VRX77 with threats and rewards, far more reliable than mere metal.”

It didn’t take a lot of logic to put the scene together, and Tori had rarely found herself short on smarts. “You’re going to help fix her?”

“We’re offering our expertise to help as much as possible,” Wade clarified. “Doesn’t seem like VRX77 was exaggerating about the extent of her condition. The fact that anyone was able to stabilize her current form is nothing less than miraculous. Curing it will not be a simple matter.”

“No shit. Why do you think I’m taking risks like coming here in the first place.” VRX77’s voice was somewhat muffled by the whirling device, though still audible.

“If she plays nice and proves helpful, she gets Wade’s expertise and the chance to convince you to offer up a sample. Otherwise, well… the usual.” There was a playfulness to Ivan’s tone that was oddly out of character, and deeply terrifying.

Slowly, the rings of the machine began to lose momentum, gradually coasting to a halt. As their rotation ceased entirely, Wade pulled a card-sized device out of the computer terminal where he was typing away, tucking it into his back pocket. “While I go over these readings, why don’t you two take some time to catch up. It’s not every day you get to talk to a version of yourself. When you’re done, Xelas is waiting for VRX77.”

Taking Ivan by the elbow on his way out, Wade swiftly exited the room, the doors automatically sealing shut behind him.

Tori found herself alone in the room with the same entity who, up until a few hours ago, she’d been sure was trying to kill her. A version of her that was ninety-seven percent the same by some inscrutable measurement. A path she could have taken, and might still. It wasn’t hard to guess why Ivan wanted her to talk with VRX77, but Tori had used the time traveling to put together her own list of relevant questions.

“What the fuck are the two known paths?”

“Crazy that people find us abrasive,” VRX77 responded, getting out of the chair once the rings were fully stopped spinning. “Hello to you too.”

“Cheerful greetings are for people who haven’t attacked me multiple times over the past weeks,” Tori snapped back. “And don’t go pretending you didn’t drop that cryptic-ass phrase hoping I’d be curious enough to keep you around and ask. Well, you’re around, and I’m asking. What does that mean?”

Having walked over, it was clear that, at least in the suit, VRX77 was about an inch or so taller than Tori, forcing her to look up ever-so-slightly. “Guess you’ve got me there. Let’s start with this: has your Nexus even mentioned a choice between the metal⁠—”

“And the flame,” Tori finished. “Yeah, said something about it the first time we met. I obviously picked the metal, though, haven’t given it much thought since.”

“Damn, this is almost nostalgic. I can’t remember how long it’s been since I knew this little.” The shake of VRX77’s silver head reflected the overhead lighting as it wavered. “You haven’t come close to making that choice. You don’t even understand enough to grasp the question yet.”

“So enlighten me.”

VRX77’s arms slowly rose until they were extended just above waist-level and holding steady. “Like with our name, there’s a variance between Toris. But those who become Hephaestus share a few universal traits. Smart, capable, and above all else: driven. We’re always hungry for more power, searching for a way to be among the strongest meta-humans. Well, good news: we can make it. Thus far, there have been two main paths we take.”

The fingers on VRX77’s right hand suddenly wiggled. “On one hand, there’s the metal. This is the version of us who has entirely devoted ourselves to the meta-suit. They’ve re-sculpted their ability to act predominantly as an energy source, losing most of the versatility from our fire-form. In exchange, they’ve created technology that can stand toe-to-toe with the greatest metas their realm has to offer.”

Next the fingers on VRX77’s left hand danced about. “Conversely, there are versions of us who embrace our flame-powers and work to truly develop them. It’s not an ability that can interact with a meta-suit by the end, but there’s really no need to. Like those who choose the metal, a Hephaestus at the end of this path is nearly peerless. Either route can lead us to the top of the mountain, though traversing them is no minor feat.”

“What path were you trying to take?” Tori probed.

“I already told you, I was after a shortcut. There are more than just our two main paths out there. Infinite possibilities will inevitably lead to some interesting results. Especially with us, as we have a bit of a contrarian streak. Some Toris refuse any path to power they didn’t forge themselves, turning away from the main two mostly out of stubbornness. A few even managed to make it to the top their own way. I figured if there were some fringe cases, why not another? Turns out, this is why not.” VRX77 gestured to the silver suit keeping what remained of her body alive.

“Except I’m not that dumb.” Much as Tori wanted to learn the untold secrets VRX77 might be squirreling away, that information was useless if it couldn’t be trusted.

“You want to convince me you bet on your own hubris, intellect, or pride, that I could buy. But it sounds like you already knew about the paths when you took your risk, which means you were really betting on only one element: luck. And no Tori, Vicky, or any other iteration of our name would ever think that they’d have luck on their side. Not after a life that led to Hephaestus.”

Something in the room changed as VRX77 shifted, the amiable act falling away as Tori brushed against a subject too raw to be blustered through. “I was in a hurry for revenge. Have you lost someone yet? Not Mom and Dad, but since becoming Hephaestus. Seen them die in front of you, wondering if there was some way you could have changed the outcome?”

“Yeah.”

Tori couldn’t quite keep the sentiment from her voice, despite the brief response. At just the words, she could see Ike’s skewered body. They hadn’t known each other long, but the spark of friendship had been kindled. All of which came to a screeching halt when Alfred Settler jammed his hand through Presto’s internal organs, only to be dragged along for the superhero’s final teleportation.

“Same here. And I wanted… needed vengeance. So I took a gamble hoping for short-term power, and rolled a big fat snake ass.”

Serious as the topic was, Tori couldn’t quite help being distracted. “Um, do you mean snake eyes?”

“Why would they call it snake eyes? Snakes don’t have eyes, they see using their tongues. They have two buttholes, though.” VRX77 sounded downright incredulous at the suggestion.

For a moment, Tori considered the possibility before waving it off. “No way, you’re fucking with me.”

“If you think snake buttholes are weird, just wait until you go diving into the multiverse proper.” VRX77 already had a finger raised to Tori’s lips as she opened up to object. “And spare me the denial. You’re a hyper-ambitious thief who just learned there are not one but two paths to incredible power that other versions of you have already actualized. Of course you’re going to try and steal their technology.”

Much as Tori wanted to say she had better sense than that… the exact idea had popped into her head the instant VRX77 explained about the metal and the flame. Robbing herself felt like a tall order, though, especially if these were versions comparable to Ivan in power. Because any Tori who lived long enough to reach such a summit would also have done plenty of her own thieving and likely had excellent countermeasures in place.

Reaching up, Tori shoved the finger away from her mouth. “Nobody likes a know-it-all.”

VRX77 nodded in agreement. “Good thing we’re pretty singularly focused then.”

“Am I really this quippy?”

“We have our moments, but some of it might be the fact that I haven’t talked to another person in… holy shit.” VRX77 trailed off momentarily, before snapping back to the conversation. “It’s, uh… it’s been a while.”

Despite her intent to hold a grudge, Tori felt a pang of sympathy for VRX77. Life without other people in it wasn’t some intangible hypothetical she had to imagine; it was an all-too-familiar existence she’d lived through prior to the guild. Never having anyone to trust or confide in, her interactions with people were kept limited and transactional. At least she’d had the option of human connection, if she wanted to try and forge one.

VRX77 was more alone than Tori had even been. She’d lost not only her family, and her body, but it seemed like most of her sense of self.

I never had an Ivan.

Those words rose up like the whisper wail of lingering souls, an echo Tori hadn’t been able to shake from her head since first hearing it. What would Tori’s own life be without her mentor’s guidance? More than that, where would she be without the simple knowledge that at least one person in the world gave a genuine shit about her happiness and wellbeing?

“Any idea what’s waiting for us when we get to Xelas?” Tori wondered.

“Probably making sure I’ve got a holographic disguise generator that’s up to snuff so they can send me home with you,” VRX77 replied.

Just as Tori had been turning toward the door, she paused, a new suspicion rising. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you? Gotten captured, trapped, and had to play along to get what you want.”

“It’s less efficient than my original plan, but I’m predominantly concerned with results, not methodology.” There wasn’t even a hint of shame in VRX77’s voice.

“What happens to the Toris you leave behind?”

“They’re fine. I’m not looking to spend the next several decades constantly checking over my shoulder to see if Fornax is about to tear me apart. It’s never worth the trouble, especially with Ivans. They’re not always the most dangerous version of Fornax, but they are the most tenacious.”

All of Tori’s self-focused curiosity was sent spinning at the mention that there were other versions of Fornax. That was possible?

But after a moment’s consideration, Tori puzzled it out. Ivan himself had told her of his origins, fighting his fellow captives for the right to survive. VRX77 had just said that a multiverse meant theoretically infinite possibilities, though the existence of Singulars hinted that there might be some limits. Regardless, there were bound to be a few iterations of existence where Ivan wasn’t the one to become Fornax.

The thought of her mentor’s power in another person’s hands was… Tori found her flickering interest in the multiverse dim even further. It also brought forth another snippet from her earlier conversation with VRX77.

“What did you mean, my Ivan was weakened?”

“Huh? Oh, that. Bit of a misnomer, I guess. He’s not technically weakened, the power is all still there, your Ivan just can’t access it without his control slipping. Bluntly speaking, you’ve never seen anything like a real Fornax in action.” VRX77 tapped a pad by the door, causing it to slide open. “We should get going. If Xelas has to wait long, she gets a little creative on the hologram.”

Although Tori’s feet followed, her mind was already elsewhere. She’d never seen Fornax in full form? It sounded like a galling concept, but she couldn’t deny Ivan had been out of his mind during the fight with Apollo. Even while battering around a powerful, experienced cape, Ivan never really appeared to be trying. Then there were those weird runes on his skin that faded when he came back to his senses.

It was strange, realizing how little Tori really knew about the man she admired. A situation she promised to resolve, after her own life had calmed down somewhat. Because if VRX77 was right and the guild really was going to send them home together, that raised another question altogether.

How the hell was she going to explain a duplicate of herself hanging around the apartment?


Chapter 70



Ellie finally pulled away after several long minutes. She started to wipe at her soaked cheeks, then released a small burst of energy that left them dry. Even under Lodestar’s kind, reassuring gaze, it was hard not to feel silly for the outburst. Ellie could sit through hours of Professor Quantum criticizing her, demeaning her, and drilling down on her every failing and flaw, all without so much as a facial quiver. Yet a few kind words from Lodestar had left her a sobbing mess.

It was like antibodies, Ellie decided. Training on Vomisa had strengthened her tremendously against one type of mental infection, but Lodestar represented an entirely different strain. The most supportive person Ellie had in her life was Austin, who was often caught up second-guessing himself. She had no practice withstanding such open, honest concern for her wellbeing.

“When you feel ready, and there is truly no rush here, there’s something I’d like to show you.”

Not realizing she’d closed her eyes, Ellie forced them open, looking up at Lodestar hovering quietly nearby. “Isn’t this The Grove?”

“Only the entrance. The real thing is far more splendid.”

“Oh. Sorry, I wasn’t expecting very much, given what I’d heard.”

Lodestar arched an eyebrow. “How… what do you already know about The Grove?”

“Professor Quantum. He told us this was where you brought the superheroes of soft mind and weak spirit to prop them back up and keep them marching along.”

Very slowly, nostrils widening as she did, Lodestar breathed in a long draw of air, then pushed it out. “That is… certainly his opinion on the matter.”

Her feet settled onto the ground with barely a whisper as Lodestar walked through the room, toward the orb resting on the central pedestal. “But no matter what anyone may think of its purpose, this isn’t The Grove, it’s more akin to the foyer. This is The Grove.”

Lodestar tapped the orb gently, causing a harmonious note to echo forth. “Fashioned for us by a realm-hopping creature called an avashay after the AHC passed some tests of heroics that were, frankly speaking, a huge pain in the keister. Initially, the reward didn’t really seem worth it, but over time, it’s become clear what a gift we were truly given.”

Following Lodestar, Ellie examined the orb, unable to perceive anything other than a ball of perfectly smooth glass.

“Superheroes, for all the fantastical things we can do, are not especially unique in our ultimate endeavors. In its simplest terms: we fight back death. As noble a pursuit as it is a doomed one. Because all who deal in this trade, whether they be superheroes, doctors and nurses, firefighters, EMTs, or any of the untold others who pick up the cause, all do so with the same unfortunate knowledge: we will always lose.”

Lodestar’s gaze shifted, like she was looking past the orb before them. “Death is inevitable. Sooner or later, it wins, every time. For those who fight against it, the struggle against that futility is often harder than the battle itself. If they’re going to die anyway, why bother? What does it really matter if you save this busload of screaming civilians when you know there’s just going to be another tomorrow?”

Once more, she gently tapped the orb. “The Grove doesn’t change anything about our situation, but it does offer something of priceless value. Seeing The Grove gives you perspective. Sometimes, that’s enough. Maybe it won’t be for you, and that’s okay too. This life is yours, Ellie. If you want to spend it here, I always have open arms for a soul looking to do good in the world. But only when they come of their own volition. So long as it’s ethical, you should live in a way that makes you happy.”

A glowing hand entered Ellie’s field of view, Lodestar’s outstretched arm reaching for her. “Just make the choice after we’ve had a look.”

With no small amount of trepidation, Ellie took hold of Lodestar’s hand. The older superhero smiled and squeezed her palm once, before reaching and taking true hold of the orb. As Lodestar’s finger closed around the glass sphere, a pulse of purple light flashed out.

All around them, Ellie watched as the world melted away into nothingness.

[image: ]


Professor Quantum flipped through the news channels, all of which were centered on the day’s latest round of breaches. Worryingly, there was a bizarre amount of corresponding crime in the areas where the breaches had occurred, hinting that they may not have been such a random event after all. The question was whether these scheming criminals had uncovered a way to predict breaches or cause them.

That was, in the grand scheme of things, a minor concern, however. Professor Quantum had only ever paid cursory attention to the multiverse; his focus had always been homeward-oriented. Protecting one world was plenty. Should he need to develop technology in that direction, though, he expected it to be a simple matter.

No, the news item which snared his attention was the eye-catching beam that had burst forth in the center of a theme park. Plasmodia had not only ignored her suspension and worked with her team, she’d managed to generate some buzz around herself. Additional attention would only fuel her already growing ego, and he could feel the odds of bringing her back into line dwindling.

As if such a minor feat were something to be proud of. Professor Quantum still remembered the mind-bending abilities of Evanergy, his teammate on the original Science Sentries. Not only could that man boil stone from half a mile away, he could blast one raindrop amidst a storm. Precision combined with power was necessary for true greatness, and Ellie’s aura of ambient destruction put such a goal forever out of reach.

The memory of Evan left Professor Quantum unexpectedly nostalgic. Or perhaps it wasn’t such a surprise; old memories had been bubbling up ever since the latest Alfred Settler incident. Less than a year, and the first of The New Science Sentries had already fallen.

In their original incarnation, it took three years to lose their first team member. That was Laurel, whose ability to manipulate molecular density made him a terror on the battlefield, but did nothing to help when a vengeful crook snuck into his home in the middle of the night and shot the superhero in his sleep. Just like that, Phaseshift was dead.

That was… a hard lesson. But a vital one. From Laurel’s death came the new practices: improved masks, hidden identity protocols, secured compounds to rest in, whatever it took to keep themselves safe. Monikers that had been mere nicknames and newspaper terms up until that point were fully embraced, their true identities buried in a way that would be all but impossible with modern computers. Back then, it wasn’t nearly so arduous a task.

Then there was the unfortunate incident with Ricky Rocket, Vernon’s oldest friend on the team. While Laurel’s death had struck by surprise, Ricky’s loss echoed outward for years to come. In retrospect, Professor Quantum could see how he’d pulled away from the others after Ricky was gone. At the time, it felt like an effort to focus more on the budding new fields of science, but it was also about creating distance between himself and the others.

Because Professor Quantum was too smart to miss the pattern that was evolving. Incidents were getting bigger, threats more dangerous, and the job of superhero was growing ever more deadly. By the time Evan was gone, he was emotionally prepared, not that the blow hadn’t hurt.

But by that point, he understood.

Professor Quantum realized that the world of superheroes was in fact nothing but a massive meatgrinder. Not as much in the day-to-day dilemmas, but when the world-spanning threats arrived, there was always a sizable loss of life. A loss of meta-human life, specifically, as they threw themselves into the fire over and over, protecting a populace that was endlessly uncomfortable with their very existence.

In the first decades after his experiment, Professor Quantum put down several legal efforts at categorizing meta-humans as an entirely separate species. Often with money, sometimes with threats, and only on occasion with actual direct action.

Nowadays, meta-humans enjoyed extensive protections under the law, but that security had been born only thanks to Professor Quantum’s ruthless methods. It was for the humans’ sake as much as his own people’s at that: trying to chain down a more powerful subset of humanity could only lead to war, where individual might was pitted against humanity’s vast numerical advantage.

That was how it had been for decades, a world constantly teetering on the brink, and one man who was willing to do whatever was needed to keep it from collapse. Not that he could make the newer generation understand what it was to be hanging on to a fragile peace by the barest tips of one’s fingers, how it felt to have the specter of death looming constantly overhead. They wouldn’t… couldn’t fathom such an existence.

Not in the world Lodestar had created.

With her, there was always a sense of safety, a certainty that any serious enough threat would be handled. No longer did dozens of superheroes have to throw their lives away to stop a single menace. Gone were the constant mass burials for entire scores of superheroes wiped away by one errant attack from a deadly threat. Facing someone too tough? Call it in and pass the buck up the chain.

They would never know what it was to be cornered, forced to find a way to grow stronger or accept their own death. Not until it was too late. Because no matter how many lives she saved or noble acts she performed, Professor Quantum knew that nothing this pleasant could possibly last.

One day, Lodestar would be gone.

When she vanished, the world wouldn’t be ready for a life without her. They would panic at just the idea; when the first true threat emerged, all hell would break loose. Assuming the superheroes won, once the death toll was counted, only then would they begin to grasp that hard truth Professor Quantum had been trying to teach them all along.

Not that anyone wanted to listen to such a notion, never mind that she’d taken a goddamn seven-year sabbatical. But then, the public hadn’t known she was gone, and those meddling villains quelled any potential threats before they could catalyze into something serious. It had only reinforced the need for Professor Quantum to prepare for her eventual absence, an initiative that The New Science Sentries were a major part of.

A team taught the old ways, one mentally and physically prepared for the rigors of what they would one day be facing. And it was Ike, of all people, who went and proved the methodology effective. Without an ounce of hesitation, he stepped in to see the job finished, personal toll be damned. But that proof-of-concept might well prove to be the team’s undoing. Richard’s usefulness as a motivational tool to move on was proving limited, and team cohesiveness was fraying fast.

Tapping the remote against his desk, Professor Quantum pulled up files of the actual candidates to take over Presto’s role on the team. If he was replacing one, may as well swap out two. Finding another member with Plasmodia’s raw power would be daunting, although finding one with a more amenable attitude should be a simple matter.
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Grantham strolled down the streets of New Ogden, the first iteration of his hometown having been wiped off the map by a tidal-wave-wielding meta some years after his birth. That the original Ogden was landlocked made the feat especially impressive, though they’d hardly been the only casualty in that assault.

After all, the United States didn’t used to have a river that ran the entire width of the country.

While his home hadn’t been demolished and rebuilt since, it was still unrecognizable from the last time he’d seen the place.

The gazebo where bands and barbershop quartets used to entertain picnicking families was battered and half-forgotten, with vulgar etchings carved into the wood and an inescapable stink of smoke. The malt shop where his father would get him a chocolate cream soda on Sundays had metamorphosized into a cell phone repair store with a metal gate on the front. Even the people were different, smiles above fresh-pressed suits replaced by quick-moving figures who skimmed their surroundings for safety, not to say hello.

Everything changed. It was a universal constant. A truth he’d long ago understood and accepted. Except that commonly held bit of wisdom wasn’t actually true. Some things didn’t change. In the truest cold, where molecular motion was arrested entirely, all things were held constant. Unmoving meant unchanging, forever frozen.

Everything changed but the cold. And that meant Jokull was unchanging as well.

No one walking past Grantham gave the young-looking man a second glance. He was nothing more than a child, albeit an oddly-dressed one. It was a rare kid who favored Oxford shoes and a button-down shirt with a crisply starched collar. They would have recognized Jokull, of course. But Grantham had always had an easy time fading from attention.

That was what he thought, at least, until the impact. An older boy, at least based on looks, had collided with Grantham as he emerged from an alley. Somewhere between eighteen and twenty, making him exceptionally older than Grantham appeared yet less than a babe compared to his true age. While the collision left the larger of the two staggering back, he didn’t let the surprising mass deter his scheme.

“Did you just run into me, you little fuck?”

Dirty hands grasped Grantham by his starched collar, pulling him up from the ground. “I hope whoever dressed you so fancy put lots of money in your pocket, feels like I’ve got some bad injuries.”

Despite himself, Grantham smiled. So much change, and yet here was a crook running one of the oldest scams in the book. It was… refreshing, to see a piece of the past so openly clung to.

He was in such a good mood, that Grantham grabbed the larger boy by his wrist, rather than his chest or throat. With a single squeeze, the bones inside exploded, a sheen of frost working its way down his forearm. Grantham’s attacker opened his mouth to scream, only to find Grantham’s small hand reaching inside, taking hold of his tongue.

“Hush now. I have no interest in causing a scene.”

The two tumbled back into the alley from whence the attacker had emerged. As it turned out, he had backup waiting nearby. Sadly for those three, they hadn’t amused Grantham with their antics. Four minutes later, the small boy emerged from the alley, adjusting his collar. Later that night, a New Ogden officer would discover the three corpses and one boy badly beaten, but by then Grantham would have moved on.

Whatever he was searching for, it didn’t seem to be here.


Chapter 71



It turned out Xelas had considered the duplication issue and come up with a solution. As the crackling glow of molded light settled around VRX77, a familiar face began to take shape. It was Tori, yet not. The face was a bit sharper, with some new wrinkles around the eyes. Her hair was chopped short and colored slightly lighter than Tori’s own shade of brown. And she was about an inch taller, just for good measure.

Aside from the height and hair shift, age was the main defining factor between Tori and VRX77’s illusion. The holographic image was an approximation of how Tori would look in around ten years, assuming she aged normally. With meta-human powers in the mix, there was no way to be sure how she’d change over time until it happened.

“I give you Vicky, now in a proper alternate identity,” Xelas announced, gesturing to the new creation before shaking her head. “You really didn’t have any sort of holographic generator? That doesn’t seem like something any version of me would overlook.”

Thanks to the illusion, they were able to see VRX77’s face turn sheepish at the inquiry. “I may have traded that component out a few years ago for something more explosive.”

“Well, I don’t love having my doppelganger’s handiworks questioned, but I can certainly get behind that sort of tradeoff.” Xelas hit a few more buttons on her computer before flashing a thumbs up toward Ivan. “Looks stable. While a strong enough hit will cause disruptions, it can reset after a short rest.”

Like he’d been waiting for that cue, Ivan suddenly vanished, appearing across the room and flicking the air next to VRX77’s illusionary earlobe. In a shower of static, the hologram disintegrated, revealing the silver form beneath. It took roughly ninety seconds before the crackling glow appeared once more, creating the image of Vicky once again.

“Fast recovery for such a complex illusion,” Wade noted. He was sitting in a corner of a room, typing away on a tablet. No one knew what exactly he was working on, though Tori had been doing her best to covertly sneak peeks when possible.

“Helps when the base system is so well-made. That’s not me tooting my own horn, either. A Xelas might have made the foundation of this suit, but there has been an impressive amount added on.” Xelas offered another thumbs up, this time toward VRX77.

The compliment made her… blush? That had to be a miscalibration in the hologram somewhere.

Before Tori could wonder about the red cheeks, Wade rose from his seat, tablet pressed screen-first to his chest. “Excellent. With Vicky ready to face the world, Xelas and I will excuse ourselves. Always more to do, and now we have our alternate-Tori’s scans to evaluate as well. We’ll send word of our findings, or lack thereof.”

There was barely time to register his words, let alone ask a follow-up, before Wade and Xelas were both out the door. Tori stared at it for several seconds after their departure, brow thoroughly furrowed. “What was that about?”

“Wade probably found something interesting while digging through VRX77’s suit and is excited to go play around with it,” Ivan explained. “He can be singularly focused in the areas where his passions lie. Not until I had children did I see such open enthusiasm for one’s pursuits.”

“My money says it’s a piece of dimensional tech,” VRX77 added. “Any realm with a Lodestar is always behind on that front, for obvious reasons.”

While Ivan nodded, Tori wasn’t quite satisfied by that explanation. “Just for fun, go ahead and tell me the obvious reasons.”

VRX77 was examining the new holographic hands, poking at the skin and marveling as it appeared to respond. Xelas’s illusionary array was more than just tricks of light: there were carefully attuned energy barriers to mimic skin, audio augments for things like breathing and a heartbeat, even subtle scent misters. For all intents and purposes, this form of Vicky was human to the world at large.

It was the one inside the illusion who knew the truth.

“Part of a Lodestar’s power is locking down their particular realm, minimizing the potential for external threats. Outside situations like the current nova, the seal of a Lodestar is pretty damn potent. Escaping takes a shitload of specialized skills, and an outsider breaking in is an order of magnitude harder. Because getting in and out is such a pain in the ass, almost no one bothers, and thus none of this world’s great minds have given much thought to making dimensional tech. Why would they bother? To defend from threats that can’t get in, or to go to places they don’t want to be?”

Nodding again, this time Ivan wore a distant expression, and perhaps a slightly cheerful one. “Wade had to make a trip to pick up Morgana once. There was an… incident, and she wound up ejected from our dimension. Virtually all the best dimensional tech we have is related to that singular expedition. Without it, I doubt we’d have any at all.”

“Ah, that’s why the mighty Doctor Mechaniacal ran out of here looking like a cape-card collector who found a rookie Quorum.” Tori bit back a laugh at her own joke, unable to keep from chuckling at the image of a childlike Wade tottering out of a comic book shop.

Very slightly, Ivan shook his head. “Quorum was never a rookie. He arrived fully formed and capable.”

“Who the fuck is Quorum? You’re talking about this cape like he’s some bigshot, but I’ve literally never met one.” VRX77’s new face wore confusion well, almost naturally, which Tori wasn’t sure how she felt about, considering the context.

Ivan stared at VRX77 for what seemed like a tad longer than necessary before replying. “Quorum is a Singular, to use Nexus’s terminology. A being who exists in only one version of the multiverse. My understanding is that the circumstances to create him occur in most realms similar to our own, however the results are not so pleasant.”

They might have surprised VRX77 before, but without the hologram there was no way of being sure. This time, though, Tori and Ivan were able to see the flickers of shock and disbelief echo through her expression. “A… a Singular? You have a Singular here too?”

“Two of them, actually,” Ivan corrected. “Stasis, the villain in the frog costume, is one as well.”

“Oh yeah, sure, of course. Unique iterations, what Nexus calls Singulars, are some of the rarest fucking occurrences across all of known existence, but this world has two of them. Makes perfect sense.”

“It does, in a way.” Ivan blazed past VRX77’s facetious tone like he hadn’t even noticed. “We believe it was the existence of Quorum and his subsequent research that led to Stasis surviving her own ordeal. One Singular triggers new outcomes, potentially leading to more.”

Watching what looked like an older version of herself squabble with Ivan was giving Tori an odd sense of déjà vu, so she decided to steer the conversation back in a more productive direction. “On the topic of unusual circumstances, what am I supposed to do with older-evil-me while Wade runs his analysis?”

“You think I’m one of the evil Toris? Oh dearie, give us a little credit. Those whack-jobs are walking annihilation.” VRX77 actually managed to look incredulous over the notion.

Ivan seized the silence afterward to address the actual question. “She’s going to couch-surf with you. One perk of the robotic shell: no sore back from sleeping on a sofa.”

“Yeah, I figured that out, I more meant in a general sense.” Tori waved to VRX77. “This feels like a pretty big deal, right? Like I should make the most of the opportunity, try and pry some schematics out of her.”

VRX77 laughed suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere. It was only when those chuckles turned toward Tori that the source became clear. “Ooooh, now you’re going to get the lecture about the limits of stealing.”

“Like how much I can carry?”

Sighing, Ivan shot VRX77 a look that would have made most people leap out the nearest window before addressing Tori. “It’s not a lecture. Just a philosophy for growth. But yes, Vicky is right, I’m going to caution you against taking too much from her in terms of tech. You must have wondered by now why we’ve never had Doctor Mechaniacal help upgrade your meta-suit.”

“It has… crossed my mind.” It had also been part of most of Tori’s swearing tirades over the last year, every time she ran up against a wall or banged her finger between a pair of metal plates.

“Some of that is Doctor Mechaniacal protecting his own secrets, but the rest is because we’ve found that sort of practice ultimately weakens the recipient,” Ivan continued. “Power you’re given is rarely as potent as power you earn. The meta-suit you’ve built so far is wholly yours. You can repair, adapt, and improve on it as only the creator can. If we handed over a bunch of more capable devices, that would raise your threat-level in the short term, but one day, when we were gone and the machines failed, you’d be less than you could have been.”

Tori waited patiently through the explanation, tapping her foot slightly, not responding until Ivan finished. Only then did she drop what felt like a rather obvious rebuttal, considering the circumstances. “Didn’t the great Doctor Mechaniacal you’re referencing just run out of here to play with a bunch of pilfered technology?”

“For one thing, you and Wade are not at the same points in your journey. More importantly, those items will ultimately be nothing more than seeds. Sparks that light the way toward his next inventions. Much like the gravity displacement orb and skeletal finger you’ve used to further your own ends.”

With those examples, Tori could see what Ivan was getting at. The orb had been a gift, the finger something she snatched post-battle, but both were ultimately only starting points for what she needed. From the larger, more complex orb, she’d created smaller versions to spread through her suit, allowing the hefty frame to move as gracefully as a normal human. Whereas the finger had gone into the new metal from which most of the machine was now constructed.

But would she have needed to put in that work if Wade just handed over a suit as powerful as Doctor Mechaniacal’s? Would she even be able to understand what she was working with, taking such a huge leap forward? It was certainly possible; Tori was confident in her ability to muddle through. Still, even in success, there would be undeniable knowledge gaps from such a route.

“Leaning on other people’s tech also pretty much undercuts your own identity and potential. At that point, what exactly is your power – using the gear someone else made for you? What a badass that person must be,” VRX77 piled on.

Tori threw up her hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, I get the point. Making her fork over all her tech would give me a short-term boost while leaving me weaker in the long run. What should I do then?”

VRX77 was all too happy to hop in with an answer. “For starters, I’d say we need to work on your combustion skills. From what I’ve seen, you’re barely able to burn hotter than your base phase. Also, what was that shit in the swamp? Using weaker flames like that can work for a momentary boost, but the aftereffects leave you way too vulnerable. Was that a calculated risk, or did you really have no idea?”

“I thought you were going to kill my friends.” Tori snapped the words, hoping it would distract from the fact that she’d very pointedly not answered the question.

Sadly, it didn’t work. Which was altogether unsurprising, considering who she was trying to fool.

“Ignorant it is. Which means you’re a more mechanically inclined Tori so far. Makes sense, that suit of yours is impressive for being so early on. The durability is some ridiculous bullshit. It never takes me that long to break through.”

Though the comment was said offhand, and even complimentary, Tori was suddenly struck by the question it raised. “How many suits have you broken through, anyway? It sounds like you’ve been at this for a while.”

“Four hundred and thirty-two.” VRX77 didn’t pause for so much as a moment, that was clearly a number kept at the brain’s forefront. Or wherever semi-suspended-pseudo-fire kept its thoughts.

Hearing the number took Tori back for a moment. Four… hundred? That was a lot. Not just in overall Toris, but in terms of time. Assuming every Tori made the process as painful as possible, which certainly seemed to be a reliable assumption all things considered, few of those interactions were likely pop-in and pop-outs.

But even beyond that, she’d collected over four hundred samples and was still stuck in her unstable form. Tori knew herself, and while she’d be able to put on a brave face for others, by that point she’d absolutely be wondering if it was even possible to fix herself.

Which meant VRX77 had been alone for years at the minimum, with a dwindling sense of hope that there was any point to all the effort. For the first time, Tori wondered if perhaps the automaton act wasn’t as much for their benefit as it had been for VRX77’s.

Perhaps her humanity hadn’t been lost so much as purposely abandoned.

Even stranger than the rush of thoughts and unexpected empathy that overcame Tori was the way VRX77 visibly read her typically stoic face. “Yes, it sucks. Yes, I’ve lost faith in the possibility of being cured. No, I haven’t given up yet. There’s still something I need to do back home, a task that keeps me moving even when personal willpower runs short. And of the four-hundred-plus Toris that I’ve met so far, the highest match percentage was eighty-eight percent.”

“What were we again?”

“Ninety-seven.”

A ninety-seven percent match with a version of herself who’d destroyed her own body, isolated herself from outside influences, and was clearly harboring some sort of obsession toward a task, even if it did sharpen her focus.

Tori had a sense of why it was Ivan seemed keen on the two hanging out. VRX77 was meant to be a cautionary tale as much as a training opportunity.

With a sigh, she gave Ivan a wave. “Alright then, Vicky and I are heading out. If she’s really ninety-seven percent me, no way she doesn’t want a beer after a day like this.”

VRX77 opened her mouth, or at least her hologram did, but Tori spoke up first. “Don’t give me any shit about being a nonbiological entity. If a Xelas built your suit, she would have put in an ingestion system with taste buds like her own.” Tori paused, a new thought occurring. “Or are you going to claim you ripped that bit out too?”

Instead of responding to the implied question, VRX77 headed for the door. “You’re got me dead to rights: a beer sounds out-fucking-standing right now.”


Chapter 72



At first, Ellie could only see green. Rolling verdant hills, blooming trees, lush emerald grass beneath her feet. Then, slowly, she began to make out the flowers.

They were… they were everywhere. Pansies and orchids, roses and tulips, and those were just the few Ellie recognized. Countless flowers of every shape and shade could be seen covering the nigh-endless hills, a dazzling floral rainbow that brought fresh tears to Ellie’s eyes.

“This is a minor magical dimension,” Lodestar told her, sweeping a hand out to the hills of flowers. “It doesn’t have any mystical treasures or unique aspects, save only for one.”

The longer Ellie stared into the nearby flowers, the more she sensed there was more present between the petals. Flickers of dancing shadow, a presence she couldn’t quite shake.

“Each time a member of the Alliance of Heroic Champions saves a life, a new flower appears.”

Suddenly, Ellie could understand what it was calling to her from the flower. There, amidst the swaying petals, she could suddenly see the face of a young boy she’d saved three weeks prior, his gap-toothed grin appearing for a blink.

Gazing around once more, Ellie tried to comprehend just how massive this space must be. There was no end to the hills she could spot, or the flowers upon them. It was like a world unto itself, one populated entirely by foliage.

Although she didn’t intend to whisper, Ellie’s word still came out in a reverent hush. “Perspective.”

“Precisely.” Lodestar leaned down, looking into a nearby flower as well. “When all we can do is push back the inevitable, it is so, so easy to feel like none of it matters. The Grove is here to help us remember that our actions, our efforts, they matter. Every flower is a life that went on longer than it otherwise would have. Perhaps only for a day, but even then…”

Ellie got the message. If every single flower only accounted for a single day of life, there were still decades upon decades stretched out before them. It was a sharp reminder of not only how vital superheroes were, but how dangerous the world would be without them. Each of these flowers would have been a life cut short. That many deaths, that additional accumulation of tragedies – there would undeniably be fallout from such a scenario.

“Now here’s where it gets fun,” Lodestar continued. “Take a knee with me and put your hand against the grass.”

Doing as she was told, Ellie hunkered down, pressing her palms against the soft green blades. Once her fingers touched the dirt itself, she felt a pulse echo out from her body. The flower she’d been looking at earlier caught her attention again, but now for a new reason.

It had started to glow, and it wasn’t the only one.

More flowers were lighting up, and Ellie could sense each one as they did. Because they weren’t just any random foliage, these were her flowers. The ones planted by her actions; the lives saved by her hand. Ellie fought down a gasp as more and more blossoms brightened; could this really be right? She’d only been with the AHC for under a year.

Yet as each one began to glow, Ellie caught whispers of their connection, flickers of the associated memories. These were indeed all hers, the grateful faces were right there, hugging her, weeping against her, so happy to simply be alive.

Ellie didn’t realize she was crying until Lodestar gently dabbed at her cheek with a handkerchief.

“‘You reap what you sow’ doesn’t always have a negative context. This what you’ve sown, Plasmodia. This is what you’ve used your time and talents to give the world. Life, hope, a second chance to those in dire need of one. Whether it’s a temporary part of your life or the road you want to walk until the end, these people were around longer because of you. No one can take that away.”

“Even if I’m not a New Science Sentry anymore?”

Something stern flashed in Lodestar’s eyes, though Ellie didn’t get the feeling it was a sentiment meant for her. “For any soul who sincerely wants to help, there will always be a place in the Alliance of Heroic Champions, no matter what team you’re on or what costume you wear. It is a founding tenet of this organization, and one I will defend relentlessly.”

Having felt so lost for so long, Ellie at last found a sense of solid ground beneath her, maybe aided by the actual dirt she was kneeling upon. In all the emotional turmoil of losing Ike, she’d been questioning her life’s direction, but the flowers helped her remember what she loved about the job. Seeing those people’s shocked expressions at their own salvation, knowing her power was helping instead of hurting, feeling genuinely useful – she had no desire to give any of that up.

Ellie might have started off solely working toward being a New Science Sentry, but somewhere along the way, that title had stopped meaning what it once did. Even before Ike, before they even got to Ridge City, some part of her understood that it wasn’t the respectable and prestigious position she’d imagined.

Probably around the time she had to get cosmetic surgery to qualify for the team.

Yet for all that disappointment, the actual job of being a superhero was incredible. The worst parts of it – the public’s cool reception toward them, bickering with other capes initially, and the training sessions – were all rooted in their team’s association and fealty to Professor Quantum. What had seemed like such inseparable concepts for so long suddenly broke cleanly apart.

Ellie wasn’t sure if she wanted to be a New Science Sentry anymore. But she loved being a superhero. If Lodestar said she could keep doing the job, then she had no reason to doubt it.

Rising to her feet, Ellie realized that the only things keeping her tied to The New Science Sentries were Austin and Kyle. She could walk away without a single regret, flipping Professor Quantum the more aggressive “I’m #1” hand-gesture in the process. Except that would leave Kyle and Austin alone under the dickhead’s thumb.

Austin wouldn’t quit. Not because of an obligation toward their illustrious leader, but because of the burden of duty he’d hoisted onto himself. And Kyle would never abandon Austin. The two had been a duo long before Ellie and Ike arrived on the scene; they’d known one another since actual infancy. Losing Ike had already strained things for them: no one around to push for a break to rest or cracking bad jokes, small things that helped deflate the constant buildup of stress and tension that the stalwart superheroes couldn’t admit needed release.

Once again, Ellie felt Ike’s absence, realizing another facet of how much he’d helped the team. Would he have found it funny, that losing the member who considered himself the most easily dispensable had the team fraying at the edges after only a few months? Almost certainly. She was a little surprised her imaginary Ike wasn’t here to twist the knife, but there was no room for him amidst the flowers.

Taking several deep breaths, Ellie looked out once more. The flowers were starting to dim; she could still sense them, but the connection was growing weaker since she’d stopped touching the dirt. That was alright, though. She could still see them, still feel the glow of the lives they represented.

“How do you feel?” Lodestar asked.

“Grounded.” Ellie winked. “Pun very much intended.”

To her surprise, Lodestar laughed. “As it should be.”

They stood in silence for a while longer, looking out on the endless sea of foliage, before Lodestar spoke up again.

“The Grove tends to work best when people experience it for themselves as a first impression. It’s why we don’t take people here until they need to see it, when the moment will matter most. To that end, I’d ask that you please not tell anyone else about this.”

“Of course,” Ellie readily promised. Having seen The Grove for herself, there was something intangible to it. Even if she could capture the images before her, they wouldn’t carry the same weight as standing here, feeling the vast ocean of life blooming around them.

Sensing they were nearing the end, Ellie couldn’t quite help herself. “I don’t mean to pry… but I was wondering… if you don’t mind⁠—”

“You want to see my flowers light up, don’t you?” Lodestar already had a knowing grin in place as she lowered herself once more, this time laying a single hand against the soil. “Don’t feel bad, I get asked to do this more often than not. Besides, it’s not like I mind checking in.”

It was hard to hear those last words, as Ellie staggered back from the sudden visual assault she was under. There was a tidal wave of light crashing over them, untold flowers lighting up at once. And those were only the ones nearest to them.

Spreading out in a circle, the glow grew exponentially, quickly spreading to the nearby hills. It went onward still, past the edge of the horizon, causing the very sky to seem like it was burning with prismatic light.

The hills twinkled as if they were studded with gemstones, gleaming and glowing at every angle Ellie could look upon. It was a staggering, humbling sight to witness. So many flowers, in so many shades, even the ones clumped around the roots of⁠—

“The… the trees!” Ellie pointed, as if Lodestar couldn’t see the enormous glowing trunk and its associated branches. “Why are the trees glowing? I thought they were part of the scenery.”

“Oh! Sorry about that,” Lodestar replied, her tone ever-so-mildly embarrassed. “Sometimes I forget to mention, but if a member of the AHC saves the entire world, The Grove adds a tree instead of a flower.”

Surveying the landscape once again, Ellie swallowed, suddenly reminded of how powerful the woman standing next to her really was.

Dotting The Grove’s landscape, blazing like majestic markers, were a shitload of glowing trees.
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“All in all, not a bad day.” Bert looked over the compiled reports from the day’s antics. He would still need to analyze the AHC’s response patterns to optimally select locations for their own distraction, but the manmade breaches had already told him a great deal.

First and foremost, that it was no longer just the AHC that had to be accounted for. Seeing The Guild of Villainous Reformation act so brazenly was a surprise; he’d expected them to continue operating in the shadows. That was the trouble with such a… flippant organization. They often acted on desire and impulse rather than prudence, making them less predictable.

Luckily, they only seemed focused on the breaches themselves. It aligned with their self-preservation motivation, as breaches had just as much chance to disrupt their lives as normal people. A guild villain might not be in danger from some random monster, but they could still lose things or people they cared about to such a threat.

That was fine. Better than fine, really, it was a factor that had been accounted for. The breaches were there to be distractions; it was part of why he and Faithful had waited for the dimensional nova to begin their current operation.

Unfortunately, time was steadily ticking away, counting down to their window of opportunity closing. If they didn’t strike before the nova ended, the path they planned on using would vanish, and their chance at success along with it. Faithful was using the afternoon’s chaos to acquire one of the final missing pieces to their success, leaving them still two short.

One was a matter of action, the other governed by fortune. If Jokull could be lured into compliance, they’d be able to neutralize two of the largest threats to their plan in a single strike. He too was an unpredictable element, though, so Bert was forced to form contingency plans. None were as efficient or likely to succeed, however such was the nature of secondary strategies. If they had to push on, they would.

Though Bert held onto hope that Jokull would join their cause. With the dimensional nova’s enhanced power, the old soul with the youthful face was undoubtedly feeling the extra chill. Whether it would be enough to push him over the edge remained to be seen, but Bert resolved to tip the scales as best he was able.

A sharp, shrill note whistled from down the hall snared Bert’s attention, but as the sound continued on into a jaunty tune, he relaxed, albeit not entirely.

No one with functioning brain cells would ever allow themselves to be entirely at ease around Faithful.

The cheerful man emerged from the hallway, tossing a cube-like device up and down in one hand. Glinting a purple-green in the light, it was visibly made from unusual materials, hinting at the potential power lying within.

“Any trouble?”

“Quiet as a dead man. With everything going on, some alarm from an old museum didn’t rate highly on anyone’s response list. Not that there was much security to begin with. Doesn’t seem like many people were worried about this getting stolen.” Faithful tossed the device over without warning, whipping it through the air.

Bert snagged easily, turning the prize around in his hand. “They wouldn’t be. It’s a hunk of tech from an attempted dimensional invasion in the pre-Lodestar days. Utterly useless on its own, a piece of a much greater whole, but if the full device were a car, we would be holding a single tire.”

“So you sent me out on an errand just to fuck with me, huh?” Faithful nodded approvingly. “Did someone finally find his sense of humor?”

“It wasn’t a prank.” Bert spat the ridiculous word, well-aware Faithful was purposefully riling him up. “What matters about this device is the material it’s composed from. Very unique compound with some fascinating effects, especially in the way it reacts with itself. If, for example, you were the leading superhero at the time and managed to seize almost every scrap of the material post-battle, you’d be able to make a vault that was essentially impregnable by any known means.”

Holding the device up to better catch the light, Bert examined it thoroughly, delighted by his findings. This would work even better than he’d hoped. “However, if someone were to get ahold of the small amount of material that remained, it would be feasible to fashion a key.”

“A prank would have been more fun,” Faithful reiterated, unable to keep the playful twist from his smile. “But this should be entertaining as well.”


Chapter 73



There were many things Ivan had looked forward to upon his return, however the current task before him was not among them.

“Morgana told me you did well. Took the lessons seriously and listened to what she had to say.”

Rick sat on the couch, his mother next to him, taking the critique stoically. Beth was with Juan picking up dinner for the family, giving the trio some privacy for their discussion.

“So, after everything you learned and heard, tell me: do you still want to be a meta-human?”

“I do.”

It was the exact answer he’d been hoping not to hear, while knowing he would. For all the warnings he’d listened to, Rick had the inexorable optimism of youth acting as a wind at his back. To a young person on the cusp of adulthood, the idea of walking away from the potential to do more, be more, was all but impossible.

“Why?”

Here, at last, Rick squirmed slightly, the composed façade faltering. His tone remained steady, though, and the words were clearly chosen with care. “I understand that being a meta-human comes with inherent risks, and potentially exposes me to more trouble than a mundane life would. That’s especially true for me, because unlike most regular people, I still have some layers of protection.”

Whether intentional or not, Rick fidgeted with the charm on his necklace that provided magical defenses when needed.

“But that’s only physical health. It ignores the tolls of feeling helpless, of watching hell break loose around you and being able to do nothing other than run.” Pausing, Rick tugged at the charm harder, likely pulling the chain against the back of his neck.

“My friends were with me at the park, you know. Sunil and Lewis were running alongside me, only they didn’t have a magic necklace to keep them safe. They could have died, Dad, and I wouldn’t have been able to do anything but watch. I don’t see myself joining the capes, and I damn sure don’t want to be a super-villain. I just… I don’t want to feel helpless anymore.”

Janet ran her nails through Rick’s mop of hair like she had when he was younger. It was a testament to the teen’s distress that he didn’t outwardly object to the comforting gesture.

Ivan, meanwhile, was considering his son’s words. There were many premises he’d arrived prepared to argue against; however, Rick had chosen an excellent avenue of attack. Of all the things he might be able to chide his son for, not wanting to feel helpless was a hard one to cast aspersions on. Especially considering that Ivan understood the sentiment better than he would ever want Rick to fathom.

It was a sound starting position. Still, it was only the first step.

“If you were given the opportunity to become meta-human, what sort of powers would you pursue?”

“I know transcendent is off the table, and now get how that’s probably a good thing, overall. I don’t want anything overly reliant on magic, as it might cause friction in my planned career paths. No elements or heavily energy-based powers for similar reasons. Really, I don’t want anything that can’t be hidden. These powers are meant to be a safety measure, not a joyride.”

Whether or not Rick meant the words, they had the undeniable ring of responsibility. However, one key element had been missing from the answer.

“You only told me what you didn’t want,” Ivan informed him.

Rick swallowed, his eyes flicking to his mother for a moment before returning to Ivan. “I’m trying to narrow down the parameters, because the truth is I don’t know what my best option would be. But I’m hoping if we agree on what we’re looking for, you’ll help me figure it out.”

As a rule, anytime someone was telling Ivan exactly what he wanted to hear, he presumed it to be a manipulation or falsehood, and that suspicion definitely didn’t diminish in the presence of his teenage son. Still, even if Rick was just feeding Ivan the right words, he still had to digest Morgana’s lessons enough to figure out what they would be.

In less than a year, Rick would be eighteen. The same age as Ivan when he became Fornax.

Ivan couldn’t choose the life his son would lead. The most he could do was teach, prepare, and then trust him.

“If we do this, you understand there is no going back. With the rare exception of outliers, which we can’t predict, enchanted items, which you don’t want, and external gear, which can be taken away, gaining access to meta-human abilities is a one-way journey. No matter how small the power might be, your life will be forever changed.”

For once, his son didn’t fidget, gulp, or even let his eyes dart away. Rick met his father’s gaze unflinchingly. “That’s what I’m hoping for.”

Glancing to Janet, Ivan noted the crinkles around her eyes as they scrunched, a sure sign her mind had been set. Without Rick noticing, she bobbed her head toward Ivan, signaling agreement.

From his pocket, Ivan pulled out his phone, tapping open a file that Wade had sent over. “We can, as a family, look over the options available and see if there’s anything we all agree will be a prudent choice.”

Ivan didn’t go so far as to say their agreement would be necessary, but if Rick was claiming to seek guidance, then Ivan fully intended to offer it. Of course, whatever power he picked would only be the start. Already Wade was working on remote safety measures to ensure Rick didn’t go stepping into trouble like so many freshly-made metas managed.

The power was an important foundation, though, and Ivan admitted he too felt a small thrill of excitement as he settled on the couch, Rick and Janet each peering over a shoulder.

Just what sorts of abilities would Rick Gerhardt ultimately have?
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“Villains.” Professor Quantum spat the word, causing both Kyle and Austin to wince. The day’s last light was fading, dusk visible through the enormous window at the older man’s back. Standing by it silently, Richard watched the impending tirade with obvious glee, as he was the lone member of the team not likely to be targeted.

On the TV screen in his office, images suddenly appeared, pictures from the news. Agent Quantum and Tachyonic helping to save innocent lives… alongside Bahamut and Hephaestus.

“Plasmodia borderline ignored her suspension orders, used abilities she does not have approval to display, and made a general spectacle of herself. Yet of you three, she is still the one to come out looking the best, because she wasn’t photographed teaming up with super-villains!”

His voice spiked in intensity on that last line, though not volume. Professor Quantum was rarely one to raise his voice. Not that it made the rants much more pleasant.

Even knowing it was likely a bad idea, Austin stepped forward and spoke. “With respect, sir, Bahamut and Hephaestus are technically classified as unaffiliated vigilante meta-humans. We checked again after getting back, there are no outstanding warrants for either. Seems like the original museum charges have been settled.”

“Of course there won’t be standing warrants. These are villains of the guild, not worthless hoodlums seeking a quick buck.”

Pausing his perturbed pacing, Professor Quantum considered his trainees. Both had been taught extensively since birth, honed and educated to maximize their potential. However, that education had been one of tactics, precision, execution, implementation, and above all else: survival. Professor Quantum had shied away from the softer subjects, seeing little need to focus on elements like team chemistry when the lineup would be in flux.

Or on the insidious nature of villains.

“Unaffiliated, you called them? But we all know that to be untrue. Or do you truly think they’ve turned over a new leaf?”

“They’re part of the villain guild.” Kyle stepped forward slightly so he was once more at Austin’s side. “We know that, as does just about anyone who’s dealt with the pair. But that alone doesn’t give us cause for an arrest.”

“Not to mention, when we encountered them, they were helping us evacuate people in need,” Austin reiterated. “Would The New Science Sentries attacking other metas without cause while innocents died around us have been the better outcome?”

Professor Quantum’s already detached tone came out several degrees cooler. “Are you trying to be cute?”

“I’m trying to understand the parameters by which my team is being evaluated. We had a massive breach in a public area with zero casualties, and you’re furious. Clearly, there is a metric I’m missing, and I would like to address the issue.”

“A proper team wouldn’t have needed their help,” Richard chimed in from his spot on the wall.

Neither Austin nor Kyle so much as spared the man a glance; he may as well have been an air-conditioner kicking on. The entirety of their patience was being used to deal with Professor Quantum; lesser annoyances couldn’t be bothered with.

Slowly, Professor Quantum turned back to the screen. Were there really no warrants for either? But the museum heist shouldn’t be settled this quickly… Lodestar. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d meddled. It wasn’t enough that they had to play this ridiculous game of warrants and justification, but that damnable woman was even giving aid to the other side.

Taking a moment, Professor Quantum gave the entirety of his mind to the problem before him. It was a rare occurrence; long ago he’d taken to piddling with multiple ideas in the background of every task, conversations included. Often, he was spending far more mental energy to further his internal work than anything visible on the outside.

But all other efforts came to a halt as he contemplated how to deal with these villains playing at neutrality. He fully considered everything he knew of Hephaestus and Bahamut, or Tori Rivas and Beverly Escal, as they were known in their human forms.

Briefly, he contemplated outing the pair’s identities right there, before instantly realizing that would likely deepen the problem rather than fixing it. What he needed, fundamentally, was a way to mark the villains as just that. If warrants were what was required, he merely needed to catch them committing a crime.

Or… he could always set a trap so inviting, they wouldn’t be able to resist.

After all, Beverly was not the first meta with the last name “Escal” Professor Quantum had met, and now that he was focusing, the facial similarities were easy to track along a genetic line. Easy as the bait would be, getting the information to them could prove trickier. It couldn’t appear to originate from him, nor did he trust Austin and Kyle to deliver the correct message if they were entrusted with such a task.

“Today, it was the right choice,” he replied at last, notably calmer than before. “You are correct that when faced with the potential for mass loss of life, evacuation and protection take priority over capture, if the target is not presenting a current threat.”

Austin’s face remained stoic, while Kyle allowed a small bit of smugness to reach his lips. The expression was short-lived.

“That said, the two of you are also entirely too trusting of an enemy force. Multiple times, you left yourselves exposed and vulnerable to a sneak attack. Either Hephaestus or Bahamut could have rendered you injured, if not worse, had they felt the slightest inkling.”

“They wouldn’t do that,” Austin protested, unsure why the words had formed so quickly, while trusting his tongue and the fact that they felt right.

Professor Quantum punched his hand clean through his desk, a spray of splinters shooting across the room, several landing on Richard. “They are villains. You seem to think that makes them less dangerous than the common crooks encountered on the street, while the truth is quite the opposite. These are the most cunning, most capable, craftiest of criminals. There are no warrants because they don’t leave evidence, or corpses.”

Yanking his hand free took two pulls, the second of which lifted the enormous desk into the air for a split second before gravity clawed it back down.

“I have buried more superheroes than you have ever met. Sometimes we had to use mass graves or lay to rest the pieces we could find. Losing Ike hurt you, I know. Now imagine if it hadn’t been because of an antagonistic force beyond your control, but one of these little friends you enjoy palling around with. Try and imagine how you’d feel if we were standing here talking about making arrangements for Tachyonic after Hephaestus crushed his skull in a surprise strike.”

Although Austin winced, his normally handsome face clouded over quickly. Once more, he stepped forward, bringing himself closer to Professor Quantum, forcing the older man to look up slightly, as the younger superhero stood roughly three inches taller. When he spoke, Professor Quantum was struck by an unexpected sense of familiarity.

“Ike’s memory is not a tool for you to wield.”

It was so rare he saw himself in Subject Nineteen, but the blistering chill of his tone gave Professor Quantum flashbacks to his own youthful self.

“Very well, Agent Quantum. If you need to learn the same lesson twice, so be it. I’ll arrange some standing replacements, so that we don’t have to scramble when the inevitable happens.” He turned, looking out the window, still able to watch Austin in the reflection.

“Good luck with your villains. Do not expect sympathy from me after their betrayal.”

Austin just nodded and turned for the door, but Kyle couldn’t quite resist a barb on the way out. “Like we’d ever expect sympathy from him. Got a better chance of hearing Lodestar curse.”

Professor Quantum made no objection as they left; words wouldn’t alter the fundamental misunderstanding. Kyle couldn’t fathom that this was Professor Quantum’s sympathy. Keeping them from the pain he’d suffered, properly preparing them for all challenges, directing them toward success, and most important of all…

Ensuring they didn’t suffer the same mistakes he had.


Chapter 74



When Tori awoke the next morning, she rolled out of bed with a plan.

After their beers, she and VRX77 had eventually made it home, Tori passing out promptly thanks to the strain of her day. With some rest to soothe her harried mind, things were clearer as she went through her morning shower routine and got dressed, preparing for the day ahead.

Opening the door, Tori steeled herself and stepped into the living room.

“What wonderful timing. Tori, maybe you can explain why there’s a guest on our couch who looks like you?” Beverly’s tone was sharp as she glared at the woman on their sofa, and Tori realized she’d forgotten to text the two about their apartment-crasher.

Chloe, at least, was taking it in stride, making an extra-large pot of coffee to account for the new mouth. While VRX77 probably wouldn’t need to drink any, after the day she’d had, Tori would happily ensure none of the java went to waste.

“Yeah, that’s Vicky.” Tori got the words out before a yawn took her by surprise, albeit barely. “She’s me from another dimension.”

“Realm or iteration, technically, but most people use dimension too, accuracy be damned.” VRX77 paused, tilting her neck back to look at Chloe. “Or do you all really not know the difference?”

“I’m finding this easier to believe than I probably should,” Beverly sighed, shaking her head and joining Chloe in the kitchen. From the cupboard, Beverly began pulling out coffee mugs, snaring an extra-large one for herself.

After a few seconds, when it appeared that no one else was going to bite, Tori finally took the bait. “Fine, what’s the difference?”

“Let’s say your world as you know it, the entire universe and all existence within it, is a house.” From the ease with which VRX77 settled into the explanation, it was clear the spiel had been given before. “The main plane is the living room, whereas all the hidden sub-dimensions would be various rooms and hallways. That house is your iteration of existence. But there’s another across the street. One that’s almost exactly the same, just not quite.”

“And the further down the road we go, the more the houses change?” Chloe jumped in.

VRX77 flashed her a thumbs-up. “Until they’re no longer shaped like anything you recognize as a house.”

A sudden thud from the kitchen jerked the room’s attention toward Beverly, whose glare had taken on a green glow. Her fist had slammed into the granite countertop of the kitchen, causing several items on it to bounce. “You’re the silver son of a bitch who attacked us.”

While the room went silent, Tori noticed a strange twitch upon VRX77’s face. Not quite annoyance – that expression she knew all too well from her own face. It was unfamiliar, and fleeting, giving Tori little time to analyze the expression.

“Good old B, perceptive in every iteration.”

“Tori, what the fuck?” Beverly swiveled her angry stare from their houseguest to her roommate, the green glow noticeably not fading one bit.

That was a fair question, and in hindsight she really should have talked to Beverly and Chloe about this all first. That said, it wasn’t every day one came face-to-face with a partially self-destructed version of themselves from another version of reality, so Tori gave herself a small bit of slack.

“Xelas ripped out all the really dangerous stuff already. Vicky is… well, not harmless, but hardly the imposing death machine she was before. Oh, and she was never actually trying to kill us, just harvest a sample of me while in fire-form. She can tell you about that later, I’m not in the mood for a whole rehash.”

“Sorry about the ankle,” VRX77 offered, waving weakly to Chloe. “Anyone who knows your power would panic a little, though.”

Tori hadn’t considered the implications when VRX77 mentioned her fear of Chloe earlier, but it probably said something that of the three meta-humans present, only Chloe had caused such a significant reaction. Based on VRX77’s description of the two paths Toris usually took, the power she was after could be hers one day, with a lot of hard work and even more good fortune.

Whereas Chloe could be a threat today. Right this instant, if she wanted. All it took was the right words across her lips to change everything.

Tori dearly hoped they wouldn’t regret bringing Ivan and Helen in on Chloe’s secret. The more they learned, the wiser keeping it hidden seemed.

“I’m sorry, are we skating past the fact that our mystery assailant is named Vicky?” Beverly jumped in.

“Yeah, our parents really circled around one name without ever landing. Even for the male versions of us, almost all of them are Vics.”

For whatever reason, that notion tickled Tori. “There are dude versions of us?”

“There are every kind of version of us you can imagine, and more,” VRX77 helpfully supplied. “Which admittedly sounds cool, until you have to scan through all of them searching for those similar to yourself. At which point the surplus becomes more hindrance than help.”

Hissing and steam rose from the kitchen as their weathered coffee machine valiantly engaged, boiling water dripping gently down onto the burr-grinded beans. To Tori’s surprise, VRX77 perked up at the sound, even peering eagerly over to the slowly filling pot.

With a ninety-seven percent similarity, Tori knew she shouldn’t be surprised by that reaction, yet it felt oddly human.

Perhaps there was more of Vicky left inside the suit than Tori had realized.

Plopping down on a chair next to her guest, Tori decided she’d had enough of the morning formalities. “Tell me what you meant about my combustion being bad.”

“Wow, diving right in, huh? You don’t want to go into your room or something?”

Tori scoffed. “Beverly’s in the guild, Chloe doesn’t care, and I trust both of them more than you anyway, so we’re good out here.”

Chloe waved from the kitchen, while Beverly mostly just continued to glare like she was waiting for an excuse to start swinging.

VRX77’s gaze lingered on both, before swinging back to Tori. “Huh. Guess every Hephaestus really is different.”

Curious as Tori was about what was meant by such a statement, when VRX77 spoke again, she immediately forgot about the odd outburst.

“Combustion is my term for our ability to increase in heat and generally use our fire-powers. You’ve noticed that when you’re pissed off, you manage to burn hotter, right? Sometimes without even meaning to?”

“I’ve worked on my control, but I know what you’re getting at,” Tori confirmed.

“Okay, so now really ask yourself… why?” VRX77 tapped her own skull. “It can’t be adrenaline, that gland is gone when we’re shifted.” She moved the finger down and pressed on her sternum. “Can’t be an increase in heart rate or blood pressure for the same reasons. Why does anger let us burn hotter when nothing physiological changes?”

Tori had never dissected her ability in such a manner, however, with it laid out so plainly, the conclusion was all too obvious. “The boost isn’t caused by physical factors, it’s a mental reaction.”

“Precisely. Some Hephaestuses come to that revelation a lot earlier, and it turns into a core foundation in their journey. You’re hitting the wall in terms of power-supply, I could see it in our fight. A Hephaestus who has trained her combustion skills would be able to channel way more heat into the meta-suit, bringing out more of its potential.”

The longer VRX77 spoke, the more Tori started to feel like a true fuckup, realizing she’d squandered an entire aspect of her abilities that required training. Worse, it wasn’t even as if she had an excuse; Ivan had been after her from day one to properly master her fire-abilities. Thankfully, that sentiment took an abrupt U-turn when VRX77 tossed out a quick addendum.

“Granted, none of those other Toris would have a meta-suit nearly as good as yours.”

Tori’s expression evidently conveyed the question on her mind perfectly, or perhaps VRX77 just had an edge when it came to reading her. She didn’t even need to give the query words.

“It’s a tradeoff of time,” VRX77 explained. “Mastering the combustion aspect of our powers demands a lot of focus and training. Hours and hours of work that isn’t being put into your meta-suit development. There’s a reason the majority of us who manage to become truly powerful pick one of two specializations. Trying to split the difference has proven to be the path of mediocrity.”

VRX77 tapped her skull again, though this time it wasn’t an imaginary organ she was gesturing toward. “Or the road of stupid-ass mistakes, in some cases.”

The flash of what lay beneath the steel helmet flickered in Tori’s reminder, a memory of VRX77’s true form. The realm-trotting villain was an excellent reminder on the perils of overreaching.

“So you’re saying I shouldn’t bother with combustion?”

“What? Fuck no, you need to work on that shit bad. I’m just explaining that we all put our efforts into different things, and that’s part of what causes so much variance across iterations.” VRX77 accepted a cup of coffee from Chloe, while Beverly set one down in front of Tori.

Both paused the discussion to take a sip, neither thinking to check if it was too hot as they downed their drinks in nigh-identical motions.

Chloe looked between the two as they drank, shaking her head and muttering “Freaky” under her breath.

Once they’d sampled the coffee, Tori decided to start over. “Rather than get into the nitty-gritty on each element of Hephaestus, maybe it would be smarter to just ask: what do you think I should do to improve?”

That appeared to catch VRX77 off guard, her hand pausing halfway up as it lifted the mug for another sip. “You want my actual advice, not just information?”

Tori shrugged. “We’ve fought a few times, so you’re bound to have spotted some issues, and you clearly know a ton more about all the options out there. I could run around in circles trying to master every element of being Hephaestus and wind up bad at all of them or focus on the advantages of my particular iteration.”

Surprisingly, VRX77 actually set her mug down on the table, mouth flattening and brow creasing. It was hard to be certain, but Tori was fairly sure this was how she looked when speaking seriously.

“In terms of strengths, your suit’s durability is an incredible mark in its favor. Most of us use energy shields until we’re able to get our hands on some viable meta-elements, but you were tanking some serious hits with the metal alone.”

Tori had just enough time to grin smugly before the expression was swiftly wiped away.

“With weaknesses, on the other hand, there’s plenty to discuss. We’ve already covered your lackluster combustion, so I won’t dwell there, but in a broader sense you’ve overbuilt your suit, taking it past your own limitations. The energy problem is the most obvious, though those ridiculous beam attacks where you have to go immobile are up there too.”

“What wrong with my BFC? It at least gave you pause.”

“What’s wrong is you have to either anchor yourself in place or risk being flung off at random from the recoil, making it hard to use and easy to predict,” VRX77 replied. “I know you’ve got the miniaturized gravity distorters; using them to create a reactive counterforce will let you fire anywhere, even in midair, without all the rigmarole.”

“Rigmarole? Do people still say that in your world?” Chloe chimed in.

VRX77’s serious expression shifted to confusion. “Do you not? It’s a fun word, why would it fall out of use?”

As they chatted, Tori finished off the last of her coffee, the first mug anyway. Despite her normally combative nature, she couldn’t say that VRX77 was wrong. Using gravitational distorters would be a more elegant, versatile solution.

It would also add even more demand to Hephaestus’s already strained power-supply. The deeper Tori got into development, the more she came back to that same hurdle.

Power. It all came down to power. Usually in a more generalized sense, however in Tori’s case she needed literal energy.

Her meta-suit was capable of more, she was capable of more, but without a proper power source, that capability would never be realized. While VRX77 had given Tori enough understanding of combustion that she’d likely start working on it for her long-term goals, she needed a more immediate solution as well. Spending years and years for marginal improvements was something she could handle; feeling under-powered for that entire duration was another matter.

Rising from the chair, Tori went into the kitchen and made herself another cup of coffee. She swigged it down, then made a third and fourth, both of them in to-go cups Chloe had brought home from Ridge City Grinders. They were some sort of special easily biodegradable material that Tori had only half-listened to when learning about, but more importantly, the kitchen always had an ample supply.

“Double-fisting coffee? I wonder if we’re actually closer to ninety-eight percent.” VRX77’s quip fell to silence as Tori set one of the newly made drinks in front of her.

“That one is for you. We’re going out hunting breaches today, a little field-training to make sure I’m learning as much as possible.”

VRX77 laughed in a familiar tone that gave Tori an odd sense of vertigo mixed with déjà vu. It was… peculiar, hearing her own laughter come from another mouth. “Using your captured enemy to turn a profit. More and more I’m seeing why we matched up.”

Tori wasn’t entirely sure if that was meant as a compliment or an insult. For that matter, Tori didn’t even know which she considered it to be.

VRX77 wasn’t wasting time contemplating, already up from the couch and heading for the door, coffee in hand. Tori coughed loudly once, then twice, finally snagging VRX77’s attention just before she grabbed the doorknob. “What?”

“I still have to put on my meta-suit.”

“Oh.” VRX77 managed to look slightly sheepish as she slunk away from the door. “Whoops. Forgot about that part.”

Already wondering if this was a massive mistake, Tori headed into her room to get ready, taking her coffee along.

In the kitchen, Chloe wordlessly began working on another pot of coffee. With two Toris to account for, they were going to need to stock up.


Chapter 75



“On your left!” Medley’s voice rang out only moments before a spear of ice slammed into the flat-headed creature with dozens of small sharp legs and three constantly whipping tails, each ending in a bone-like protuberance.

While that one was beaten, there were no less than a dozen to take its place – and growing. Cyber Geek swept the once lovely park, using the Blaster Brahs gun in his arms to fire a continuous beam, roasting through four of the monsters and injuring others. Yet it felt like he was trying to hold back the ocean with his hands as more of the monsters came tumbling out of the nearby breach.

Hat Trick was flinging streams of playing cards into the edges of their formations, forcing them to bunch together, while Medley waded into the center, smashing and slashing for all he was worth. Cold Shoulder and Cyber Geek were on the perimeter, picking off any of the creatures that tried to flee.

Behind them, people were racing for cover, some pausing to shout thanks as they bolted past.

Cyber Geek would nod to them when he could, however his focus was on the breach and what it was spewing forth.

Since missing yesterday’s excitement in Ridge City, having been on a minor assignment in Delaware, Cyber Geek and his team had opted to use the day searching for breaches. It was the same way they spent most of their time, essentially the usual patrolling for trouble with a more specific goal. When incorporated into the search matrix for the day, their team had ended up with a chunk of Nebraska, which included a small town called Turnbull.

After what felt like weeks of misfortune, the team finally got lucky.

They were present when the breach opened, milling about with the people enjoying their morning in the park, even pausing to take a few requested photographs. Before the monsters could rush out and overwhelm anyone, Cold Shoulder was already forming an icy barrier while the rest of the team directed civilians to evacuate.

By the time the first of the flat-headed creatures scurried through, a team of four prepared superheroes was waiting to greet it. Not to mention the multitudes that followed.

Cyber Geek fired off another blast, depleting his weapon’s energy while cutting through the center of the monster mob. While some breaches spent their payload in one burst of invaders, others allowed a constant stream to travel over. From everything he’d seen, monsters that came in masses were typically weaker than when only a handful came over. It was why the zwarks had died so easily, just like the scurrying creatures Medley was stomping on.

But that didn’t mean they were harmless.

One of the bony tails whipped through the air, slicing across Medley’s eye. Before Cyber Geek could cry out, a gut-turning roar filled the air. More than just noise, the sound hit like a physical force, causing Cyber Geek to stumble back a step. Hat Trick nearly tumbled over, whereas Cold Shoulder was protected by her icy-construct.

All the creatures around Medley lacked such protection, however, curling in on themselves and thrashing their tails wildly. While this did cause many blows to glance off the scales under Medley’s fur, it left far more injuries on the other flat-headed monsters bunched in close. Not many died from the roar, although almost all of those present were now injured.

As for Medley, he shook off the blow, pulling a clawed hand away from his face to reveal an already partially healed eye. They’d never gotten a full rundown of what exact combination of animal genetics had gone into Medley during his transformation, but Cyber Geek assumed there had to be a fair bit of reptile from the way he regenerated. Or maybe some starfish.

Recovering from the yell, Cyber Geek used the last blast of his borrowed rifle to clear out the area directly in front of the breach, where more of the monsters were arriving. Between Medley’s pained roar and their careful coordination, the team had actually managed to buy themselves a bit of breathing room.

Taking a moment to check on the evacuation, Cyber Geek couldn’t help noticing the terror on people’s faces. Barely more than a year ago, he would have been one of them. If not for a fateful lightning strike from an odd storm, there would be no Cyber Geek, only the same Donald Moss working in his cubicle, desperately waiting for the day to end so he could get home to his games.

Yet thanks to the incredible people he’d been luckily enough to pair up with, Cyber Geek was starting to feel… competent. Capable felt like an overreach, especially with all the areas he still saw to improve, but it wasn’t surprising that his team could ably handle the threat before them. Not only had they been honing their teamwork, but each individual member was also always working to become better.

Which made Cyber Geek feel a tad self-conscious about leaning so hard on his classic weapons. Despite all the variety he had access to, so often he defaulted to the same standard items as soon as a fight started. There was something to be said for reliability when imperiled, and new items often came with complications it could be dangerous to figure out on the fly, yet all the same, Cyber Geek couldn’t help feeling like he wasn’t living up to his potential.

It would have been nice if there was someone he could talk power-specifics with. Medley had gotten advice from Remodel, Hat Trick had consulted with multiple magical members of the AHC, and even Cold Shoulder had broken out of her usual hatred for socialization to get some tips from Icetravagant.

Unfortunately, the only known members of the AHC with abilities that matched up with Cyber Geek’s were Storybook and Mr. AV. Storybook was supposedly deceased, though since no one had ever found her body, it wasn’t considered to be official. Evidently, the AHC had a standing policy to never assume a superhero was dead unless there was considerable testimony from reliable witnesses, or a body was found. They’d been surprised by enough miraculous survivals to learn that lesson.

As for Mr. AV, he was even less likely to turn up than Storybook. Although not presumed dead, no one had any idea where he’d vanished off to.

After losing the fight with Faithful despite his desire for revenge, and being saved by Lodestar at the last moment, Mr. AV had never been heard from again. And Cyber Geek would know, because a tremendous amount of his spare time as of late had been used on researching the man.

Guidance would have to come later; what Cyber Geek needed in the moment was another tool to hold back the tide of monsters. So long as their containment held, the breach would eventually collapse on its own, taking the threats with it. Time was their ally, they had sound positioning, and as Cyber Geek pulled forth a black-and-green lollipop from Candy Cadavers in a shower of blue sparkles, he was once more armed properly.

By sheer happenstance, his gaze happened to be passing over the right place when it happened. One moment, there were the tops of several trees blocking out the morning sun, and then they were gone. Ripped away by the appearance of a second breach.

From the new portal, three solitary figures dropped, landing heavily. Each looked to be roughly the size of Medley, with a chitin-like armor the color of yellow bile covering their bodies. Humanoid in shape, two legs and two arms, but their faces were another matter. Sunken-in didn’t begin to capture it: their skulls were concave, like a cave above their necks. A cave with six glittering purple lights flashing inside, presumably some sort of sensory organ.

Scary as it all was, Cyber Geek held his composure. Two breaches at once was bad, but they’d already been holding the first for several minutes and the park was effectively empty. If they had to let the first batch go, there was a good chance their breach would collapse long before they found any victims.

That was, until he saw the new arrivals move. Elegant, precise, and above all else: fast. If they hit like they dashed across the battlefield, then his team was in serious trouble.
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Flesh rained down, splattering off the sidewalk below, a generous helping getting on a local car wash, which at least seemed well-equipped to deal with the cleanup. The small hardware store next to it that was also splashed might be a bit worse off, though.

Hephaestus held one half of what had been a fairly sizable monster, the other end in the clutches of VRX77. These beasts resembled enormous alligators mixed with slugs, and based on the way people in the town had been gagging, they didn’t smell any better than they looked. It was one of the many times she was glad to be living flame rather than a person with a nose.

More annoying than the monsters’ stink was that they were unexpectedly resilient. The gooey bodies combined with the dense scales created an effective defense against both kinetic strikes from Hephaestus’s punches and the energy bolts fired afterward.

It was VRX77 who suggested the solution, grabbing hold of one of the creature’s heads and flying up into the sky. Hephaestus followed, tightly gripping the back half, and then they simply rocketed off in opposite directions. That tactic proved as viable as it was messy – turned out a lot of the creatures’ bounciness came from some inner fluids. Inner fluids that did not smell any better once released, given the way people started running away even faster.

Idly, part of Hephaestus wondered if they were leaving this town worse than they’d found it. Depending on how hard the stink was to scrub out, the place might end up being unlivable. That would be quite the dilemma… for the capes to clean up.

Luckily for Hephaestus, the guild’s payment parameters didn’t take collateral damage into account, only loss of life.

After a moment’s consideration, and a reflection on who her mentor was, Hephaestus realized that the lack of punishment for collateral damage was very much by intention, not an accidental oversight. Many members of the guild were not known for their delicate touch.

Racing toward the next gator-slug, Hephaestus snared it by the neck, then shot off into the sky. VRX77 was only a second behind, grabbing hold of the monster’s rear to repeat their previous trick. Even though the silver suit was stripped of its most potent weaponry, VRX77 was still markedly more capable than Hephaestus. Faster, stronger, even the movements seemed more fluid and graceful.

More than once, Hephaestus had to remind herself that this was not a fair comparison. Even setting aside the obvious differences in their lives, VRX77 was flat-out older than Tori. Being in the game longer meant more time to develop these powerful inventions.

It still grated Hephaestus’s nerves to constantly feel a step behind.

After tearing apart the second monster, raining gore upon a local high school and likely cancelling classes for the week, Hephaestus turned to her temporary partner rather than zip back down. The remaining creatures weren’t near any people, nor were they quick movers; now that they had a viable tactic, it was just a matter of picking them off.

Seeing the innards go flying about had reminded Hephaestus of an important question, however.

“I keep meaning to ask, how did you kill Count Trentomir so easily?”

“Who?”

Right… VRX77 hadn’t exchanged pre-battle pleasantries with the man. One shot, and he was gone.

“Out in Mississippi, the dude we were fighting when you arrived.” Hephaestus noticed one of the slugs breaking away from the others, trying to turn down a side street.

VRX77 stared for several seconds, then finally nodded. “Oh, the vampire! Fuck me, he really named himself Count something?”

“We weren’t sad to see him die.”

“Can’t imagine anyone would be,” VRX77 agreed. “As for how, it wasn’t anything too interesting. I have a specialized cannon for dealing with rapidly regenerating magical beings. Doesn’t work on all of them, but even if it can’t kill them outright, one shot usually slows their healing. I, like you, had a bout with an especially annoying asshole who had that talent and made it a point to develop countermeasures.”

It was more or less what Hephaestus expected, though not what she’d hoped. That answer told her that the tech could be developed with enough time and effort, but it also meant the fix wasn’t something easily added to her current suit. Nor would VRX77 simply hand over the tech, not without getting Ivan on board first.

Below them, a rogue gator-slug was worming its way along the street, picking up speed. Hephaestus tried to figure out what this one was after, searching over the various structures nearby.

When VRX77 looked the same way, though, a very different reaction occurred. “Shit!”

Like a silver streak, VRX77 ripped through the sky, bolting down far faster than at any point in their outing so far. Metal hands snared around the gator-slug, but in the struggle, a hunk of cardboard from a nearby pile was tossed away… revealing three people who’d been sheltering inside.

It tried to lunge for them, causing the woman to shield the two smaller figures with her body. Before Hephaestus could think to move, VRX77 already had the monster out of range, dragging it into the sky like its predecessors.

With the first two, Hephaestus had been killing the creature because it needed to be done. This time, when her arms clutched its rear, she actively used the gravity modulators to increase her weight. It tore apart almost instantly, dumping another round of goo on the street below. Mercifully, VRX77 had flown away from the cowering trio.

VRX77 let the head drop only after punching it once for good measure.

It was odd, seeing her own anger reflected back. Because it made Hephaestus ask the question… why? Why were they so angry at that sight? More than that, why did they both instinctively react like capes sometimes?

“Kind of seemed you really cared there,” Hephaestus ventured, clumsily broaching the subject as tactfully as she was able.

“No shit I cared.” VRX77 glanced at Hephaestus briefly, before turning back for a longer look. “Oh. You’re still coming to terms with everything.”

“Mostly just figuring myself out.”

“I see.” VRX77 floated closer, though Hephaestus noticed the silver helm continued to check the remaining gator-slugs, ensuring they wouldn’t get close to another meal. “Let me offer a bit of perspective that it took me too long to find on my own, then. We refuse to be what we hate.”

Hovering in the air, the only sounds to reach them were their own suits’ thrusters and the steady squish-thump of the gator-slugs sliding along the ground.

Finally, Hephaestus replied. “Is that supposed to be some profound phrase that unlocks my mind? ’Cause you might need a new one if so.”

“Why did our parents die?”

The question jolted any sense of joviality from Hephaestus, who would have narrowed her eyes if they’d existed in that moment. Instead she just burned hotter. “Because the worthless penny-pinching pieces of shit who could have saved them did nothing.”

“Exactly.” VRX77 pointed down at the family running from the pile of cardboard, two smaller forms held close by the larger one. “We aren’t capes. Well, okay sometimes we are, but that’s just the nature of a multiverse. You and I aren’t capes, though. We’ve never going to care about the rules, keeping a good image, any of that shit. But if we see someone in danger, we also can’t stand around and do nothing. We can’t let ourselves knowingly put some other person through the same pain we endured because of simple apathy.”

“We refuse to be what we hate,” Hephaestus echoed, the words at last carrying some sense of value for her.

Before they could continue the conversation further, Hephaestus got an alert from the Xelas Detection System, which had been wired to her helm. Evidently another breach had ripped open not too far away, and this one was looking to be a doozy.

The question was, would they be able to finish up the gator-slugs and still make it in time? It was a trip that would burn a good bit of energy, and they might not even arrive early enough to make a difference.

Hephaestus’s gaze flicked down to the cardboard once more, then dropped into a dive, aiming for the nearest gator-slug. If they wanted any chance of reaching that next breach, first they had some monsters to burst.
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Medley took the first blow, a yellow fist moving like a flash as it buried itself deep in Medley’s stomach, sending him staggering back. That sight alone gave the rest of the team pause; Medley was their melee expert, his unique physiology and endless training combined to make him quite capable up close. Yet the creature had not only scored a hit, it was strong enough to stun Medley.

Which meant it would rip the rest of them apart.

The other two were advancing on Cold Shoulder and Hat Trick, respectively. Their positioning happened to make Cyber Geek the farthest from the new breach, offering a unique opportunity to react. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t matter in a manner of seconds, not if his team was torn apart before they could come up with a strategy.

Surely Cyber Geek had something that could change the tides of their fortune, he just couldn’t think of what might work in only a handful of heartbeats. What he needed more than anything was time, and luckily, Cyber Geek knew his teammates’ skills even better than his own.

“Hat Trick: Flash mob!”

Reacting instantly, Hat Trick thrust her arm into the air. “Alaca-Flash-Mob!” The blinding light swept out as a spotlight seemed to beam down from the sky, and Cyber Geek’s limbs started to move under no control of his own. Medley was doing the same, still hunched over, and Cold Shoulder’s massive ice construct was mimicking the moves with the cape herself sealed away inside.

And most importantly of all, the bile-colored monsters were doing the steps along with them. As were the multi-leg monsters from the earlier breach, which was an unexpected bonus.

But none of it would matter if Cyber Geek didn’t hatch a plan by the time Hat Trick was done dancing. While his body was busy, his mind was free to sort through the massive collection of games all running simultaneously on the computer in his skull. Added surgically by Professor Quantum himself, the device was wired into Cyber Geek’s ocular nerves, allowing him to see a screen no one else could.

It was from here that his items were produced, the treasure trove of potential he found himself failing to use to its fullest. Now seemed an excellent time to fix that bad habit.

Sorting through the array of games, Cyber Geek tried to focus on what would help his team the most. There were his frequent classics: equipment from Blaster Brahs, the massive boot from Jump Jump Jones, and his Candy Cadavers lollipop. All of which were offensive in nature, designed to injure a foe so they’d be taken out of the fight.

As logical a starting point as such items might appear, Cyber Geek’s inner gamer whispered that it would be folly. These monsters were physically powerful, enough to knock around Medley. It stood to reason their defenses were going to be similarly oriented; likely that hideous outer armor could endure some serious punishment.

Shifting gears, Cyber Geek called up everything he could recall about the status-effect items he possessed. The freezing gun from Commander Cold was among the first items he’d ever conjured, and it had probably saved his life. However, the goon he’d faced off with at the time had been able to resist certain shots, and these threats were easily a cut above. He couldn’t count on it icing them down fast enough, especially as there were three to consider.

What he needed was something to negate their advantage, render physical combat a non-option. If they could run out the clock, then the creatures would vanish on their own. Unfortunately, Hat Trick had already been fighting the first wave, wearing herself out. Expecting her to keep up such a frantic pace for an indefinite amount of time was unrealistic. Medley and Cold Shoulder were both raw physical fighters like the creatures, meaning they had no alternative options to offer.

It was all going to come down to Cyber Geek.

Cycling through the long list of games running in his head, he suddenly halted the scrolling. Enchewsiatic was a kid’s game about a bubble-gum blowing prodigy heading to the Big Bubble Battle in New Gum City. The gameplay was fine for an older title, with a few of those classic quirks that made it a pain in the ass, but the main mechanic was simple enough. Different types of bubblegum could be chewed and blown to create various effects. There were bubbles that floated, bubbles that exploded, and more relevant to Cyber Geek’s need, bubbles that turned anything they touched intangible.

Selecting the Gumtangible version of the gum, Cyber Geek summoned three pieces directly into his mouth. While using his hands came more naturally, wielding items like the armor had helped Cyber Geek practice manifesting items along his entire body, so this was at least quasi-familiar.

What was a wholly unique experience was feeling the gum pieces dissolve into nothingness the moment they collided in his mouth. Shit, he’d forgotten that only one piece of gum could be chewed at a time. Summoning a single piece this time, Cyber Geek’s jaw got to work chewing as he continued to scroll.

Finding the gum had helped crack him from the usual habits. Action games weren’t going to have what he needed; those revolved around direct confrontation. He needed something more unique or complex, and Cyber Geek knew exactly where to search.

Sorting the games in his head by genre, he reordered them to put the puzzle-oriented titles at the top. Puzzle games typically revolved around a single mechanic, the older titles sticking with well-known themes like spotting the difference in two images or testing one’s memory matching skills. New entries often invented or iterated upon different concepts, stretching the premise to its absolute limit.

Which made tools from those games more effective at what they did than equipment from nearly any other genre.

Action games designed their items to act within specific parameters. Damage caps, ammo capacity, carrying-weight restrictions, all factors that carried over when Cyber Geek summoned them forth. Puzzle game items very rarely had such factors accounted for; after all, they weren’t supposed to see combat in the first place.

Grinning under his helm, Cyber Geek selected the velociwand from PushPullPanic, a green rod longer than his forearm appearing in his right hand. Along with it came a wave of exhaustion Cyber Geek hadn’t been braced for.

Already he’d pulled plenty of items; now hauling over something this potent was apparently straining whatever energy source those blue sparks came from. Hitting one’s limits was, according to the older capes, a good thing. It meant you were truly pushing yourself, on the path to constant improvement. However, encountering such a wall midway through a life-or-death fight was hardly ideal. His team could die from a single hit; this was not the time to fall short.

So Cyber Geek pushed through the weariness seeping down to his bones and kept on chewing as his body danced. Hat Trick was fading fast, her breath coming in gulps and gasps. She was covered in sweat, dark hair matted to her face and top hat slightly askew. The only part of her that didn’t appear entirely exhausted were Hat Trick’s eyes.

Those two orbs were sharp and focused, aimed directly at the armored enemies who were dancing along with her. Hat Trick was going to dance herself into unconsciousness again, but this time it seemed to be an intentional choice. With no roof to fall off and soft grass below, there was little chance of injury from the fall. Letting these monsters free a moment before they had to be, on the other hand, could easily spell their end.

It was easily another minute before Hat Trick wheezed out two words between her ragged gasps. “Get… ready.”

Gum in his mouth and wand at the ready, Cyber Geek chose his targets. One of the three was closer to Cold Shoulder and Medley; he’d count on them to keep it occupied. With Hat Trick incapacitating herself, it would fall on Cyber Geek to take out the other two before either could reach her.

His gaze shot to the woman powering through what was an objectively silly dance with everything she had, fully aware she was going to be helpless when it was done. She was counting on her team, trusting them to keep her safe. In truth, it wasn’t an honor Cyber Geek felt fully deserving of.

But he wanted nothing more than to live up to that faith.

There was no more warning when Hat Trick finished, she merely transitioned from one step into a fall, tumbling limp to the grass below. Cyber Geek’s instincts screamed at him to catch her, but that indulgence would only put the whole team in danger.

Using the boost function on his Blaster Brahs armor, Cyber Geek shot across the grassy terrain, leaving a trail of blue sparks in his wake. The sparks weren’t from the boost effect, rather it was a symptom of Cyber Geek dissolving the armor as he was approaching. For all the benefits that gear gave, it came with the serious issue of a head-covering helm. Something that would prevent Cyber Geek from spitting.

Perhaps in shock, the monster nearest him didn’t immediately react when Cyber Geek blasted off in its direction. By the time he was close, it was only just raising a hand, readying a blow that he knew would cleave straight through his all-too-human body. A sliver of fear tried to worm its way into his resolve, however Cyber Geek kept the image of an unconscious Hat Trick planted firmly in his mind.

If he faltered and failed, his team would go next.

Cyber Geek spat a wad of gum at the creature’s torso. It might have been able to dodge, even at such close range, yet it showed no fear of the slobbery projectile. The gum landed against the bile-colored outer shell just as its fist swung for the center of Cyber Geek’s sternum.

A fist that connected, only to pass harmlessly through.

The yellow monster was now floating in the air, partially see-through and utterly unable to affect anything tangible. Around it was a thin, semi-transparent barrier representing the bubble itself. Enchewsiatic had other items which could pop it and end the effect; however, Cyber Geek had no interest in summoning any of those.

The creature had tried to cave his chest in. So far as he was concerned, it could cool its heels until the breach collapsed.

Charging directly through its own ally, the next monster rushed for him, too fast for him to get the wand raised in time. Which was especially bad, because his armor was now entirely gone, leaving him fully vulnerable. Reacting without thought, Cyber Geek jerked his head back and forward, an obvious windup as he spit at the second creature.

Although he had no gum in his mouth, the monster had already seen what happened during the last attack. Just as he’d hoped, it had indeed learned from the fate of its triplet, rolling to the side and cutting off the charge to avoid ending up intangible too.

It wasn’t much, but that single action bought Cyber Geek enough time to get the velociwand raised and aimed. He waited until the creature was dashing forward once more, ensuring the shot would hit. Accuracy was not the velociwand’s forte.

Luckily, it was hard to miss from mere feet away.

“Push,” Cyber Geek commanded.

A green light shot from the tip of the velociwand, engulfing the armored monster and hurling it backward, leaving a trough carved into the dirt. It quickly recovered, rising to its feet; however, the monster possessed enough intelligence to realize something was amiss.

Why else would it still be glowing green?

“Pull.”

Like it had been yanked by a string, the creature whipped through the air in a blur of yellow and green, directly toward Cyber Geek, whose smile was easily visible thanks to his lack of a helm.

Since the velociwand wasn’t from an action or fighting game, it didn’t have considerations toward balance. The green glow would bind with any object or creature, allowing the wand’s user to move them around with a simple command. Now that the creature was bound to his velociwand, there was no escape.

Shouts and a roar from Medley at the rear encouraged Cyber Geek to hurry the process along, so he got ready as the monster flew toward him. When it arrived, the edge of its torso armor tapped lightly against the tip of Cyber Geek’s wand. Thanks to the length of it, he was out of the monster’s attack range, albeit barely.

Perhaps it might have come up with another venue of attack, given enough time. Cyber Geek allowed no such luxury, though. Tilting backward, until he was aimed undeniably skyward, he spoke once more.

“Push.”

Again, the creature rocketed away, but this time there was no ground to act as an impediment. It was one of the first things a player learned about PushPullPanic: anything pushed had to hit a physical object, or they’d fly right off the screen.

In this case, the monster shot upward, clawing and snapping as it rose higher and higher. Cyber Geek was fairly sure it would still pop home once the breach ended, though he was having trouble caring a great deal on that front. While he never wanted to become as callous toward death as someone like Hephaestus, this appeared to be a mindless monster that had tried to kill him without a sliver of hesitation. He wasn’t going to waste worry upon it.

Twisting around, Cyber Geek saw the intangible creature nearby, still swiping about in an effort to hit something. Further away, he spotted Medley and Cold Shoulder, a sight that caused his heart to halt, and then begin thundering in his chest.

They were both down.

Cold Shoulder’s construct was torn mostly apart, the limbs all gone and a huge chunk of the top ripped away. She was struggling to reform it, but with that kind of damage, it would be easier to dissolve everything and start anew. Only she couldn’t risk that with such a deadly threat nearby.

Medley was even worse. While he was still moving, that counted for very little given the amount of blood and broken limbs poking out of his fur. Even knowing Medley’s capacity for healing, Cyber Geek felt sick to his stomach. No doubt the creature had thought him dead, and quite reasonably so.

At the thought, true horror landed in Cyber Geek’s heart.

Where was the third monster?

Where the fuck was the third monster?

And then he saw it. Bile-colored armor, leg casually lifted into the air, Hat Trick’s slowly stirring head below.

Cyber Geek was running, even though he knew he couldn’t cover that kind of distance in time. An inch closer might make the difference. He needed a weapon, an item, anything to buy them some distance. On impulse, he reached for the freezing gun from King Commander Cold. Even if it only slowed the attack down, that might be enough.

Except that the rush of blue sparks failed to manifest into anything tangible. The strain he’d felt earlier from the velociwand was still there, and he had to keep powering the item or it would vanish. He tried to push through, fought to make it work anyway, but it was no use.

In the moment he needed it most, Cyber Geek’s power had failed him.


Chapter 77



The sounds of her team dragged Hat Trick out of her exhaustion-nap. Yelling from Medley and Cold Shoulder caused her to stir initially, but it was the scream from Cyber Geek that yanked her fully back to the present. He sounded so hurt, so angry, of course she wanted to help.

Of all the superheroes she’d met upon joining the Alliance of Heroic Champions, Cyber Geek was among those she admired most. So many of them were naturally skilled or tough, it made sense that they’d take up a cape upon getting abilities. But Donald wasn’t like that. He was someone like her, a regular nobody who’d happened upon unexpected abilities.

Except when a challenge rose, Donald had risen to it. He’d joined the AHC after saving his office from a hostage situation, which included facing off against gunmen and metas. He and Medley had beaten a monster from another world on their own long before the dimensional nova situation. Despite starting as a cubicle drone, Cyber Geek was proving himself to be a real hero.

It was inspiring, especially to someone who saw herself as Lucy did. One day, she wanted to push Hat Trick to similar heights. That had been the hope, anyway.

As she fully came back to consciousness and recognized the yellow leg overhead, understanding set in.

Now the scream made sense. Cyber Geek had seen the inevitable.

Hat Trick was about to die.

“Oh.”

For final words, it wasn’t the most profound, though there were certainly worse out there. Her entire life didn’t flash before her eyes, however several scenes with her team did rise up. The last year had been like no other time in her life, and even if it ended here, she couldn’t find it in herself to regret the choice of joining the AHC, or any that followed.

In what she assumed to be her final moments, Hat Trick’s eyes turned toward Cyber Geek, who was still desperately running toward them, stumbling as he did.

Well… maybe she had one regret.

At that thought, a head exploded. The bits of brain, bone, outer shell, and slimy blue-black blood sprayed across the park’s lovely landscaping.

Slowly turning her own, somehow still-intact skull, Hat Trick looked back up, only to find a smoking hole in the top of the monster’s torso. It fell over limply, leaving her entirely unharmed.

A new form stepped into view, taking its place. Black armor with red touches, a familiar meta-suit. Even if she didn’t recognize it from their previous encounters, Hat Trick had gotten a good up-close look when she was caught in its cold arms.

“You really need to stop passing out on battlefields.” Hephaestus offered the cape a hand, which she accepted without thinking, still too shocked by the turn of events.

“You… saved me?” It shouldn’t be that surprising; the guild of villains had been careful about playing nice during all the breach encounters. Beyond that, this wasn’t even the first time Hephaestus had swooped in to help her. Yet still, it was a shock to find herself suddenly alive when death had moments before seemed so certain.

“You’re one of the more entertaining capes I deal with, be a shame to let things get boring.” After helping her up, Hephaestus released her hand. “Besides, we get paid double when there are no casualties on these things.”

“Get paid?”

“Of course. If you’re good at something, never do it for free. Which reminds me.” Hephaestus lifted a hefty metal boot and stomped on the creature’s corpse, smashing several times until the chest cavity was entirely caved in. “Decapitation almost always does the trick, but these fuckers seem like the type to pull some final breath bullshit.”

Sounds of an object moving rapidly through the air pulled Hat Trick’s attention upward to the sight of a silver figure descending from the skies. “I got the one that was floating up toward space.”

From the sky, a green light shot down, reentering the velociwand still clutched in Cyber Geek’s grip. He didn’t even seem to notice, expression twisted in relief and shock as he stared at the hovering form. “That’s… that’s the robot we all fought.”

He raised a hand, and a crackle of blue sparks ran along his arm, only to fizzle out.

“You’re tapped out, don’t keep trying to summon more or you’re only going to cause a longer recovery period.” VRX77 settled in the grass next to Hephaestus, looking over the mutilated corpse whose fluids were slowly staining the grass. “Besides, I didn’t fight you. I tried as gently as possible to move you all out of my way.”

“You broke Medley’s arms!” Cyber Geek shouted, advancing with his velociwand raised.

“Exactly. I only broke his arms. I’m actually surprised that took him out of the fight for as long as it did. He needs to work on training his regeneration more, that kind of injury should be momentary at best for him. What are you going to do when someone uses a weapon that incorporates meta-elements? Those dole out a lot more than just physical damage.”

Hat Trick remembered the story of the silver robot they’d battled; she just didn’t expect it to be so… blasé about everything. It was acting like Cyber Geek was the asshole for overreacting.

Cyber Geek paused the standoff, looking back over his shoulder long enough to check on their final monster. It was still there, bubbled, intangible, and furious. As she followed his gaze, Hat Trick realized that the earlier breach had collapsed at some point during the chaos and dancing.

They’d gone from a park full of monsters to only one left. Well, two if one counted the corpse they were standing around.

Cyber Geek whipped his head back toward their pair of metallic helpers. “I don’t know what’s going on⁠—”

“More right than you know,” VRX77 agreed.

Gritting his teeth, Cyber Geek continued. “But I appreciate you saving my teammate, Hephaestus. It doesn’t explain why you’re working with someone who tried to kill us, and Bahamut for that matter.”

“VRX77 and I came to an understanding. Think of this as a bit of community service.”

While he didn’t look happy, Cyber Geek slowly allowed his wand to lower. “That barely tells me⁠—”

He was cut off by the crashing of a corpse onto the ground nearby. Or rather, the bouncing of a corpse, because while the landing did inflict some damage, its yellow carapace held up shockingly well, only showing cracks along the bottom rather than shattering outright. Shocking as the dead monster’s arrival was, it paled in comparison to the sight itself.

VRX77 had claimed to have killed the one floating toward space, yet that description failed to capture the monster’s final moments.

Its limbs were twisted around at a corkscrew angle, the sharp claws of one hand jammed up into its own skull, while another pushed down through the throat, into the chest cavity. Its legs had been shoved into what would have been the posterior on a human, rammed all the way through so that they poked back through around the shoulders, where a break in the yellow shell allowed them to be seen.

Thanks to their strange, sunken-in face, there was no way to tell what the creature’s last expression had been. But Hat Trick knew one thing with utter and clear certainty: it had died screaming.

Even Hephaestus took a step back, inadvertently shielding Hat Trick from the sight. “What the fuck?”

“What do you mean what the fuck? You said it yourself, decapitation doesn’t always do the job, better to shred the internals as a whole.” VRX77 sounded more confused, bordering on annoyed, than repentant. “Most creatures can hurt themselves, using their own bodies as a weapon often overcomes a lot of resistances.”

The debate might have raged on, save for the sound of cracking ice. Cold Shoulder had finally crawled out of her ice construct, which brought everyone’s attention back to her and a slowly mending Medley. The shaggy, scaly man stirred, one swollen eye opening halfway.

Instantly, Cyber Geek dropped the velociwand, racing over to check on the rest of their team. He never lost sight of what really mattered; it was part of what Hat Trick admired about him. As a leader, of course, she reminded herself while willing her cheeks not to flush. Thanks to the generous smattering of freckles adorning her pale skin, such hues stood out something fierce.

With the brewing battle appearing to dissipate, Hat Trick tapped Hephaestus on the arm. “Thank you for saving me. I don’t think I’ve actually said that yet, and I really need to. Especially since that makes twice now.”

“Seriously, don’t worry about it,” Hephaestus waved her off. “Professional courtesy. Meta-humans are an ecosystem. Even if we don’t always see eye-to-eye, both our organizations serve necessary roles. I’m not about to let some outside variables come fuck around with my ecosystem. Especially not one of the capes who doesn’t shoot at us on sight.”

“I don’t really have much in the way of offense anyway,” Hat Trick chuckled.

Oddly, that prompted VRX77 to look toward her. “Why the hell not?”

“Just not how my power works. I got my magic from a stage magician’s kit, and the spells I’ve tried to cast only work if they tie into that. Doves, spotlights, dancing and audience participation, that kind of thing works. I’ve tried to shoot lightning about a thousand times and no luck. Not even a crackle.”

“Uh huh. And Cyber Geek, is there a reason you’re standing there with your dick in the wind instead of healing your buddy?” VRX77 called out.

If he’d had any power left, Hat Trick was sure Cyber Geek would have tried to melt VRX77 from the way he was glaring at her. “You already know I’m tapped out, and anyway, the best healing items are almost always consumables, which I can’t use. I’m able to induce a healing status-effect, but the drawbacks suck, especially since Medley recovers on his own.”

Somehow, despite the entire head being a faceless helmet, Hat Trick could feel the incredulity radiating off of VRX77. “Fucking hell. You’re all ridiculous. At least Cold Shoulder has an excuse, her powers have a hard limit while there’s a Primal Vessel of Frost around. As for the rest of you, seriously, what is going on?”

In a whirl of metal, Hat Trick found herself staring into the steadily glowing eyes of VRX77 who was only inches away and poking a stiff silver index finger into the cape’s shoulder.

“No offense? Are you kidding me? You’re a Hat Trick! Yes, the spells have to tether into the magic of performance, the mystical connection between illusionist and audience where the impossible dwells. But no one said they have to come from one culture’s vision of that connection. In any given world, there are countless forms of performative magic, new illusions to fuel all manner of spells you can think of. And I know for a fact you’ve got a Multerion connection, which means there are options beyond your own iteration. No offense? Horseshit. What you’ve got is no drive to improve.”

“Hey!” Cyber Geek started to stomp over, but VRX77 crossed the distance between them in a literal blast, the boosters slightly singing the grass.

Slamming to a halt directly in front of Cyber Geek, VRX77 met his charge head-on. “Hey what? You don’t like me telling your teammate about all the power she’s leaving on the table? Or do you just realize that’s something you should have been doing already and not want anyone else to catch on? But since you’re hopping to get involved, let’s deal with your shitshow.”

Grabbing the cape and roughly spinning him around, VRX77 pointed to Medley, steadily rising to his feet. “What the hell is that? How did your team get that injured, and why would you leave them like that? Don’t feed me that line about you being tapped either, the emergency healing items should have been summoned and stowed before you ever took the battlefield. For that matter, the amount of energy you can channel before burning out is absolutely pathetic. Something has to be wrong with your Mr. AV. How did he not train you better than this?”

There was a lot to take from that rant, and since Cyber Geek was wide-eyed and looked unlikely to respond, Hat Trick tackled the most obvious element.

“No one has seen Mr. AV for a long time. Years at least, maybe a decade? I don’t remember exactly when he vanished, but it was way before we had powers.”

VRX77 remained still for a moment, then promptly leaned back, patting Cyber Geek on the shoulder. “Ah, that would explain it. Sorry, pal, here I thought you were lazy or incompetent. Turns out you’re just fucked.”

Evidently considering the matter settled, VRX77 strode over to Medley, who kept a wary eye on the silver stranger. “You’re healing faster than during our last fight. Been working on it, I assume?”

Given that his jaw was still partially crooked, Medley nodded in response, rather than try to speak.

“Good stuff, and you didn’t even get the angering-yet-inspirational pep talk. I think you have actual potential. Guess the best advice I can offer you is not to let the others weigh you down. Never be afraid to cut dead weight. Better too soon than too late.”

While he still couldn’t speak, the vicious glare Medley delivered conveyed his sentiments toward that notion with extraordinary clarity.

“Make all the mean faces you want, I’m still right.” Lastly, VRX77 looked to Cold Shoulder, who was clutching her left arm as she crawled free from the broken ice construct.

To the shock of everyone, the tone that came out sounded almost like… pity?

“Similar to Cyber Geek, circumstances have screwed you pretty hard, but in a far more concrete way. He might still find a teacher somewhere out there, your power is hard-capped through no fault of your own. Living in the same iteration as any Primal Vessel limits how much others can draw on that element.”

“I’m doing just fine, thanks,” Cold Shoulder snapped.

VRX77 nodded. “Exactly, you’re doing fine. Which is way less than someone like you should be capable of.”

This time, Cold Shoulder didn’t have a retort; she merely focused on climbing down from the mound of slowly dissolving ice.

VRX77 walked back over to Hat Trick and Hephaestus, tapping the armored villain once on the arm. “Let’s get back to it. Clearly this place needs more protection than I’d realized.”

Hephaestus paused long enough to wave farewell before the duo ascended into the sky, leaving an injured team of capes behind. The bruises and broken bones would mend quickly enough, especially with AHC resources at their aid.

VRX77’s words, on the other hand, had left gouges that would take far longer to heal. And perhaps shouldn’t scab over at all.


Chapter 78



The selection of a power was no simple process.

First, there was the matter of availability. While the great minds of the guild had indeed discovered the means to duplicate many meta-abilities, there were far more they had no capability of recreating. Most abilities could only be doled out by fate, at least for the moment.

Following that was the hurdle of compatibility. The forces that created meta-humans ranged from unstable to unpredictable, and some people reacted differently to the same forces. Not everyone could handle every type of power, and even the world’s greatest minds hadn’t uncovered all the variables at play.

Next came the issue of suitability, a far more personal issue to address. Some who chose their powers elected to bolster a weakness, whereas Ivan always favored enhancing a strength. A meta-ability that augmented and enhanced muscle would certainly help a naturally lithe person; however, it would be vastly more effective on someone who’d already built a physical foundation on their own.

Lastly, there was the matter of the means. Creating meta-humans, even under laboratory conditions, was a complex and expensive feat. The materials needed ranged from rare artifacts, to complex machines, and even consolidated meta-elements, to name a few. A wide spread of materials that shared a single uniting feature: cost. Making meta-humans was not cheap.

While that fact had limited how much power would be made available to most of the world’s population, for Rick it would be a non-issue. Thanks to his work as Pseudonym keeping the peace and a lack of interest in anything besides the guild’s cooking, Ivan had accumulated an abundance of credit within the organization. He never quite felt right taking out funds from the guild account; a part of him sensed it would comingle his world in ways he’d worked so hard to avoid. Instead, it just sat there, waiting for a moment like this one.

After an afternoon of discussion, Ivan, Janet, and Rick had narrowed down the possibilities. Janet believed the best option was a mental augmentation they’d taken to calling “hyper-mind” after Rick dubbed it such. While not quite the same type of genius that people like Wade possessed, hyper-mind was a hell of a mental upgrade. Rick’s brain would function exponentially faster and more efficiently, allowing levels of focus, insight, and comprehension that would dwarf anything he could manage now.

For a boy with dreams of NASA, it was a perfect complement to his own talents. Rick already took after his mother, and while his gym and literature grades weren’t always amazing, the kid could crush some math. Adding in hyper-mind, he’d be set… so far as his normal life went.

As Rick was quick to point out, hyper-mind had no offense capabilities beyond whatever Rick could come up with in the moment. Janet had countered by highlighting that such advanced wit would aid him escaping from virtually any danger, from which point he could get people help. It hadn’t sold him on it, nor had he cut the option from the list.

Rick himself was favoring a power he’d dubbed “mega-body”, which alone was enough to make Ivan hope he didn’t pick it. Bright a boy as he was, Rick was still a teenager, and subject to all the factors at play during such an age. While the mega-body option would also boost his brain’s abilities, along with all his other organs, Ivan had little doubt it was the other main effect that was tempting his son so.

Namely, using the mega-body boost would strengthen Rick all over, adding muscle, honing reflexes, sharpening dexterity, not to mention the associated aesthetic enhancements from such changes; it was an overall upgrade that most people would kill for. And Ivan knew that to be quite literal, in this case. The guild had stumbled across the earlier iterations of that particular formula being used by a cult leader to reward those who shed blood in his name.

Ivan didn’t blame his son for being tempted. Most adults he knew wouldn’t be able to resist an instant appearance upgrade, and they weren’t having to deal with high school. The problem with the mega-body power was that Ivan considered it to be too weak.

By baseline human standards, the boosts were incredible, but for meta-humans, it was mediocre at best. Most meta-humans who had it never rose out of the bottom-third group in terms of power. Those who used it as a springboard and trained with absolute diligence were sometimes able to push into the middle third, but Ivan couldn’t recall a single instance of a meta with that ability reaching the top third of the internal power groupings, to say nothing of the final ten percent.

Rick would essentially just be himself, only improved. A wonderful outcome, if only Ivan had any faith that his son would actually stay away from the meta-human world.

But the fact that he was willing to take this first step meant that there would almost certainly be another. Rick would eventually get drawn in deeper, only to realize too late his ability wasn’t up to snuff. With a handful of extremely rare outliers excepted, there was no getting rid of meta-human powers once they were gained, and doubling up was even less likely to work out.

The choice he made would stay with Rick for the rest of his life. Which was why, much as he worried about such a suggestion, Ivan favored the option that came with at least some potential to let Rick fight back.

Like Janet, Ivan had recommended a mental-based skill. In part because it suited Rick well, although the fact that mind-based metas had less obvious physical tells, unlike an oddly in-shape body with no outward signs of exercise, certainly helped matters. Unlike the hyper-mind ability, Ivan’s choice wouldn’t push Rick’s brains toward such heights.

Instead, he’d get telekinesis.

Compared to the others, it wasn’t as flashy. Rick didn’t even need to come up with a name for it. What it was, as Ivan tried to articulate to his family, was versatile. The ability to produce invisible force was a tool that could fix countless dilemmas. Ivan had a limited version of it with his wards, and they were one of the most helpful tricks at his disposal.

With that power, Rick would be able to create barriers, ramps, hands, beams, perhaps even more delicate forms like blades. In any situation, be it one that required offense or defense, he would have options. And while telekinesis didn’t have as many day-to-day applications as a speedy brain or easy muscles, it still had plenty of viable uses.

After spending hours on the discussion, with Juan and Beth’s return drawing near, the three had decided to wait until Wade evaluated Rick to see which of the options would react best with his particular physiology. Once they knew his compatibility rating with the three powers, Rick would make his final selection.

A choice that Ivan dearly, desperately hoped they wouldn’t all one day come to regret.
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The gift sitting on their kitchen island was done up in a lovely silver and blue wrapping paper. The bow alone must have taken whoever tied it twenty minutes, an intricate and complex weave of fabric. Resting atop it, propped open so the inside was visible, was a card bearing two simple initials: “A.Q.”

Beverly didn’t buy it for one fucking second.

Standing in the doorway, bags of newly purchased outfits still hanging heavy on her forearm, Beverly took a long moment before stepping inside. She considered the situation from as many angles as possible, trying to figure out if this was a trick, a trap, or something else altogether.

First and foremost, there was no way Agent Quantum left that gift for her.

Setting aside the laughable notion of his big hands twisting together a ribbon like that, Austin wouldn’t break into someone’s home. Not even to leave a gift. She doubted the notion would so much as enter his brain. And past all that, why would he sign his superhero moniker for something personal?

Which brought Beverly back to the more relevant conundrum: who did leave the gift? The options were actually fairly limited: it had to not only be someone who knew Austin’s identity, but also that she knew it as well. Without that key piece of knowledge, the initials would be meaningless, a blank card would make as much sense.

She had to assume the Champion’s Congress had been informed when The New Science Sentries accidentally compromised their cover identities. Lodestar also seemed unlikely to pull a breaking and entering, who the hell knew with Quorum, and Professor Quantum… that was the likeliest suspect. Too likely, in fact. If someone wanted to frame Agent Quantum as the giver of whatever was inside, this was an excellent setup.

Ultimately deciding that an ambush was unlikely, Beverly stepped inside, set down her bags, and shape-shifted into her green dragon form. This one was humanoid shaped, like someone had mixed a dragon with a professional wrestler, which made it perfect for opening a mysterious package. She still had fingers but could weather anything up to minor explosives with minimal damage.

A long, elegant claw extending from the tip of her index finger sliced through the packaging, which fell away to reveal a plain white cardboard box. Tentatively, Beverly hooked her claw under the top of the box’s lid and flipped it up, diving down to the ground a split second afterward.

Her draconic heft caused a loud thud on impact, but that was the only sound to occur. No booms or bangs, no rush of gas, not even a foreboding music box. Picking herself up and realizing she might have been spending a tad too much time around villains, Beverly peered inside the plain white box, curiosity good and thoroughly stoked.

What awaited her was a picture. Not a fancy one from a high-end camera either; in fact, it was distinctly blurry. Picking it up, Beverly recognized one of the old instant-print style pictures. Her father kept one in the house, preferring the feel of tearing off the newly-snapped photo and waving it around as it formed. No amount of convincing on the wonders of the digital age would sway the man, and it seemed he wasn’t alone in his dedication.

Turning the photo around, Beverly realized she was in fact looking at a picture of a picture. On the photograph was a TV screen, or maybe a security monitor, given the visual fidelity. And on said screen was a shiny silver shape. Twisting it this way and that, she finally found the right angle to realize what was actually on the image before her.

A round, silver circle that matched up too well with the stories handed down by her family.

Someone had sent Beverly a picture of her grandfather’s lost crown.

Barely resisting the urge to coil her fist, thus crushing the one lead she’d ever encountered, instead she gently laid the picture down onto the kitchen counter, then shifted back to her human form. Taking out her phone, Beverly dialed without thinking. The Bytes would be the wisest place to start, as they could likely scan the image for obscured clues and visual data. Or maybe someone from the magical side of things could draw out its hidden truths.

Neither of which were who she dialed.

Facing something genuinely distressing, Beverly elected to reach out to a person she trusted and let him help her find the best course forward.

Thuggernaut picked up after the third ring, soft strains of violin music faintly distinguishable in the background. “What a pleasant surprise. I hope you’re having a nice afternoon.”

“My day just took one wild, whiplash of a turn. Can we talk?”

“Of course. I’m at the usual place.”

Which meant the guild base, though they all knew never to say such words on digital devices without good reason.

“Be there soon.” Beverly briefly considered scribbling down a note for the others but couldn’t bring herself to stop moving. After all these years, she finally had a lead. Still, the initial question she had about the gift lingered on, more pertinent now than ever.

Who, exactly, had given Beverly the photograph?
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As the hours passed and the day gave way to night, Hephaestus and VRX77 traveled from breach to breach, continuing their training while padding the former’s bank account. Beverly found Thuggernaut, and the two began a systemic process of reaching out to various guild members who might be able to turn the picture into a tangible clue. Ivan met with Wade, discussing the eventual evaluation of Rick, and what futures each power represented.

Far from all the talk of capes and villains, Beth Gerhardt stirred slightly in her sleep.

It had been a fun day, though her mom and Rick seemed a little off when she and Juan got back, but Beth had just assumed they were fighting again. That happened sometimes, especially once Rick had hit fourteen, but eventually the awkward air cleared. If anything, he and their mom were getting along better than usual.

Once dinner was done, they’d played board games for a bit, until Beth could stifle her yawns no longer. Sleep arrived almost immediately upon hitting her pillow, the angle of her nose causing slight snores that failed to wake her.

Not until late in the night did Beth begin to move, though she remained unconscious. Her right arm twitched, fingers jerking in independent directions, before it began to inch along the bedsheets. Like a wounded combatant dragging themselves along a battlefield, the fingers pulled the arm behind them, causing the shoulder to turn.

Beth’s snoring paused, and so did the hand, falling limp onto the comforter. Only when the sound resumed did her fingers come alive once more, resuming their trek. Onward they crawled, up toward the white bedside table where a lamp, a bottle of water, and Beth’s phone all rested.

At last, after an arduous journey, the hand arrived near the table. Fingers shuddered as the wrist and palm all briefly worked together, moving the hand over onto the white-painted wooden surface. No sooner had it landed than the appendage fell limp.

From the tip of Beth’s finger, a silver material emerged. The same material that formed Beth’s blades, which both protected her and emerged on command. Never had she seen it act so independently, though, which was far from an accident.

Winding its way through the air, the strand of silver plunged into the charging cord connected to Beth’s phone. Several specific elements within the metal were rapidly absorbed, shrinking the once multi-foot-long cord into a wadded-up hunk mostly made of the leftover plastic coating and plugs on each end.

In two rapid strikes, the plugs had been absorbed as well, leaving only plastic behind. Whipping about, the blade diced all the remaining evidence finer than even the sharpest of chef’s knives could accomplish. When all that remained was indistinguishable from dust, it swept the pile off the table, letting the residual plastic settle on the carpet until a vacuum wandered near.

The blade slivered back into Beth’s finger, the newest nutrients already in the process of being absorbed. There was no proof it had ever emerged in the first place.

Save for the fact that Beth would awake to find she had, somehow, lost yet another phone charger.


Chapter 79



Cyber Geek’s team had returned to cheers and congratulations. Apparently, a bystander had been recording and streaming their fight, and it was already getting lots of play online. His quick thinking was praised, along with Medley’s durability, Hat Trick’s dedication, and Cold Shoulder’s determination. The other superheroes understood the level of threat they’d been against just from seeing Medley get smacked around, and how miraculous it was that everyone had survived.

The entire time, Cyber Geek felt like he was going to be sick.

How could anyone praise such a near miss?

Hat Trick had almost died. There were no ifs, ands, or buts on that front. The monsters had been too strong; one hit would have flattened her skull.

The worst part of it was: all that praise was justified. He’d reacted quickly, wisely, and probably gotten the best outcome he was capable of achieving in the moment.

And it still would have ended with Hat Trick dead if Hephaestus hadn’t come along at the right time.

Part of Donald, undeniably his ego, wanted to be upset at the villain for stepping in where he’d fallen short, but more than anything, he just felt gratitude. Twice now, Hephaestus had been there when they needed help. It was far from the only instance, either. No one was talking about it too loudly, but more than a few capes had been bailed out on a bad breach by the arrival of villainous reinforcements.

How many more times was someone else going to have to protect his team?

VRX77’s words still echoed through his head, ringing with incredulity at how weak he was.

Based on the speech as a whole, it sounded as if VRX77 had interacted with other versions of Cyber Geek. Was it possible the mechanical menace was from another reality? Supposedly they didn’t get those sorts of visitors anymore, but given the dimensional nova and associated breaches, it wouldn’t be shocking to learn that rule was also being bent.

If that guess was right, then VRX77’s words proved Cyber Geek could be more than he was. There were avenues to explore, means to increase his overall abilities, not just the items that he could draw on. Except apparently, whatever those powers were, he needed Mr. AV to access them.

Once he was finally free of the congratulations, Donald dashed to his room, sidling up to the warm glow of a monitor and pulling up everything he could on the superhero known as Mr. AV.

Similar to Storybook, Mr. AV could bring supposedly fictional entities into the real world. Only rather than drawing from books, Mr. AV pulled his over from movies and television. Initially, he’d been a fairly minor player; however, by all accounts, the man had been obsessed with his own power. Using it constantly, endlessly, until some kind of breakthrough occurred.

Mr. AV went from producing squads of nameless goons in suits to skyscraper-sized monsters and demi-gods that lit the sky. Whether it was a matter of raw training or some new technique remained a mystery; he never told anyone the secret of his sudden improvement. Although Mr. AV was still technically alive, the further Donald read, the more his hopes of ever finding out dwindled.

By all accounts, no one had seen any sign of Mr. AV since he failed to defeat Faithful after the latter’s betrayal.

Having his team slaughtered by one of their own members nearly broke the man on its own. Trying to bring the perpetrator to justice and losing, only to be saved by Lodestar, had evidently been too much. Mr. AV had up and vanished, apparently abandoning his life as a superhero.

Still… someone had to know where he was, right? Surely one of the Champion’s Congress would keep an eye on the man, if only to be ready should he need help. Even if that were true, though, Donald wasn’t sure how he’d pry the secret from them. Professor Quantum was unlikely to even listen – the man kept a constantly busy schedule and had no patience for non-emergency interruption. He wasn’t all that crazy about the emergency ones, either.

Lodestar might tell him if there was good enough reason, but Donald doubted they were anywhere near that point. It wasn’t as if his life were in danger, and he’d been doing well as a superhero so far. This was about wanting to do more, be more, and she likely wouldn’t consider ambition alone enough reason to reveal the location of someone who wanted to stay hidden.

Quorum was the last option, and the one Donald knew the least about. Quorum was steadfast, if any word applied to him. Calm, centered, and stable; like an eye in the center of the hurricane that was the Alliance of Heroic Champions. But beyond that, the man was all but impossible to get much of a read on. Given his reputation for upright behavior, though, Donald didn’t like his odds of prying the truth from Quorum.

Taking a step back, Donald had to ask himself, what was it he would do even if Mr. AV’s location was revealed? Hunt him down and harass a man so traumatized he’d left his entire old life behind? Force him back into a world that the former superhero clearly didn’t want to be a part of?

No… whatever Mr. AV might have been to Cyber Geek in other worlds, Donald had to accept the reality that he lived in.

Here I thought you were lazy or incompetent. Turns out you’re just fucked.

Gritting his teeth at the memory of VRX77, Donald mashed the keys on his computer, refusing to give up. There had to be some lesson to glean from Mr. AV, even if he couldn’t meet the man in person. Talking to his old teammates would have been the best option, only they were all dead, save for the murderer who’d wiped the others out. And even if Cyber Geek did hunt down Faithful, it was unlikely he’d be interested in sitting down for a chat.

Nevertheless, Donald combed through articles and old blogs about Mr. AV, hunting for something, anything, even if he didn’t know what it was. Which he didn’t – not until he saw it.

An old article, buried under the mountain of higher-ranked search results due to one of the participants’ stellar career. The tale of two superheroes who’d found themselves trapped in a temporary time rift, forcing them to spend three months fighting off creatures they described as “jellyfish with claws and tempers.”

A quarter of a year with nothing to do but fight and chat. If anyone besides the cape himself had a clue about how Mr. AV became so powerful, it would be the superhero who he’d been trapped in time with. In a surprising twist, it was even someone Cyber Geek knew fairly well. Had he found this info a year earlier, it would have been an easy matter to set up a meeting.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t quite sure how talkative Apollo would be anymore, considering the man was sitting in prison.
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By the time Chloe got home from working her closing shift, Beverly was already gone, having left a note on the fridge not to wait up. Too exhausted from the day, Chloe didn’t even bother cooking, instead heating up old leftovers as her stomach growled at merely the sight of three-day-old pasta.

She chuckled as the sight while she popped it into the microwave. “I guess hunger is the best seasoning.” Her whole body froze at the sensation of the words leaving her lips. There was a familiar weight to them, one she hadn’t been braced for.

It had been months since Chloe’s last accidental phrase slip-up, long enough for her to grow slightly lax in her verbal awareness. Thankfully, this should be a harmless one, maybe even beneficial. Not every phrase would be so benign, though.

Waiting for her pasta to warm, Chloe’s thoughts turned back to the prior day at the Thrillmax Pointe. There had been every reason and rationale to hide in the bunkers with the bulk of the guests. Not only were evacuation efforts already underway, she knew for a fact that there were superheroes and a pair of helpful villains around to aid the containment effort.

Cliché had in no way been needed, and yet she dove into the chaos regardless. Ever since getting her powers, Chloe had maintained that she wanted to continue living a normal life as much as possible… but was it the truth?

Time and time again, when presented with the choice to run or act, she’d acted. The first few instances could be explained away as emergencies or gut instinct, however such excuses had a limit. Whether she liked it or not, Chloe was learning that she was not a person who would stand idly by when others were in peril.

That said, she had no desire to take on the life of a superhero. Just from talking to The New Science Sentries, Chloe had gotten a good sense of their jam-packed schedule. Ellie had explained that while most superheroes didn’t have nearly as strict a training regimen as they adhered to, the AHC still put a lot of time demands on a person.

To be a superhero, one had to truly dedicate themselves, and Chloe had her own dreams to work toward. Perhaps that was a selfish attitude, though if anything, it further proved she wasn’t a good fit to don a cape.

Tori and Beverly’s guild was a slightly more appealing option, but only barely. While they definitely had a lot more freedom with their time, the few tidbits they’d shared with her about the organization sounded… rough, to put it kindly. Testing their new recruits against murderous robots did not paint a picture of the community Chloe was looking for.

Ultimately, she ended up back where she’d started: fitting into neither group. Was there an option for those with world-shaping power who wanted to pitch in part-time? While it seemed a silly thought initially, the more Chloe pondered the idea, the less ridiculous it seemed.

Surely there had been others like her, people in the middle. It was something to look into, after dinner was done. The dinging from the microwave signaled her meal was ready, so Chloe grabbed a fork and dug in.

In all her time lost in thought, she’d forgotten about the accidental saying that kicked off her mental detour, so it was with utter shock Chloe found herself chewing one of the most delectable, delicious, outright heavenly pieces of food to ever grace her tongue.

Taking her bowl with her, Chloe hunted around the kitchen for a pen so she could jot her new discovery down. This phrase was definitely a keeper.
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With a long day of running down breaches behind them, Agent Quantum and Tachyonic wanted nothing more than to relax and unwind. Instead, they found themselves summoned to Professor Quantum’s office, despite the late hour. Both were braced for another tirade; Professor Quantum was still plainly unhappy about what had happened at Thrillmax Pointe, and he’d never been shy about hiding such sentiments.

Which made it all the stranger when they stepped into the office and a trio of people with measuring tape descended on Austin. They swept across him in a flurry of well-practiced motions, jotting down his sizes as they pulled their tape taut across various appendages and parts of his torso.

In under thirty seconds, they were done, instantly moving on to Kyle. He actually took a step backward, earning a sharp rebuke from Professor Quantum, who was clacking away at some unseen errand on his keyboard. “Stand still. You need to be fitted.”

Kyle obeyed instinctively, locking up and allowing the trio to wind their tape around him as well. “We already have costumes that fit.”

“I can see that. You’re wearing them.”

When it became clear there were no more words to follow that first reply, Austin attempted another approach. “What are we being measured for?”

“Suits.”

It was an answer, even if it actually explained nothing, in fact raising even more questions. The Professor Quantum Special, in other words.

“Why do we need suits?” Kyle got his words out just as the trio finished, departing the office without uttering so much as a word. He wasn’t sure if it was rude, or they’d just been instructed not to speak. It wouldn’t be the first time Professor Quantum forbade what he saw as useless, distracting chatter.

With a few final flourishes, Professor Quantum wrapped up whatever he was working on, the clacking of the keyboard coming to a halt. “Because the gala you will be attending requires formal wear. You will, of course, still have masks. I’ve been assured that fashionable variants can be commissioned.”

“We’re going to a gala.” It could have been a question, but Austin didn’t phrase it as one. He’d picked up on the conversational pattern and didn’t feel like playing along, not when he was this worn out. “What additional information would you consider pertinent?”

“The date: which is in roughly half a week’s time. The purpose: to bolster the AHC and New Science Sentries by appearing at a well-regarded charity gala that generates seed capital for the Mightalon Games Fundraiser. The training: you will be receiving supplemental education in table manners, basic dance, and other manners of etiquette. This event hosts many influential individuals; The New Science Sentries will make an exceedingly excellent impression.”

At last, the situation made some sort of sense to Austin and Kyle. Buying them suits and sending them to a gala was so out-of-character for Professor Quantum they would have to genuinely consider possibilities like a body-switch, doppelgänger, or possession.

Him using them as tools to boost the brand of The New Science Sentries was a far more familiar situation.

“What about Plasmodia?” It wasn’t necessarily the wisest of questions to ask, given Professor Quantum’s attitude toward their third member as of late, but Kyle understood why Austin spoke up. If any of them would enjoy a gala, it was her, and Ellie could really use a night to unwind.

“Given her erratic behavior of late, she is not considered suitable for such a high-profile assignment. Should anyone ask, inform them that the other half of the team stayed behind to be ready for breaches. That should excuse their absence without any negative implications. Dedication is a difficult excuse to denigrate.”

Knowing that Ellie couldn’t join them hurt; however, Kyle had to admit part of him was glad to hear Richard wouldn’t be tagging along either. Plus, the chance to help out with the Mightalon Games Fundraiser, even in some small capacity, called to him. They were months off from the competition itself, but this was a chance to still do a little for those counting on that money.

They had to go, that much was evident from Professor Quantum’s attitude. More than that, though, Kyle found himself excited at the idea. The only hindrance to his cheer was the idea of leaving Ellie behind, and even that might not be as set as Professor Quantum seemed to think.

After all, a gala had to be more than just them. If Plasmodia couldn’t attend, then they’d just have to see about getting Ellie a ticket.


Chapter 80



“Sit still.”

Tori fidgeted on impulse, her contrarian nature in overdrive thanks to the person that the directions were coming from.

VRX77 thumped her in the forehead with a powerful finger flick. “Seriously, stop. Movement is important for this.”

That was easy to say for the person who wasn’t sitting in a bathtub, beams of morning sun streaming in through the window over the towel rack. Tori’s posterior was not enjoying the hard porcelain surface, making it harder to focus, causing her to fidget, and starting the feedback loop that had gotten her flicked, and not for the first time.

Pushing down her annoyance, Tori forced herself to focus. Petty discomforts weren’t enough to shake her mind; how often had she spent hours hunched over notebooks or twisted into some awkward pose to reach the right part of her suit? She was a villain of the guild, an apprentice to Fornax; she was Hephaestus.

Tori went still, the only motion that of her chest rising and falling with the flow of her breath.

“Good. Now listen for your heartbeat. Hone in on that, and try to expand your focus to the blood that’s being pumped. I found it helpful to warm my blood slightly, then trace the heat.”

Following the instructions, Tori easily heard her heartbeat as it thudded in her ears, but the blood was trickier. Like most people, Tori lacked the ability to perceive her own blood as it moved through her veins, which she overall considered to be a good thing. Otherwise, it would be a massive, constant distraction.

Unsure of how to warm her blood, Tori returned her attention to the heart. With every beat, she pictured it imparting warmth to the blood that was sent shooting along her veins. It took more than a few tries, but VRX77 said nothing, and there was no means to measure the passing of time. Tori just kept at it until she felt a trail of heat moving through her.

From there, the sensation grew as more heartbeats sent the warmed blood flowing. Slowly, steadily, Tori kept at it, until her entire circulatory system had become somewhat tangible. Only then did she open her eyes to nod at VRX77.

“That’s a handy technique to use when fighting in your human form. Our bodies are bolstered by heat; having a steady current flowing will help your muscles stay strong and limber, keep your organs working more efficiently, and aid in any recovery. No outward tells that you’re using it either, unless someone has thermal vision.”

That did sound pretty useful, and Tori could indeed feel her body coming alive. It was similar to the effect on her brain when chugging down her morning cup of coffee, though less intense and more diffused.

“But for what we’re working on, this is really just a learning tool,” VRX77 went on. “Heat, at its most core, elemental level, is motion between atoms. Heat is movement, which is why it’s important for you to feel the flow that lives within you at all times.”

Without warning, VRX77 turned on the shower nozzle, blasting Tori with an icy torrent.

Her control immediately faltered, the cold spots appearing in the warm current of blood she’d constructed. Eyes snapping open again, Tori glared at VRX77, who met the gaze with a placid expression, courtesy of her hologram.

“Asshole.”

“Why did you think we were doing this in a tub?” VRX77 shot back.

“In case I flared up!”

“No, that’s what we’re hoping for.” VRX77 did adjust the temperature knob, dialing it toward slightly warmer. “Water sucks, but you’re also letting it overpower you. Remember, heat is motion. These drops are still colliding with your body, imparting their momentum. Draining things like fire and boiling coffee is easy. Once you’re able to sense and draw in the smaller sources, Hephaestus becomes demonstrably more dangerous.”

Despite VRX77’s coaching, Tori couldn’t sense so much as a speck of heat from the shower raining down on her. Instead, she focused on maintaining the heat in her blood, rebuilding the steady flow. Heat was motion, that part held true, and as Tori increased her own inner temperature, she noticed the shower was becoming less bothersome.

“That’s you brute-forcing past the obstacle, not adapting to overcome it,” VRX77 scolded, instantly catching on to what Tori was doing. VRX77 did, however, turn off the faucet after soaking a rag thoroughly. Holding the damp cloth over Tori, VRX77 twisted one edge, causing a few droplets to splash against Tori’s forehead. “Here, we’ll try starting with less water. Focus on their impact, the moment you and the drops collide.”

In smaller amounts, Tori was splashed again, though this time it wasn’t nearly so overwhelming. Letting her blood cool, Tori gave the task her entire attention. VRX77 had clearly figured this out, and they were ninety-seven percent the same. Which told Tori she could do it too.

Her new determination did little to help at first, besides force Tori to keep at it even when VRX77 re-wet the rag for the fifth time. But softly, so faintly she’d have thought she was imagining it without VRX77’s guidance, Tori began to sense the collisions. They were akin to the dimmest sparks she could imagine, yet there was undeniably something pricking her senses for fractions of a second.

By the time VRX77 was on the tenth rag, Tori could sort of sense most of the drops, maybe seventy to eighty percent. She’d had no luck on draining any of the heat, however, nor did she have a clue how it would even be possible. The contact was so brief, she didn’t even have time to mentally reach out. Tori attempted to brace for the drops, spread her awareness in advance, even hone her focus down to one patch of skin. None of it mattered; the collisions just came and went too quickly.

After the tenth rag, VRX77 didn’t wet it again, instead setting the teaching tool aside. “Better?”

“I can mostly sense them. No luck with absorption.”

“Wasn’t expecting anything different. Combustion training takes a lot of time, practice, and concentration. That’s why most Hephaestuses have to eventually make a choice. There’s only enough time for Tori to excel in one field.”

Which was why VRX77 had tried to take a shortcut. Even as Tori felt her frustration mounting, she kept that fact at the forefront of her mind. The idea of using a different kind of meta-tech to enhance her own powers as a means to solve the suit’s energy-issue… well, it wasn’t that Tori hadn’t ever considered it, more that she lacked the means to make it plausible.

VRX77 had not only contemplated the idea but taken the plunge. Seeing as they were allegedly ninety-seven percent similar, a fact Tori was finding harder to deny the longer they spent together, that indicated Tori could find herself going down a similar path.

The question that still lingered with Tori was why?

Even if there was no Ivan to stop VRX77, the experiment couldn’t have been a simple one. There had to be ample chances to turn back or reconsider, yet VRX77 had pushed ahead to the point of self-destruction. Tori could be brash, sure, and reckless at times, however the lab was one of the few places where she typically observed a healthy regard for safety protocols.

If VRX77 really was that similar to her, then there had been some reason behind a move that risky. And given what Tori could imagine would force her to take such a plunge, the explanation almost certainly wasn’t a cheerful one.

“How long until we need to head to the guild?” Tori asked.

“Still a couple of hours, the message said Doctor Mechaniacal wouldn’t be available until this afternoon.”

Much as Tori wanted to peel off her bathing suit, take a proper shower, and get on with her day, she instead nodded toward the shower handle. “Turn the water back on for a few, I want to see if I can at least sense one of the impacts this time.”

VRX77’s training was effective, albeit unpleasant. The heated blood trick alone would increase her combat ability while stuck in human form. For however long they had their houseguest, Tori was determined to learn all she could.
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Rick, Ivan, and Janet did not go to the guild for Rick’s evaluation that morning. Such a situation was deemed unacceptable by both Ivan and the rest of the guild’s council. He because of not wanting to take his son and ex-wife into a dangerous environment, and they for much the same reason. However, the council’s concern was what would happen to the environment and the people in it should any dispute occur involving Fornax’s son.

Neither did they go to Indigo Technologies, the sleek high-rise in downtown Ridge City that was far too associated with Wade Wyatt to host such sordid sciences. Rather, they went with what Ivan considered to be a villainous staple: an old abandoned factory.

This one had once made “Extra Spicy Crackers” according to a weathered old sign above the door, and evidently such a product was not in demand. Unlike such spots that he and Wade had squatted at in their younger years, this was actually owned by a shell corporation of Indigo Technologies, with obfuscating paperwork that would never tie back to them directly.

Ownership allowed for more aggressive security features, such as the covert cameras and attached cannons that were hidden under the windowsills. After an unfortunate ambush in the budding years of their collaboration, Wade had never quite lost his passion for defensive measures. While both men had emerged alive, much of their equipment and ill-gotten gains were destroyed in the scuffle.

Granted, the pile of corpses left outside their former hideout sent a message of its own, ensuring Wade wasn’t the only person who learned a lesson that night. Moving forward, other criminals were a lot less enthusiastic about tangling with Fornax and Doctor Mechaniacal.

Such times felt akin to another life as Ivan, Rick, and Janet all stepped through the invisible field in the center of the doorframe. They were scanned and permitted entry in microseconds, rather than anyone getting ripped apart on an atomic level. Once through, Rick let out a stifled gasp, and Ivan didn’t blame him one bit.

As derelict and dilapidated as the warehouse was on the outside, the interior looked similar to a spaceship. Machines covered the floors, with a massive computer and monitor dominating much of the southern wall. Several were especially eye-catching, like the one resembling an enclosed gyroscope, or the metallic throne with over a dozen cables connecting to it. The giant floating cube near the ceiling, however, Ivan wasn’t sure he understood the purpose of.

“Come in, come in!” Wade appeared from behind a pile of what looked very much like scrap to Ivan’s eyes, waving them forward. “Janet, it’s been too long. I wanted to chat about your latest paper when it was published last year, but you know how time goes. Which reminds me, I brought your meta-cocktail along, though I recommend drinking it somewhere comfortable and private.”

“A pleasure, Wade.” Of all Ivan’s criminal contacts, Janet tended to have the most patience for Wade. Whether it was because he acted as an anchoring influence for Ivan or kept a civilian cover identity, only she knew for certain, but it had thankfully made the Rick situation proceed smoother.

She accepted the vial of purple liquid Wade handed over, tucking it into her purse like it was a pack of gum rather than a life-altering elixir.

Giving the stockpile of equipment another once over, Ivan shook his head. “This can’t all be for us.”

“Of course it isn’t all for you. But if I’m going to the trouble of setting up a clandestine location and dragging equipment along, it makes sense to be efficient. I’ve got three other meetings in here today, and almost everyone has their own particular need.” Wade yanked an especially large part from the pile, nearly toppling backward as it popped free.

Against his better judgment, Ivan glanced up. “Do I want to know about the cube?”

“Not in the company of minors,” Wade advised, bobbing his head toward Rick.

“Alright then, which one is for us?”

Before Wade could point them toward a machine, Rick stepped forward, clearing his throat. “Hi. I mean, um, hello, Mr. Wyatt. It’s an honor. I’ve read your biography, and never expected you to…” Rick trailed off, unable to stop from looking over at his father.

Wade picked up the subtext easily enough, answering with a well-practiced smile. “My association with your father is tied to my life as Doctor Mechaniacal, and thus had to be omitted from Wade Wyatt’s story. I’ve known your dad for a long time, though. Not many people I trust as much as this man.”

“I still appreciate you taking time out to help with this. Thank you, sir.” Rick stepped back, gaze kept largely toward the floor.

For a change, Wade’s voice lacked levity when he replied. “Rick, your father has saved my life at least a dozen times, and it was our partnership that laid the foundation for my current empire. There’s very little I wouldn’t do for him.”

A loud bang from across the warehouse shattered the moment. Xelas emerged, holding a large circular device that was dripping a glowing green goop. “I got the olassis converter popped out! May have sustained some light damage in the process.”

Setting the device down, she finally noticed that guests had arrived. “Oh hey! You must be Fornax’s family. Nice to meet you all. For the first time. ’Cause I definitely haven’t hung around you in different hologram forms for guard duty.”

She paused for a moment, then motioned to the metal throne with cables connected. “Anyway, let’s pick Rick a superpower!”

Everyone else looked to Wade, who merely shrugged, his affable smile back in place. “That is the machine we’re going to use.”

With a visibly nervous Janet and Rick at his side, Ivan led them forward, happier than ever they hadn’t tried to do this at the guild headquarters. Dealing with two members was more than enough.


Chapter 81



“It’s not much to go on.” Meg pressed the picture into her scanner, which captured the image in a quick flash of light. She flipped it over once, scanning the back as well before handing it over to Beverly.

Booking services from The Bytes wasn’t ridiculously expensive; however, it was clear from their rates that they valued their time. Thanks to her work on closing breaches, though, Beverly had cash to burn, and nothing in the world she’d rather use it on.

Having risen early for her meeting booked the night prior, Beverly realized it was her first time visiting The Bytes’ home at the guild. They’d moved out of the massive volcano lair where most of the facilities were located, taking up residence at a lovely bungalow with a gorgeous view of the southern shore.

It might have been picturesque, if not for the massive series of machines dominating their living room. Computers, scanners, what looked like a fridge covered in electronics and lights, plus devices Beverly wasn’t even sure how to begin describing. The other Bytes were still sleeping, leaving the room relatively peaceful, but she imagined it was quite a sight when all three worked at once.

“We’ve only got a handful of clues. The object itself, a slight bit of wall, and a small sliver of floor pattern. That’s virtually nothing, but we’ve had to start with actually nothing before, so don’t give up hope.”

“How will you find the location with just that?” Beverly asked, more curious than doubtful. The Bytes had a sterling reputation amongst the guild, and villains were not known for holding back complaints.

Meg punched several keys on her computer, bringing the scanned image onto the monitor and highlighting the two areas she’d referenced. “In cases like this, our best tactic is usually making use of our raw processing power. The guild librarian, Alexandria – and yes, she picked that name – captures and records every piece of media that circulates anywhere in the world. By interfacing with her archives, we can search for any instance of this room being shown elsewhere.”

“You’re going to search the whole of digital media for any instance where this wall and floor combination appear?”

“Don’t be absurd,” Meg chuckled. “It’s digital and print, wouldn’t be a very complete archive otherwise. We’ll also be scanning for any instances where the patterns are similar, don’t want to miss our lead because the photo discolored.”

Turning from her screen, Meg caught the stunned expression painted on Beverly’s face. “Guild computers are a good way ahead of what’s on the market, and we’ve done our own upgrades, along with paying for some consultations with Xelas and Doctor Mechaniacal. Still, this isn’t going to be an instantaneous process. Even our systems will need some time for that kind of task. Days, maybe a week or so. Won’t know for sure until it’s done.”

“That’s okay.” As the confusion drained away, resolution was left in its place. “We’ve waited decades for this much. Weeks for a real, tangible lead… I’ll make that deal any day.”

Meg added a few parameters to the search, curiosity pricked by the determination in the younger villain’s gaze. She wondered just what it was in that picture that had Beverly so riled up, if the owner of said artifact knew there was a pissed-off dragon hunting for them at that very moment.

She hit the Enter key and made one mental revision. As of now, it was one pissed-off dragon and the first of three guild-capable geniuses on the hunt. Meg almost felt pity for the unknown target in her heart, tempered by the touches of anger Beverly was trying to hide.

Whoever Bahamut was after, they had this coming. And those were the jobs Meg worked with the most gusto.
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Once Rick’s initial testing was done, Ivan and his family headed home to await the results. Predicting powers was never as straightforward as those conducting the experiments wanted them to be. Meta-elements, the strange acting energies and materials that had formed in the wake of Professor Quantum’s famous experiment, were essential in the creation of meta-humans.

Unfortunately, they were also inherently unpredictable. Doctor Mechaniacal speculated that there was a fundamental element of chaos to the meta-elements, something which caused the fluctuations. There was no other reason he could give the exact same dosage of the same specialized compound to people with identical body heights, weights, and even ages, only to see dramatically different results.

It was the same reason no one had ever managed to mass-produce meta-humans. Even if the cost could be circumvented, some degree of customization was always required, or else the process would be too unpredictable. Everyone might want powers, but virtually no one wanted to be turned into some malformed monster.

Wade’s solution had been what he called the Absolute Genetic Modeling Program. By taking a massive, in-depth scan of Rick’s entire genetic makeup, he was able to create a digital reproduction, though one lacking any sentience, of course. This model was then exposed to processes for each power the family was considering, with the results being compared. That was only the first step, though.

In a separate, off-site area, several tubes were alight as slightly modified clones of Rick Gerhardt were constructed. While they had brains, so changes could be observed, they lacked any brain function. Just like the digital versions, these were fated for brief existences, and Wade saw no reason they should experience pain or fear.

Once the digital models were complete, the shell bodies would undergo the same procedure. Wade’s digital models were excellent, yet imperfect, and he wasn’t going to take risks with the life of Ivan’s son. Due diligence was the name of the game.

That would all happen automatically over the next several hours, which was what left Wade free for his next meeting. The figure was a familiar one, as Emory had met with Xelas many times over the last few months.

Her first apprentice in a long while, Emory had proven more capable of absorbing her training than most predecessors. Xelas was a harsh teacher; her methods were brutal, her expectations preposterous, and her understanding of biological limitations seemed to be conveniently lacking whenever she wanted to play dumb.

But her results spoke for themselves.

Since being captured during Tori’s rescue, Emory had gone from a two-bit gang’s secondary muscle to a lean, sharp, focused engine of combat. The lithe, honed figure was almost unrecognizable from the man who’d first arrived, from the balanced way he stood to his snake-like eyes constantly scanning the room for signs of an ambush.

Emory had grown stronger, and this meeting made it clear he had no interest in slowing down.

“I’m impressed,” Wade said to open things up. He did have two more meetings, after all. “Genetic optimizations aren’t cheap, especially since Xelas and I are both required to conduct them. Yet in under a year, you’ve saved up enough.”

“The breaches helped,” Emory replied. That was putting it mildly; the young man had helped with eight since the guild’s bounty-system was established, handling three entirely on his own. “Also, Xelas pretty much told me from day one I needed to work toward this if I want to survive.”

Wade sent his partner a flat look, to which she stared right back. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

“Per guild policy, and because I fear you might not have an entirely accurate understanding of what we’re doing, forgive me for going over the procedure before we begin.” Wade didn’t actually wait for anyone to agree before continuing.

“A genetic optimization is only available to those like yourself, people who were born with their powers. For various reasons, genes that gained meta-human abilities from external sources don’t take well to this treatment. And despite what many in the guild might think, or mentors might have led you to believe, this is not any sort of ‘perfecting’ of your genes. Think of it more akin to finding balance.”

Emory leaned forward, the pale scales on his face clear under the harsh warehouse lights. “But it will make me stronger, right?”

“Possibly. I’d even go so far as to say probably. That’s typically the outcome. That said, there is a chance you might come out weaker.”

Emory took a literal step back, as if the very notion would cause him to flee. Wade made a mental note to review Xelas’s training logs with Emory. He wouldn’t get involved, but it might be good to know exactly what to expect from her apprentice in the coming years.

“However, the reason so many undertake the procedure anyway, and I suspect the real reason Xelas pushed you toward it, is that you’ll come out healthier,” Wade continued.

“Natural-born powers are like most other parts of our genes: a little bit shitty. They’re prone to degradation with age, can reveal long-term side-effects, and are even susceptible to meta versions of autoimmune diseases. These are caused by minor imperfections in the genetic structure, like a building out of balance. As the years wear on, the damage grows, until suddenly the floors are toppling down.”

“Which is why it’s handy to have someone come through and do a full repair. Bring everything into alignment. Even if it doesn’t result in an immediate power increase, it should help maintain that ‘health’ you fleshfolks are all obsessed with,” Xelas added, dragging over a huge metal canister three times her size.

Xelas was a harsh teacher. But to those who knew her, it was all too clear why. Xelas didn’t want to lose any more students, so she drove each to the point where almost no one could kill them. She cared about them, perhaps too much, and it was that care which drove her maniacal methods. To afford this procedure, Emory had likely worked himself to the bone, toiling away to get the funds as soon as possible.

It was, in truth, the smartest move he could have made. Genetic optimizations usually expanded a lifespan, but it didn’t regenerate what was already lost. The sooner Emory got the procedure, the younger he’d be, and thus the more he’d get out of it in terms of time alone.

Despite all his warnings, Wade had already run some test models in preparation for the day’s task. Based on what he’d seen so far, Emory was almost certainly going to emerge stronger. But Wade had been surprised before, so he stuck with setting appropriate expectations.

“I get it. I might lose a little bit of progress temporarily, but I’ll still be in an overall better position, even if I do have to work my way back up.” Emory looked at Xelas, who returned a simple nod. That was all he needed.

Despite everything she’d put him through over the prior months, or perhaps because of it, Emory trusted Xelas implicitly. He knew she didn’t want him dead, because there had been unending chances for him to die during their training. She might want him on the verge of death, learning to fight when the end felt seconds away, but Xelas had proven over and over that she wouldn’t let him slip past the edge.

“I’m ready whenever you are.”

Wade wondered if the young man would hold the same opinion were he to fully understand what lay ahead. The process wasn’t particularly torturous; they of course dulled down a patient’s pain receptors before any work began. But it was an odd experience, entering as the person you’d always been and emerging as someone… different.

Wade had first designed this machine for himself, and the earlier versions were nowhere near as efficient. He had to run a specialized modeling program and give himself over a dozen scans before it was ready to run an optimization. What he and Xelas could now do in over an hour had taken Wade alone years of dedicated effort.

Of course, once he’d gone through the process, things became a good deal easier.

Most metas who went through it came out more powerful, and Wade had been no outlier. Thoughts came faster, connections easier, conclusions more obvious.

That was the day Wade realized his ultimate goal and had taken a step toward his true form. Not the most significant of steps, but the first he recognized for what it was.

Strapping Emory into the large gray chair as Xelas attached sensors to his temples, Wade wondered what the villain before him would grow into. Each new member was a seed waiting to sprout. Some burst forth quickly, eager to greet the sky, while others let the pressure build slowly before their shell would crack. Emory was moving swiftly, and often that meant a quicker ending as well, though he did have a few advantages in his corner.

Ambition was helpful; it would keep him driving forward through the plateaus. Emory was sensible as well, proven capable of making smart decisions even when there were only seconds to do so. Above all else, though, Emory was cared for. Xelas knew the risks of rapidly ascending villains, and she would take precautions with her student in mind. Painful precautions, but precautions all the same.

No, Wade didn’t expect to be burying Emory anytime soon. More than anything, he was curious. Curious to see what this villain, and so many of the others, would grow into. It was part of why he devoted himself so thoroughly to the guild, to raising up and educating those with potential to be more.

One day, when all his seeds had sprouted, Doctor Mechaniacal would have quite the forest of villains to gaze upon.


Chapter 82



Donald Moss had visited prison once before. He’d gone with his father to visit his uncle, who’d been locked up for a robbery charge well before Donald was born, and somehow managed to keep extending his sentence. His impression of that day was lots of gray. Gray brick walls, metal gray fences, gray uniforms – even the lighting felt gray in his recollections.

Apollo’s prison was nothing like that.

From the manicured garden out front to the pristine hallways to the staff that were downright friendly, it was a distinctly different environment. There were still cells, guards, security cameras and the like, but overall, the entire aesthetic was far less dour.

On one hand, Donald was glad to know his former teacher wasn’t suffering needlessly. Still, it was hard not to pick up on the fact that he’d lived in dorms and apartments that were significantly shittier than this prison.

The meeting room where Apollo was waiting had no glass; instead, there was a transparent energy barrier sealing it in half. On one side, head shaved and confident smile absent, was Apollo. Former superhero of the AHC, mentor to the rookies, candidate to join the Champions’ Congress, and traitor.

That last title easily outweighed all the others that came before it.

Nevertheless, Donald found himself glad to see the man who’d helped guide Cyber Geek’s early days. “How’s it going?”

“Repetitive,” Apollo replied, a touch of his old humor still lingering in his tone. “How about you, Cyber Geek? Looks like Medley’s kept up with dragging you to the gym.”

Donald didn’t feel like he’d changed all that much, though it was sometimes hard to lose sight of the daily progress. Continuing into the room, he took a seat in the open chair waiting for him directly across from Apollo. All that was between them was an energy barrier that Donald wasn’t all that sure would actually hold Apollo if he wanted to break through. Not that Apollo seemed especially interested in escape.

If anything, the man appeared a bit deflated. It was more than the loss of his curls and casual grin; there was a certainty with which Apollo had moved, a sureness to his every motion that he was working on something important. That was gone now, and with it, so much of the aura that defined Apollo.

“I’m doing ok… no, actually, I’m not.” This was not a meeting for pleasantries and pretense; even this prison’s visiting sessions came with time limits. “I think I might be in trouble. I’ve been feeling kind of stuck, like I can’t make any headway with my power while everyone else is growing.”

“That’s not uncommon with abilities like yours,” Apollo informed him. “The physical powers are straightforward. How do you improve super-strength? Same as the regular kind, you lift heavier things. Super-speed? Run more and add resistance. But summoning items from video games is its own kettle of cats.”

“Isn’t it kettle of fish?” Donald interrupted.

Apollo shook his head, an odd sight without the accompanying glow of his curls. “That’s for calm problems. Growing a power with such nebulous parameters is more like trying to fill a kettle with cats: frustrating, painful, lots of lost progress, and more than once you’ll ask yourself why you’re doing this in the first place.”

“What if I think someone might know how to fill that kettle already?” Donald wasn’t in love with Apollo’s choice of metaphors, but he had more pressing concerns than quibbling over fictional scenarios. “I had a recent encounter that sent me down a research path, and I can’t help but noticing my abilities are similar to another of the AHC’s former members.”

What little cheer had remained in Apollo’s expression vanished instantly, his posture turning stiff and formal. “Mr. AV can’t help you, Cyber Geek.”

“Why not? I know he went into seclusion after his team⁠—”

“Seclusion?” There was a touch of venom on the word, even if Donald didn’t get the sense it was meant for him. “He didn’t go into seclusion. He lost all grip with reality. Mr. AV always had one foot in our world and one in all the ones he loved to visit. That’s why he wasn’t there the day the others died: he was off on some sojourn in another realm. After Faithful murdered their team and Lodestar brought him in, Mr. AV was just… shattered. Leave the man alone, Donald. He can’t help anyone anymore, it’s all he can do to keep waking up every morning.”

It wasn’t the response he’d expected from Apollo. Donald hadn’t been entirely sure what to brace for; he just knew it wasn’t for Apollo to be stricken by a case of duty and empathy.

“I may not need to talk with Mr. AV directly,” Donald said, choosing his words wisely under Apollo’s frosty stare. “I wasn’t even sure if anyone knew where to find him in the first place. I came here because you two spent months trapped together. It’s a longshot, obviously, but I just hoped you might know something.”

Slowly, the cold look began to thaw, though it was apparent Apollo’s guard remained up. “I’ll tell you what I can, nothing that might lead back to him, though. I might be a bastard, but Mr. AV saved my life more than once while we were stuck together. He’s my friend, and I won’t let anyone break the fragile sliver of peace he’s found.”

That reaction only brought forth more questions in Donald’s mind, queries he pushed aside for more vital matters. “I suppose my main question is how did he get so much stronger? I read the reports about his sudden boost in power, there was just nothing explaining what caused the growth.”

“Ah, that.” More of the tension left Apollo’s body, and a slight upward tilt returned to his mouth. “We never dealt with specific training issues, or even talked about how we got stronger. For three months, that man prattled on incessantly about his favorite television and movies. At least those jellyfish-looking monsters attacking gave us a break. He was the only person I ever saw keep up with Lodestar on the subject of obscure films.”

While it was a cute anecdote, that didn’t help Donald one bit. Evidently, his disappointment was not well hidden from Apollo.

“Yeah, it’s not the mind-blowing revelation that everyone hopes for, but on the other hand, I’ve grown to suspect it actually might be. Donald, when was the last time you played some video games?”

“I train every day just like⁠—”

“Not training,” Apollo corrected. “Not working toward an ability you need in the field or leveling up some item you want to use. Just playing a game for the sake of enjoying it, like that MMO you were always going on about.”

With a start, Donald realized he didn’t actually know the answer to that question. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d logged into Legacy World, the MMO that had defined so much of his life before becoming Cyber Geek. That was a good thing, though, wasn’t it? He’d been putting all his time and energy into the superhero work, instead of slacking off.

As he sat stunned, Apollo continued. “I did some digging when you joined the AHC, basic power-comparisons that are standard for our more unique abilities. The superheroes who most line up with your powers are Storybook and Mr. AV. Storybook enjoyed her tales, and used them well to become a famous, capable superhero. Yet by all accounts, Mr. AV was a league above her. Maybe several. The scale of what he could conjure was simply beyond what anyone had considered possible.”

“But why?” At last, Donald got the words out, the naked hunger in his voice shocking to his own ears.

“A lot of smart people have spent loads of time debating just that. As for me, I have my own suspicion.” Apollo leaned forward, his voice lowering conspiratorially. “However she started out, by the end, Storybook reportedly saw her power and characters as little more than tools, no different from an enchanted item some other meta might conjure. By contrast, Mr. AV loved the worlds he could travel between and the residents that dwelled therein. He poured time, attention, and affection into that connection.”

“Can mentality matter that much?”

Apollo shrugged. “Who knows? I’m not even sure you have the same power-type as either of them. Both Storybook and Mr. AV could enter their sources, your connection appears to flow one way. But when training new superheroes, I often find it helps to go back to the roots of their abilities. You’re a guy who loved video games, to the point where you gained a connection with them no one else shares. Maybe it would help to get back in touch with that.”

The metallic bang of the door behind him opening nearly caused Donald to jump out of his skin, and he had to fight back a curse as he realized it was the guard arriving to end their talk. There was still so much he wanted to know, so many questions about his own ability.

But Apollo didn’t have the answer to those. Mr. AV might, wherever he was; however, Donald couldn’t waste time on what-ifs. Not with the others already passing him by.

Strange a lead as it was, Apollo had given him a place to start. That would have to suffice for now.

“Thank you,” Donald said, rising from his chair and waving to the guard, signaling he knew his time was over.

“My pleasure. For what it’s worth, I really did like your team. Your strength isn’t strength, but there’s some real potential there.”

Those were the last words of advice he got from Apollo before the metal door slammed shut behind them.

[image: ]


When Tori learned a part of her had to be sampled while she was in fire-form, she’d expected the process to be painful, mostly out of familiarity. In her experience, science often hurt. Of course, part of that conclusion had been built on her own limitations and practices, having to use compromised materials and unsafe locations for the majority of her life, not to mention testing to the point of failure for every invention.

Instead, she was loaded into a giant metal sphere, told to hold her fire-form for exactly one minute, and then the hatch opened once more.

“Did something fuck up?” Tori called, shifting back to human form so her voice would better carry.

“Nope, we’re done.” Xelas poked her shiny head through the hatch, adding an arm with a thumbs-up extended. “Got everything we needed.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Xelas confirmed. “It helped that you were willing, if we’d had to try and force a phase-shift while collecting materials things would have gotten messy. Vicky also had some pretty well-developed sampling tech for just this purpose that we made use of.”

Feeling a bit off-kilter at the sudden turn of painless fortune, Tori emerged from the silver sphere to find VRX77 and Wade both hunched over a computer monitor, looking over the results. They were in some warehouse Wade had rented out and filled with stuff, having made the trek over after their morning combustion training came to a halt.

Tori hadn’t made much more progress in the shower anyway, so it was a welcome break. Unfortunately, Tori knew she’d wind up under the cold spray again sooner or later; it wasn’t in her to leave a potential path to greater heights unexplored. Especially one that might help solve her suit’s power issues, albeit not for some time.

Wandering over to join the pair, Tori looked at a readout of what was effectively gibberish. Lots of patterns and colors, a string of what sure seemed like random numbers constantly growing, and a series of revolving circles that interlocked with one another. Whatever this branch of study was, Tori had not put in anything near the time VRX77 had.

“Did we get it?”

“The sample, yes. The solution, I’m unsure.” Wade looked to VRX77, who was staring at the screen silently.

“It’s not that easy. God, don’t I fucking wish.” VRX77’s left hand flexed into a fist for a brief moment before falling loose. “I need to add this data to the others before it will be any use. I’ve fed every sample’s information into one system, using all of them to help rebuild my body. I’d love for this to be the final seagull that breaks the whale’s back, but I know better than to get my hopes up. It will be progress, though. One step closer.”

Tori didn’t know what to say. On one hand, she felt for Vicky, the version of herself who’d had things go so wrong. On the other, she still held a bit of a grudge toward VRX77 for all the shit she’d stirred up. Luckily, someone else in the warehouse had no trouble whatsoever breaking apart a delicate moment.

“Hey Vicky, do you prefer silver, gold, or pearl for a dress?” Xelas called from across the room, her own sleek form just out of sight.

“I prefer no dress,” VRX77 snapped.

“Assume it’s unavoidable.”

Folding her arms and glowering thanks to her hologram, VRX77 finally mumbled out one word. “Red.”

“No can do, Tori’s already wearing red.”

That snared Tori’s attention, and she tried to see just what it was Xelas was up to. “I’m wearing what now?”

Xelas made no effort to hide the mirth in her voice. “A red dress with black accents, very you, don’t worry.”

Tori felt a tap on her shoulder, turning to find Wade waiting. “Am I to assume you did not read the email we sent out to your Indigo Technologies address?”

Oh shit. She did remember Wade having that set up for her… only for her to completely forget about it. Tori grimaced, and he grinned.

“Fear not, we have taken care of most of the preparations. As the face of a new company endeavor, you are required to make certain public appearances. And The Mightalon Games Gala is a fundraiser where those with means simply must be seen. Not to mention, you’ll have such excellent company.”

Wade motioned back toward VRX77, and Tori turned in time to see Xelas appear holding a long, elegant silver gown. “Since you never chose a color, I picked for you. Toss this on and let’s see if it needs alterations.”

Tori got to see what she expected was a replay of her own grimace from moments prior, and oddly it did lighten her mood. Misery loved company, and no one could commiserate with her more than another Tori.


Chapter 83



Of the three people reading the email, Ivan was the slowest. For a man who’d grown up only able to read scant scraps of cult doctrine, he considered his literacy quite excellent, but Janet and Rick were both academically oriented and the difference was apparent.

Janet leaned back against the couch first, a worried look in her eyes. Rick began to fidget, rubbing his hands against the knees of his jeans. Finally, Ivan finished perusing Wade’s email, shutting the laptop screen.

The results were… unexpected. By all accounts, Rick was human, and his genetic mapping had confirmed the lack of any detectable meta-elements. It wouldn’t have given them specifics necessarily, but Wade should be able to detect at least the presence of meta-human variations. None of which were present in Rick.

But his boy did have some sort of quirk, an over-eagerness for meta-energy from the looks of things. Wade’s digital experiments had gone well, though Rick’s clone reproductions, code-named “advance testing duplicates” in the email, had a very different reaction.

The one dosed with what Rick had dubbed “hyper-mind” had their brain matter vibrate so hard it tore itself apart. The one dosed with “mega-body” had seen their muscles grow so fast they exploded out of their skin. As for telekinesis, that clone’s whole body had shrunk down until it was little more than a walking brain with a fleshy life-support system.

This was why Wade favored his redundancies. If not for the empty clone tests, that might be Rick splattered against glass or warped into a prison of his own body.

“What does it all mean?” Rick asked, putting words to their odd conundrum.

“I’m uncertain, honestly. I’ve heard of some people responding to meta-elements better than others, but each of those powers used a different combination to achieve their results. The odds that it’s one meta-element causing the reaction would be minimal.”

“So I’m just… what? Allergic to meta-elements?”

“The opposite, I think. Your body accepts and incorporates them too readily, displacing your own stability in the process.” Ivan wasn’t sure what to make of the results himself; it was an odd condition he’d yet to encounter.

It was Janet who dispelled the morose mood, ever the pragmatist. “What are our next steps then? We know there’s at least one avenue still open, any besides that?”

Ivan and Rick both stared at her with confused expressions that were far more alike than either realized, until Janet pointed to the necklace dangling against Rick’s shirt.

“He’s never had any issues with the necklace, which means either magic or external sources are viable. There have been several capes and villains alike who got their power from specific objects, or those like Doctor Mechaniacal who utilized meta-suits. Thus I ask again, what are our next steps?”

That was the facet of Janet Ivan had first fallen in love with: her ability to keep striding forward without pause, no matter the obstacles. Between her wiles and her will, Janet was among the most capable people Ivan had met, meta or otherwise. He admired that, respected it, and found affection for it.

Rick dove across the couch and hugged his mother, the faint whiff of despair that had been settling in quickly dispelled. “I forgot about the necklace! You’re right, there might still be options.”

Options there were, though Ivan didn’t especially care for the revelation that magic might be among them. Having that as his own medium, Ivan knew how finicky it could be, and in truth, Rick might be an even worse fit for it than Ivan himself.

Magic was most potent when wielded with creativity and insight, neither of which Ivan considered to be his strength. He was a hammer, a blade, a blood-slicked sickle. Ivan spent his first eighteen years being forged as a weapon; it was how he would always view himself, and his magic reflected that.

Rick was better educated than Ivan, and he had his mother’s overly rational mind. Magic fell apart when examined too closely; trying to figure out how cups were floating in air would often cause a caster to lose their concentration on the spell in question. To wield magic properly, one needed focus and certainty. That was why Ivan’s magic typically used himself as its focus; he was incredibly certain in his own might.

Ideally, they could use some external sources, though he’d have to look over what the guild had in storage. Anything useful typically got sold off; there might be some pieces they could use for testing, though. If that fell through, he’d talk to Wade about a meta-suit. Only if all that fell apart would Ivan start Rick down the road of magic.

“I suppose our next step is more testing,” Ivan said, finally answering Janet’s question. “I’ll reach out to Wade and set something up.”

Ivan opened the laptop once more to see another email waiting from Wade Wyatt. This one didn’t pertain to the recent testing, however. It was a reminder that his presence was “requested” at an upcoming event, and he still needed to be fitted for a tux.

Barely resisting the urge to grumble out loud, Ivan still clacked the keys louder than was strictly necessary. As if he didn’t have enough on his plate, now there was a gala to deal with.
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Bert and Faithful trudged up the snowy mountain, one of them sealed up in a series of thick layers, and the other walking without any concern at all for the inclement weather. Natural cold was one aspect Bert had little defense against. It never made sense to him that his ability worked just fine on almost any source of cold conjured through meta-means, yet the world’s natural cycle of wind and air chilled him to the bone.

Faithful, in contrast, simply negated the cold around himself and went about his day.

The two were climbing their way up the slope of what had once been a mildly popular tourist destination. Abandoned chairlifts could still be seen swaying in the wind, casting off their accumulated piles of snow only to be covered once more. A half-burned lodge was visible at the top of the lift, next to a sizable sign reading “Having a Radical Ski!” with artwork that suggested it had been built in the eighties. For a time, this had been a popular place to visit.

It was, after all, the birthplace of Jokull.

Of course, once Jokull went from cape to criminal, the goodwill dried up and his visage was stripped away. That left the small resort without any significant draw, and after an ill-timed fire burned down part of their property, there wasn’t much fiscal sense in rebuilding.

A few signs of life dotted the area; there were always power-chasers sniffing for scraps at famous sites. None were present today, and only Bert and Faithful could be seen until they reached the plateau.

There, sticking out of a hole in the mountain, was a massive spear of ice. Thirty feet high, it skewered the sky, coming to a sharp point. Humans and metas alike had tried to thaw that ice, to access the cavern below, but few could take off more than a few pieces, which regenerated almost instantly.

Sitting in front of it was a small boy in leather shoes. Grantham gazed at the ice, neither longing nor hateful, somehow both agitated and content. At the sound of an approach, he rose, not with any visible concern, but with the slow, pondering pace of inevitability.

As Grantham got up, Bert marshaled his nerves. Even with Faithful at hand, he wasn’t confident they’d survive should the conversation take a violent turn. Both of their abilities had demonstrated limits, whereas Jokull was tapped into something far greater than himself.

“You need a distraction, I assume.”

It was the first thing Grantham had said since sending a message that he would meet, and it was all business. Bert relaxed ever-so-slightly. If Grantham wanted to talk business, that lent credence to the idea of them working together, and thus surviving the next few minutes.

“Jokull has never been revered for subtlety.” Faithful could say the same about himself, especially with the wry mirth in his smirk.

A sudden gust of wind ripped over the mountain, causing only Bert to shiver. Only when it subsided was he able to talk without fear his teeth would chatter. “While we’re accounting for as many variables as possible, we still need someone to deal with Lodestar.”

For as much as he didn’t see eye-to-eye with the guild of villains, Bert agreed with the need to keep Lodestar far from any operation one hoped would succeed. Failing to account for that possibility was what first landed Bert in trouble, and overestimating his own ability to deal with Lodestar was how he’d wound up in Rookstone.

Imperfect as he might be, Bert was one who learned from his mistakes.

“I’d hoped as much, that you’d be too smart to try and waste Jokull’s time on an unworthy opponent.”

Faithful shifted forward slightly. A minor movement, but to one like Bert, accustomed to seeing the way he played everything aloof, the motion stood out like a beacon. “Think you can take her?”

There was only the barest echo of hope in that question; they’d all faced off with the world’s strongest superhero and come up lacking. Seeing her drive off an enormous space monster several months prior had only reiterated what each already knew: none of them could beat Lodestar directly.

Not yet, at least.

“She could crush my spine and tear off my head before I had a second to breathe,” Grantham replied. “But what she can do and what she will do are often at odds. We will see how far the Lodestar is willing to go. Though she’ll need proper motivation.”

“Snatching one of her beloved little rookie capes should more than suffice⁠—”

Bert was cut off by Grantham spitting, his loogie freezing on impact with the icy ground. “Pathetic. That mentality is why your schemes always fail. Why you can never reach beyond yourself. There is a time for caution, and a time for boldness. Without direct confrontations, moments that push our abilities, we cannot truly grow.”

Flames of rage licked their way from Bert’s gut to his throat, stopping just short of his tongue. This was not an enemy to speak against lightly. If Jokull decided to attack them both, they might stand a chance together, but the moment things looked bleak, Faithful would flee, abandoning Bert to his fate.

Not that Bert wouldn’t do the same. Faithful’s ability just better lent itself to rapid evacuation.

He said nothing, in a way proving Grantham’s point, and the boy continued. “I will take a worthy opponent, one who can properly entertain Jokull, and force Lodestar to come for them. All I require from you is my target’s location.”

Bert and Faithful shared a quick glance between them. Just information? And information they’d have offered anyway, since it was essential for their plan to work? That was… peculiar. Jokull didn’t typically work for free. An anomaly, one worth keeping note of, but more importantly it was also a windfall.

“We give you the where, and you do it on our when. Acceptable?” Bert asked.

A whipping blast of wind tore over the mountain, choking out any attempts at an answer. When it ended Grantham was standing there in the same spot, unmoving, while Bert shivered so hard his muscles began to get sore.

“I can abide those terms, provided the wait is swift.” He laid on a hand on the giant spike of ice that towered over them. “My patience thaws by the moment.”

“Don’t worry, we’re just waiting for a moment where the majority of the AHC will be occupied with other tasks,” Faithful assured him. “Those do-gooders just love their charitable events, and the upcoming gala is a major undertaking. Add some breaches on top, you handling Lodestar, and we should have a wide open window to work with.”
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Blood-red energy oozed from the idol, a monstrosity with the head of a gator, the body of a hippo, a pair of horse’s legs for its bottom limbs and eagle-like talons up top. Twin red rubies sat in its eyes, perfectly matching the energy radiating forth.

Through the room, kneeling bodies could be seen, each clad in identical dark clothes that flowed across their body. Squares of twelve members each, perfectly aligned, expanding outward until they reached the sizable room’s boundaries. Only three entities broke that formation: two who wore the same uniform, only one colored brass while the other was bronze, and a single man whose uniform gleamed gold and silver.

“At last,” he whispered, unable to believe the sight. The man once known as Bill Fiddbin had discovered records of the idol, hints toward its existence, but not until he’d discovered the first of those red rubies and sensed the power inside did he truly believe. From that moment on he’d been devoted, and he’d spread the gospel to others.

Together they trained, studied, and above all else: searched. The Creeping Fingers, they’d come to be known. Strange actors who rarely ever intervened, making their motivations difficult to discern. Mostly they watched, listened, and waited for clues. Never causing enough trouble to earn ire from capes or villains, they bided their time.

Then, at last, success came. The second gem was found, albeit in the hands of a superhero. Dispatching him had been their most ambitious undertaking to date, and the moment their reputation paid off. While the missing cape was searched for, no one suspected the Creeping Fingers in his disappearance, those odd watchers in the shadows.

From there came years of disappointment until happenstance intervened. For all their efforts, all their collective hours of hunting, it was dumb luck that brought them their prize. Father Finger, the man who’d once been Bill, was walking past an antique store while on a recruitment trip, and there it was. Sitting between a giant stuffed armadillo and a mannequin wearing board shorts was the idol of Afzagzon The Hungerer.

He hadn’t dared believe it, even when he sensed the power within. Not until the idol was reunited with its eyes, until he could feel the true power for himself. So much searching, so much effort, to see it come to fruition… Father Finger breathed a long sigh of relief.

There was still much to do, but one had to celebrate their victories.

Turning to the assembled masses, his loyal followers who had believed even when there was no idol before them, Father Finger raised his hands in triumph. “Afzagzon The Hungerer lives again!”

Collectively, as one, the entire congregation slammed their fists against their chests three times. The most enthusiastic of cheers they had to offer.

“Now we must feed him,” Father Finger continued. “Our god hungers for one meal only: the hearts of mighty warriors.”


Chapter 84



“We really have to do this, huh?” Tori looked over the timeline she’d been handed, which required getting picked up at four and reaching the museum where the gala was being held roughly two and a half hours later. Seeing as it was only a half-hour drive, apparently the rest of that time was being allocated for hair and makeup, which Tori assumed had to be a mistake.

Who could possibly spend two whole hours getting their hair and face ready? It was, obviously, not a question she’d yet had time to run past Beverly.

Ivan slid another waffle onto her plate, nodding in shared misery. “Part of being a public figure, you’re expected to show up at these sorts of events.”

“Yeah, yeah, I knew there’d be drawbacks when I made the deal,” Tori grumbled. “How’d you get dragged into it?”

“Owed Wade a favor.” Ivan ladled up several waffles onto his own plate, sitting down across from Tori.

The two were having a breakfast catchup session, in part to check on how things with VRX77 were going, but also to take care of any questions she might have about the next day’s gala, her work on the breaches, or really anything concerning her. After his trip away, Ivan was eager to keep up with her life.

He’d been forcibly reminded how fleeting friendships could be, and villains did not live especially safe lives.

“Better question, then: why does Wade want you at this thing? Is he just having some fun by screwing with you?” Tori got the words out before shoving a syrup-laden hunk of food into her mouth, but only just.

Ivan cut his own waffle before responding, neat, precise slices of far more manageable size. “It’s for when we get attacked.”

Mouth too full to voice her thought, Tori instead fixed Ivan with a pointed stare, until he smiled and finally explained.

“The Mightalon Games Gala is filled with rich, influential people. The kind of people you need for fundraising, but also an undeniable target for the more shortsighted meta-human criminals out there. While providing the AHC with a certain number of tickets helps ensure there’s always a cape presence, that doesn’t always work as a deterrent. There’s usually someone desperate enough to make the play even knowing it will fail.”

“So what’s the guild’s stake in this?” Tori had finally managed to force down her waffle, already pouring syrup onto the next overly large section.

“None, officially speaking.” Ivan took his own bite, chewing carefully and noting that the batter recipe he’d used was a bit heavy on nutmeg; he’d adjust the measurement next time. “That said, many of our guild’s members have not had the easiest of upbringings. Several owe some degree of thanks, and a few even their very lives, to the charitable organizations the gala and Mightalon Games both fund. Thus, the guild as a whole takes a deeply negative view on those who would seek to undermine their money-raising efforts.”

Ivan paid close attention as Tori absorbed the information, along with another hunk of food. It was all too easy to see the villains they worked with only as their current iteration, powerful threats that few could stand against. But villains, like superheroes, were not conjured from thin air. They were formed, forged by circumstances, cruelties, and pain.

Almost every villain of the guild had once been someone fiercely, desperately grasping for power. Many of them still were.

When she finally finished ruminating and masticating, Tori set her fork down onto the plate. “Ivan, there’s something I’ve been meaning to bring up, only we’ve never really had a chance since you got back. Seeing as we’re talking about villains defending a charity function, this seems as good a transition point as any.”

She took a deep breath, the action so small and fast Ivan wasn’t sure Tori even realized she’d done it.

“Lodestar stopped by my place while you were gone. She made the pitch for me to join the AHC again and offered Beverly a spot too. Told us the hubbub over the museum heist was settled.” Tori paused again, however this time she appeared to be struggling for the right words. “Even pointed out that I’m not very… well… villainous in my record so far.”

“As usual, Lodestar is right.”

Tori didn’t show much overt surprise to that response, though her jaw did tighten slightly.

“That’s probably more my fault than yours, though,” Ivan added. “You were trained by a villain who is barely involved with the guild. Consequently, your training focused predominantly on adhering to the code, learning to craft a cover identity, and making sure you could survive, rather than fully utilizing the resources available to us. Glyph and Pest Control, in contrast, received their training from more traditional influences and have been working a multitude of jobs, many of which were crimes.”

By the end, Tori was nodding along. “What about Beverly?”

For once, it was Ivan who hesitated. “I’m not certain you’ll enjoy my opinion there.”

“I don’t have to enjoy it to believe it.”

Her words were accurate, and more importantly, this was a hurdle he feared the pair would have to face eventually. Perhaps it was better if Tori began to prepare.

“Beverly is a cape,” Ivan informed her. “If the League of Metas’ past sins hadn’t crafted a deep resentment toward the idea of superheroes as a whole and especially Professor Quantum, she’d have ended up with the AHC. If her transformation hadn’t been so sudden, violent, and traumatic for her and her family, Beverly would have learned on her own and eventually taken up independent vigilante work. She’s only with us because she felt a desperate need for control and couldn’t bring herself to ask the AHC for help.”

While Ivan had prepared for interruption and arguments, Tori surprised him by silently absorbing the opinion, before finally spearing another bite of her breakfast. Before it entered her mouth, she looked at her mentor once more, challenge burning in her eyes.

“What about me?”

“You, Tori, are perhaps the rarest of metas. You have a choice.”

She popped the waffle into her mouth and rolled her hand, gesturing for Ivan to continue.

“Thanks to the ways you were failed, you have no regard for systems, laws, or any such trappings, outside the code of our guild. That is an important trait for any villain, or criminal in general, for obvious reasons. That said, you have also proven consistently to care for the lives of actual people, especially when they are in peril. You’re not the type to seek out those in danger, but you also can’t do nothing if you see it right before you. You’re a person, Tori. Good and bad. Caring and selfishness, twisted together beyond separation. The question is not what do I think you are.”

Ivan leaned forward, accidentally getting syrup on his sleeve. It was a worthwhile sacrifice if the point was properly driven home, though.

“The question is, and should always remain: what do you want to be?”

Having long since finished her bite, Tori was quick to respond. “That’s the thing, I’m not sure. I really don’t love the idea of dedicating my entire life to rushing in and saving people, but I also don’t have as much passion for crime now that I’ve got a legitimate business to keep me busy. These breaches are the most I’ve done, and we’re sort of working with the AHC on them. I just feel… it’s like…”

Softly, Ivan interrupted. “Neither path is right.”

“Yes!” Tori snapped her fingers so enthusiastically a small flare appeared briefly. “Is that crazy? Those are the options, right? Capes or villains. I guess neutral is an option, but Chloe has to work way too hard to hide herself.”

“Those are two options,” Ivan agreed. “Yet not the only two, not by any means. I once told you that villains have freedom, and this is one facet of it. It’s important to keep in mind, the guild has no minimum yearly crime quota or expected level of devotion. Our predominant goal is to ensure the world’s overall stability, while enriching and protecting ourselves and our loved ones. Providing it doesn’t cause problems, no guild member cares what another does in their spare time. And masks make for an easy identity change.”

For as well as she’d handled the conversation so far, shock finally found its way onto Tori’s face. “Hold the fuck up. Are you saying we’ve already got metas on both teams?”

“Some talents are ubiquitously useful. Having met Lodestar, do you think she would turn away an ally with the potential to save lives just because there was an unproven suspicion they might be connected with a string of non-violent robberies?”

“What if the robberies weren’t non-violent?” Tori countered.

“Depends on the context, in more than one sense. Needlessly injuring bystanders without cause could be viewed as disregard of our code’s policy to minimize physical damage, and thus increase the likelihood of someone seeking vengeance, whenever possible. So that hypothetical meta would perhaps not live long enough to have such a choice.”

“Got it, so this isn’t a blanket policy, it’s case-by-case. And my case…” Tori trailed off, both of them aware of her record thus far. While Hephaestus had taken place in some tough bouts and endured or escaped successfully, few had been related to any actual crimes. In fact, with the breach work calculated in, the vast majority of her time as Hephaestus had been spent helping people.

At this point, if Tori wanted to go full cape, she wouldn’t have much of an issue from anyone outside herself. Lodestar had made the offer, Ivan would ensure there was no trouble from the guild, and so far as the public knew, Hephaestus was already on the side of good. Especially after the high-profile rescues at the amusement park.

“I don’t mind helping people when I can, but I’m not putting myself into the AHC’s systems,” Tori eventually declared. “There isn’t enough upside. Plus, the time commitment would whittle down my lab time. And the more I think about it, the less I like the idea of dealing with capes day in and day out. I’ve got a handful I like, that’s plenty.”

Seeming set on her choice, Tori dove back into breakfast with renewed gusto. Ivan watched her, trying to remember a time when his own life had been so simple. He wanted to tell her to enjoy it now, before the complications began in earnest, however he also knew the words would be wasted.

Some things could only be appreciated in hindsight.

Pausing his own fork, Ivan considered that notion, and made a note to spend some extra time with Beth this weekend. Between the trip and working on Rick’s power, Ivan hadn’t gotten to spend much time with his daughter, who was already at the age when Rick had begun to pull away. There were only so many weekends left where Beth would want his company.

Ivan didn’t intend to look back on his own missed chances with regret.
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With a big event to shop for, Beverly was up bright and early. Granted, most of that extra time was used on working out and doing some updates on her blog since none of the stores would be open until later in the day. Still, it felt nice to get a jump on things, and Beverly opted to keep the momentum going with a long walk for a delectable breakfast sandwich.

Opening the front door of her apartment, Beverly found herself suddenly face-to-face with The Candy Cavalier, his peppermint stallion only a few feet behind. For a fleeting moment, Beverly’s eyes turned greener than usual as she readied for an ambush, only to realize the man’s plastered-on grin was in fact just that.

It was a cardboard cutout, one of several, along with dozens of cardboard boxes, all stacked up through the hallway. She’d heard some movement while going about her morning, but Beverly hadn’t anticipated anything on this level. Was someone opening a confectionary shop in their apartment?

“Sorry!” There was a rumble of movement as boxes were hurriedly cleared away to reveal Austin, who quickly opened up a path for Beverly. “My apologies, we’re getting them loaded into our apartment as quickly as possible.”

“Humanly possible,” Kyle corrected, moving fast, but not at super-speeds.

“Right, as fast as humanly possible.” Austin shifted the last box, giving Beverly free room to make it into the open hallway.

Instead, she surveyed the surroundings and tried to surmise what was afoot. “Cases instead of boxes?”

“Beg pardon?” Austin replied.

“The excess of what I’m guessing is candy. Did you mean to order like twenty boxes and instead order twenty cases?” Not only was it the most logical explanation Beverly could come up with, it also fit the duo quite well. Austin and Kyle were kind people, respectful neighbors, and gifted superheroes, but they weren’t the most adept at navigating everyday life.

“Oh, um… no.” Austin turned his face down, as if he was embarrassed not to have made a mistake. “Apparently, Candy Cavalier does an annual promotion where you can get tickets to the Mightalon Games Gala from boxes of his products. They’re scattered at random, only way to win is to find one. Apparently he got the idea from some old Multerion movie.”

Blinking briefly at the coincidence, Beverly kept all other signs of sincere surprise suppressed. “You guys want to go to a gala?”

“No, we have to go to a gala,” Kyle informed her. “Official duty. But Ellie is still suspended, even though she’s the only one of us who’d actually enjoy it.”

“We tried more traditional avenues first, before we realized how hard those tickets are to get.” Austin patted the nearest tower of boxes carefully, being sure not to send it tumbling. “Had to pin our hopes on luck in the end.”

Surveying the scene once more, Beverly could appreciate just what it was spread out before her. Kyle and Austin had spent who knew how much money on boxes and boxes of candy, all for the mere chance at cheering up their friend. There was one element still unaccounted for, however.

“That explains the candy itself, what’s up with the cardboard cutouts?” Beverly tapped the nearby image of Candy Cavalier, right on his overly pronounced chin.

It was Kyle who answered, pausing his steady stream of box hauling. “Ah, that. Apparently when you order ten cases, you get a cutout automatically. There wasn’t even an option to decline.”

Odd, but more reflective of Candy Cavalier than the two men in front of her. Setting down her purse and rolling up her sleeves, Beverly lifted a nearby stack of boxes and headed for Kyle and Austin’s front door.

Austin reached for her armload, but Beverly nimbly swiveled out of his grasp. “You don’t have to⁠—”

“Sooner the hallway is clear, the better for everyone.” Beverly planned on helping them drag in and even unwrapping the candy, not that she expected they would succeed. Luckily for Ellie, her hopes weren’t resting on the shoulders of capes alone.

Where the reach of superheroes had fallen short, the grasp of a villain was not so easily stymied.


Chapter 85



VRX77 had been gone long before Beverly woke up, trailing Tori by only a matter of moments. No effort was made to follow her to Ivan’s; getting near a Fornax was among the last things VRX77 wanted to do.

Unfortunately, VRX77 didn’t actually have any ideas of what to do. She just couldn’t be in the apartment, not with… not right now.

For so long, every moment had been occupied. Training, searching, refinement, testing, there was always something to do. Some project to check on. Some distraction to keep her away from reflecting on how much had been lost.

All of which was currently out of reach. With her tech stripped out, VRX77 couldn’t even check in on her projects remotely; she certainly couldn’t zip between realms to go work on them in person. It wasn’t as if she could make meaningful progress here anyway, not in a half-scrapped suit and under constant observation.

There was nothing to do but wait. Wait for Doctor Mechaniacal to actually hand over the data from Tori’s sample, wait for them to decide to turn VRX77 loose, wait for Tori to think of another question she wanted to ask.

VRX77 was good at waiting. Patience had been the greatest ally she possessed when facing failure after failure. Patience, and a belief that one day, with enough work, she could fix what had been broken. But being here was forcing VRX77 to face a question she’d avoided during all the effort, all the struggle, all the endless hours of toiling.

Even if she got her body back: what then?

VRX77’s original iteration held nothing to call her back any longer. Her vengeance was taken, her debts repaid, and her… there was no one waiting. No one to take her hand and gasp in joyful surprise at the transformation. No one to pull her in close and whisper of course she could do it, in that ever-confident tone.

So what, exactly, was VRX77 working toward?

Watching those she passed on the street, mostly normal people going about their mornings, a great deal of whom were looking down at their phones, VRX77 wondered what it would be like to blend in among them.

With her technology, it would be effortless, especially if she picked an iteration without other meta-humans. The lack of meta-elements there usually caused trouble for people with powers, but VRX77 had long ago patched the issue with a multiversal resonance channel, one of the few highly developed items that hadn’t been taken out during her ransacking.

She’d built it inside her dimensional synchronizer, the device that allowed her to remain stable in this iteration despite the presence of a Lodestar, and with purposeful intent. Most of the tech they’d taken was handy, but nothing Doctor Mechaniacal and Xelas couldn’t have built on their own if the need had ever arisen.

Having the ability to bring meta-human powers into a world without any form of defense, though… that was one VRX77 was careful to keep contained. The multiverse had too many aspiring tyrants as it was; VRX77 wasn’t about to help birth even more.

That was the trouble with any plan of blending in. VRX77 couldn’t get rid of her own power and knowledge. Any realm that resembled her own would be populated by people. Sooner or later, one of them would try to push VRX77, and that was when the whole charade would collapse.

VRX77 was so lost in thought, she didn’t even notice where she’d walked until arriving. The Alfred Settler Memorial Plaza was a lovely little oasis amidst the urban sprawl. Filled with a variety of well-tended plants, ample benches, and a few chess boards, it was an ideal place to while away an afternoon.

Memories came rushing back at the sight, exactly the reason VRX77 had avoided this place in so many iterations, only to be betrayed by her own subconscious. She stood there, staring at the park that was identical to hers, yet wasn’t hers, reflecting on a life that had long since been lost. This was why she kept the exchanges short, avoided spending too much time around any Hephaestus.

All of it made her feel too… human.

VRX77 had locked that part of her away out of necessity. She’d buried Vicky, along with any self-identity as a human, accepting her new status as living energy wrapped in a metal shell. Vicky was who was waiting on the other side, the reward for fixing the first of her own mistakes. Until then, she was supposed to be the empty, purpose-driven automaton known as VRX77.

Slumping her shoulders in defeat, VRX77 trod into the memorial plaza, heading for an old favorite bench.
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After several days of devoted play, Donald Moss was no closer to understanding the secrets of his powers or unlocking new tiers of power. What he had done, however, was bring his Legacy World character up to the new level cap and plumb the depths of the latest expansion.

Discovering that he’d missed an entire new release for Legacy World had brought into sharp focus how much he’d let his beloved hobby fall by the wayside. These were events he once would study every tidbit of prerelease information on, eagerly await, sometimes even schedule a day off work to play. But with all his time spent as Cyber Geek, Legacy World had drifted further and further out of mind, until it had slipped entirely.

His online marathon had reminded Donald of several things, not the least of which was how much he loved this game. There was a reason it had kept its place in his game-play schedule despite new releases always fighting for screen time, dynamic play, evolving environments, and constant updates to keep things fresh.

Although he might not have made much progress on the superhero front, Donald did feel more relaxed, more himself, than he had in a long while. So much so that he fell into an old gaming habit and lost track of time.

Banging on his door jolted Donald out of his chair, controller tossed on his bed despite the trio of goblins attacking his characters. If the AHC needed Cyber Geek, every second was precious. He shot across his AHC lodgings, a studio-sized apartment with an exceptional TV setup, yanking the door open so fast it startled Lucy on the other side.

“Gah!” She leapt back, stumbling in the process.

Acting on instinct, Donald’s arm shot out, catching Lucy by the shoulder. “Sorry! Are you okay?”

“Little embarrassed about almost falling on my butt, otherwise just fine.” Lucy was flushed, though whether that was from surprise or shame, Donald couldn’t tell. Either way, she hurried on to the next subject. “You didn’t meet up for dinner, so I came to check in and make sure you were feeling alright.”

Glancing down at his watch, Donald confirmed that he was indeed late to meet the others. “Crap! I’m so sorry. Got caught up with some training. Sort of training, anyway, I think. It doesn’t matter, just let me log out and we can go.”

Hurrying back to his controller, Donald rapidly dispatched the digital goblins, then activated a scroll of homebinding to teleport away. Once back in his character’s house, he’d be able to safely log out without risking a death and the associated experience penalty.

“This is the one you can’t take with you, right?” Lucy had come in as well, sitting on the corner of his bed as she marveled at the screen. “Your avatar had a crown that looks like a twisted-together thunderstorm, and a sword that is literally glowing with power. I can definitely see why you’d want to bring over items like those.”

“That would rule.” He couldn’t keep the hunger at such a notion out of his voice; Donald had conjured similar fantasies multiple times. “Not viable, though, much as I wish it was. The connection just doesn’t feel stable enough, and even if it did, I’ve been warned that losing my tether to the game would at best leave me suddenly itemless or weaponless. There could also be more severe side effects we’re not anticipating.”

On the screen, Donald’s character arrived at his home, a multistory mansion decorated with trophies from the various events he’d placed well in through the game’s years. Lucy’s eyes widened at the mounted head of a dragon over the fireplace. “Don’t let Bahamut catch sight of that one.”

“I generally avoid spending too much time around villains.” Donald looked at the defeated digital dragon as well, the exceptional way its lifeless eyes had been animated. “But yeah, maybe I should keep that in mind.”

Lucy kept her eyes on the screen as Donald’s character moved about, delaying their departure at the chance to show off a little. “So if you can’t use the items from this game, what sort of training were you doing?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Donald admitted. “I’ve been feeling stumped on how to progress my power, to the point where I sought out some advice from Apollo, if you can believe it.”

Based on the way Lucy suddenly appeared as though she’d swallowed a toad, the idea was indeed believable, though still unexpected.

“Anyway, he talked to me about some older capes with similar powers, and the differences between them. Apollo seemed to think how much you love the medium you’re using impacts how much power you can pull out of it.” Donald opened the menu screen and logged out, letting the TV turn dark at last.

In that black glass, he saw himself, as he always did when the gaming ended. For a long, long time, Donald hadn’t loved the image waiting for him in that screen, putting it off as much as possible each time he picked up a controller. Now, after a year of AHC work and Ren dragging him to the gym, Donald was so much more than he’d ever thought, ever hoped he might be.

It just still wasn’t enough.

“I don’t know what I was hoping for. Some revelation, or insight, anything to help me do more with this power. Even if it was a small feature, like using consumables, or letting other people use my items, not just touch them but really wield them, you know? Or even⁠—”

“You have let other people use your items,” Lucy interrupted, slamming Donald’s mouth and mind to a halt at once. Seeing him silenced, she continued, “Remember, after The New Science Sentries joined, we all went to a pool party on Tori’s roof. It was the day Captain Bullshit conjured a bunch of flowers and the day ended up weirdly warm.”

“Wait… I… but that…” Abruptly, Donald dropped into his own chair like his legs had given up their lifelong endeavor in one coordinated quit.

How had he missed that? He’d been obsessively going over every use of his power since getting it… for Cyber Geek.

That was why he hadn’t thought twice about the party Lucy was mentioning; he’d been there only as Donald. So why had it worked for Donald, and not Cyber Geek? Was it the costume, was that holding him back? There was no reason he could see that it would, but Donald was grasping for any explanation he could find.

On a similar vein of exploration, Donald pulled up the game he’d used that night. Pobble’s Party Palace wasn’t anything special, just the latest in a running series where players navigated a giant castle, collecting party gems and playing loads of minigames. It was from one of those that Donald had taken the tools they’d used, so he scoured over the game, and finding nothing, pulled up a general information page about it.

There, sitting in simple print, he finally saw it. When testing items, Donald had of course considered that the issue might stem from single-player games only allowing their items to be used by, as the name suggested, single players. So he’d tried to pull from multiplayer games, hoping that would fix the issue, but he’d abandoned that train of thought when the experiments failed.

Only as it turned out, he hadn’t gone far enough.

“Local multi-player.” Donald whispered the words; however, in the quiet of his room they still traveled perfectly. Lucy didn’t have a chance to react before Donald was on his feet, fist pumping in the air. “LOCAL MULTI-PLAYER!”

“I don’t know what that means!” Despite the words she’d chosen, Lucy’s tone was cheerful and celebratory; she even hopped up from the bed to lift her arm alongside Donald.

“It means… so many things. That I’m a dumbass, that you’re a godsend, and that I do have a way to share items with people.” Donald swept Lucy up in a hug, easily swinging her about. “Thank you! Lucy, thank you so much. This is exactly the break I’ve been looking for.”

“Always glad to help a friend.” Lucy hugged him back, which Donald took for her usual propensity toward affection.

Had Donald been facing the TV still, he’d have noticed Lucy’s face was far more flushed than before, and that her hug could also be seen as a powerful grip, one used to buy her time to recover.
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Rapid, high-pitched beeping from the machine yanked Meg over to check the results, more to quiet it than out of genuine curiosity. At any given time, the Bytes might have a few dozen jobs going at once, so she didn’t even know what set of results was about to pop up.

Not until the screen loaded, showing the scan of Beverly’s photograph, along with a matching pattern. The corresponding image was old, pre-digital, apparently coming from a now-defunct magazine. Meta Monthly had been around when magazines put on airs of class, before they wore their naked hunger for celebrity drama freely. It featured spotlights on up-and-coming members of the League of Metas, witness accounts of recent battles, and interviews with the more respected of capes.

This issue had focused on Professor Quantum. Specifically, an off-site facility he was working on to further his research. While the article skimmed past his mention of needing more room to fully pursue science, they spent a lot of page-space showing off the few rooms he’d allowed them access to, including a small living facility.

One with the exact same floor and wall colorings as Beverly’s picture.

All the excitement she hadn’t felt when checking the results arrived in a rush. The Lost Vault was nothing but rumor, the holy grail of crooks that had been whispered about even when The Bytes were lowly hackers starting out. Meg had never been a big believer, unlike Kilo, but she wasn’t one to deny evidence that was right before her.

Beverly might have been handed a lead to one of the most pursued prizes in all of meta-human history. But would that be enough to find it?

Meg couldn’t say for certain as she cracked her fingers and grabbed a can of iced tea from the fridge near her desk. All she knew was that her interest had been piqued, and that meant Meg was going until the work was done or fully deemed impossible.

She got to work, a giant grin fixed in place. Challenges like this were why Meg had encouraged The Bytes to join up with the guild in the first place.


Chapter 86



“Hello there, we were wondering if you have any larger sizes than what’s on display.” Irene looked from the clerk behind the counter over to Ren, who was standing as inconspicuously as possible yet still loomed over the nearest mannequin. “Some… much larger sizes.”

Fettermen’s Formal was a modestly sized shop in the Gerdinsburg Mall, one of the larger shopping complexes available near Ridge City now that their own outlets were under construction to fix the zwark damage. It hosted a selection that clearly catered mostly to kids attending prom and people renting suits for weddings. Or in this case, a gala.

Taking a closer look at Ren, the clerk squinted, then grabbed his head. “Ahhhh. First, may I ask that you dispel the illusion covering yourself. I’m afraid it makes it impossible to gain an accurate measurement with such barriers in place. It also gives me a headache.”

On reflex, Irene looked around, not that it especially mattered if Ren’s face was matched with his identity as Medley. Aside from the fact that the bracelet he wore let him change appeared at will, Ren had no true human face to be exposed anymore. There was still his family to keep safe, so his overall identity had to be protected; hiding his physical form was the smallest piece of that process, though.

Sensing their hesitation, the clerk tapped a button on top of the counter, and a door near the back swung open. “If you’d prefer a private consultation...”

Ren was through the door in a flash, followed by the clerk, and lastly Irene, who looked back to the now-empty storefront, wondering if that was alright. Deciding it wasn’t her business, in multiple senses, Irene followed along.

The new space was larger than a dressing room, with mirrors lining every vertical surface. Rows of fabric were arranged neatly, and several mannequins were adorned with half-finished creations. Without warning, the door shut behind them, which apparently served as the clerk’s signal.

“Privacy at last. Now – the illusion, if you would be so kind.”

At first, it seemed like Ren was ignoring him, until Ren’s entire form seemed to grow misty around the edges. Like a painting dropped in water, the image of a human started to run, leaking away into the air where it rapidly dissolved. All at once, the illusion collapsed, revealing Ren in his full furry glory.

“Thank you, that makes things much easier.” Taking one long look at Medley, the clerk produced a notebook from his pocket and scribbled down a few notations. “Now that I have your measurements, I must inform you that⁠—”

“What do you mean you took his measurements? All you did was look at him.” Irene wasn’t sure if this guy was weird or trying to scam them, but she was steadily leaning toward the latter.

Blinking three times in rapid succession, the clerk released a long, mournful sigh. “I take it you didn’t seek me out because the reputation of Felix Fettermen and his fine fits had finally reached the ears of superhero society?”

“You knew we were superheroes before I dropped the illusion.” Ren’s voice had an edge, placing it somewhere between accusation and threat, though it was hard to feel threatened by a guy who looked so openly dejected.

“I knew she was, as her measurements perfectly matched Cold Shoulder’s. You, I could speculate on.”

“My what now?” Irene felt the chill seeping out of her body, slowly spreading to the world around them, and hurried to tamp it down. Whatever they might be facing in this strange shop, losing her cool… ugh, Irene loathed ice puns. Regardless, she needed to stay in control of her power.

The clerk, Felix apparently, pointed to himself, then Medley. “There are exactly sixty-three point five-two-six inches between myself and Medley, measured from the centers of our skulls. Forty-five point three-three-one between you and me.”

Tucking his notebook back into the same pocket it sprang from, the clerk performed a deep bow. “My name is Felix Fettermen, and I am a meta-human with the power of perfect measurement. Any person, building, object, or the like can be accurately assessed at just a glance, so long as I can see them fully. Distance is mostly a useful parlor trick, though it is handy when driving in tight confines, I must admit.”

Irene looked around the room once more, taking note of just how many mirrors there really were. Certainly enough to see all of Medley in one look, and they’d wandered around the store for a bit before approaching the counter. Irene was so used to meeting other metas signaling the start of a fight, it was strange to wrap her head around a man just trying to make a sale.

Still, instant measurement was a pretty perfect power for a tailor, and not every meta went into the superhero field.

“I haven’t heard of you,” Irene informed him. Donald or Lucy would have had nicer ways to phrase that; unfortunately for Felix, he was stuck with the less sociable duo today.

Felix didn’t appear to take offence at the statement, or any surprise for that matter. “Of course not! Do you know how hard it is to get interest from members of the AHC? Almost all of their work is handled in-house, and when they’re too backed up for that, they’ll most often be approached by famous designers who want their products to be seen.”

Neither Irene nor Ren had to glance at one another to know they were sharing the realization that such an option even existed. They’d just heard the AHC’s clothing request line was backed up, and assumed they’d need to go buy clothes for the gala. Irene fully expected she’d get reimbursed for the expense, but that was as far as her imagination had wandered. The idea of meeting with designers, hearing their pitches for what she could wear, trying on countless ensembles to find the perfect fit…

It sounded like hell on earth.

Felix, by contrast, was a man who understood the value of privacy and was clearly hungry to prove himself. Plus, he already had her measurements. There was really only one more matter that would influence their decision.

“How fast can you turn something around? We got short notice about a gala we have⁠—”

“The Mightalon Games Gala?” Felix’s eyes were already worryingly wide, and they only expanded further when Irene nodded her confirmation.

“For the chance to have my ensembles seen on superheroes attending such a prestigious event, I will make the timeframe work.” His notebook was out once more, pen wiggling over it eagerly. “Now then, to start, are there any styles you find particularly flattering?”
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Three floors up and two stores over, Ivan was sitting placidly while Beth tried on yet another outfit in the dressing room of Jeans for Teens and Tweens, which despite its name, actually stocked all manner of clothing for the age demographic advertised. Jeans were merely where the company had first started.

Beth would not be attending the Mightalon Games Gala, as there were no children at such an event. She was, however, very excited for an upcoming Starscouts ceremony, where her recently earned badges would be presented. It was for that occasion Ivan had taken his daughter shopping, though that was nothing more than pretext.

The activity mattered not; all Ivan cared about was spending time with Beth.

“And then Mr. Wesley found out Loyce had eaten a bunch of the wax-coated raw beans from one of the crafting projects, she thought they were just bad candy, so we had to all help look up the whether there was anything toxic in the ingredients. Mallory kept insisting everything was safe, but Mr. Wesley panicked until Loyce threw up.”

It seemed the Starscout meetings had gotten quite lively in Ivan and Helen’s absence. Mr. Wesley was the name of their new cluster leader, and Ivan made a mental note to bake the man some pastries as thanks, and apology, for all he endured. Although in truth, Ivan had greatly enjoyed his time working with Beth’s Starscout cluster.

He’d even grown used to the uniform by the end.

“Did Loyce throw up from the beans?” Ivan called to the other side of the door.

“Nope! While we were all busy reading about the wax coating’s ingredients, Loyce got hold of a cheese stick.”

Ivan winced, mentally upgrading his debt to Mr. Wesley. When running the cluster, he and Helen had been made very aware of Loyce’s lactose intolerance, because the girl herself refused to pay it any heed. Loyce devoured anything and everything that she thought might be delicious, and if it made her vomit shortly afterwards, then that was just the cost of doing business.

The child was devoted to her passion, and Ivan admired that, even if he hadn’t wanted to clean up after it.

Beth emerged in a blazingly bright yellow top paired with sparkling pants. For a man who’d worked endlessly to avoid drawing attention, the idea of such an outfit almost made him recoil, but instead Ivan applauded as he had with every ensemble Beth had brought forth.

“I think this is it,” Beth declared, spinning around triumphantly, the wide bottoms of her pants flaring out.

She bounded into the center of the dressing area, where multiple mirrors were arranged, forcing Ivan to really take in just how tall his daughter had gotten. Wasn’t it only a few days ago that she could fit in one hand, leaning her head against his chest as she napped, crying any time he tried to set her down?

For all the foes that Ivan could conquer, time remained unbested. It marched on, relentless, and with no concern for how badly a person might want moments to stretch on forever. Because they would end, each and every one.

The most Ivan could do was be here to experience as many as possible.

[image: ]



One floor down and five stores over, in a store that would prefer to be called a boutique, despite sitting between a candle shop and a hot tub showroom, Tori was grumbling. That was not new; she’d been letting loose some level of complaints well before they stepped into Chic #7, their current store, or any of the prior shops, or even the mall itself.

Really, Tori had been complaining since Beverly picked her up from visiting Ivan and announced that they were going shopping.

“Oh my gosh, I love this one for you.” Ellie held up a green dress cut far too short for Tori’s tastes. Forget throwing kicks, she’d wouldn’t even feel comfortable using public seating in that thing.

“Not my color,” Tori said, backing a few steps away.

“Don’t worry about Tori, she’s mostly just here for moral support.” Beverly walked over with a stack of outfits, handing them over to Ellie. “Go try these on so we can see how they fit. With the event so close, we really want to avoid alterations if possible.”

Ellie had protested at the first few stores when Beverly handed over clothing and instructions, however her hesitation vanished after that initial fitting session. Amidst all Beverly’s ass-kicking as Bahamut, it was easy for Tori to forget that fashion was actually her primary interest. Not only did she know what was on-trend, Beverly had a knack for spotting what would look best on an individual body.

Everything Ellie tried on so far had looked amazing, though Tori had to give at least some of that credit to the woman herself, whose looks were very much a part of her marketing. Despite that, Beverly had apparently yet to see an outfit she considered acceptable for the gala, which was why they were at another shop, despite Tori’s steadily increasing demands to burn everything around them.

She only made those when Ellie was in the dressing room, though.

Which was where the cape was heading off to, Beverly’s newest stack of clothes in hand.

“Explain to me again why we’re all out here shopping for dresses when I already have one?”

“Because unless you want to explain that it was custom made by our unique sources, this explains where it came from,” Beverly repeated, almost word-perfect from their last exchange half an hour prior. “Even when we don’t find you anything, Ellie will easily believe I dragged you out again, and she’ll convince the others.”

“Yeah, about that, how exactly did we get a ticket for her?” This part was new, a query Tori had time to stumble upon while Beverly was selecting the exact right pair of pumps several minutes prior. “You’re on my design team, so I get how Wade wrangled you one, but Ellie has no connections.”

“She has us,” Beverly corrected. “There’s shockingly little Johnny doesn’t deal in; tickets were no exception.”

Tori wondered how much such a limited item would have set Beverly back, if Johnny Three Dicks was even dealing in cash for that kind of prize. He was a villain who valued favors and information nearly as highly; there was no telling what Beverly traded for the sake of a superhero. Someone who, at least in theory, was supposed to be their enemy.

Beverly is a cape.

Ivan’s words echoed through Tori’s mind, suddenly more real than they’d felt at the time. But she pushed back on the idea immediately. They weren’t Hephaestus and Plasmodia right now, and Ellie was a friend. That was why Beverly was going so far to help, and why Tori hadn’t snuck off the minute the pair turned their back. She’d already decided that the world’s labels didn’t matter; Tori would choose the friends she damn well wanted and protect what was hers.

Beverly was probably just thinking along similar lines.
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Back at the bottom floor, in one of the large department stores that served as a mall entrance, Helen was browsing a rack of clearance dresses. Having lived a high-profile life for decades, she had dozens of designer outfits stowed away, each one fitting as perfectly as the day it had been made. One of the benefits of an unchanging body.

Those were for Lodestar, however, which wasn’t how she would be attending the gala. Not at first, anyway. No one ever made their moves when Lodestar was around anymore, so Helen had to lay low until trouble arose. Which meant attending as herself, and Helen didn’t want the kind of attention that came with fancy labels.

All she really needed was a good starting point to work with. Helen had no talent for sewing, but perfect hand-eye-coordination combined with super-speed practice sessions had overcome that hurdle well over a decade prior. A skill that had come in handy when Penelope arrived, and pants needed a hem or a patch.

Pulling a light blue gown from the rack, Helen appraised it happily. Simple, yet lovely. An excellent foundation to build from. Now she just needed to find some pants to go underneath.

Not wearing skirts when she expected a fight was another lesson Helen had long ago logged, and she was in no mood to make old mistakes. The fact that a flash of Ivan flicked through her mind along with that thought left Helen a touch embarrassed, and very thankful she shopped alone.


Chapter 87



“Stop messing with the straps,” Beverly chided.

Tori ignored her, wiggling the red strands of fabric around until they were slightly less annoying on her shoulders. Glancing to VRX77, who was unbothered by the apparel, Tori considered that there might be a few perks to wearing a meta-suit all the time.

The three of them were in a luxury SUV, though for once they were being transported by a human driver rather than a robotic one. That was because this was not a vehicle dispatched by the Guild of Villainous Reformation, at least not officially. No, this was hired by Indigo Technologies, who of course utilized human drivers, especially when heading to such public events.

The Mightalon Games Gala, commonly called The Games Gala in conversational parlance, was a much larger event than Tori had ever realized – not until their SUV joined the line of waiting cars did she begin to get an inkling of the scale at work. Hosted at the Ridge City Natural Science and History Museum, even from a distance back Tori could spy an unusual amount of people and lights milling near the entrance.

As they approached, she noticed a red carpet running down the walkway, and the series of flashes when someone moved down it confirmed Tori’s fear. “We have to walk down a line of cameras?”

Beverly was looking out the window too, the flashes of light reflecting bright excitement in her eyes. “It’s a gala, Tori. The goal is to be seen.” Given the sleek way her green gown flowed around her form, Beverly had definitely come with that intent in mind.

Tori did feel properly equipped for the task before her; the red dress fit her perfectly and would be able to shift into fire-form if needed. She was even wearing what Beverly considered to be appropriate make-up, even though the amount seemed ludicrous to Tori. But this wasn’t her world, and Beverly didn’t stomp into Tori’s lab trying to tell her how to weld.

When their turn came, they exited in the order prepared. Tori first, followed by Beverly, with VRX77 taking up the rear. Only the first two were walking the carpet, as it turned out, with VRX77 shuffled along a different walkway set up for assistants and guests.

For her part, Tori did her best to stick a smile in place as she sauntered into the sea of flashing lights. A few people called out, she caught her name and the words “Indigo Technologies” more than once, but Tori had no way to identify who had even spoken, let alone put together a full question from the snippets she was picking up.

There were just so many people all looking her over at once. Never before had Tori been in front a crowd so focused on her and her alone, however briefly. The attention, noise, and flashes all crashed over her like a wave, dragging Tori down toward the murky depths

The waves of sound and light kept assaulting her, and Tori found her feet fighting the command to move. Her whole body was freezing up, a sense of slowly mounting panic starting to build. She’d never felt so exposed, not without Hephaestus’s armor wrapped around her. Beverly was holding her arm, trying to inch her forward without looking like she was dragging Tori, but she was visibly starting to worry as well.

Then, Tori was in the air, being spun around and embraced. A soft whisper hit her ear, the familiar voice helping her relax immediately.

“Everything will be okay. Focus on my voice, take my hand, and just think about one step in front of the other.”

Then the embrace ended, and Tori was being set down by surprisingly slender arms, for how easily she’d been lifted.

“So good to see you again!” Helen declared, then twirled toward the cameras, the hem of her… unique dress flaring out.

Helen’s gown looked as though someone had stitched four different dresses together, hues of silver, blue, white, and pink all appearing on different sections. In theory, it should have looked like a patchwork mess, yet somehow Tori found the effect oddly enchanting.

She clearly wasn’t the only one, as the reporters turned their attention toward Helen, giving Tori a much-needed moment of respite. Her body’s reaction had taken her off guard, but she was slowly regaining control. While learning she had a potential liability wasn’t the best way to start a night, better Tori found out now than mid-fight. It was odd that she’d never experienced such a reaction as Hephaestus, though, even battling in front of huge crowds like at the strip mall.

Was it because she didn’t usually have a body in that form, or did the different identity simply not react to attention in the same manner? Definitely a factor to determine once she had time to run proper experiments.

The notion of running tests helped Tori calm down further, so when Helen arrived back at her side moments later, Tori was able to grab her arm and finish her stroll down the red carpet.

“You feeling okay? Water usually helps, and sitting down isn’t a bad idea either.” Helen released her arm but stayed close, like she was waiting to see if Tori collapsed or not.

“I’m alright. Just… I guess I got overwhelmed.” Now that the moment had passed, Tori was shifting from panic to embarrassment. Of all the things she’d encountered, a bunch of people staring at her and taking pictures caused her to freeze up?

Tori noticed a cup appear in front of her and realized Beverly had grabbed her a drink of water. She accepted, giving a nod of thanks, and then chugging it down.

“Don’t worry over it too much, that’s a more common reaction than you’d think,” Helen assured her. “There’s a difference between being in a crowd and having that entire crowd focus all of its attention on you and you alone. It can be staggering, especially the first time. Like all things, though, it gets easier with practice.”

Finishing her spiel with a conspiratorial wink, Helen patted Tori on the back once more before looking over to Beverly. “Hello there, it’s Beverly, right? We met in Hallowville, I believe.”

“It is, and you were… Ellen, correct?” Watching Beverly struggle and fail to remember the name of Helen left Tori slightly shocked, until she remembered the full context.

Beverly knew Helen as just a civilian contact of Ivan’s who Tori happened to have met. She had no idea this was actually Lodestar in the flesh, so of course Beverly hadn’t put any special effort to remembering the near-stranger’s name.

A fact that didn’t seem to bother Helen in the slightest. “Very close! I’m Helen.” The two shook hands, by which point Tori had finished draining her water.

“Thanks for the save back there.” The words felt wholly inadequate; Tori had been certain she was going to lock up and be stuck there, making a fool of herself in front of endless recording devices. Only for Helen to suddenly swoop in and… well, do what she did best. Help someone in need.

“Don’t give it a second thought.” Helen’s confident grin swiftly warped into a grimace. “Oh, well, except I did have to explain the familiar greeting, so officially you asked for my consultation as a meta-human history expert. No idea how that would work, but it was all I could come up with in the moment. Maybe I provided examples of past powers to account for?”

Tori laughed, helping to ease some of the last lingering tension in her limbs. She’d never noticed it before, probably for the same reason she couldn’t piece Lodestar’s secret identity together, but Helen was a pretty shitty liar. For some reason, that realization tickled Tori.

The mirth faded as several figures drew near to Tori’s group, putting her on edge once more. Before she had a chance to snap and ask what they wanted, Helen was already walking their way. “Duty calls, as always. Have a good gala, you three! Try not to get into too much trouble.”

Confused by Helen’s enumeration, Tori turned to find VRX77 had made her way over to rejoin the group. It was still unsettling to see what was essentially an older version of herself walking around. Although the silver dress was a different style than Tori’s sleeker and sharper outfit, there were still several design similarities. Just like their owners, the garments were different iterations of one another.

Each representing what the other could have been.

Taking a deep breath, Tori registered the fact that she was thinking much too deeply about a pair of dresses and tried to shake off the funk that had fallen over her after walking down that carpet. This was a working event, and Tori needed to make a good impression.

Her whole brand was built off the fact that she’d inadvertently become a public figure. Outside of a few commercials and carefully controlled interviews, Tori had made scant few public appearances. This was her first real outing in an official capacity since launching the Rivas defense line.

Tonight set the tone for how she presented herself to the public at large. Not because she’d been caught up in a meta-event or kidnapped to lure out some capes. Tori was here under her own agency, because of the work she was doing.

Tonight, Tori told the world she was an active force to be reckoned with, not a damsel between distresses.

With a dragon-form shifting meta and herself from another iteration of reality flanking either side, Tori stepped into the museum’s entrance hallway, getting her first true look at the gala. Mercifully, there were no cameras around to capture the speed at which her jaw dropped toward the floor.
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Cyber Geek’s team had arrived long before Tori, along with most of the other capes. While they were there to present a public face, they were also on hand in case of trouble. Which meant every superhero on duty got a thorough tour of the museum before the gala began, which some considered a perk of the job and others found deeply boring.

Either way, they still paid attention as the group was led along a complex system of interweaving corridors. The museum had been built piecemeal, a bit at a time, and suffered several robberies and attacks that required reconstruction. The result was a knot of a layout, though they had managed to cram a good deal into the limited space.

Reconstructed dinosaur skeletons, sections on meta-history, and all manner of interesting artifacts could be found, if one knew where to walk. It was a great deal to see, yet when they returned to the entrance hallway, seeing it now fully prepared for the first time, the group gasped as one, a feat that hadn’t been accomplished once on the tour.

What was normally a sizable entrance area with ticket kiosks, photo ops, and a giant plaster whale hanging overhead had been transformed entirely. The walls appeared to have been replaced with endless ocean, only the windows hinting that it was mere illusion. Within that sea swam hundreds, if not thousands, of glittering fish. They wove and danced, hues shifting with prismatic elegance, forming endless patterns that existed for only a moment.

In the center of the actual floor was a fountain filled with champagne, firing off its liquid in a high-powered spectacle, somehow without ever losing a drop to anything other than an intercepting glass. Circling around were servers in cerulean vests, holding platters of small, one-bite foods that caused several stomachs to rumble just from the sight.

Stretching out from that center were more decorations, but Cyber Geek failed to catch much of the details there because his eyes were suddenly pulled upward. There at the top of the entrance hall, where the enormous fake whale with eyes that were slightly off normally rested, was the same familiar form.

Only it was swimming around the ceiling.

Huge tail splashing against air, it was somehow propelled forward, racing toward a wall before easily turning, starting the loop around the room once more.

“The museum has several generous donors that offer either their services or funds to hire those with unique skills, which help create the distinctive design every year.” Their guide, an elderly man named Reuben, offered the helpful explanation to the stunned crowd of capes. “Sadly, this is also where we must part. Thank you for your time, both on my tour and tonight with the event.”

Cyber Geek managed to pull his eyes from the whale long enough to get the word “Thanks” out, but he had no idea if Reuben heard him or not. The man was already trotting off at the same steady pace he’d held all tour, toward one of the servers holding a tray of sliders, from the looks of things.

Not a bad idea at all, as Cyber Geek’s stomach let him know.

With the tour done, the mass of capes started to spread out. Each group had a rotational schedule to maintain; they’d be patrolling the various areas of the museum to keep an eye out for any trouble. Due to the venue’s size and sprawling nature, there were lots of little nooks where unscrupulous acts might take place, but a steady stream of capes would ideally act as a deterrent, or at least offer a chance to be saved.

In truth, Cyber Geek was having a bit of trouble imagining anyone attacking such a public venue, especially with so many superheroes present. It wasn’t even like they were hiding their identities; almost everyone was wearing a mask. Cyber Geek himself was an exception; since he’d debuted publicly and had no secret identity, donning one had never been worth the discomfort.

Medley was maskless as well, though he also wasn’t wearing his illusion bracelet, which made the expertly tailored suit hugging his unique form into a distinct silhouette all the more impressive a sartorial feat. It even matched the fur of his face and hands, colors shifting across the pattern as a whole.

Cold Shoulder was wearing her usual mask, along with a silver and white suit that had golden thread for accents, along with a few tastefully placed gems. The whole outfit was clearly themed around winter; more than just pairing well with her mask, it elevated the item, making it seem like a purposeful accessory to complete the ensemble.

Comparatively, Cyber Geek’s simple suit didn’t seem so special, even if he did have a tie that was patterned after his usual costume. Hat Trick had her usual mask in place, though she’d traded out her typical stage-magician costume for a floor-length blue gown covered in sparkles. She had athletic wear underneath in case action was required, but of them all, only Lucy had been sincerely excited about the chance to dress-up for a gala.

At least she’d found a kindred spirit in Ellie, who was around somewhere, but notably not with Agent Quantum and Tachyonic, who’d both been on the tour. Ellie and Lucy had gotten ready together, then parted before the AHC transportation had brought everyone over.

Taking his eyes off his team, Cyber Geek remembered why he was here in the first place. Even if he didn’t expect trouble, the AHC clearly did, and probably with good reason. So he scanned over the hall, searching for any signs of trouble.

That was when he spotted Tori, mouth agape as she too stared at the giant swimming whale. It was an amusing sight, and a rare one to catch Tori off-guard. Hiding a sly grin, Cyber Geek kept his head moving, coming to a sudden halt as a face he hadn’t expected to see here suddenly appeared.

The suit was a little nicer, and he’d gotten a haircut at some point, but otherwise Ivan remained as unchanged as always. He even wore the same stoic, slightly bored expression that was a constant sight around the office each day. There, it made sense, but here…

What was Donald’s old boss from Vendallia doing at this kind of gala?


Chapter 88



When the tromping tour of superheroes had passed, the Creeping Fingers emerged. As an organization that had spent decades quietly watching and listening, they were well-trained in the art of going unseen. Father Finger casting a few spells of concealment hadn’t hurt the effort, either.

From the slender gaps and the darkened corners they crawled, gathering together in the observatory. There was no particular astrological component to the ceremony, but of all the available spaces, it felt the grandest. Dark ceiling, albeit speckled with stars, raised central platform, and even customizable lighting, if any of them could figure out how the lightboard worked.

As far as ceremonial chambers went, it was downright swanky, even if the rows of seating did add an odd ambiance.

While one group of Fingers painted the ritual circles onto the raised platform, Father Finger stood nearby, flanked by the pair in brass and bronze robes, respectively. Heavy in his hands rested the idol of Afzagzon The Hungerer. No other would touch the holy relic, no matter how it weighed upon him. With the hour of feeding so close at hand, he could sense Afzagzon’s tremendous desire to be sated, and the bounty he would bestow on one who gave a suitable offering.

“Tonight is the culmination of our efforts,” Father Finger said, his voice only a whisper, even now. The time was not yet at hand; one stray sound could end their great ascension in its inception. Years of frustration and failure had tempered him well, teaching Father Finger that neither victory nor defeat were assured until the die was cast.

“Tonight, Afzagzon shall finally dine. We shall have an opportunity to harvest the hearts of warriors without equal, courageous capes who dive endlessly into peril for the sake of others. But never forget, their worth as Afzagzon’s meal means they are deadly threats. When the ritual begins, we must strike quickly before they can adapt and recover. Be silent, be swift, and be steady with your strikes. The hearts must be whole to earn Afzagzon’s gratitude.”

Dozens of silent, cloaked figures nodded back at him, their collective action causing only the slightest audible rustle. Each Creeping Finger knew their role well, had prepared for it since the day they joined. At first it had been a hope, then a plan, and now it was only minutes from being a reality.

Soon, they would have power, the power denied to them by fate, fickle foe it so often was. And that, as Father Finger has so often preached, was fine. Let fate bestow its gifts on others haphazardly; theirs would be all the better for the effort that earned it. While Afzagzon would be the giver of power, it was no gift handed down from on high.

This was an exchange, a business arrangement, and once the corpses cooled, each Creeping Finger would be able to say they had earned their power. They would bleed for it, or at least, they would bleed someone for it.

All that remained was waiting until the ritual circle was complete. Then the gala’s grand event could finally begin. Whether the guests liked it or not.
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Ivan was impressed. Not by the illusions along the walls or the finery on display, but by the excellent work of whomever was in the kitchen. Every tiny bite he tried was delectable, flavors well-balanced to leave the diner satisfied, while still craving more. From the foie gras-topped sliders to the mini-cone stuffed with tuna ceviche and finished by a small scoop of basil ice cream, Ivan found each dish better than the last.

As he ate, he also watched. Unlike those in more grandiose apparel, eyes easily slid past Ivan in his unremarkable suit. He was no one of note, and wore nothing to signal otherwise, making him even less visible than the servers to many of the guests.

Ivan watched as Tori arrived, noting that she was slightly shaken from the red carpet. He saw Beverly and Helen alongside her, then watched as Helen began to make her rounds across the room. Ivan witnessed when the capes returned from their tour, picking out Cyber Geek among the crowd. Their eyes locked briefly, and the surprise of his one-time-employee’s face was easy to read.

There was a prepared excuse, of course. Officially speaking, Ivan was the winner of an online raffle, one that had even actually occurred. It was rigged, obviously, but all that mattered was the paper trail.

Wade Wyatt, conversely, needed no excuse when he made his grand entrance. The billionaire genius was a notorious contributor to the Mightalon Games Fundraiser, which meant he had a standing invite to the corresponding gala. The lovely vision at his side was a stranger to Ivan, save the murderous glint of her smile. Xelas had formed a new illusion for the occasion; she did enjoy changing up her look.

When Wade entered, it was like watching chum drop into the ocean. The glut of the guests surged toward him, some without even realizing. Most of the people present had fame, or influence, perhaps even expertise. Whereas Wade had money.

Oh sure, he was likely the smartest man in the room – though Ivan made it a rule to take nothing for granted – and Wade’s own contributions to the scientific field had advanced humanity’s standard of living on multiple fronts. But the masses couldn’t appreciate that the way they could his massive bank account. One check from Wade could turn their dream projects into tangible goals.

Compared to that, what did they care about his low-cost water purifiers, capable of removing toxins from the most contaminated of sources, even salt from seawater? Or how his version of solar panels, with their ridiculously high conversion rates and ease of installation, had turned energy into an easily affordable commodity?

Ivan was willing to bet that, when the numbers were stacked against each other, Wade had saved more lives than most capes in the AHC. Those projects didn’t even earn as much as the speedy computers and fancy peripherals that Indigo specialized in; Wade always claimed he undertook them for the challenge.

Even when they were young, Wade had never been very adept at spitting out his real feelings. The man had to be beaten half to death before opening up to Ivan. A small sliver of laughter escaped Ivan’s chest as he remembered a time when some street-level punk could take down the great Doctor Mechaniacal.

A fine reminder that they’d all started somewhere.

As Ivan went to scan the room again, for looming threats as much as more servers with fresh platters, he became aware of a presence at his side.

“Evening, Ivan. You look quite dapper.”

Had he not known her from the familiar cadence of her footsteps, the sound of her voice, or the scent of her favorite shampoo, Ivan would have recognized Helen from word choice alone. No one else he knew used terms like dapper.

“And you look…” Ivan fiercely struggled to find a compliment he could offer that would be appropriate to both the environment and their particular situation. After his pause lasted for three full seconds, Ivan leapt onto the one word he now knew to be accurate. “Stunning. You look stunning.”

A touch of color bloomed on Helen’s cheeks, quickly lost in her wide smile. “Well, thank you kindly. How’s the night looking so far?”

“The food is outstanding, the people are sycophants, and the threats are either laying low or not present. Is there a chance that no one will attack this year?”

Helen’s smile slowly faded. “I like to think there’s always a chance, but this seems to be just one of those things. Throw a gala, get attacked. Do villains inherently hate formal events?”

“Yes,” Ivan immediately confirmed. “But only when forced to attend them.”

He caught another familiar face entering the hall, though curiously, Plasmodia had arrived sans any sort of costume, which he supposed meant she was here as Ellie. She was clad in a brilliant sapphire gown, more elaborate than anything the on-duty capes had donned. Tilting his head toward the entrance, Ivan caught Helen’s eye as he motioned, asking the question wordlessly.

“Ah, that. The New Science Sentries are having some inter-team issues at the moment. I’m helping where I can, but those kids are so stubborn…”

“Headstrong and willful. Where have I heard that description before?” Ivan wondered aloud.

“Excuse you, where have I heard that description before.” Helen poked Ivan in the chest, hitting the same spot on his sternum she always managed to target when annoyed.

After a few seconds of simmering, Helen eventually looked back at Ellie. “Fine, yes, I see the similarities. I get it: this is what they’ve been fighting their whole lives for, giving up on the dream you thought you wanted isn’t easy. I just… it’s frustrating. I want to step in so badly, but there’s only so much I can do until they ask to get out.”

“It seems like Professor Quantum is rapidly working toward the same goal, based on their overall team morale.”

Helen shook her head. “He’s trying to break them down to build the team anew. I’m honestly not sure how it’s going to go. Plasmodia will probably reach a breaking point, but Tachyonic and Agent Quantum will have a tougher time letting go.”

“Speaking of, will the great Professor Quantum be joining us tonight?”

At that question, Helen laughed so hard she snorted, drawing disdainful looks from the hoity-toity guests, scornful faces Ivan had to hold himself back from obliterating. “I cannot even fathom what kind of ‘funding contribution’ it would take to get him to one of these things, or who’d want to pay it. No, I assume it’s another normal night in the lab for Professor Quantum.”
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Lodestar was right, and wrong.

It was indeed a night in the lab for Professor Quantum; however, this was not a night just like any other. Because he was not in a lab like any other.

If there was one aspect of himself Vernon took unwavering pride in, it was his capacity to learn. Many a meta-genius had risen after him, and yet only a few of note persisted. That was because, in his observation, they lacked the ability to learn. Brilliance carried with it arrogance, and while he recognized a percentage of those symptoms in himself as well, Professor Quantum never believed himself infallible. There was always more to discover, to learn, to grow from.

That was why he felt not a twinge of shame about lifting a tactic so shamelessly from the guild of villains. Slipping away unnoticed was normally a difficult task; being such a high-profile figure came with associated drawbacks. He’d managed it on occasion when residing at Vomisa, but the return to public prominence brought with it exponentially more attention.

Tonight, however, came with a perfect distraction. A grand event, filled with capes and villains alike. Certain to have most of the major players occupied, while the minor ones were of little concern to Professor Quantum. A spectacle where no one would be expecting to see Professor Quantum appear, so his absence would be of no note.

With Quorum seeing to the AHC’s oversight, Professor Quantum vanished shortly after dusk. Utilizing an array of teleportation gates and concealment devices, he’d left as little trail as possible before reaching his true destination.

Once his home-away-from-home, a prototype of what Vomisa would become, Professor Quantum’s private laboratory was in fact a sprawling compound: several floors deep with all manner of experiments and artifacts housed inside. While he’d plundered the data during his move to Vomisa, many of the items he’d acquired remained behind.

After all, the agreement he’d made with Lodestar to form the AHC required him to turn over all confiscated meta-tools and materials owned by the League of Metas. His own private collection, however, had gone unmentioned.

Chiefly because he never told Lodestar, or virtually anyone else, about it.

Of all his secrets, this was among the few he had no fear of Lodestar discovering. Housed in a dimensional bubble, with the only legitimate doorway routing briefly through another realm, this respite was free from her ever-present gaze. She was truly barred, and that alone made it worth the ridiculous energy expenditure to support such an entry system.

But if all went to plan, the lab would soon be receiving its first guests in a long while. Professor Quantum couldn’t trust the aged defense systems to respond without a bit of maintenance, and perhaps a few nominal upgrades. Not to mention some compatriots to prepare for the arrival.

He wanted to have a proper welcome waiting when the villains arrived.
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Ellie spotted her team and almost joined them, before realizing Agent Quantum and Tachyonic were gathered up with most of the other new superheroes, getting a tour of the facilities. She was there just in time to see them break apart, although from the purpose with which everyone moved, it seemed they were heading to assigned areas. Rather than interrupt and cause an awkward scenario, Ellie kept hunting for more familiar faces.

Mercifully, she spotted one shortly after.

Although many of the guests had gone off to explore the museum, hence why the superheroes were spread out in their coverage, there was still a considerable mass in the entrance hall. Well over a hundred people, if not double that, all clad in garish finery designed to draw the eye.

Yet even amidst such a crowd, something about Beverly managed to stand out.

Hurrying over, Ellie greeted her neighbor, taking Beverly’s hands in her own. “You look incredible!”

“Stole the words right from my mouth. Is that a new design from Stitchleber?”

“Only out a few weeks,” Ellie confirmed.

As the pair talked, Tori and the cousin that was crashing with them, Ellie was pretty sure Beverly had mentioned her name was Vicky, both watched with very different expressions. While Tori was merely confused, not uncommon when the topic of fashion arose, Vicky seemed… uncomfortable. Like maybe she was having stomach issues?

The other interpretation of that expression was barely restrained wrath, which would be a pretty odd emotion to harbor for a stranger.

Deciding to face the issue head on, Ellie let go of Beverly and offered her hand to the woman who sure looked to be glaring her down.

“Hi there, you must be Tori’s cousin Vicky. I’m Ellie, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

For a moment, Ellie’s instincts flared up, warning that the woman before her was about to strike, and then it was gone. Vicky took Ellie’s hand in a firm, yet not aggressive, grip, and shook it. “You too. Sorry if I’m little out of sorts. Not a big formal-wear person.”

“It’s a shared family trait.” Tori fiddled with the strap in her right shoulder until Beverly swatted her hand away.

Just as the mood was turning jovial, the lights overhead flickered. More concerningly, so did the various illusions around them. Moments later, a wave of red washed over the room, halting outside the front entrance and turning opaque. For a moment, it seemed like that would be all.

Then the darkness descended, and the screaming began.


Chapter 89



Cold Shoulder stumbled moments after the red wave passed over them, with Hat Trick following shortly after. Cyber Geek managed to catch them both, helping each regain their footing, before they went crashing into a display on ancient Egypt. Somehow Cyber Geek doubted the museum would appreciate them smashing onto a sarcophagus.

“You alright?”

While Hat Trick nodded, Cold Shoulder shook her head. “No, definitely not. Something’s wrong. I feel…” Lifting her hand, a small gust of cold air wafted forth, followed by a few sprinkles of snow. “My power… it’s like something is clamping down on me, binding it up.”

Cyber Geek looked once more to Hat Trick, who’d already taken off her hat. Jamming a hand in, her arm halted at the elbow, before very slowly starting to sink down. “She’s right. I can still feel that mystical connection to my items, it’s tenuous, though. Like I’m reaching out though mud.”

In his left hand Cyber Geek summoned a curved bat, The DolphinSmasher from Dispatching the Devil Dolphins 4. It was a handy weapon he kept mentally at the ready, able to strike without being slowed by almost any obstacle, especially water. More importantly, it formed without issue, appearing at it always did, sleek, silver, and splattered with a slight stain of devil dolphin blood.

Cyber Geek suspected that whoever made that game might have been working through some aquatic issues.

“Mine seems to be working fine. Medley, how about you?”

When Cyber Geek’s question was met by silence, he knew there was a problem. Spinning around, he looked back through the hall they’d just emerged from. There, on the ground near the corner, Cyber Geek could just make out the tip of Medley’s twitching tail.

Cyber Geek bolted over, only to freeze in horror at the sight which awaited him.

Medley was collapsed onto the ground, writhing and twitching as his whole body seemed to… undulate. Limbs would start to swell, only to suddenly deflate. Eyes appeared at random points across Medley’s torso, opened a few times then closing, sealed over by scales and fur once more. Worst of all was Medley’s face, which was warping just as much as the rest of him. For brief moments it would stabilize, just enough for Cyber Geek to know one thing for certain.

This was just as torturous as it looked for Medley. His horrified expression, locked in a futile effort to scream, made that abundantly clear.

They needed to act; this was clearly some sort of attack, and Cyber Geek doubted his team were the only ones affected. He probably should be dashing off to check on the civilians and coordinate with the other capes, determine whose powers were weakened and who could still fight, then assign them accordingly.

Instead, Cyber Geek began to cycle through the console lodged within his brain, desperately searching for something that could alleviate Medley’s pain. He couldn’t abandon his friend in this state, especially knowing there were other AHC members around, likely already working on the issue.

But sometimes, superheroes needed saving too.
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Tori felt… strange.

Something was off. Not just the loss of lights or the sudden sounds of panic, something was wrong with her. Casting her mind about, Tori tried to uncover the issue, only to shiver when a gust of air conditioning brushed over her shoulder. Her whole body tensed as understanding kicked in.

She was cold.

But Tori didn’t get cold, not unless she was fighting a person with ice powers or standing in a damn tundra. Her heat powers protected – were supposed to protect her.

Closing her eyes in the already dark room, Tori focused inward, working to sense heat the way she had so effortlessly for the majority of her adult life. The heat was still there, still tangible, only it seemed… distant. Tori attempted to raise her own body temperature and found it possible, just achingly slow. Even for one without her experience testing hypothesis, the conclusion was obvious.

Something in the museum was restricting her powers.

The lights came back on and Tori glanced to Beverly, who was tapping at her collarbone, where the image of a magical necklace could usually be summoned. Only there was no flare of gold or shift to a dragon’s scales, probably for the best since they were illuminated once more. Still, she was faring better than Ellie.

In the darkness, Ellie had evidently stumbled or something, because she was half-collapsed in the arms of VRX77, who did not seem especially pleased about the situation. She hadn’t let the cape smash her head on the floor, though, so that was something.

“Everyone, please stay calm.” The voice came from a tall man in a suit and a red mask, clearly a cape, though one Tori didn’t immediately recognize. “My name is Blastifer, member of the Alliance of Heroic Champions, and while something is clearly afoot, please remember that the AHC has put superheroes here for just such an occ⁠—”

Blastifer’s speech was cut short by a sudden scream from the west side of the room. Everyone, even the speaking cape, turned to find another masked man, only this one was bleeding badly from a what looked like a recently broken nose. As he stumbled forward, the man revealed several figures clad in identical black outfits, covering all but their eyes, daggers flashing in their hands.

“I’m bleeding!” The cape staggered back, falling over and crashing against a table. “How am I bleeding? What the hell is going on?”

The dark clad figures advanced, however more superheroes were scrambling to intercept. Several were moving woozily, like they’d already taken multiple blows, and Tori could only assume their powers usually augmented their coordination.

Glancing out the front door, Tori saw people pounding on the red wall, to no avail. Which meant they were trapped in the museum with what looked like a murder cult, one that had managed to lock down every meta-human’s power. Except… shouldn’t VRX77 be showing some symptoms as well? Tori tabled the question; her first concern was figuring out what the hell they should do next.

“Follow me.”

The voice came from right behind her, so close that Tori might have spiked the temperature in shock, had she still been able. Twisting to find Ivan standing in the center of her group, Tori’s terror swiftly subsided, only for annoyance at herself to replace it.

She didn’t want to feel safe because her mentor arrived. Tori wanted to feel safe because she was the one with unconquerable power. But that was an aspiration for the future, not her current reality, and in the moment, they definitely needed the help.

As the capes and cloaked figures began to battle, Tori, Beverly, VRX77, and a once more walking Ellie all followed Ivan down a hallway, out of the main room. “How is everyone holding up? While it appears only meta-humans are experiencing significant side effects so far, we should all keep aware of ourselves to be sure.”

Ivan wasting the time on pretense confused Tori only for a moment; in all the chaos, she’d momentarily forgotten that Ellie was really Plasmodia. Tori took careful note of the error; that was a very dangerous slip to make. One wrong word was all it would take to destroy the cover she’d carefully crafted.

“I feel off. Heavy, slow, weak, just… worse all around. My energy is sluggish to the point of being useless.” Ellie lifted a hand, conjuring some searing hot flashes, but nothing more.

“I’m not exactly having a grand time, but it’ll be okay,” Tori reported.

VRX77’s answer was slightly different, enough for Tori to notice. “No issues here.”

Was she really not having any trouble? Of them all, she was the only one who hadn’t reacted to the red wave, but she was also supported by a meta-suit. Actually, given that her face was holographic, Tori wasn’t sure how reliable any of the emotions shown were; she really needed to ask Xelas how the programming for that feature functioned.

Beverly’s answer was barely more than a grunt, her focus largely appeared to be internal as she continued periodically tapping at her collarbone.

“What could be causing this?” Ellie asked, her steps growing steadier as she slowly adjusted to the chance.

That was an answer Tori could already guess. When there was bullshit afoot… well, with that word choice Captain Bullshit was a pretty viable answer, but this didn’t seem like his style. However, when there was other fuckery about, ridiculous crap that violated what few laws of reality still seemed firm, Tori had learned one particular power source was often the cause.

“Magic.” Ivan halted their advance, turning them down a side hallway, then through a set of doors that Tori was pretty sure had been locked until a moment prior. She heard a slight snap as Ivan shoved and noticed a small hunk of metal poking out from the wall.

Ellie wasn’t paying the same attention to such details, though; she was more caught up in the odd shift of scenery. Gone were the displays, the sparkling waxed floors, the big overhead lights. Instead, they were in a somewhat cramped space with several desks, most of which were covered in paper.

On the far wall were more doors, and it was toward these that Ivan directed them.

“Administrative offices. The doors lock, but I wouldn’t trust it. Barricade yourself inside, keep your backs to the wall, and stay hidden until Ellie’s power returns. If anything gets through, work together, though I don’t expect there to be any serious issues.”

Ivan’s eyes flicked to VRX77, who reacted with an almost imperceptible nod. That essentially confirmed Tori’s suspicion; her doppelganger’s meta-suit was still functioning as intended. But why was tech immune to the spell when other items weren’t?

Although… Ivan didn’t seem to be bothered either.

In the moment he arrived, Tori hadn’t questioned it, simply assuming that Ivan would somehow be immune to whatever was happening. And she still suspected that to be the case, only now it occurred to her to wonder… why?

What, exactly, made his power so different? It couldn’t just be that Ivan used magic; Beverly drew her power from the same source, or at least a similarly categorized one. The only connection she had was the fact that VRX77 seemed unaffected as well.

Tori very much wanted to chat with her pseudo-twin. Unfortunately, all efforts at conversation would be hindered by the presence of Ellie, or rather, Plasmodia.

“How did you know I have powers?” Ellie had recovered enough to realize this strange man appeared to deduce her identity despite her being incognito. “And who are you? For that matter, how do you even know about this place?”

“I’m Tori’s uncle, my family did a facility tour a few years back that included the offices, and to be blunt, your power was quite obvious. Not only did you show the same symptoms as several AHC members, there was also the matter of the lightshow on our way over.”

Evidently Ellie had been more out of it than Tori thought, as her cheeks suddenly sucked in as the memory struck, a tic Professor Quantum would no doubt berate her for showing. “Shit, how bonked out was I? And why? Does my power usually affect my brain?”

“All excellent questions I recommend you address at a later date,” Ivan advised. He turned toward the door, but paused slightly as he looked toward Tori. There was an unspoken question in his eyes, a silent offer to stay. Part of Tori very much wanted to accept, to sit back and relax, knowing that everything would be okay.

Instead, she jerked her head toward the exit, telling him to head on out.

VRX77 should be more than adequate for protection, even weakened by the guild. Beyond that, though, Tori knew what a divide lay between she and her mentor in terms of power. She didn’t grasp the specifics, but the sense of scale had been well-taught. Power like that didn’t come from hiding under another meta’s protection.

If Tori truly wanted to catch Ivan one day, she couldn’t shy away from life’s challenges. Especially not when she had friends at her side.
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Ren Tanaka was losing his mind.

He’d thought there could be nothing worse than losing his body; the face he’d seen in the mirror every morning, the voice that was so familiar to his ears, the limbs he’d honed through years of practice. All of it, gone, and so much of who he’d been was washed away as well.

College was a memory, football a distant dream, and his family… they could scarcely bear to look at him, illusion bracelet or not. Their talented son, their handsome boy, the child they’d raised, he’d been snatched away. It wasn’t that they loathed him, that Ren might have been able to find peace with.

It was that they mourned him.

They were sad for all he’d lost, not yet able to understand what Ren himself needed a long time to come to terms with: for all that had been taken, a few blessings were left in exchange. His new body was ill-suited to his old life, but there was a new world that had opened before him. One where Ren Tanaka could still live with dignity, knowing every day he worked to keep people safe, making a genuine difference.

Thanks to the purpose given by the AHC and the support of his friends, Ren had been slowly yet surely recovering, rebuilding his sense of self and his hopes for the future. Losing his body had been traumatic and life-changing, but that didn’t mean it had to be life-ruining.

His mind, on the other hand, he feared would be harder to repair.

Ren could scarcely hold onto any sense of identity as his body pitched and roiled, bubbling with the mass of new limbs only for them to wither away moments later. It was like some glue inside him had been ripped away, and the formerly organized clusters of DNA were turning into a true jumble. Unfortunately, none of the changes turned off Ren’s pain receptors, or his awareness of the world.

He’d have thought having his body stretched and changed like bubbling taffy would be the worst of it, but he was wrong. If not that, then Ren would have perhaps guessed that the concern on his friends’ faces would torment him the most, however that too was incorrect.

The worst part of the ordeal was that all his appearing eyes meant Ren could see the shadowy figure creeping up behind his friends, steps silent as they produced, long, curved blades. Death was stalking toward his team, and Ren could do nothing but continue to scream, helping to cover the soon-to-be-killer’s approach.

If his body warping itself endlessly didn’t break Ren’s sanity, seeing his friends killed while he writhed helpless on the floor just might.


Chapter 90



While things hadn’t quite spiraled into a worst-case-scenario, Helen was hardly happy with her predicament. When the wave of red magic washed out and the cloaked figures appeared, Helen stepped away, heading to a private alcove she had already marked, a spot where she could change into Lodestar.

Despite arriving without issue, Helen soon found a flaw in the plan, potentially a fatal one.

The magical aura suffusing the area was similar to Hallowville, in that it appeared to be some sort of domain enforcing specific changes and limitations. And just like in Hallowville, when Helen tried accessing her Lodestar powers, she felt the entire domain around her ripple with sudden instability.

But while that act merely ripped a hole in the fabric of Hallowville, this time the effect wasn’t so limited. All around her, people, both humans and meta-humans, cried out, some visibly falling over. Helen instantly eased off on the flow of her power, and the magical energy stabilized.

This aura was more aggressive than the magic of Hallowville; it had burrowed into all those present, even if the effects were only notable for meta-humans. If Helen forced the transformation, there was a chance she could push through it rapidly and force the magic to collapse.

However, it was equally as likely that turning into Lodestar would instantly kill those around her, maybe even everyone in the museum.

Which was why it was Helen once more who emerged from her alcove. Turning into Lodestar wasn’t worth the risk yet, but that hardly meant she was helpless. Walking back to the main room, Helen did a quick sweep to get her head around their situation.

The first group of cloaked assailants had been repelled by the AHC members. Powers or not, these were people who’d logged hundreds of hours of field work and training, some using that time to focus on their combat prowess. The superheroes might be weakened, but they weren’t out of the fight entirely.

Several AHC members were making rounds through the room, which Helen realized had dramatically dropped in occupancy. Amidst all the chaos of the red wave and the initial ambush, a lot of people had gone sprinting off deeper into the museum. Unfortunately, that not only made them easier individual targets, it forced the AHC to spread their resources out to go find them, rather than keep everyone in one controlled area.

Far from ideal, though clustering everyone together carried risks of its own. Checking the room over once more, Helen felt a warm glow of pride as she saw Roto and Aqua Bomb comfort a young man who was in tears with panic. Both would no doubt be feeling the magic’s effects, yet neither showed an ounce of fear over the loss, their focus entirely on those who still needed protecting.

The Alliance of Heroic Champions was far from perfect. Even setting aside the compromises inherent in its inception, there was always a tendency among those with power to be tempted with abusing it. There were systems and policies in place to catch, curtail, and circumvent that sort of behavior, but punitive measures only came after the fact by their nature.

Yet in spite of its occasional issues, Helen believed in the people who worked alongside her. They were good folks with sincere hearts, using the gifts they’d been handed to enrich the world rather than serve only themselves. Hard as she might try, Lodestar couldn’t be all things, in all places, at all times. Other talents were called for, other viewpoints needed, and sometimes, on nights like this, even Lodestar needed some actual help.

Vanishing into the hall, Helen set about her usual routine. Lodestar or not, the plan was the same as always.

Find someone calling for help and deliver just that.
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Ivan could barely stand straight for the first several seconds after the red wave passed over everyone. He remained upright by tensing his entire body, locking each and every muscle. It wasn’t a sense of binding that caused him trouble either, oh no, that might have actually been a welcome reprieve.

No, Ivan was having the exact opposite issue.

He’d already sensed the barrier between himself and his power, as well as all the tendencies that went with it, thinning when the dimensional nova began. This was taking that same effect and dialing it up by several degrees. Usually, Ivan could always vaguely sense Fornax pushing at his impulses; since the nova started, the mental voice had gotten louder.

Now, though… now it was like Fornax was breathing down Ivan’s neck.

That was why he’d hurried Tori and her friends out of harm’s way as fast as possible. For the first time since he’d thought his children were dead by Balaam’s bomb, Ivan genuinely was concerned about retaining control over himself.

He didn’t dare channel any of his power; even breaking the door had caused a noticeable flare-up that had to be willfully suppressed. With the walls between him and Fornax so thin, it might only take a surge of magic for Ivan to slip. While there was a chance he’d recover once leaving the domain and its effect, that wasn’t guaranteed. Not to mention, it wouldn’t undo whatever horrors Fornax wrought in this gala full of wealthy, influential people and capes.

Once Tori and the others were secured, Ivan exited the nearest hallway, eager to put distance between him and his apprentice in case the worst occurred. Wandering aimlessly, Ivan turned his mind to what came next.

Whether Doctor Mechaniacal and Xelas were affected by the magic was a toss-up; Ivan didn’t know nearly enough about the spell at work to know how it would interact with technology. Whether it weakened them physically or not, the two would be still just as smart, meaning they’d find a way to best apply their talents. Those likely wouldn’t involve Ivan unless there was a specific task, and if so, Wade would reach out.

At that thought, Ivan pulled out his cell phone and found it without signal. Area magic typically had an inherent scrambling effect, and the red wave turned out to be no exception. Limited communication, then – another element working against them.

His mind, as it did more often than Ivan was inclined to ever admit, flickered to Helen.

The fact that Lodestar hadn’t come racing through in a blur of golden light to set everything right meant that there was some factor holding her back. Since she couldn’t be parted from her power, Ivan’s next assumption was that transforming would somehow put others at risk. As her one-time rival, Ivan knew all too well Helen’s unwillingness to take any chances on the lives of others. It was a factor many other, lesser villains had sought to exploit. Trying to weaken her with situational limitations rather than earn an actual victory.

Even all these years later, Ivan could barely keep a snarl off his face at the very idea. He viewed such tactics as utterly pathetic.

The more he walked and thought, feeling Fornax’s constant desire for combat burning in his blood, Ivan came to the conclusion that the wisest move he could make was to remove himself from the situation. The longer he was exposed, the greater the chance that he’d use his power and call forth the corresponding consequences.

Much as he wanted to, hands balling into fists as the whispers of Fornax grew ever louder, there was no need for Ivan to fight. The capes appeared to have the situation well in hand, Tori was safe, and Helen was… Helen. Everything would be fine. The worst thing he could do was needlessly expose himself to risk, increasing the odds Fornax would emerge in earnest.

It was, of course, just as Ivan came to this decision that three figures emerged from a bend in the hall up ahead. They moved as one, a trio of sharp blades flashing out in the dim emergency lighting, all aimed for Ivan’s throat.
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As Beverly and Ellie swept the offices, searching for the most defensible locale, Tori snared VRX77 by the arm, pulling her close enough for a whisper. “Why are you unaffected by all this?”

To her surprise, VRX77 actually appeared unsettled by the question, whipping her head around like she was checking for spies. “Don’t worry about it, just a tech thing.”

“Wow. Are we both that bad of liars?”

“Shove it up your ass,” VRX77 snapped, though there wasn’t much force behind the words. If anything, VRX77 seemed more nervous the longer they stayed on the topic. “Look… this is really not the time or place, okay? Quick version: due to my condition, I had to replicate some of the properties of transcendent powers in order to safely travel between realms. Otherwise, I risked losing stability entirely if I went into one lacking key meta-elements.”

The way VRX77 said it certainly implied she’d offered up an explanation, even as it left Tori more confused than before. “The hell are transcendent powers? Like meditating?”

For a moment, Tori was essentially looking into a mirror as VRX77 shot her a flat, incredulous look that Tori knew all too well from her own face, along with the exact thought that went with it.

Are you fucking kidding me?

“Are you fucking kidding me?” VRX77 asked, nearly causing Tori to cackle at her own moment of prophecy. “What have you been learning at the guild if not the basic categories? Didn’t they cover it during the force-energy scale lessons?”

“Mostly we focused on how to not die.” Tori prickled at the attempted impugnment of Ivan’s education. “My mentor was really big on that, and honestly, can’t say I’m mad at him for choosing to teach survival over fun vocabulary terms.”

“That’s nice and all, but there is such a thing as being too focused in one subject.” VRX77 rolled her eyes. “Transcendent powers are abilities that come from outside this iteration – they literally transcend reality, hence the name. You can’t separate a person from a transcendent power; not even reality manipulators can manage it, because there’s always at least two versions of reality in play.”

Much as Tori wanted to press for more details, Beverly and Ellie chose that moment to return, the latter rubbing her temples. With every passing moment, Ellie seemed to be better recovered from her initial impairment; though her powers remained out of reach, she was no longer stumbling about.

“…just weird. We trained for this exact scenario multiple times, but none of Professor Quantum’s restraints ever impacted me like that.” Ellie was finishing up some sentence directed at Beverly, though Tori only caught the end.

“Hang on, you trained for this?” Beverly’s tone was less skeptical than Tori might have expected, instead her voice was more a mixture of surprise and concern.

“Well, not maniacs in a museum specifically. But Professor Quantum was always warning us about the risk of ‘power-down’ events, like the big one Captain Bullshit pulled in the early nineties. Basically, since other metas can change the world itself, we can’t always depend on having our abilities, so he trained us for situations like this one.”

Until tonight, Tori might have called such a notion overkill, but she was starting to see the wisdom in such preparations.

“You capes are hardcore,” Beverly informed Ellie, before addressing the other two. “Looks like the middle office is our best bet. Only one exterior window and it’s small, so easily defendable but also viable as an escape route if we get pinned down. Walls could be thicker, but we’ll grab some bookcases from the others and stuff them⁠—”

Beverly was interrupted by a horrendous wail of someone clearly in pain. Worse than the sound itself was how it halted suddenly, all at once. Like the scream’s originator had been quickly, permanently silenced.

More shouts followed, nowhere near as disturbing or pained, yet audible all the same. Somewhere not far from their group, people were getting attacked.

They couldn’t go charging in. Tori knew that, even if the sound set her brain ablaze with unwanted images. Helping when she had powers was one thing; this would be throwing herself into danger as just another body. Okay… a body that had been getting combat tips from a world-famous villain for over a year, but that wasn’t necessarily going to stop a blade.

Looking to Ellie, Tori found the cape with her hands balled into fists, her whole body shaking. It couldn’t be easy for a superhero, being unable to help when people were in peril. Sitting here, doing nothing while others suffered wasn’t exactly easy even for Tori; she couldn’t fathom what it would be like if she held any sense of actual obligation toward those nameless masses.

“I’m not even on The New Science Sentries right now. I’m suspended. That’s why Beverly had to get me a ticket.” Ellie’s words were unfocused, her gaze locked downward onto the ground. “I’ll probably be off the team officially in a matter of weeks.”

Like a cork had been pulled, the tension drained from Ellie, fists releasing as her whole body loosened. Lastly, she lifted her head, revealing a smile that left Tori feeling mildly unsettled.

“So really, what’s one more fuck-up on the pile?”

Ellie walked back into the office she and Beverly had emerged from, returning with what appeared to be some sort of award. It was a crystalline statue with a hefty marble base, and from the way Ellie was holding it, she clearly planned on making maximum use of its sharp corners.

“Official New Science Sentry policy is to hunker down in situations like these and let those unaffected take action. Instead, I’m going to go see how well Professor Quantum’s melee training scenarios hold up in the real world. Don’t wait for me to barricade the door.”

Beverly was already in her way, blocking the exit. “Like hell you’re going out there alone.”

“I can’t ask you to⁠—”

“Good, ’cause I didn’t hear you ask for anything. Tori, Vicky, grab a weapon as fast as you can. We’ll go find the people screaming and bring them back here.”

Tori turned in time to see a flash of… something on VRX77’s face, but it was gone too quickly. She thought it was anger – maybe annoyance, yet that didn’t seem quite right either. The holographic glare she shot toward Ellie seemed a bit unwarranted, though the cape was too busy swinging her statue around to notice. After several seconds of sullenly sitting in silence, VRX77 nodded.

“Fine. Would have been a bummer to listen to that yelling the whole time anyway.”

Searching around, Tori’s best option turned out to be a T-Rex letter opener, where the handle was a scaly body leading to a giant roaring mouth with the blade protruding out. If not for the sharpened hunk of metal sticking out of the end, it could easily have been mistaken for a children’s toy.

It was also less than half the size of the blades she’d seen those cloaked figures wielding. A weapon she’d normally never give a second thought toward, yet now presented a deadly threat. Much as Tori was loath to admit it, Professor Quantum might have shown excellent forethought with his training program.

Because Tori damn sure wished she had practice doing this as the quartet left the safety of their hideaway, plunging into the museum once more.


Chapter 91



Officially speaking, when dealing with a power-down event, Agent Quantum and Tachyonic were supposed to defer to superheroes who were unaffected by the issue. Professor Quantum had always been adamant that there would be such cases in a large enough gathering of superheroes, and the Games Gala certainly qualified there.

However, that didn’t mean there would be any who were immune directly in Agent Quantum and Tachyonic’s vicinity, and that was the loophole Agent Quantum used to ignore protocol as he slammed into the torso of a black-cloaked figure who was about to plunge their knife into a muscular man in a bright yellow suit.

While he might not be meta-human strong at the moment, Agent Quantum was still a young man who’d spent his entire life being prepared for the role he now filled. The muscles on his body were forged by hard work as much as unnatural power, and his movements were well-practiced, even if his coordination was less than its usual standard.

He landed hard on the would-be attacker, slamming them to the tile floor and rolling until the pair bounded off the wall below a massive impressionist landscape painting. Agent Quantum struggled for control of the knife, finding himself suddenly flipped prone as the cloaked figure managed to slither into the top position. Staring up, Agent Quantum could see a lovely, slightly blurry painting of the ocean as a gleaming knife descended steadily closer to his chest.

While there were worse final sights, Agent Quantum struggled with all his reduced might, fighting to keep the blade from sheathing in his sternum. Inch-by-inch, though, he was losing; whoever this person was, they had some strength of their own.

What they didn’t have, luckily, were eyes in the back of their head.

Tachyonic smashed what was almost certainly a priceless vase onto the cloaked figure’s skull. It wasn’t enough to knock them out entirely, but the distraction was more than enough time for Agent Quantum to break their hold on the knife. He slashed at the figure’s ankle, wanting to scare the attacker off without risking a serious bleed, expecting a yell or a leap.

Instead, the figure exploded in a shower of blood before the liquid was forcefully sucked into the blade, vacuuming an entire human’s worth of hemoglobin in the span of a few blinks. If not for the now-empty cloak falling softly to the ground, they might have thought the attacker entirely imagined.

Agent Quantum hurled the knife across the room, where it slammed into what had been, until just a moment prior, a masterpiece of pointillism. Now the park scene bore a ragged slash down the middle, which when added to the destroyed vase meant the two were working up quite a spectacular tab.

“What was that?!” Agent Quantum was understandably disturbed; he hadn’t intended to kill or even seriously wound that figure. Just escape, secure them, and move onto the next threat. “Did that just… did I just…”

“Hey, HEY.” Tachyonic grabbed him roughly by the shoulder, shaking Agent Quantum once when he didn’t initially react. “Whatever just happened, that is not on us. There was no way of knowing what a normal-looking knife would do. And we still don’t know what it even did. Magic is afoot, which means anything goes. For all we know, they just got absorbed into the knife, and there’s a way to pop them out.”

Much as Agent Quantum wanted to spiral into uncertainty, more yelling from nearby forced him to compartmentalize the issue until a better time for contemplation arose. Whatever had just happened with the knife had been an unknown variable, just like Tachyonic said. Agent Quantum had never had any designs on murder; that would have to mentally carry him for now. The capes would sort through his actual level of accountability once innocent people were no longer in danger.

Besides, if there was one silver lining, they now knew the true danger those blades posed.

“We’ve got to spread the word to everyone we see: one scratch from these daggers and you might be done for.” Agent Quantum looked to the one he’d left quivering in the wall, briefly contemplating picking it back up rather than leave such a deadly weapon unattended. His stomach twisted at the very idea of touching that handle, however.

The first time had been an accident. Any actions that came after were undeniably on Agent Quantum.

After making sure the man who’d been originally pinned was alright, Tachyonic and Agent Quantum jogged down a dimly lit hallway, following their ears toward the sound of the next scuffle. It was no easy feat; with the twisting layout and echoing noises, they encountered more than one deadend before finally stumbling upon a room with more people.

While the last exhibit had been of fine arts, this appeared to be a history of the locomotive. There were steam whistles, hunks of track, and even a mockup of a passenger car for the guests to interact with. Sadly, there was one more sight the pair arrived to witness, though this one hadn’t been curated by the museum.

Tachyonic and Agent Quantum stepped through the door just in time to see the last drops of blood flow into a dagger, and a superhero’s empty mask flutter to the ground.
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Ren’s friends were going to die while he writhed there, helpless.

No… that wasn’t even right.

Ren’s friends were going to die because he was writhing there, helpless, distracting them.

Seeing the figure creep forward, unable to shape his screams into any sort of information, Ren felt truly worthless. For all that his power had taken, it at least offered him the chance to make a difference. Now even that was gone, along with basic motor function and any sense of his body’s cohesion.

With every passing second, Ren felt like his form was unraveling further, no matter how hard he fought to keep it together. This very well might kill him; it was actually rather astounding he wasn’t dead already. Knowing it, and accepting its implications, Medley decided to use his final moments like the superhero he was.

With a not inconsiderable amount of effort, Medley stopped trying to keep his form stable. Instead, he grasped hold of that swirling mass of genetics with every ounce of concentration he could muster and focused on one single image, over and over. There was nothing else to consider, no doubts to entertain.

His body hadn’t been truly his own for over a year, but today, for only for an instant, it was going to obey him one last time. Medley felt his bones shifting, organs reforming, as a new shape began to manifest across his chest. The pain of it was indescribable, but Medley couldn’t exactly scream louder than he already was. At least this change was done with intent, formed by his will, making use of a life that perhaps was meant to end well before now.

With a deeply unsettling schloomp noise, Medley’s chest parted as an enormous eyeball taking up his entire torso appeared, staring at his team and the cloaked figure only steps away.
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Cyber Geek didn’t think he could be more shocked than when Medley began to suffer from his sudden affliction, but the moment a massive eye appeared on his friend’s chest, he learned there were indeed higher levels of shock to be reached.

Especially since the reflection of Medley’s eye revealed an attacker nearly on top of Cyber Geek and his team. It was a surprise strike, and one they perhaps should have seen coming. However, the team wasn’t caught entirely unprepared. Even as he searched for a way to help Medley, Cyber Geek had taken a moment to arm himself, just in case.

He might be a relatively new superhero, but Cyber Geek was learning.

“Push.” At this proximity, even the velociwand’s finicky aiming was no issue, the green light slamming into the cloaked figure and shooting them backward. They forcibly collided with a wall and remained pinned there, knife clattering to the ground as the wielder’s grip was broken.

Behind him, Cyber Geek heard a slight change in the screaming. It was only for a moment, and could have been imagined, but it sounded like Medley found a mild moment of relief amidst the suffering, brief though it was.

“Couldn’t just be losing our powers and a friend having trouble, now there’s ninjas skulking around too?” Cold Shoulder grumbled.

“I think they’re only ninjas if they practice ninjitsu,” Hat Trick corrected. “We don’t know what art they utilize.”

Although Cyber Geek contemplated asking their captured attacker for information, one glance showed that they were unconscious, head having cracked pretty hard against the wall on impact. Cyber Geek could see their chest still breathing through the dark clothes, so he wasn’t overly concerned, but that was still a factor to be aware of. These weren’t breach monsters, they were people.

His eyes darted down to the gleaming blade, a weapon intended to pierce either his or one of his teammates’ backs as they cared for a downed friend.

Maybe there was a bit more overlap between these people and the breach beasts than initially suspected. Regardless of how vile they might be, though, he was a superhero, and that wasn’t a title for people who took life casually.

“So we’ve got cloaked figures sneaking about, that may or may not be ninjas, along with a red magic wave that suppressed almost everyone’s powers, sealed us all in, and cut off communications. Aside from Medley’s condition, anything I missed there?” Cold Shoulder was also looking at the knife, but unlike Cyber Geek, she did more than stare.

Striding over as she spoke, Cold Shoulder scooped up the weapon, giving it a few test swings in the air.

Hat Trick was still near Medley, whose writhing had fallen off dramatically after his stunt with the eye. Much as Cyber Geek wanted to believe that meant his condition was improving, by appearances it was exactly the opposite. Medley was slowing down, losing what fight he still had left in him. If he lost entirely, would there be any form left? This power-dampening might be temporary, that didn’t mean the after effects would be.

What happened if Medley couldn’t restore himself even once the interference was removed?

Cyber Geek was the only one among them who still had access to his abilities, so it was on him to find a solution. What could help Medley, though? This wasn’t a simple matter of healing a wound; whatever he was suffering was unique, to say the least. Cyber Geek didn’t even know what was happening, so blindly attempting to fix it was likely to do more harm than help. Then there was the matter of Hat Trick and Cold Shoulder who needed tools to defend themselves, as well as some protection.

Scrolling as he squirmed under the steadily crushing weight of responsibility, Cyber Geek’s eyes landed on an entry that halted him in his tracks. He wouldn’t have given it a second glance the week prior, but that was before Hat Trick helped him uncover a key aspect to his abilities.

It didn’t solve all their problems – Medley would still be largely on his own, but at least it offered a measure of protection, along with the opportunity to find help. Looking around the room they were in, Cyber Geek felt reasonably certain his items would fit, though it might be a little tight.

Reaching into the game and taking hold of the items, Cyber Geek felt a familiar strain, like what he’d experienced in the park. These were sizable items, and he was calling forth four of them, so it seemed the cost was proportional. Still, Cyber Geek had a sense that he could handle it, and ultimately tasks that pushed his limits were good things.

According to the older capes he’d talked with, along with conventional wisdom, that was how meta-humans drove their potential higher. Cyber Geek was eager to see just how far his could climb.
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That mask… Tachyonic knew that mask. Carbunkle, a cape who could cause hairs he could control to erupt all over his body, working them into his close combat technique. The two had only spoken a few times in passing, having met once in line at the AHC cafeteria. Carbunkle had been a light-hearted fellow with a unique sense of humor, as the choice in name indicated. His laugh was distinctive as well, bellowing and high-pitched, impossible to miss.

Now he was dead.

Regardless of what Tachyonic told Agent Quantum, he had zero hope the people sucked into those knives could be recovered. The fact that they exploded then got absorbed sure seemed to send a message about the permanence of their condition. So as their newest cloaked opponent shifted over toward the duo, planting a foot on Carbunkle’s empty mask in the process, Tachyonic saw red.

He blasted forward in a burst of speed, slamming the attacker so hard that they flew across the room, landing with shattered ribs.

At least… that was what Tachyonic tried to do. Instead, he burst forward in a dash, moving quick to be certain, but nowhere near super-speed. Still, he closed the distance, swinging hard while keeping a careful eye on that deadly blade. One scratch was all it took to lose everything.

Unfortunately, this new foe was much better prepared than their last. They weaved back from each blow, blocking only when necessary, keeping their knife hand at the ready, waiting for an opportunity to strike. But Tachyonic did have one undeniable advantage in their bout.

He hadn’t come alone.

Agent Quantum barreled into the fray with a wild haymaker that only grazed their opponent’s cheek, yet that was enough to send them stumbling back. Tachyonic leapt at the moment of vulnerability, only to screech to a halt as his instincts screamed that something was off. His pause came at just the right time, as seconds later a streak of silver slashed right where his torso would have been.

The stumble was a bluff meant to draw them in. Only the mountain of time spent on Professor Quantum’s training sessions saved Tachyonic, as this was a tactic their training units often employed. Never assume victory, never let one’s guard down, never hesitate – lessons Professor Quantum had drilled into them over and over, yet it wasn’t until now that he understood what was being taught.

The job of a superhero was a life-and-death one, as Carbunkle’s mask attested. One mistake, one slip, and it was done.

Agent Quantum stepped in closer, pushing the fight with their foe toward him, trying to take the focus from Tachyonic. Even without his powers, Austin was the same as ever. Unfortunately, without those abilities, Tachyonic wasn’t sure who would win. Against a skilled opponent, or one wielding a weapon that killed in a single hit, they might triumph. Both paired together, though, that was a considerable challenge to overcome.

Seeing a swing of the knife come within a few hairs of Agent Quantum’s arm, Tachyonic felt rage try to overtake him once more, but this time he focused. There was an opportunity, if he was willing to grasp it. As Agent Quantum launched a series of jabs and the cloaked figure shifted their weapon, Tachyonic saw his chance.

Blasting forward with every ounce of speed he could summon, which amounted to only the mildest of boosts, Tachyonic slammed into their opponent, grabbing hold of their right arm by the elbow as the two tumbled to the ground. Pushing up, he set the limb in position just as they landed. A moment and an explosion of blood later, Tachyonic was lying on an empty set of robes, the handle of a knife just barely poking out.

“What happened?” Agent Quantum was already over, helping Tachyonic up and surveying the scene, as if there was anything to be done.

“He must have landed on his knife when I tackled him,” Tachyonic said, the words all technically true. “Professor Quantum did always say blades were a poor tool in the field because without skill, they pose nearly as much danger to the wielder as the one being attacked.”

Although Agent Quantum threw the empty cloak another look, his gaze didn’t linger for long. There was nothing to look at, no evidence to check. Eventually, he went to check the rest of the room in case there were people hiding who needed help.

Tachyonic went to join him, only pausing to lean down and carefully pick up Carbunkle’s mask.


Chapter 92



Following Ellie as she skulked down the halls was interesting. Usually they only saw their neighbor in her off-duty form, or already engaged in action as Plasmodia. Watching as she carefully crept along, methodically checking corners and attempting to orient based on the occasional sounds and screams, Tori realized the cape had a wider ranging skillset than she’d let on before.

Or maybe there had never been much need for walking softly when Plasmodia could roast a foe where they stood.

On instinct, Tori reached for her own fire-based abilities, once more finding them… distant. It was frustrating and bizarre, like a piece of herself had been cut off and stowed in a glass case. Tori could see it, sense, it, just not touch it. Accidental though it might have been, the ability was part of her now, and with every passing minute Tori’s dislike for whoever had taken it away was only growing.

Suddenly, Ellie halted, holding up a fist. Beverly and VRX77 both stopped immediately, and Tori followed their lead. “I’m pretty sure I heard some scuffling up ahead. Stay close and quiet, we might be walking in on a fight.”

Without a meta-suit or her usual talents, Tori had tucked away her T-Rex letter opener and grabbed the heaviest item she could find on their prowling. It was a metal pole that usually helped keep a red rope up in front of the more sensitive displays. This one had been snatched from in front of a lovely portrait of a nine-headed mantis that might have been an abstract concept painted into existence or a monster the artist had actually seen.

Regardless, the painting’s red rope was now hanging limp, one pole missing as it rested heavily on Tori’s shoulder.

Beverly, on the other hand, had produced a pair of specially weighted gloves that would apparently be more than adequate, at least when paired with her ample combat training. VRX77 appeared to be unarmed, despite easily being the deadliest among their group, taking up the rear while Ellie plunged them closer to danger.

A sudden sound caught Tori’s ear, like a shoe scuffing against polished floors. Ellie heard it too, surging ahead in an unexpected burst of speed, whipping around a corner and out of Tori’s sight. The instant she was gone, a scream rang out, and Tori’s own legs pumped harder, weighed down by the hefty weapon she’d chosen.

In all the madness of losing her fire-abilities, Tori had forgotten that those also fueled her enhanced strength, stamina, and physical recovery. In light of that, a smaller weapon choice might have made sense, but there was no time for turning back.

Tori whipped around the corner at top speed, still several steps behind Beverly at that. She arrived to find two cloaked figures in the center of the room, standing around what looked like a pile of clothes. They each had blades in their hands, one swinging for Ellie, while the other whipped their weapon toward Beverly.

Lining the edges of the room were ordinary people, gala attendees who were seated on the floor, expressions etched with fear and panic. One woman, whose makeup was running from her eyes all the way to the bottom of her chin, screamed out at the top of her lungs.

“Don’t let them cut you! One slice is all… is all it takes.” She collapsed into tears, staring at the pile of clothes getting kicked about as Ellie and Beverly dodged their attackers.

Tori looked again the pile of laundry lying in the middle of a museum, situated right by the attackers. And that voice… it sounded an awful lot like the scream she’d heard a moment ago. She studied the way the cloaked figures were striking. Neither seemed especially talented, yet their styles were the same. Each emphasized wielding and holding the knife above all else. Like they needed nothing more than a single hit to win.

A hypothesis formed, and while she couldn’t test it out yet, Tori was in no mood to roll the dice. Waiting until the first cloaked figure turned, Tori struck. She ran up to Ellie’s attackers, metal pole with its weighted base over her shoulder. Swinging like she was going for a home run, Tori slammed the heavy base directly into the back of the cloaked figure’s skull.

The crunch seemed to echo through the room. Tori felt something in her target give way, the pole sinking in. Like their strings had been cut, the figure dropped to the ground, dark blood oozing out from their cloak as their body began to convulse violently.

Both Tori and Ellie kept their eyes on the downed foe, though for quite different reasons. Tori was making sure they weren’t playing possum, ready to finish the job in a heartbeat. Ellie, however, merely shook her head. “You went right for the kill shot.”

“Kind of seemed to be what they were doing, fair is fair.” Tori spared a glance over to Beverly, who had landed several blows at some point that left her opponent reeling.

“I get it, it’s just… you know not many people can do that, right?” Ellie was looking at Tori in a new light, and not necessarily a good one, given the secrets one of them was hiding. “It takes a certain mindset, and usually… well, practice.”

“Or getting snatched off the fucking street in the middle of people’s morning commute,” Tori tossed back, invoking the kidnapping that had elevated her public profile. “I had a lot time to think when I was chained to a goddamn chair at the mercy of some whacked-out lunatics, and one of my resolutions was to never hesitate when it comes to this shit again.”

That seemed to soothe some of the suspicion – at least Tori hoped that was it meant when Ellie turned her attention over to Beverly, whose fight was nearly wrapped up.

The cloaked figure she’d faced was visibly punch-drunk, but still determined. They lunged for Beverly, overextending, and in a snap of motion she’d twisted their wrist around, driving the dagger into their own left leg. There was barely enough time to register the hit before the attacker exploded into a mist of blood, which was then sucked into the dagger, which clattered to the ground next to a second pair of empty clothes.

Tori considered her hypothesis confirmed.

The weeping woman in the corner doubled her sobs at the sight.

“Is everyone… everyone else alright?” Ellie’s own eyes dipped to the empty clothes too, clearly arriving at the same conclusion.

“We’re okay.” A shorter woman wearing round spectacles answered this time. “They didn’t want us, they wanted the superheroes. Told us to call for help, and when that didn’t work, they started hurting us so we’d sound more ‘authentic.’ Garrett tried to fight back.”

Given the context, and the speaker’s brief glance to the ground, Tori could assume what had happened to Garrett.

“They wanted superheroes to come?” Ellie sounded perplexed, and even Tori found it a bit odd. Standard criminal and villain procedure was to try and do one’s wicked acts away from the powerful people set on stopping such antics. To draw them in intentionally seemed nonsensical.

Unless the superheroes themselves were the targets.

“Fuck. Is this some kind of hit?” Tori hadn’t really intended to speak the words, yet Ellie’s sudden jerk of the head made it clear she had. “Think about it: magic that suppresses powers, knives that kill with a single cut… if there was a particular cape you wanted gone, this would be the perfect chance to strike.”

“It’s too messy, though,” Beverly countered. “This much overkill for one cape? It’s a lot of goons, prep, and presumably resources. Plus, it didn’t even sound like they were asking for a specific superhero. A more likely explanation would be that they’re just trying to cull the cape population as a whole.”

As soon as she said it, the mood of the room shifted. Not only did Ellie’s eyes narrow and her posture straighten, but the civilians listening in seemed to reel back in terror. The capes were who kept them safe – if these enemies were able to fight them, even defeat them, then who would keep everyone else safe?

Reaching down, Tori carefully extracted the dagger from the fingers of her still slightly convulsing target. She’d definitely broken something in their brain, a core component unlikely to be restored. It made her next action easier, though Tori found even less mental resistance than she’d been expecting.

With a swipe of her new weapon, Tori cut the convulsing figure on the back of their calf. An instant later, the body exploded, blood swirling into the dagger, leaving an empty cloak behind.

“What are you doing?!” Ellie’s legs tried to leap back as her torso jerked forward, causing her to stagger in place.

“Beverly stabbed her opponent using the attacker’s own arm. This tests whether the blades only work when in their hands, or if we can wield them too. Looks like the latter, lucky for us.” Rooting around in the empty cloak and clothes, Tori produced a sheath for the blade, quickly securing it to her waist and sealing the deadly edge.

Knowing a good idea when she saw one, Beverly dug into the other empty pile of clothes. Ellie was still staring at the pile of laundry that had once been her foe, hands shaking. Only VRX77 remained motionless, standing at the entrance of the room, watching everyone else’s actions.

“Tori… they were already down. You didn’t… didn’t have to⁠—”

“Ellie, I like you, but save the moralizing for when we’ve got breathing room. I hit some asshole trying to kill you in the back of the head, and if the shakes didn’t give it away, they were not long for this world. Arguably I did them a kindness by ending it quickly, but either way, they weren’t going to survive the next five minutes without some meta-healing. A power that no one can use, because of the bullshit these dickwads are pulling. They were dead either way, at least my method made them useful.”

Tori stood up, her new dagger now properly secured, and saw that Ellie’s face was all scrunched together. It was a lot to process in short order, and unfortunately, they couldn’t sit around and wait for her to adjust. Because if the cloaked bastards really were hunting capes, that meant Tori had more friends in danger.

Palm resting on the handle of her stolen weapon, Tori wondered if there was a limit to how many corpses each dagger could hold. The way she was feeling, the slow, familiar burn of simmering anger boiling up… there was an excellent chance Tori might manage to find out.
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The three figures moving toward Ivan were well-coordinated, clearly used to working as a team. One rushed forward while the other two branched off to each side, ensuring Ivan would be attacked on all fronts, limiting his ability to react. He reflexively tried to draw on his power, only to sense far too much answering the call. Human-level fighting only, then.

Just like back when Ivan had first emerged from the hellhole, unable to control the new might coursing through his limbs.

Of course, prior to that, Ivan had spent eighteen years battling for his very life, which left him quite skilled, even without Fornax’s might.

The first attacker attempted a feint, which Ivan refused to allow. Catching the arm as it suddenly shifted directions in what was no doubt intended as a surprise, Ivan used the existing momentum and changing direction to shove the blade on a new path of his own choosing.

In this case: directly up through the attacker’s jaw, into their brain. Ivan stepped to the side, expecting a corpse to collapse forward. Instead, the body burst like a balloon of blood, gushing into the dagger before the weapon tumbled to the ground, landing in a pile of dark clothing.

The whole event had taken barely a second, yet in that time the left attacker had advanced, with the right attacker also surging forward. They were sticking to the pincer technique, and given how easily Ivan had just dispatched one of their numbers when fighting solo, wisely opting to take him on as team.

Not that it mattered.

Whatever tricks they learned, whatever boosts they might be wielding, none of it could overcome Ivan’s hard-won experience. Just from the shift in footing or the angle of a blade, Ivan saw the entire pattern of attack that was coming, and the multiple opportunities begging him to exploit them. Before the first real strike was thrown, the bout had already ended.

Nevertheless, Ivan still had to go through the motions once the attacker behind him charged in the same moment as the one before him. For all their faults, they really did have incredible coordination; the timing of their paired attack was flawless. Which was, sadly for them, precisely what Ivan expected.

With a sudden twist to the side, Ivan snared the dagger coming for his front, whipping it on ahead with a well-timed jerk, sending the attacker stumbling forward. The dagger’s continued journey was short-lived, as the other cloaked figure was directly in its path. It pierced true, slicing through the dark cloth and drawing blood, the body exploding a heartbeat later.

The remaining foe was staring in shock at the pile of clothes that had been an ally, an ally they killed. Pausing as such was the height of folly mid-battle, and Ivan wasn’t one to let such opportunities pass. Scooping up the first dagger from its resting place, Ivan drove the weapon into the stunned figure’s neck. He had no idea what triggered the exploding dagger magic and wasn’t about to risk a non-lethal strike.

This had wasted enough time already.

As it turned out, the daggers had multiple charges, as Ivan’s target exploded too, saved from the painful death of bleeding out. With the hallway now cleared, Ivan considered taking the weapon along, but ultimately tossed it aside. He’d never been a big fan of weapons; they didn’t have them during his education and most broke in his hands after the escape. Better to trust his own fists, tools he knew perfectly. Besides, all the cloaked figures seemed to be carrying daggers. He could always get another during the next fight.

Noise caught Ivan’s attention; now that his own bout had concluded, he could pick up sounds of scuffling coming from nearby. Walking briskly forward, he strode right to the source of the noise: a men’s bathroom. Pushing the door open, Ivan expected to find civilians in peril, or capes battling for their lives.

Instead, he found Helen swinging the lid from a toilet tank, deflecting dagger strikes from two opponents staying close in the cramped space. Initially, Ivan was surprised to see her take so long with only a pair of opponents, but looking down offered ample answers.

Four more cloaked figures were spread across the room, visible thanks to the stall walls having been smashed down. All of them appeared to be alive, through one did have their head stuck in a toilet, so there was a mild risk of drowning.

Subduing foes nonlethally was always harder than killing. For most capes, this would have been a hell of a fight to begin with, even if powers weren’t sealed away. Six attackers, each wielding an instant-kill weapon, congregated in a confined space with little room to dodge. Surviving would have been miraculous alone; doing so without seriously injuring any of the opponents? Fucking ludicrous.

Except Helen was doing just that, the heavy porcelain rectangle acting as shield and weapon in one, deflecting their dagger strikes while slamming into their joints. Her legs weren’t idle, either – sharp kicks shot out at specific times, breaking stances and momentum.

In a flash of white, Helen tossed the toilet lid upward, catching everyone, Ivan included, by surprise. She used that chance to punch one of her attackers square in the face, and they dropped in a heap. Even without channeling Lodestar power, Helen was strong by human standards, and more importantly, she was precise. Knocking someone out with a single punch was usually impossible or meant leaving them with brain damage, but somehow Helen had mastered the art.

Facing only a single foe, the battle was essentially over. They attempted a lunge, only to catch the same punch that their ally had moments prior. With the last one downed, Helen finally looked over to Ivan.

“Any idea what’s going on?”

“Just what I’ve put together on the fly.” Ivan nodded to the limp figures at Helen’s feet. “Have you seen the daggers in action yet?”

Helen moved closer, stepping carefully over her beaten opponents. “Not so far. Based on how badly they wanted to score those hits, I assumed they were using poison or something.”

“Or something is right.”

“Fill me in as we move,” Helen instructed. “Can’t be standing around idle, not while there are people in danger.”

Briefly, Ivan contemplating objecting to the team-up, but he couldn’t seem to come up with a good excuse as to why not. Certainly there were reasons, he knew that, but his traitorous brain refused to supply them, as if that would lead to an outcome he didn’t really want.

“The first thing to know is that those blades can kill with a single cut.” Ivan fell into step alongside Helen, telling himself this was more efficient anyway. They could find the source and finish it off quickly. “The second element you have to be aware of is that our captors appear to be targeting capes.”


Chapter 93



Three cloaked figures skulked slowly into the large room. Towering above them was the Gargasaurus skeleton, a semi-recent addition to the museum, in that it was only a few decades old rather than millions of years. Having been born artificially by Genetics Grande, a meta-genius bent on creating the most powerful creatures possible, the Gargasaurus was a monster in the truest sense of the word.

While the head resembled that of a Tyrannosaurus Rex, its arms were long and powerful, ending in disturbingly human-like fingers. A dense carapace covered in spines protected its back, leading to a thick tail with a barbed hook at the end. Last were its legs, which lacked major weapons. Instead, they’d been built for speed, able to run down prey before it could have a prayer of escape.

With such an eye-catching display, not to mention the myriad of nooks and crannies to hide in, surely there would be people in here. Although it was unlikely any would have the hearts of warriors to feed Afzagzon The Hungerer, their screams would draw forth the noble champions, dedicated defenders that they were.

Except, as the cloaked figures attempted to listen for sounds of life, they found another noise pricking their ears. A sharp, high-pitched whine, or buzz. Perhaps rumble? It lacked the elements of bass one associated with an engine, yet the similarity was undeniable.

In a blast of speed and color, a vehicle burst into the massive room from another doorway, smashing the wooden blockade cleanly off its hinges. Strange as the contraption was, the three that followed were identically odd, even if the final one had a very distinct passenger.

Curious as the four-wheeled, go-cart-sized vehicles might look, the flaming feather that shot out of the lead car and landed in front of them was more curious still, which was why they all leaned in just as the feather exploded, sending them all flying backward, though doing little actual damage.

“Got them scattered!” Cyber Geek yelled, jerking the wheel while his item-gauge recharged. In one of the many strange directions that the core series had taken over the years, Jump Jump Jones Jalopy Jumble was a long-running racing game series. Using characters and items from the main games, this was a contest of speed, fortune, and planning, as each jalopy was capable of firing off randomized items every time their gauge fully charged.

But the absolute best part of this game, by far, was that it had been designed with couch co-op in mind, which meant it was labeled as Local Multiplayer. That was why the other three were able to keep pace, protected by the jalopy’s shields and empowered by the item-gauges. So far they’d managed to take down a few of the cloaked figures while zipping around, searching for anything that might help Medley.

Their fourth member was barely responsive, being pulled along by Cold Shoulder, utilizing the jalopy’s tow function at the cost of maneuverability. Cyber Geek wasn’t sure what even could help Medley at this point, but to stop trying meant accepting that all hope was lost, and he refused to take that step.

Somewhere out there was a meta who could help put Medley right. Cyber Geek just had to keep searching until they were located.

Hat Trick fired from her vehicle, sending a yellow turtle skull skidding across the floor. The cloaked figure it was closing in on tried to run, however the skull shifted with them, homing on its target before slamming into their legs. On impact, it exploded in a wave of goo, coating the figure along with their dark clothes and flowing cloak. Roughly a second later, the goo hardened, sealing their opponent in place.

In gameplay, the gunk-skulls only held jalopies in place for a few seconds, but there was a considerable difference in a rumbling engine and a straining body. One down, two to go.

Cyber Geek zoomed up on another target. While his own item gauge still needed more time to refill, he was still driving a fast-moving vehicle with its own shielding. That made as effective a battering ram as he could ask for. Pouring on the speed, Cyber Geek swiped across the fleeing figure’s leg.

It was meant to be a glancing blow, no more than a wound to hinder mobility; however, the cloaked figure chose that moment to spin around and throw their dagger, which rebounded harmlessly off the jalopy’s shield, clattering to the ground. Thanks to that turn, their leg had shifted, causing Cyber Geek’s tire to slam into their knee.

The scream was so loud, he couldn’t even hear the impact.

His vehicle bounced twice as Cyber Geek jerked the wheel, struggling to minimize the damage, but one look back showed the formerly fleeing figure sprawled across the ground, their left leg twisted at a gut-wrenching angle.

Two down, though the second hadn’t gone nearly as clean.

Zipping back to the others, he found Cold Shoulder and Hat Trick circling the last of the figures, the jalopies too fast for the would-be attacker to break through. Cold Shoulder fired her jalopy’s item-gauge, producing a purple cloud that hurtled forth along the ground, spreading across the tile until it covered a massive section.

The surge of water spewing forth shot the final figure upward, blasting them all the way to the ceiling, which they hit with a bang that echoed through the room. Usually, the upward cloudburst caused a jalopy to be sent to the sky before falling back down, suffering a short delay and a loss of momentum.

But again, that was when the force was applied to vehicles, not bodies.

After the cloaked figure bounced off the ground, twice, Cyber Geek worried it had hit too hard, but their chest continued to rise and fall, signaling that they still lived, even if it probably was with a few broken bones. Driving over to the others, he let his engine fall into idle. “Great job, team. We’re getting better and faster at subduing our targets using the jalopies.”

“I seriously can’t believe you haven’t been riding around in these things every time we do patrols,” Cold Shoulder remarked, not for the first time on their journey.

“Didn’t want to leave my team behind.” Also Cyber Geek hadn’t really considered the usefulness of the items when made real. The whole experience was making him realize that he needed to conjure more items in his downtime, including ones that might seem niche, even useless. When pulled from the context of their games, his items had more potential than Cyber Geek had realized. “Any change from Medley?”

“None, which I’m hoping is good.” Cold Shoulder tossed a look back to Medley, who was still more blob than person yet hadn’t deteriorated entirely.

Cyber Geek wanted nothing more than to aid his friend, the partner who’d been with him from his very start in the Alliance of Heroic Champions. Yet no matter how he scrolled, no solution revealed itself. Their only hope left was external aid, which meant getting their engines going once more.

“Hey, what’s that one doing?” Hat Trick pointed over to where the cloaked figure with the broken leg had been forgotten, but not idle. Cloaked no longer, the man had stripped down to his bare chest, runes drawn in blood along his own skin.

Just as Cyber Geek looked over, the man lifted a bloody finger and pointed at him, smiling wide and muttering a single word before plunging the recovered dagger into his own heart.

“Switch.”

He exploded into a blast of blood, but rather than flow into the dagger, the blood rushed at Cyber Geek, flowing right past the protection of his shield and covering his whole body in a crimson bubble. When it popped, Cyber Geek was nowhere to be seen.

Instead, another cloaked figure had appeared, however this one was not attired for blending in with the shadows. Their robes were the color of brass the same hue of their eyes, which swept the room, taking in the situation.

“Worthy warriors. Afzagzon shall savor your hearts.”

Hat Trick and Cold Shoulder both punched the gas on their jalopies, only for their feet to break through the floors in matching showers of blue sparks. In their panic, both had forgotten that the vehicles came from Cyber Geek’s ability, and it seemed like he’d been teleported out of range.

Leaving the rest of his team to face their strongest threat yet without a single power between them.
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The moment Tori stepped into the room, she almost turned around on instinct. But the hallway they’d been following hadn’t presented any turnoffs, which meant the only way out was through. Thus, Tori walked begrudgingly into the room showcasing the early years of meta-human existence.

Or as it was called colloquially: the Professor Quantum room.

Holographic displays littered the landscape. The Science Sentries standing in front of Quantum Hall, their original base. Ricky Rocket, racing around a gang of insect-like invaders, causing them to collapse. Evanergy, carving through an enormous monster with his bright purple beams. Rex Reverb, exploding an army of mechs with the power of his sound waves. Phaseshift, emerging from a blob-like monster with its brain in his clutches. Caorth the Indestructible, plowing his way through a gang of hulking rock-like monsters.

And of course, their leader, Professor Quantum, was there as well. His hologram was flying, repelling a horde of suspiciously demonic-looking monsters with devices in each hand.

Along the walls were more mundane scenes and factoids, though they had a hard time competing with the realistic three-dimensional displays. Tori took in the entire room, marveling at how the team’s legacy had been slowly distilled down into one man through the years. The only other member people really talked about anymore was Ricky Rocket, and that was more for the mystery of his disappearance than anything.

Tori happened to catch Ellie entering the room, half expecting her to walk right back out. Instead, the woman’s shoulders suddenly slumped as she surveyed the scene and made way for Beverly and VRX77 to walk in as well.

Despite her lack of social acumen, the situation was tense enough that even Tori could sense it, so she decided to take a stab at easing the tension. “If all the shit in the museum were to come to life, how do you think that would apply to the holograms? Would they be able to hop off and run around, and if so, would they be replicas of the capes they represent or just new entities with their powers?”

Ellie looked confused, Beverly just stared at her, and VRX77 put a hand over her mouth to stifle laughter. Which, given that her noises and expressions were all artificially generated, was an unnecessary addition, though it did help sell her disguise.

“Don’t give me those faces. We’ve already had one magic wave tonight, might as well expect another.”

“Okay,” Beverly said finally. “But why animated museum pieces?”

“I dunno, saw it on a Multerion movie once, seemed like a good fit for this location. Lots of random shit around to animate.” Tori paused, fully aware her words were tempting fate, waiting to see if that exact outcome would suddenly occur. When no more waves arrived or displays sprang to life, she shrugged it off.

Maybe next time.

“If anything does come to life, we’d better be long out of here. I can’t promise to hold my composure.” Ellie’s gaze had shifted upward to the flying form of Professor Quantum. “Stopping my tongue around the real one is hard enough. And I know if one comes to life, it’ll be him.”

“Oh please, I doubt you two get on that badly.” VRX77 was leaned against a far wall, near a wooden model of the original Quantum Hall. “You both kill first and ask questions later, surely that has to lead to some common ground.”

Tori whipped around in surprise, but she had nothing on Ellie, who looked like she’d been slapped before a thunderstorm of fury cast over her face. “I have never⁠—”

“Thrillmax Pointe. Like a fucking week ago. It’s been all over the news, that big-ass blast you used to wipe the breach creatures out.”

“W… what?” Ellie’s anger seemed to stymy, crashing against her own confusion. “You’re mad because I killed a bunch of monsters?”

In a flash, VRX77 was off the wall, steadily approaching Ellie. “Monsters by whose definition? Because they had fangs and claws, because they were from another realm, because their faces were scary? Tell me, is that what renders someone a monster?”

Despite VRX77 getting very near her physically, Ellie remained unmoving, matching her aggressor’s gaze and refusing to look away. “Because they were murdering innocent people. That’s why they had to be stopped, that’s why I used a part of my power I never touch. Not even when it cost me my best friend. If I had, I’d be the one who hurt innocent bystanders. And that’s not what superheroes do.”

“It’s what he would do.” VRX77 didn’t even have to point, they all knew who the “he” in question was.

To that, Ellie let out a dry chuckle. “He’s not the ideal I’m chasing. Her room should be a few over.”

“Ellie isn’t anything like Professor Quantum,” Beverly added. “So chill the hell out, Vicky. We know you’ve got some past shit with capes, but they weren’t Ellie.”

VRX77 examined the superhero for a few moments longer before finally stepping back, slightly. “I’m starting to think you might be right.”

“Fantastic. That and three dollars can get me a coffee.” Beverly tossed off the quip, yet Tori noticed the words caused a pause in VRX77, an unusual hesitation. Perhaps she’d been contemplating a rebuttal?

Meanwhile, Ellie had walked over to another display, that of Evanergy. A bright-eyed young man with his hair in a crew-cut, the sparkling white energy he created was renowned for its versatility, along with its potency. Able to blast through a building or gently lift a baby, the energy could adapt on the fly, shifting its structure to suit the new need.

“He tried to rebuild the old team, if you can’t tell. Agent Quantum in his role, Tachyonic taking over Ricky Rocket’s. I’m a mix of Evanergy and Rex Reverb, capturing their offensive qualities. Presto… Ike took over their situational duties like Phaseshift used to, manipulating the battlefield to ensure our team’s success.”

“What about Caorth?” Tori asked, sparing a glance at the hologram of the muscular man utterly decimating his stony opponents.

“Doesn’t talk about him. The only time he addressed the issue, it was to say we didn’t need another melee combatant who brought nothing unique to the table. I assume they had a falling out because, well, I’ve met Professor Quantum.”

They might have stood there for some while, if not for the sound of footsteps at the rear of the room. More cloaked figures entered, however this time not all of them were swathed in the color black. One stood out, robes and cloak identical to the others’, save for the chosen hue.

One attacker’s outfit was dyed a shiny bronze, and a single look at them caused something in Tori’s gut to twist. That one was dangerous, even if she wasn’t certain how she knew.

Before Tori could call out a warning, the cloaked figures charged, their bronze-clad member leading the way.


Chapter 94



Cyber Geek appeared in a room filled with paintings. Large, elegant, elaborate masterpieces that dominated each wall, flooding the eye with color no matter where one looked. Save for the shadowy figures in dark cloaks blocking the view, like dark outlines against the aesthetic backdrop.

Confusion flooded him. He turned this way and that as he looked for his team, only to find no sign of them. The last figure had some sort of magic, and it appeared to have teleported Cyber Geek away from his team. That was worrying for him, distressing for them. Especially since the distance broke his item summoning; Cyber Geek couldn’t feel the subtle drain of sustaining the four carts any longer. Which meant Medley no longer had any form of defense, while Cold Shoulder and Hat Trick were just powerless.

The familiar crackle of sparks ran down Cyber Geek’s body as one of his go-to items manifested. The Blaster Brahs armor was typically limited in its shielding power, as most meta-humans had enough force to push through, although against mere knives the shielding would be more than enough. In his left hand, a purple hammer with bat wings on it appeared. Wacky Wallops was a silly cartoonish game, but that was what led to such simple functionality. Berny’s Bonker, the item he’d selected, had the unique property of knocking out those it hit on the head for an hour, without leaving any lasting damage.

Again, Cyber Geek sensed the strain of more summoning after his big pull earlier, but the discomfort was set aside the moment it appeared. His team was weakened, wounded, and out there in danger. Cyber Geek would burn everything he had to make sure his friends survived, and the first step of that was finding a way back to them.

Two of the figures were dashing forward, knives at the ready. Cyber Geek swung his hammer toward the one on the left, only for them to dodge nimbly out of the way. Which turned out to be unfortunate for them, as Cyber Geek hadn’t managed to summon anything into his right hand yet.

So when it connected with the cloaked figure’s jaw, the hand was curled into a fist, and wrapped in a metallic shell which itself was empowered by various motors and shielding energies. Even that might not have been enough had Cyber Geek still been the meek version of himself that originally entered the AHC. But Medley had dragged him to weight training week in and week out, not to mention combat practice.

Combined with over a year of being a working cape, this was no longer the punch of a mild-mannered office worker.

Cyber Geek’s haymaker hit the cloaked figure square in the jaw. While the impact’s effects were obscured by the sweeping cloth over their face, he could feel bones give way from the force of the blow . The figure’s eyes, the one part visible, rolled into the back of their head as they tumbled back, hitting the floor with a soft whump.

As he’d struck, the other figure did as well, knife slicing down Cyber Geek’s back and creating a shower of blue sparks in the process. Although he could see the shield gauge draining thanks to his helmet’s display, the rate of diminishment was not concerning. Whatever augmented properties the knives had against flesh, they were just sharpened metal while hitting an energy shield.

Not hesitating for a moment, Cyber Geek swung around, finally connecting with that big purple hammer. It was a useful tool, just not the wieldiest of implements, making it hard to land hits. Whether it was luck or practice, the cloaked figure saw the movement and tried to dodge, picking the wrong direction and catching a blow right to the skull. They slid silently to the ground, landing in a heap not far from their accomplice, who was still sprawled out, unconscious.

Checking the room over once more, Cyber Geek’s attention was momentarily snagged by a gorgeous landscape of a stone tower above a field of white flowers, but he pulled his attention away and ensured there were no more figures approaching. Satisfied he was safe, Cyber Geek bolted for the nearest exit, scanning his list of internal items as he ran.

He needed something to find his team and get back to them.

Before there was no one to get back to.
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The figure in a brass cloak pushed back the hood, revealed a shaved head and stubbly jaw line. Otherwise, the man was unremarkable save for the odd color of his eyes, one of countless figures one might pass along the street. No odd tattoos, no hidden horns, nothing to set him apart from the masses gathered for a night of fundraising.

Except he’d come here to kill.

“The Brass Thumb crooks, beckoning the warriors to join with The Hungerer.”

“Protect Medley,” Cold Shoulder whispered, positioning herself in front of the shifting mass that was their friend. Hat Trick did the same, though neither of them had much in the way of weapons. A fact that their opponent had clearly noticed and didn’t intend to let them remedy.

He dashed across the room, not moving at super-speed but showcasing far more agility than any of their prior cloaked foes. In seconds, he’d arrived in front of Cold Shoulder, but rather than go for the same stab all his predecessors had, his leg lashed out into a kick. One that struck Cold Shoulder in the hip and sent her flying several feet away, thankfully landing in a roll to disperse the momentum.

Hat Trick barely got her arms up for a block before the punch landed, hitting so hard it felt like her forearms were fractured even as she tumbled backwards. Whoever this Brass Thumb fellow was, he seemed to be hitting at meta-human levels, or near to them. Worse, his movements were fluid and efficient, indicators that the man had ample practice at his martial art.

She and Cold Shoulder could probably take more goons off the street, even if powers weren’t in play. Fighting someone who still had their abilities shifted the odds, though, and a foe who was more skilled than they were… well, their only hope might be Cyber Geek making it back in time.

A guttural scream filled the room as Cold Shoulder charged back into view, now wielding what appeared to be a giant rib bone. Eyes-widening, Hat Trick looked over to the displays near where Cold Shoulder had landed. Sure enough, one of the dinosaurs had been defaced, its rib bone being smashed against Brass Thumb’s guard, forcing him onto a back foot.

That distraction was the window Hat Trick needed to scramble to her feet. Seeing that Cold Shoulder had the right idea, Hat Trick scoured the area for something to fight with. She’d ended up around a few glass cases, mostly displaying the smaller bones. One did stick out to her, though: a gleaming white claw large enough to pass for an especially small sword.

Whipping her top hat off and putting it against the glass, Hat Trick punched down, trusting the fabric to protect her skin from lacerations. Even if the power was suppressed, her tools were still magical, with the durability such protections entailed. The glass gave way on the first hit, and Hat Trick carefully extricated her prize, turning just in time to see Cold Shoulder lose her leg.

It was still attached, thankfully, but as Hat Trick watched Brass Thumb’s kick shatter Cold Shoulder’s left ankle, that limb became clearly out of use. She fell to the ground, unprepared to support her weight on one leg, and the man appeared to pose for another strike.

Hat Trick rushed in, refusing to let her friend become even more injured. She tried to hide the weapon on approach, slashing out as a surprise. It actually worked, to her shock as much as the opponent’s. A thin trail of blood appeared on his right side, discoloring the brass robes. Yet rather than be discouraged, that only appeared to rile him up more.

“Excellent! No acceptance of loss, struggling to the very end. You are worthy warriors indeed.”

What happened next, Hat Trick was unable to track. Brass Thumb’s movements were just too fast and seamless; she didn’t even feel the exact moment that her dino-knife was taken, nor could she say when it was spun around. Not until she was staring at Cold Shoulder, a sudden flare of pain in her torso, did Hat Trick fully comprehend what had happened.

Staggering a few steps forward, Hat Trick stared down numbly at the bloody tip of her own weapon, poking out from the left side of her stomach. She’d been skewered straight through, and her pilfered blade didn’t have any sort of instant-death enchantment. Dropping to her knees, Hat Trick tried to staunch the bleeding, even as her brain whispered there was no point.

Cold Shoulder was injured, Medley was helpless, and Hat Trick was… well, dying sure seemed to be the best bet. She tried to reach for her magic, hopeful that the desperation of fighting for her own life would add the extra oomph needed to claw it back, yet the power remained out of reach.

Instead she only found exhaustion, a weariness radiating from the newly opened hole in the stomach. Hat Trick fought to stay awake, to think of some trick or act that could save them all, but being gored through the gut was not a simple wound to shake off. Her eyelids fluttered, sleep claiming her mind, freeing Hat Trick from the pain.

Above her, the man in brass robes took a single step closer before halting. A sound had emerged, filling the entire chamber. It was peculiar, like a slowly growing rumble.

Stranger still, it seemed to be originating from the shapeless lump of flesh that the cloaked man had mistaken from some sort of modern art piece.
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“Really? This is the route we just happened to take?” Ivan glanced around the many displays, wincing slightly at his own likeness. One of the many mercies of masks, his youthful indiscretions were separated from his identity as an adult.

“We’re doing a wide sweep, this room is one on the outer loop,” Helen reminded him, grinning as she too took in the displays. “Besides, there’s always time to appreciate a little history.”

The history in question was the career of Lodestar, from her sudden early appearance to her most renowned battles. Halting an invasion, ending the old form of war, battling villains like Orion and, of course, Fornax.

One could scarcely discuss the life of Lodestar without including her longest-running nemesis. When most opponents fell in a single blow, the presence of a foe who could withstand her strikes and give back his own was remarkable. Add in his talent for slipping away, remaining uncaptured, and it was little surprise that their dance lasted so many years.

It was always strange to Ivan, seeing the way Fornax was represented in art and holograms. A wild snarl of a grin plastered on his blood-red face, madness all but bursting from his eyes. While that was a valid depiction of Fornax now, during these scenes Ivan had far more substantial control. He rarely got so emotional about the lackluster battles required of him day-to-day.

Though the one of him smiling broadly during a bout with Lodestar was probably accurate. She was always the exception, from the first time they’d exchanged blows. A force he couldn’t crush, a threat she couldn’t stop. When it felt like the very world crumpled in either of their hands, all they could truly hold on to was each other.

“I’m sorry.”

Helen had been peering around a hologram of her stomping down on the back of the Gargasaurus, shrunk down so it would fit in scale with the rest of the room. Her head gently rose before turning toward Ivan, a mix of interest and caution in her gaze.

“I still think what we did was necessary. But I could have talked to you first. I could have asked if you had other ideas. Maybe, if we’d actually worked together, there was a better way to handle the Wrexwren.”

It was the name neither of them spoke, fearful the tenuously rebuilt friendship would crumple once more. Ivan’s handling of the Wrexwren had been the recent wedge driven between them, along with what his choices represented. Although his decision still made sense in hindsight, looking at the years they shared laid out before him, Ivan couldn’t help reaching out.

Helen was one of the few people in any world that Ivan considered a friend. After losing another of those rare individuals so recently, the distance between them was far less bearable.

Illustrating how well she knew him, Helen’s head tilted to the side as she studied Ivan. “Something happened. Is everything okay?”

“It will be, in time.” Ivan spared a thought for Auro, and the reincarnation to Oro. Maybe one day, opportunity permitting, he’d visit again and see how the serpent was doing. And that baby with the interesting future.

“Good.” Helen smiled, briefly, before her mouth set in a firm, serious line. “Thank you, Ivan. I appreciate the apology. In truth, I’ve had similar thoughts as well. Part of why I had the cooperative breach proposal ready to go is that the Wrexwren incident showed me one element that has significantly changed in my time away. The guild has grown too powerful.”

On instinct, Ivan stiffened, before letting the reaction fade. If Lodestar decided to come for him, there was no point to resisting. In his prime, certainly, Ivan could have fended her off and made a real fight of it. Nowadays, he’d just embarrass himself. The same could likely be said for the guild as a whole. If Lodestar decided they were done, that was pretty much the end of things.

Of course, there were contingencies for such a possibility, but all of the counteractions were centered on evacuation. Dimensional tunnels to other realms were already in place, ideally helping everyone escape to a place where Lodestar couldn’t follow. It would mean abandoning their world entirely, but there were plenty of other habitable options out there. Places that didn’t have a Lodestar.

“Relax, Ivan, we’re not going to mattresses just yet.”

He shot her a familiar look, one eyebrow raised and a purposefully apathetic stare affected. It was the same response he usually gave when she was referencing one of those otherworldly films she so enjoyed.

“Seriously? Did you ever watch anything on the list I gave you? That’s one you’d really like; ask Tori to tell you about it.” Helen walked over to another display, this one showing the first Alliance of Heroic Champions base. It was a far sight smaller than what existed now, having been built based on the membership of the League of Metas. No one at the time realized how many meta-humans would flock to the profession once Lodestar was in the sky, setting a standard that so many would strive for.

“What I mean is that the guild has grown beyond its original purpose. When you first founded it, the whole point was just to keep out of trouble. Point your people toward targets that won’t get them caught, minimize loss of life and other elements that would draw in the AHC, carve out an existence within the safety of the shadows. You were never intended to be a global peacekeeping organization. Yet I can’t exactly be mad about the change, can I? Not when we both know it’s my fault.”

To that, Ivan had no reply. Because ultimately, Helen was right. It was because of her – or really, Penelope – that the guild had taken a more active role in suppressing the world’s other villainous elements. Half the council had wanted to double-down on laying low; the other half favored expanding their influence.

Ivan was the tiebreaker.

Ivan, who at the time had recently learned that the one person who believed he could be better was facing a crisis of her own.

“But however we got here, the fact remains that your guild is much too powerful to hide the way it used to,” Helen continued. “I don’t know what that means for either of us in the long term. My hope is that we find a path to coexistence. The breaches have proven that we can work together, even benefit from one another. Nevertheless, finding the right balance, and one that the public can support, is going to be tricky.”

“What if my guild doesn’t want that balance?” Ivan understood what she was getting at, just as he knew the members of his guild would chafe at the slightest hint of being controlled, especially by the AHC. The code was one thing; it protected them as much as limited them, and each piece was put there purposefully. Acting as some sort of subsidiary of the superheroes, on the other hand, would lead to nothing but disaster.

“Then I’ll hope you can help them see the light.” Helen tapped the model in front of her, a flicker of nostalgia briefly causing her to smirk. “We grow as we change, and we change as we grow. In a world as dynamic as ours, there’s a genuine risk to staying stagnant. The guild has evolved beyond its original purpose, my sincere hope is that we can find it a new one.”

Ivan shared in that sentiment, though likely for different reasons. Whatever high-minded ideals Helen was entertaining, the guild’s response would be couched in survival.

Because if push came to shove, Lodestar would knock them out of the world entirely.


Chapter 95



By Tori’s estimates, there were six other cloaked figures besides the one in bronze robes. Meaning they were outnumbered in a fight where a single blow meant absolute defeat. Not an ideal position to be in, but they weren’t entirely sunk just yet.

Tori was, after all, attending this gala as a public figure, and while that precluded her from using Hephaestus’s technology, she wasn’t entirely unarmed. That had been the entire point of her marketing premise, and Wade would hardly let her step in front of the cameras without having the latest upcoming merchandise in hand.

Dipping her hand into the red purse on her shoulder, Tori produced what looked like a simple lipstick tube. Holding the cap down for several seconds, she hurled the item forward, then grabbed Ellie and forcibly pointed her head down. Beverly recognized the item, and VRX77 would be fine, but Ellie could very well make the same mistake as the majority of the cloaked figures and watch the item tumble wildly through the air.

Which was perfect, because it meant that when the porta-flash detonated, they all got an eyeful of the blinding light.

Tori didn’t need to yell a command; Beverly was already moving, so she did the same. Both rushed toward the blinded attackers, their own knives at the ready. Tori slashed with abandon, carving into a leg and arm, unfortunately on the same target, hitting in the brief window before they exploded into blood.

Beverly had better luck, taking out two opponents with her opening salvo. However, they were both forced to retreat as sudden movement caught their attention. The duo darted away, putting their backs to each other instinctively, as the figure in bronze robes swept a fist through where Beverly had been standing moments prior.

“Wonderful. Simply wonderful. As Bronze Thumb, I hear the hearts of warriors beating soundly in your chests. Afzagzon The Hungerer shall be well-pleased and sated.” Lowering the hood and mask of their cloak, the figure revealed long bronze hair that perfectly matched her eyes and robe. Her hands rose, revealing a dagger in each. “The glory of the savior will be emboldened by the⁠—”

Her eyes went wide and she shot to the ground, avoiding a marble bust of Professor Quantum blasting through the air where her head had been located, much like her own phantom attack on Beverly. The bust didn’t go wide, instead hitting another cloaked figure. The impact sent them hurtling backward, landing in a limp pile and moaning. It wasn’t an instant exploding-blood death, but that particular foe seemed likely to be out of the fight.

“Alright, I think I’ve been fucking patient up to this point. Your town, your party, you can take the lead. But if you think I’m going to stand here and listen to someone do a goddamn monologue, you’ve got another thing coming.” Proving her phrasing to be quite intentional, VRX77 lifted another marble bust, this one of Evanergy, and hurled it at the crouching woman in bronze robes.

In a downright wondrous display of acrobatics, Bronze Thumb managed to roll and flip away before impact, metallic robes showered by marble debris as Evanergy’s likeness exploded against the floor. Rolling back to her feet, the bronze-robed warrior was up just in time to dodge again, though not from a marble bust this time.

No, instead, VRX77 had thrown the pillar the Evanergy’s bust had been resting on, having ripped the stone rectangle free. Despite the speedy reaction, Bronze Thumb wasn’t quite able to get clear, the pillar clipping her shoulder. Rather than shatter the bones, though, the hit merely drove her backwards, wincing.

Tori and Beverly both checked with one another to make sure the other had seen: somehow the woman calling herself Bronze Thumb still had access to meta-powers. That wasn’t necessarily a death sentence for them, as they had VRX77 to act as a counter. But where there was one, there were bound to be more. How would a regular team of de-powered capes fare against someone who could shrug off a sizable stone square striking their shoulder?

Having finally recovering their vision, the other three black-cloaked figures surged forward, attempting to surround Tori and Beverly. While two against three technically put the odds against them, it was a gap that training and experience could close. Meta powers, on the other hand, weren’t so easily surmounted.

Bronze Thumb was circling VRX77, visibly searching for an angle of attack. That was how it looked on the surface, anyway. As Tori noted the woman’s movements, she realized that the circling was slowly leading her closer to the one member of their team not engaged in combat.

“She’s going for Ellie!”

At Tori’s scream, several things happened in rapid succession. Bronze Thumb sprinted toward Ellie, abandoning all pretense of subtlety. Whether she wanted to take a hostage or merely thin their numbers was unknown, but neither outcome would bode well for their team. Simultaneously, the three dark-cloaked foes around them surged as a single unit, two going for Beverly and one for Tori.

It seemed they were trying to wipe out VRX77’s support in one swipe so they could focus on the tougher opponent. Not a bad plan – Tori could see herself doing the same. But that sort of tactic was only viable if those enacting it were able to execute.

Tori’s opponent came in high with their blade, hiding a sucker punch from their unarmed hand. She let the knifeless blow land, accepting and dismissing the pain as her own arms surged forward, burying the blade into her cloaked enemy’s forearm. Behind her rose the sound of scuffling, and Tori turned in time to see Beverly drive her own weapon into a cloaked skull.

The win hadn’t been for free, though, as blood dripped from Beverly’s now-askew nose. Without seeing the whole exchange, Tori wasn’t sure the exact motions that played out, but most likely Beverly had employed a similar tactic: accepting a nonlethal blow that would stun most people, in return for the chance to strike back.

Even if they didn’t have their powers, they had their guild training. And if there was one thing the Guild of Villainous Reformation wasn’t known for, it was pulling punches.

Spinning to check on Ellie, Tori was surprised to find VRX77 already standing between her and the bronze-robed foe. The speed wasn’t so shocking; VRX77 should still have the advantage, even against most meta-humans. What took Tori back momentarily was the expression on VRX77’s holographic face. Even though it was an older version, Tori could easily recognize her own emotions reflected in that face.

What she saw in that moment was pure, unadulterated rage.

VRX77 caught Bronze Thumb’s arm as it thrust toward Ellie. There was barely even a split second of silence before the sound of shattering bones struck Tori’s ears. Hand hanging useless, Bronze Thumb attempted to retreat, only to find VRX77 had closed the gap enough to slam a fist into her torso. Along with audibly breaking more bones, the strike sent her sailing back before skidding along the floor, well away from Ellie.

“Just about the only thing I hate more than monologues: people who try to target weaker or wounded team members. What happened to all that bravado from when you walked in? Is it harder when the targets aren’t all completely helpless?”

In moments, VRX77 was right next her opponent once more, kicking Bronze Thumb in the hip so hard that she flew several feet into the air, robes fluttering quite beautifully before her body came crashing down once more.

“Looks more like you serve Afzagzon The Cowerer. Come on, get up. Isn’t this what you wanted? A fun little lopsided bout? Is it not so fun when you’re not the one with all the power?” Despite her own admonishment of the concept, Tori noticed that VRX77 was getting precipitously close to doing a monologue. But whatever was going on seemed to be stemming from much deeper issues than the fight they’d been engaged.

If Tori were guessing, VRX77 probably didn’t even see the woman in bronze robes anymore. Most likely, her vision was filled with images of whoever had sewn these seeds of hatred to begin with.

“I’m so sorry, did I not speak loudly enough? Here I could have sworn I told you to stand up!” VRX77 grabbed the woman by the skull and lifted her from the ground, eliciting several stifled shrieks of pain in the process. Fist reared back, the target this time clearly the woman’s face, but before VRX77 could land the strike, a blade burst out of her captive’s throat.

An instant later, she exploded into blood, leaving the bronze robes empty on the floor and revealing a still bloody-nosed Beverly pulling her knife back.

VRX77’s expression twisted into a genuine snarl, but Beverly refused to look away. If anything, she leaned in slightly closer. Faced with such stalwart resolve, VRX77’s sudden influx of anger faded, face returning to her usual stoic demeanor. Still, it was a display Tori didn’t expect any of them would be forgetting any time soon.

Not just the power, but the brutality. Tori had zero doubt that VRX77 would have tortured that opponent into a slow death, which was exactly why Beverly had struck when she did. For all the action she’d seen, Tori had taken few lives, and even those still sometimes haunted her deeper dreams. At some point in her life, VRX77 had left such hesitations behind.

“What… what…” Ellie was staring at VRX77 with a mix of horror and uncertainty, neither of which she could really be blamed for.

“Oh come on, you think you’re the only person hiding meta-powers?” VRX77 flexed her arm in a mock body-builder pose, joking as if her sudden bout of anger had never happened.

Shaking off the worst of her shock, Ellie finally found her words. “How can you just kill people like that?” To Tori’s shock, the words weren’t meant for VRX77 alone, as Ellie’s eyes cast to her and Beverly as well. “All of you, all of you are so… calm.”

Tori reached for the best excuse she could come up, fully aware it wouldn’t be that great, when VRX77 once more stepped forward.

“I know Vomisa was a rough place to grow up. Living under Professor Quantum was certainly no stroll in the park. But what you don’t seem to understand is that for all the indignities you suffered, the world you grew up in was safe. Protected, like almost nowhere else in the world is. You didn’t have monsters appearing, sudden storms of meta-elements warping the people around you, meta-criminals and their massive collateral damage.”

VRX77 pointed a one finger at Beverly and Tori respectively. “How are they so ready to make the final strike? Because our lives have been kill-or-be-killed for as long as we’ve lived them.”

“You say it like this is a world on the brink. Most days and places are peaceful,” Ellie countered.

“In just the last year we’ve had meta-riots sweep the town and an attempted invasion on the world as a whole. Hell, our own apartment building was specifically attacked.” The interjection came from Beverly, who’d made her way back over to Tori. “These aren’t habits from the peaceful days.”

Ellie appeared at a loss for what to say, so they simply trod onward, stopping only long enough to pilfer the now-abandoned knives from their opponents.

Tori briefly considered donning the bronze robes in case they contained the source of the woman’s strength, then thought better of it. With all the magic in effect, there was no telling what sort of secondary effects or spells might be on the clothing. Plus, she didn’t have the option of escaping with fire-form, a fact which was heavily increasing Tori’s risk aversion.

She just hoped there weren’t any more of the jerks in metal-colored robes. Anyone facing them without an incredibly skilled fighter or a meta on their team was in deep shit.
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Energy flowed into Afzagzon The Hungerer’s idol. Most of it was negligible, the life force of their own members who had been slain by their very weapons. Some, however, contained the essence of true warriors. Nobility, determination, and of course, strength. Literal and figurative, their might flowed into Afzagzon The Hungerer, channeled via his divinely enchanted instruments.

Before the idol, the man in golden robes kneeled. At the bottom hem of Father Finger’s cloak, red coloration had begun to seep upward, the first signs of Afzagzon The Hungerer’s blessing. While the stolen strength was for their master, they did not serve without receiving recompense. Once the ritual was done, the gifted might would be shared… among those who survived.

That was why he did not mourn the loss of those lesser lives: fewer mouths to snap at the scraps of the meal he had so carefully facilitated.

Rather, he wondered at the slowness of the flow. With so many followers prepared, including his Thumbs, the halls should be running red with the blood of mighty warriors, especially as their greatest strengths were being suppressed. Were the superheroes hiding, or proving to be tougher foes than anticipated?

With a shock, he sensed a familiar spike of energy in the flow. Blood that was glowing bronze, one of Afzagzon The Hungerer’s lesser blessings returning to its point of origin. Each of the gems and the idol itself contained magic of their own, tools from their great one to better aid in his feeding.

Father Finger had chosen carefully from among his flock, selecting those most capable of utilizing such gifts. They were his Thumbs, the most important of his fingers, and already one of them had been cut away. Worse yet, with no other fingers nearby, he couldn’t offer the blessing to another, meaning it would have to sit there, useless.

Still, of the two, it was better to lose Bronze Thumb than Brass. Bronze Thumb was the swifter, while Brass Thumb was more ruthless. In a night where bloodletting was the core purpose, Brass Thumb’s talents would weigh heavier toward success. Any moment now, he was sure there would be a fresh surge of energy; Brass Thumb probably had his prey already cornered and was moving in for the kill.

As for Father Finger, he could only wait; as the one acting as conduit for the magic, he had to remain within a certain distance of Afzagzon The Hungerer’s idol. Yet he was more than content to kneel patiently, watching the energy gather.

Especially as the blood red of his cloak climbed steadily higher.


Chapter 96



More than once already, Ren was sure he had died.

Holding on to his sense of self, his awareness of who he truly was, grew more draining by the second. It was like he was exhausted, bone-tired, lying on the most comfortable bed he’d ever encountered, head propped up at the perfect pillow angle, fighting not to fall asleep.

A losing fight at that, as he’d taken several metaphorical long blinks, drifting into sleep’s shallows before clawing his way back to consciousness. But every time he lost himself, Ren knew it was lasting a little longer, the fight back coming slower.

Soon, he’d drift away entirely. What would happen to his body then, Ren had no idea. Whether it reformed as a mindless monster or dissolved into goo wouldn’t really matter, though, not once his mind was gone.

When he was able to remain aware, Ren focused on his friends, watching the world whip by in their carts, seeing Cyber Geek teleported away, witnessing the arrival of their greatest foe yet. Each time, he strained to control his body, desperate for any amount of control, something that might make a difference.

None of it worked.

Ren was simply too far gone.

At least, that was what he thought until Ren opened one of his too-numerous eyes to see Hat Trick hit the ground, a bone-dagger sticking out of her stomach. Absolute rage flooded through him, but to his surprise, Ren realized it wasn’t just him that was affected by the sight.

All throughout his body, the same sentiment was stirring in different forms. Instincts slammed through Ren’s mind, a jumbled primordial mess that he could scarcely make sense of, save for one uniting theme.

Pack.

Not every animal traveled with others of its kind, but the vast majority of those inside Ren did. It was an instinctive strength, a native understanding hard-burned into their DNA by generations of survival.

Everyone, from the lowest of insect swarms to the mightiest of hordes, was stronger when they had help. Allies to trust with one’s life, bonds forged between blood and brethren alike.

Hat Trick was part of Ren’s pack, a truth that radiated out through every mish-mashed hunk of genetic code scrambled together inside of him.

Again, Ren felt the rush of unconsciousness, his awareness slipping away, but this time he didn’t fight it. If the rest of his body was united in a singular sentiment, there was no reason to hold out. He already knew the end was near; there was very little chance Ren would be able to reform once the magic cut off.

But if he could go out saving a friend, there was no better ending to hope for.

Using his final shreds of consciousness, Ren pointed every bit of focus toward the man in brass robes. With that, Ren finally lost the last of his grip, swirling down into the miasma of unconsciousness with the endless sea of typically warring instincts.

Today, however, the conflict was minimal. For possibly the first time in its existence, Medley’s body moved with true unity.
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The rumbling was odd, but given that he was staring at a fuzzy blob, Brass Thumb didn’t see any reason to slow his work. Twisting his dagger overhead, he took aim at the woman in the top hat, eager to feed Afzagzon The Hungerer. Mouth split into a gleeful grin, he stabbed down, aiming right for her heart.

Only, no knife connected. Brass Thumb was sure he’d moved his arm correctly; it only took a glance to recognize the problem.

Specifically: his arm was gone below the elbow.

Moving more on instinct than wisdom, Brass Thumb leapt back just in time to avoid the series of boney skewers that stabbed into the ground near him. From the lumpy pile of flesh had risen ten appendages, like tentacles made from segmented bone. Each ended in a wickedly sharp blade, one showing a red stain from where it had cleaved cleanly through his arm.

Worse yet, the lump itself was rising, slowly congealing together into a more cohesive mass. Squat legs atop wide, clawed feet, and a thick and scaly torso, like an eel that swallowed a gorilla. No arms – presumably the bone-tentacles served that purpose – but it was the head that truly gave Brass Thumb pause.

Because it wasn’t just one head. It was at least a half dozen, all crammed into the same space.

A tiger’s fierce jaws were located directly atop the sharp beak of an eagle, which was next to a toothy sucker mouth like one would find on a lamprey. Those were the only ones Brass Thumb could identify, the others were just pure horror, long spindly teeth in one, dozens of sharp rows like a shredder in another, and in the final one he could see, it appeared to be just fangs piled atop one another over and over.

The corresponding eyes were all over the creature’s body, leaving the head free for the collection of mouths, a piece of its anatomy Brass Thumb intended to stay far away from. It was a fascinating monster for certain, one he might have enjoyed fighting its fullest in his own time. But today, as Father Finger had so thoroughly instructed them, was about Afzagzon The Hungerer. Personal glory had to be cast aside in service to the great one, trusting that the reward to follow would far outweigh this noble sacrifice.

Thus it was with some sadness that Brass Thumb drew his second dagger. No matter how mighty the beast was, it would still fall to a single cut, just as all the others had. One drop of blood upon the blade was all it took for the magic to activate. A true pity – such a fearsome foe deserved a proper defeat, but such was the cost of dutiful service.

He expected the creature to charge and wasn’t disappointed. That said, he also wasn’t nearly prepared for the speeds at which it moved. Those densely muscled legs weren’t merely for show as it blasted through the room like a rocket, swinging three of its bone-tentacles for Brass Thumb’s body.

On his own, they would have been mortal blows, but thanks to Afzagzon The Hungerer’s blessing, Brass Thumb was able to nimbly duck between them, sliding in close and bringing his dagger around in a perfectly timed slash. The scales parted easily beneath its blade, as did the layer of bone armor hidden beneath. A cunning trick, one that made him respect the monster all the more, but that too would be cut through.

Except… no matter how deep he went, it was just more bone. No blood, not even a drop, for the dagger to interact with.

Realizing too late his error, Brass Thumb tried to dash away as the bladed bone tentacles swarmed in. He nearly made it, too, except without warning a seventh tentacle burst forth from the creature’s left leg, neatly slicing off Brass Thumb’s right foot.

He tumbled backward, intending to come up with his blade at the ready, but the beast wasn’t content to let prey escape. Using that monstrous speed, he burst forward, slamming a foot down on Brass Thumb’s remaining hand, the one holding the blade. Even though the dagger pierced the creature’s feet, it emerged without a speck of blood, while Brass Thumb’s own blood flowed from his now-smashed fingers.

It shouldn’t be possible but this… this… thing was moving its blood around instinctively, keeping it away from the dagger. Such a controlled degree of shapeshifting was frankly ludicrous, but Brass Thumb had no other explanation to offer. He struggled to think of a strategy that might shift the odds in his favor, and instantly fell on a classic.

“You win. I surrender.” Of course, Brass Thumb had absolutely no intent of giving up; however, when fighting against superheroes these were special, magical words. They forced the capes to pull back, shifting toward containment rather than violence. A much-needed reprieve, which he could also use to wait for an opportunity to strike.

Rather than feel the relief of the leg lifting, though, Brass Thumb instead shivered as one of the bone tentacles wrapped around his hips and began to pull. With his arm still pinned there was a brief resistance before the bone and muscle gave way. Brass Thumb was lifted up to the creature’s menagerie of mouths while his dagger and the arm holding it remained on the ground.

“I surrender. I said I surrender!” Voice rising as true panic set in, Brass Thumb looked into the various eyes scattered across the creature’s body, hunting for a sign of recognition or understanding. All that met him was raw, unrelenting primal fury.

Casting his eyes about for anyone who might help, he noticed the other cape woman had crawled over to help the one he’d stabbed. A cry for help withered in Brass Thumb’s throat as he took in the absolute frigid stare in her eyes and the wicked grin on her face.

No help was coming.

Striking out frantically did little more than spray blood across the creature’s mouths, all of which snapped readily at the treat. Whether it had been his intended fate or not, once his blood hit the numerous tongues within the gnashing maws, Brass Thumb’s future was sealed.

He was thrust forward by the bone-tentacle, directly into the mass of mouths. They started in his chest, some flesh being pecked, some being chewed, some being outright ground.

Brass Thumb had started the night knowing there was a chance he could fail and end up feeding Afzagzon The Hungerer. Yet in all the potential outcomes he’d entertained, never once did he consider the possibility that another being would eat him first.

That was the last coherent thought Brass Thumb would ever experience, as a moment later his brain began to buckle under the onslaught of suffering.
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Cold Shoulder worked very hard to stay calm as she watched one of her best friends transform into an absolute monster. In seconds Medley had gone from a blob on the floor to the scariest thing she’d seen in months, and that was including all the breach work they’d been doing.

Ordinarily, she would have called out to him, tried to reach the real Ren inside. Unfortunately for the man in brass robes, Cold Shoulder had other matters to attend to, and no real interest in saving that particular life. Maybe it wasn’t an attitude worthy of a superhero; Cold Shoulder would deal with the consequences once she, and all her friends, were safely done with all this.

That was why she crawled over to Hat Trick, her own knee having been injured already. It felt ridiculous to be so vulnerable; Cold Shoulder hadn’t even gotten hurt from a direct blow, she’d just landed too hard on the marble floor during a drop. Ordinarily the cold in her body would have already numbed the pain, which probably wouldn’t exist in the first place. Cold Shoulder might not be Medley, but she was usually hardy enough not to hurt herself executing basic maneuvers.

Arriving at her friend, Cold Shoulder noted that Hat Trick was still passed out, which was perhaps the woman’s lone lucky break. Well, that and the fact that their opponent used her own weapon on her. Slow deaths were only worse than quick ones when they couldn’t be stopped.

Sadly, as Cold Shoulder looked over the wound, she wasn’t sure how much could be done. Hat Trick was losing blood at a worrying rate, and Cold Shoulder had no idea what sort of internal damage had occurred. Cyber Geek might have an item that could help, if they knew where he’d been teleported to.

With a start, Cold Shoulder realized Cyber Geek might not even be in the building anymore, meaning they couldn’t count on him to arrive in the nick of time. Cold Shoulder couldn’t remember if she’d seen any other capes with healing abilities mingling around the gala, not that she had a means of contacting them anyway.

Bit by bit, the truth settled on Cold Shoulder: Hat Trick was going to bleed out on the museum floor.

Anger and frustration came on the revelation’s heels as Cold Shoulder gnashed her teeth. Damnit! If only she had her powers, she could freeze the wound closed long enough for Hat Trick to get real help.

Screaming from the man in brass robes earned a quick glance from Cold Shoulder, in time to see his foot get chopped off. Watching Medley move also reminded her… their powers weren’t actually gone.

The magic was suppressing their abilities, or aspects of their abilities, judging from Medley. Cold Shoulder’s mind was a whir as she tried to piece it together. Why was Medley suddenly not only able to use his powers freely, but at a higher level than usual? Reaching inward, Cold Shoulder tried to draw on her own power, paying careful attention to what the failure felt like.

Ordinarily, the frozen energy came as natural as breathing, but there had been a time in the earlier days when Cold Shoulder was first figuring out her powers when she had to learn to summon it. Returning to those fundamentals, Cold Shoulder reached for the frosty font of power, noticing that it surged into her as usual before quickly dispersing.

Chewing on her lip, all too aware of the vital seconds slipping by, Cold Shoulder summoned the energy again and again, as fast as she could, tracing it from start to failure as a new theory formed.

The magic wasn’t actually cutting off their powers; it was repressing their ability to control them. With someone like Medley, whose power was baked into his body, that manifested in a very literal sense, as he’d lost the ability to easily hold his shape. How he’d gotten past that limitation, Cold Shoulder could only speculate; what mattered was that he proved it was possible.

Pressing a hand to Hat Trick’s torso, Cold Shoulder began to summon her energy once more. Only this time, she didn’t stop when it responded. More and more was called forth, to the point where Cold Shoulder would have frozen half the room if she’d tried to blast so much at once. Of course, most of it was dispersing, but Cold Shoulder only summoned more, faster.

Her whole body felt strained as the connection between her and the primordial elements was pushed in a way it had never been tested before.

She ignored it and called more power.

Blue was creeping across her skin, like her whole body was freezing over.

She ignored it and continued to channel.

Until Cold Shoulder hit a wall.

Hard as she pulled, the energy wouldn’t come any faster, and it still wasn’t enough. She had to channel so much it forced its way out rather than being dispersed. The idea was working, Cold Shoulder could feel it building, but this… this wasn’t going to cut it.

Peering out, she looked at the veritable puddle of red surrounding her friend, something Irene had accumulated precious few of through her life. Sucking in a shuddering breath, Cold Shoulder focused on her inner energy and dug deeper. Clawing, smashing, striking, Cold Shoulder pulled with everything she had, trying to widen the flow of power.

Without warning, she sensed the energy increase, but more than that, Cold Shoulder felt like she caught a glimpse of something else as well. A frozen world, a kingdom of cold that made what she siphoned appear to be a blistering summer day. Then it was gone, lost in the thundering flow of energy that coursed through Cold Shoulder.

At last, a creeping flow of ice appeared from her hand, slowly working its way across the wound in Hat Trick’s stomach. Cold Shoulder smiled, despite the incredible toll it had taken. She turned back toward Medley just in time to see Brass Thumb’s face a moment before Medley began to devour him alive.


Chapter 97



In spite of the initial panic, the superheroes were steadily regaining control. Teams like Tachyonic and Agent Quantum took it slow and steady, gradually grouping up with other superheroes as they encountered them. Others, like Cyber Geek, still held at least a measure of their abilities, and cut a faster pace as they encountered the squads of black-cloaked goons. All throughout the museum, capes were corralling citizens into safe groupings, setting up perimeters, and generally getting things in hand.

And yet… they were not perfect.

Some had already been lost to the Brass and Bronze Thumbs. Others were caught off-guard by a lucky strike from a deadly knife. Others merely lost, their missing power a deficit they were unable to overcome.

Life energy streamed into the idol of Afzagzon The Hungerer, and Father Finger watched as the red on his robes reached his knees. Beyond the visual display, he could sense the raw power coursing through him, elevating him so far beyond the limitations of mortality. And this was merely a taste! Once Father Finger was suitably prepared, he would begin to force the crowds to him by tightening the outer seal. As it closed in, the humans and superheroes would be forced to flee their hidey-holes, until eventually arriving in front of the idol itself.

Then, the true harvest would begin.

All those who’d thought themselves safe after defeating the lesser Fingers would face their reckoning, and Afzagzon The Hungerer would have the meal that was promised.

Father Finger could scarcely wait, but he dared not act early. When the final bout arrived, he had to be capable of defeating every threat remaining, so he let the energy build, rapturous in the presence of his god and the feeling of success. It was as if nothing could go⁠—

“See, what’d I tell you? Circular bubble on the outside means the wave originated from a central point.”

Father Finger turned to find a pair of figures standing in the doorway, which should have been impossible. Aside from the dozen Fingers waiting in the hallway to act as guards and an early alert system, there were multiple wards in place that should have activated in the presence of intruders.

Yet there they were, the speaker a woman in a lovely ensemble, while the man next to her wore a simple black suit paired with a white shirt and a red tie. The pair were utter opposites, save for one core aspect which they both shared.

Power.

Father Finger could see it in the way they held themselves, the danger in their eyes, and the lack of concern on their smiles. Neither was afraid.

Which could only mean they had no concept of what they were up against.

“Supplicate yourself, and I will offer a swift end, that your energy might live on forever in Afzagzon The Hungerer.” Father Finger swept his hands through the air, willing the streams of energy to glow so that even those not bound to the idol could sense them. Overkill, perhaps, but he had no desire to distract himself with a fight before preparations were properly made.

Strangely, his display of dominance failed to cow the presumed capes as Father Finger expected. Rather, their eyes both widened, and then the woman’s narrowed into slits.

“Is that the energy of people you’ve killed?” Her smile was suddenly nowhere to be seen.

“Only the worthy, the mighty, and the few who ignorantly stand in our way or must be used to compel warriors to fight⁠—”

Father Finger’s explanation was curtailed by the woman’s sudden charge and strike. She moved with far more speed than he’d prepared for. It wasn’t quite meta, simmering at the threshold of human capabilities, but she was on him in seconds.

Quick as she was, Father Finger was faster. Her punches were powerful, yet Father Finger sensed more strength in his muscles. In terms of precision, she was incredible, but he still felt a slight edge. In every physical category, Father Finger was undoubtedly superior.

Which was why he found it so befuddling as he scrambled to fend off her assault. Faster didn’t matter when she struck from unexpected angles, targeting his blind spots. Stronger was worth nothing when his blows couldn’t land. Even greater precision fell apart in the face of her superior tactics. Every strike Father Finger attempted, he realized she’d not only seen coming but partially led the fight to cause.

“Ivan, you know what to do!”

She belted the order directly into Father Finger’s face, eyes not so much as twitching toward her partner. Of course she had to be calling for some sort of team technique, no doubt the man would be charging in on a certain cue, or when Father Finger was suitably vulnerable.

Father Finger tried to see where the man, Ivan apparently, had gotten to, but even a split second of distraction resulted in her foot slamming hard into his stomach. Thanks to the power of Afzagzon The Hungerer flowing through him, Father Finger didn’t falter. He felt it, though, that much was certain, which seemed to be the point.

He ignored this fight at his own peril.

Rather than worry about when her partner would attack, Father Finger shifted tactics, growing more aggressive in his efforts, trying to overwhelm his foe with pure power. Sadly, increasing power often came at the cost of precision, and as Father Finger just missed a block, he felt a fist crunch into his nose.

This time, not even Afzagzon The Hungerer could help Father Finger from staggering back slightly, blinking at the pain. On his second step, the woman shot forward, slipping her leg behind his own and sending him tumbling to the ground. Sensing her about to pounce, Father Finger forced himself into a roll, popping up gracelessly and slamming into a nearby wall as he did.

Although the acrobatics didn’t get him very far from his opponent, it did offer a chance to spot where Ivan had gone off to. As it turned out, Ivan hadn’t been lying in wait to attack. He’d just been crossing the room to his true target.

The idol of Afzagzon The Hungerer.

Father Finger sprang up just in time to see the man arrive. Before he could call a threat or a warning, informing him of the horrific fate for those who dared strike a sacred object, the man did the most laughable thing possible.

Ivan pressed his palm directly onto the idol’s skull.

Ignoring the pain in his nose, Father Finger cackled gleefully. What an idiot! He’d been close enough to shatter the idol, interrupting Afzagzon The Hungerer’s connection and breaking the current spell. Instead, that damned fool had unknowingly allowed his soul to touch Afzagzon The Hungerer’s metaphysical domain.

Even if the body was left behind, the mind and soul were summoned forth, and Father Finger knew firsthand from his communions that pain very much existed in that world. In some ways, it was worse. Without the limitations of the flesh, there was no end to the torment one could be forced to endure.

Sure enough, within moments, Father Finger heard a horrendous wailing rise up. It was, without question, the worst he’d ever encountered, and there had been no shortage of fools who thought to supplant his role as high priest. None were worthy of serving Afzagzon The Hungerer the way he did, just as this Ivan was unworthy to so much as graze the idol’s visage. With every second, the wailing rose in timbre and pitch, an unholy echo of unimaginable pain.

Although… there was an odd quality to it. Familiar, and distinct. Father Finger tried to place it and realized in that moment of peace that the attacks had halted. The woman was standing between him and Ivan as if she thought Father Finger might spring to the man’s aid, but otherwise she appeared content to let him watch.

But wait, why would she think Father Finger might help Ivan? That wasn’t just silly, it was nonsensical.

Peering at the scene more closely, Father Finger finally realized what he was actually seeing. His heart curled inward, every ounce of hope withering on the spot. Ivan wasn’t the one wailing; his mouth was set in an unwavering line.

No, it was the idol of Afzagzon The Hungerer that was releasing those horrendous screams. Its mouth had twisted open, flecks of stone sprayed off as it moved, and the face was an eternal grimace of torment.

“What manner of soul could torture a god?”

“Your god isn’t dealing with Ivan.” In what might have been Father Finger’s greatest surprise so far, the woman’s tone wasn’t laced with anger or hatred. Replacing those expected, understandable emotions was the unmistakable sound of pity.

Stranger still, it sounded sincere.

“Ivan isn’t entirely alone in there, and the structure of his soul is unique. Trying to touch Ivan’s mind gets you pulled into the domain of his… less compassionate side.”

As if in response to her words, the wailing grew even louder as the idol began to shake. Dozens of cracks appeared along its surface, and an eerie light red shone out from within.
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Afzagzon The Hungerer had once been Afzagzon The Hunter, though the actual words were different in his realm’s native language. Before chancing upon the divine spring, before the loss of his village, before a long and winding tale of vengeance and corruption, he was a man who hunted beasts to fill his family’s bellies.

Within the mental domain he now dwelled, the place of soul and will, Afzagzon The Hungerer felt those ancient instincts flexing for the first time in untold moon-cycles. Fear burned in his veins; the pallor of death colored every step his hundreds of small legs took. All nine eyes whirled around constantly, searching for the next avenue of attack.

He’d felt like this when blundering into the domain of powerful creatures, monsters who could eviscerate him in a single motion. It was the feeling of a hunter who had overstepped.

Now, Afzagzon The Hungerer was the prey, and a wounded one at that.

It came suddenly, bursting from the dark, rolling clouds overhead. The moment it appeared, Afzagzon The Hungerer felt a strong urge to lie down and die. What entity, god or otherwise, could possibly combat such an existence? The scale alone was befuddling, to say nothing of its power and intensity.

But Afzagzon The Hungerer tried to fight back all the same, refusing to merely die, tearing off pieces of the creature to fuel his own might. That was the power of endless hunger: the ability to gobble up greater power and forever reach new heights.

Yet every blow he struck only empowered the enormous entity more, for it was Destruction, and thus was empowered by all of its forms. Even self-destruction added to it, giving more than the damage stole. Afzagzon The Hungerer felt himself being torn apart once again; this time his right arms were taken.

It could have ended him instantly. Could have been done long ago. Instead, it retreated, vanishing into the cracked wasteland of ground below them. Not because it feared reprisal, not because it felt the need to show caution.

No, this was a situation Afzagzon The Hungerer recognized all too well, having indulged himself in the same distraction many a time. It wasn’t killing him slowly out of any level of concern.

It was simply having fun before the kill.
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Just as the light from the idol threatened to become blinding, it blinked out. Father Finger had a moment to feel the rising of hope in his chest, a spark of possibility when all seemed lost, before the idol appeared to crumble in on itself, like a black hole had formed in its center. It kept collapsing, though, grinding every layer to dust, until there was nothing left.

That was when Father Finger felt a tremor that rippled through his whole body, one shared by every member of the Creeping Fingers within the museum.

Unseen by most, the edge of the red barrier keeping everyone within the museum began to pull inward, leaving most it passed by unharmed. The exception, however, were the members of the Creeping Fingers.

Cyber Geek was corralling a group of guests into a corner, facing off against three cloaked figures, when the trio collapsed in on themselves, grinding away into a bloody mist. Tachyonic and Agent Quantum had just finished tying up a pair of cloaked foes when the same fate befell them. At the same time, each felt a surge as their own powers returned.

Tori, Ellie, Beverly, and VRX77 had just walked into a room with a record seven of the cloaked foes standing guard over a group of civilians when all of them were detonated. Between that, and sensing their powers return, almost everyone was feeling unsteady, though Tori did throw an arm around Ellie’s shoulder and point to the seven piles of clothing. “Look at that, turns out they were all going to die anyway. Told you not to sweat the knife stuff.”

Hat Trick awoke to a lot of pain, stirred by the familiar awareness of her own magical tools returning. Rising slowly, she scanned the room to find Cold Shoulder sitting near a furry blob, sniffling. Hat Trick’s heart dropped, before rebounding back upward, overshooting, and landing in her throat.

This wasn’t over yet.

Dragging herself over, Hat Trick pulled the wand from her pocket. A magician’s wand, slender and black with two white tips. Magic was scary, especially hers. There was no book to pull spells from, no wizened sorcerer to show her the ropes. Every time Hat Trick touched the wand, it was like she was awash in possibilities. Too many possibilities, too many chances for magic to run wild. Teasing out the specific effect she wanted took a lot of time, not to mention trial-and-error.

None of which they had.

Blotting out all the pain and doubt thundering through her mind, Hat Trick instead focused on what she wanted. Medley, put back together in a way that could survive. Surprisingly, the words came unbidden, though she was falling back on a classic.

“Presto, change-o, rearrange-o!”

In the center of the museum, as the wave returned to its point of origination, to an idol that no longer existed, Father Finger had just enough time to look at the two people who’d undone decades of planning in the span of minutes. Living up to his name more literally than most would have expected, he lifted the middle fingers of both hands up just before the wave arrived and Father Finger imploded, leaving his garish golden robes upon the floor.


Chapter 98



Helen and Ivan waited in the chamber for several minutes after the initial implosion, both much too familiar with fighting meta-foes to assume the bout was won just because it appeared to be. One could only be surprised by so many sudden returns, usually with a power-up to boot, before precautions became the norm.

Finally, after a full five minutes had passed without so much as a haunting line or crackle of red energy where the idol had been, Helen clapped her hands together. “Alright, I’d say that’s probably long enough. Looks like those fingers have creeped their last.”

“A fitting fate, for their overreach.” Ivan stared at the vacant space for a few moments longer before turning his eyes to Helen. “They were certainly bold, though, and unfortunate. It’s been a while since you and I were both set upon the same foe, even with the limitations.”

“Oh wow, yeah it has. I guess the last one was Orion, and before that… Gublexle? That interdimensional trickster who made us run the weighted race?”

“You’re forgetting about Salovon the Burning Salvation,” Ivan reminded her.

Brow scrunched, Helen searched her memories, hunting for a name that matched what Ivan had mentioned and coming up empty. “Sure I was there for that one?”

“Giant fire monster with six horns that could form pacts to create new meta-humans by drawing on their life force.”

Finally, the recollection clicked into place, causing Helen to snap her fingers. “Oh right! That one was barely a fight, though – it went down in a single punch.”

“Because I was wiping out the servants whose minds had already been drained, leaving them as mindless reserves of power for it to draw on.” Ivan couldn’t quite hold back the annoyance from his voice; he was never a fan of foes who used convoluted tricks. Meeting a worthy opponent head-on, full force, was the only method that felt proper. Anything less came off as downright disrespectful.

“We make a pretty good team, when circumstance allows.” Helen smiled briefly, before the power within her flared. A surge of light enveloped the room, and when it cleared Lodestar was standing before Ivan; even her outfit had been changed at super-speed. “Maybe we’ll get to do this again.”

Not quite an offer nor a promise, it was an idea. A notion, nothing more, one she was casting into tumultuous water, well aware it would likely be futile.

“I think… I would like that.”

He’d expected her to vanish immediately, but instead, Lodestar stepped closer. Ivan had learned, first in combat, then in life, that success was often a matter of recognizing and seizing key moments. In battle, it might be an opponent’s loss of attention, or an error in their steps. Life was more complicated, yet its pivotal points were all the more powerful for it. This, he knew in his bones, was one such moment.

Ivan couldn’t help but seize it. He’d let too many with Lodestar pass by already.

“I don’t know what a more cooperative future would look like. I suspect it would have to be hammered out by greater minds than my own. But if finding agreeable common terms between our organizations can better stabilize my children’s world, then I at least want to try.”

That much had been easy, the equivalent of getting in place. Now, Ivan readied his actual maneuver. Just as in real battle, to act meant making oneself vulnerable. Though Ivan would have preferred risking a thousand stabbings to the terror that filled him before his next words.

“Besides which… I miss you.”

Ivan watched as a bevy of emotions wound their way across Lodestar’s face, none more apparent than the wide, bright smile that appeared.

“Well, then it seems like we have a good bit to talk about.” Lodestar gestured to the door, or rather, the crowds of people who still needed to be calmed and gotten home. “Maybe once this is all wrapped up, I could swing by?”

“I’ll make us a snack.” Ivan’s mouth puckered as he felt the grumbling void in his stomach. “We never did get that dinner.”

“Sounds divine. See you in a few hours.” At last, Lodestar vanished as Ivan had expected, a golden blur whooshing out into the hall.

Only it appeared once more several seconds later. Lodestar was at the edge of the room, barely poking her toes over the edge, like she was afraid of a hidden monster lying in ambush. In a soft tone that sounded closer to Helen than Lodestar, she uttered one quick phrase before vanishing once more.

“I’ve missed you, too.”
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Medley woke up surprised to be alive. In fact, at first, he believed he was dead, until looking down and seeing the familiar fur and scales along his chest. That, more than anything, convinced Medley he was still alive, because the idea of being stuck in this body even after death was just too cruel to fathom. Testing his limbs, he felt everything in its proper place and slowly sat up.

The room was hectic, but not with battle. There was a team of emergency responders tending to Hat Trick, one of them clearly a meta with healing powers given the speed that his teammate’s stomach-hole was sealing. Cold Shoulder was sitting nearby, face paler than normal.

“Take it easy, you went through a lot.”

An understatement, to be certain, but Medley heeded the advice all the same. He could remember it all, and not just the moments leading up to unconsciousness. Medley recalled his time as part of the collective unconscious, albeit only in bits and pieces. It was somewhat akin to a dream, yet more tangible.

“How did I survive?”

“Hat Trick used her wand.” Cold Shoulder smiled at their teammate being treated, who returned the gesture with a cheerful wave. “Should have seen how scared she was; she’s never tried to improvise a new spell before.”

Feeling steady, Medley rose a bit higher, turning his seated position into a squat. “Guess I owe her a big one.”

“Eh, no point in keeping track of that on teams. You saved me, then I saved Hat Trick, then she saved you, so if anything, we’re all squared up.”

Checking the room again, Medley finally realized what was missing. Or rather, who. “Where’s Cyber Geek? Is he okay?”

“Debriefing. They took statements from me and Hat Trick already, team leaders are getting a longer preliminary rundown.” Cold Shoulder’s usually stoic expression slipped slightly, revealing just how much of a toll the night had taken. “It could have been a lot worse but… we lost people.”

All Medley could do was nod before pushing himself up to a fully standing position. There was nothing to say, nothing to be done. Superheroes put their lives on the line, and sometimes that was a gamble they lost. It was the hard, uncomfortable truth of their profession, the toll that balanced out so many other amazing aspects.

The three of them had very nearly been among that number tonight. If not for each other’s help, they’d have all fallen. Yet another reminder to become stronger, though for a change, Medley wasn’t frustrated by the prospect.

Torturous as the ordeal had been, Medley had gained an unprecedented level of insight into his own body and condition. The form that he’d thought to be locked in place had the potential to be far more fluid. Remembering the fight with the man in brass robes, the way he’d shifted his very blood flow away from the blade, it seemed just about anything was possible.

Including, maybe one day, returning to his original, human form.
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While Ellie peeled off when they found Agent Quantum and Tachyonic, Tori, Beverly, and VRX77 were mercifully not superheroes, and thus had no need to report their antics or coordinate with other capes. They were free to do what they wanted, which was go the hell home. No one spoke much on the ride, and it was a weary trio that returned to their apartment, only to find Chloe pulling what appeared to be her sixth casserole out of the oven. The other five were all sitting on the counter, one of them still steaming.

“Oh hey! You’re home early, gala no fun?”

“It, uh, it took some interesting turns. There were cloaked people… I’m sorry, I have to ask, what is with all the casseroles?” Tori tried to stay on task, she really did, but the sight before was just too bizarre. Not meta-bizarre, either. People exploding into blood mist from enchanted daggers, Tori understood. A casserole-baking binge was harder to wrap her brain around.

Chloe set her current casserole down alongside the other five, peeling off her oven mitts as she did. “Part power experiment, partly cooking for the local shelter.”

Although she’d tried to walk toward her room, Beverly too was unable to hold back her curiosity. “I have to know what idiom you found that relates to casseroles.”

“Nothing that specific yet. This is more about finding the point where understanding and technicalities hit their limits.” Chloe rummaged around in the sink, producing a dirty pot. “It started with this, and a watched pot never boils. Which works as expected. But then I got to thinking, that phrase has two meanings, really. There’s an implication that an unwatched pot will inherently boil. So I tried to see what would happen if I put it on the stove with no burner and turned away. And the result was: nothing.”

Despite the negative outcome, Chloe delivered the news excitedly, barely slowly to take a breath before continuing. “Then I tried it with the burner on, purposefully looking away, and that actually did do something. The water boiled faster than normal. I did a few more batches, ran some controls without the phrase active, and confirmed it for sure. That was when I started to wonder: does that phrase have to apply strictly to water? I understand it’s meant as a more general cooking and patience principle, and supposedly the phrase works off my interpretations. Hence why I moved onto spaghetti sauce, which, um, actually got a bit away from me. That’s the trouble with not looking at something you’re cooking.”

With a soft cough, Tori pointed to the line of casseroles near Chloe.

“I’m getting there! After I tested changing the water part of the equation, it got me thinking about the other variables, and whether they’d be flexible. A pot is really just a bowl-shaped object that withstands high heat as food is cooked inside, and the boiling process occurs during several types of baking. A casserole dish fits that specific interpretation of a pot, so it seemed like a natural next step.”

At last, Chloe gestured to the mounds of dishes lining their counter. “I changed up the recipe a little on each one, and figured out the more liquid it has, the closer to a classic boil it gets, and the more effective the phrase. As I move further from real pots and boiling, so do the words’ impact.”

Laughter suddenly rang out through the apartment, and from a quite unexpected source. VRX77 was leaned against the back of the couch, somewhere between a cackle and a chuckle before her bout of humor subsided. “I’m sorry, those are all perfectly valid experiments, it’s just so weird for me to see one of you doing stuff like this. It’s like running into Fornax at the gym. You don’t expect something so mundane from a being that powerful.”

Rather than take offense, Chloe appeared intrigued. “Have you met many other Chloes?”

“Shit no,” VRX77 replied instantly. “If I see an Edict, I steer clear. If I cross an Edict, I get the fuck out of town as fast as possible. And by town, I mean that entire iteration of existence. There are dangerous metas in just about every iteration worth exploring, but they have to play by some sort of rules. Gravity, causality, crap like that. Edicts are their own level of threat, not one I’d willingly choose to take on.”

“Maybe you should try saying hello some time. Tori and I get along pretty well.”

Surprisingly, VRX77 appeared to consider the suggestion. “Tell you what: next time I’m ambushing a Tori and a Chloe pops up, I will at least try to establish a conversation. Unless she seems like an Edict, then I’m gone. Some risks just aren’t worth it.”

“Wait, you’re going to ambush the next one too?” Tori didn’t mean to sound incredulous, but it was a little hard to stifle the sentiment entirely.

“Sure. It’s still the fastest way, on average.”

Before Tori could probe that concept further, Beverly stretched so hard that her back popped, the distinct noise echoing through the apartment. Since Tori was looking at VRX77, she noticed the odd expression again, one she couldn’t quite place. Not that she had long to study the odd countenance. Like a bolt of lightning in the sky, it was there and gone.

“Well, I don’t know about you all, but I’m ready to call it a night,” Beverly announced. “Between the homicidal ambushes and feeling distinctly weaker than normal, it’s been a long one.”

For once, not even Tori felt like burning the midnight oil down in her lab. “Yeah, that power thing was… unsettling. Like a piece of me had been cut off.”

“Power suppression is pretty rare, plus comes with major costs and limitations, but when it hits it’s a mother fucker. Too bad we didn’t have Chloe tonight.” VRX77 nodded over to the woman peeling off her black and white, cow-shaped oven mitts. “Edict’s power is technically transcendent.”

“How is something technically—” Tori’s question was cut off by a tremendous rumble outside. At the same time, a familiar high-pitched beeping rang out from Tori’s and Beverly’s rooms in synchronization.

Realizing what that noise was, and the fact that the rumbling was only growing louder, Tori and Beverly both bolted over to the window. Chloe, still taking off her oven mitts, was momentarily clueless about the peril unfolding around. “Oh cool, are those some sort of super-villain pagers? Is something afoot?”

Beverly paused to answer, while Tori hurried ahead, grabbing the curtain currently sealing off their window from the outside world. “They’re an early detection system, a way to find where breaches are about to open and be ready for them.”

Ripping back the curtain, Tori gasped and took an unwitting step back. She’d been expecting a breach nearby, probably even a big one, because that just seemed to be how the night was going. Not even she in her pessimism had expected the sight waiting for them though.

From their vantage point alone, Tori could count at least eight newly opened breaches.

One on top of a building, with ant-like monsters swarming out. Another in the middle of the street, where what looked like a mix between centipedes and rhinos were goring cars. One in the air, one by the market, all of them spewing creatures into their world at a rapid pace.

Ridge City was under attack.


Chapter 99



As a child, Bert had been fascinated by stage magic. A magic that anyone, meta or mundane, could grasp hold of and make their own. Studying the art, Bert had analyzed its many facets, training in each, before ultimately coming to a realization that would influence the rest of his life.

Magic was not dexterity, which could fumble, or misdirection, which could fail. The true essence of magic, the factor that made it fundamentally possible, was preparation.

A snap of the fingers or flick of the wrist really represented untold hours of effort finally being made manifest. A sentiment that felt especially appropriate as Bert threw the switch on their interversal-tunneling device. Years of covert research, endless patience waiting for the right opportunity, not to mention the mountain of costs poured into resources.

Yet from the outside, all it appeared Bert had done was flick a switch on a silvery doorway studded with various electrical components. Lacking meta-genius of his own, the work had been outsourced to various individuals, compounding the costs even higher. All of it proved to be worth the investment, though, as the doorway stabilized to show a mundane-looking room with an out-of-date aesthetic and distinct tile.

They’d grasped the rabbit’s ears, now all that remained was to pluck it from the hat.

“Feels a little anticlimactic after all that work.” Faithful ambled casually toward the portal as if it were not a marvel of science and planning, allowing them to enter one of the most restricted places on their entire planet.

Clearly, Faithful had not learned the intricacies of magic, nor preparation.

“One moment.” Bert produced a pocket watch, checking the time carefully. Assuming any level of precision on Jokull’s part was optimism bordering on fantasy, but that factor had been accounted for. So long as he got to the task in relatively short order, they should have the necessary distraction.

It was a bit galling, knowing that while every other cape would be caught up in the sudden appearance of breaches spanning multiple continents, one required a special measure all her own. Bert wished they’d been able to get more of the breach-bombs overseas – turning the event fully global would have strained the AHC even more – but he was bound to the dimensional nova’s clock. With it expected to wane soon, he’d chosen the best opportunity presented rather than hold out for an imaginary ideal.

The pocket watch confirmed that, in theory anyway, Jokull should be in position. Whether he was or not was a factor officially outside of Bert’s control, so he cast aside any concern for the matter. There would be plenty to occupy his own focus shortly, no need to worry about how the cogs were spinning.

“We may proceed.” Bert nodded to Faithful, who stepped through the doorway, only to immediately be incinerated by a massive beam of energy.

Or, he should have been, anyway. When the light cleared, Faithful was standing there, unbothered in the slightest. Lifting his hand, a bolt of what appeared to be liquid darkness shot forth, presumably wiping out the mechanisms that had just tried to cook him.

Bert considered himself exceptionally resilient by meta-standards, thanks to a very versatile power. Still, not even he could match Faithful in terms of sheer defense. While Bert could neutralize or redirect a great many forces, Faithful merely unmade them. A bullet that didn’t exist could do no damage, and the same went for lasers, punches, even magic spells.

Putting the pocket watch away, Bert produced a carefully written list, one he’d long-since memorized – but preparation was the key to the magic, and they had quite a trick to still pull off. On that seemingly innocuous list of paper were names of some of the most powerful tools their world had ever seen, some thought to only be myths. Next to each item was the bounty that had been agreed upon, ensuring Bert had a firm idea of what they were looking for, and the value of each piece.

Only a few lacked any price. These were his items, tools that would be required for their own plans. The rest were for funding and favors, both essential in the work to come, but securable from other sources. Bert’s prizes, though, they were essential, the whole reason he’d undertaken this seemingly impossible task.

Tucking the list away once more, Bert strode forward, briskly following Faithful. Once they’d crossed over, an alert had presumably gone out. Now it was a matter of time and hoping that all their distractions held firm.
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Ivan had barely been home for more than a few minutes when he heard the rumble in the sky, not even long enough to change out of his suit. Checking the window, he frowned, then walked to his phone and called Janet. No answer, but it was also Saturday night, they might very well be watching a movie. Ivan tried Rick and Beth as well, to no avail. He pushed down the mounting sense of panic; their house was protected and there were tools like the necklaces keeping his kids safe.

Still, Ivan knew he couldn’t sit around waiting. It was a bit of an etiquette breach to head over without notice, however he suspected Janet would forgive him, considering the context.

Before heading for the door, Ivan took a moment, pondering the situation deeply. After several seconds, the most he was willing to commit to any delay in the given circumstances, Ivan went to a secret compartment in his bedroom closet and emerged with a distinctive red mask tucked into his pocket.

Wearing the guise of Pseudonym would keep a lower profile, but sometimes reputation had its advantages. If he needed to move through a large mass of metas, they were far more likely to clear the path in front of Fornax than some random guy in a nondescript mask. Speed was the sole element Ivan needed at the moment; the sooner he reached his kids, the better.

For once, it seemed fate was on his side, as Ivan heard a loud knock on his front door. In the chaos of the breaches, he’d forgotten Lodestar was stopping by. All the better; if she was amenable to giving Ivan a ride, he could secure his family in seconds, then repay the favor by helping her beat back the hordes of encroaching monsters.

Despite what was sure to be a bloody, violent evening, Ivan had a smile on his face as he reached for the doorknob.

It wasn’t the activity that really counted, but the company kept while doing it.
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Professor Quantum noted the alert and frowned slightly, momentarily debating if this impacted his plans whatsoever. In all his conjecture, the idea of an actual break-in hadn’t occurred to him, but it did add up. If he’d discovered an exploit in the storage facility’s defenses, then someone else could utilize the same tactic.

After several seconds of consideration, during which his prodigious brain calculated potential options, Professor Quantum opted to do nothing. Real burglars would only lend credence to the planned pretense, and it was unlikely they’d be able to withstand the facility’s anti-intruder devices, let alone disable them.

Sitting in his office at the AHC, watching the chaos build outside, he was utterly unsurprised. The other superheroes were accustomed to a rise and fall, flurries of action followed by periods of rest, but Professor Quantum was from a different time. No relief, no rest, no safety. The next attack could come anytime, anywhere, and the only hope their side possessed was to be prepared for all possibilities.

He’d suspected there would be some manner of activity tonight, though the spectacle on display was larger than anticipated. It was why Professor Quantum selected the eve for his own project, using the same distraction that was no doubt meant to keep his forces occupied. And most of them would be; however, he’d already earmarked one team for a very special project.

“Sir, The New Science Sentries have just checked in. You wanted to be alerted.”

The voice over the phone’s intercom was one of the countless support staff whose names Professor Quantum didn’t bother to learn. He was still of the opinion that replacing the fallible human staff with AI would be more stable, though the presence of both Xelas and Doctor Mechaniacal on the opposing side undermined any sense of security that might be gained.

“Is Plasmodia with them?” For all the work he’d put into wondering whether or not to cut Plasmodia from the team, tonight he absolutely wanted her in attendance. It would re-bond her to the others, a shared tragedy and secret kept between her and the others.

“Yes, sir.”

“Send them all to my office immediately.” He glanced at the alert again. While seldom a man for improv, Professor Quantum decided to make use of every tool available. “I’ve received notice that a dangerous facility has been breached and must be contained at once.”

“Of course, sir, right away.”

Leaning back in his chair, Professor Quantum counted the breaches visible from his vantage point alone. Seven he could see, with reports of far more appearing all over the continent. Someone was making a move alright, and it was a fairly impressive one. Between the number of threats and the scale on which they were spread, it would heavily tax the Alliance of Heroic Champions to even attempt responding to them all.

Any other schemes were therefore free to proceed, though he did hope whoever put this together had remembered to account for the Lodestar of it all. Professor Quantum had his own plans for this sudden distraction, and he’d hate to see them cut short over something as simple a lack of forethought.

It did occur to Professor Quantum that perhaps the guild might take some action during the chaos, though his immediate assumption was that they would exploit it for their own means. And on that count, he was correct, as plenty of members used the evening to work in a bit of petty crime and revenge.

But for all his genius, Professor Quantum had never felt a pull to understand the guild. He didn’t know of their careful vetting system for major jobs, he paid no heed to the idea of them having friends or family, never considered who they might be beyond their roles in this dance of cape and villain. Professor Quantum saw them as nothing more than common criminals that had gained some power and put on airs of civility.

He failed to grasp the simple truth that there were people under those masks.

People who weren’t going to sit around and watch their home be destroyed.

[image: ]


“…the fuck?” Tori muttered the words more than spoke them, staring dumbfounded at the scene of growing chaos outside her window.

How?

How could all these breaches open at once, and all in the same area? It couldn’t be coincidence; this had been engineered. As Tori’s eyes lifted skyward, tracing the colorful figures of superheroes already diving into the fray, she realized what was happening. It would be hard not to, after all.

This was straight out of the guild playbook, at least conceptually.

Someone was distracting the capes. They were doing it with a shitload more collateral damage than any guild member would dream of getting away with, but the tactic was undeniably effective. Behind her, Tori heard some anchor on the TV news talking about breaches opening up all over North and portions of South America. There were reports of a handful overseas, just nothing on the scale they were seeing.

Turning away from the window – not an easy task to manage – Tori noticed everyone watching the television, Beverly clutching the remote with a shaking grip. She must have turned on the TV while Tori had been stuck there, too shocked to even more.

This wasn’t how it usually went. Big fights generally came with time to rest, recover, and ideally figure out what weaknesses had been revealed, followed by how to fix them. Granted, Tori didn’t have much of a plan for resisting magical power suppression waves, but she’d been counting on a chance to unwind. The second strike, the one that came when she was still reeling from the first, hit all the harder.

Even in her distress, Tori filed the thought away for potential future use.

“We have to help.” It was Beverly who spoke the words, unwittingly reinforcing Ivan’s assessment of her character. “These things are going to overrun Ridge City before the capes can catch up.”

“Doesn’t that just mean we should get out of Ridge City?” Tori wasn’t entirely sure that was the action she wanted to take either, however it felt like a point that needed to be raised. In chaos like that, even being meta-human wasn’t enough to guarantee survival.

Beverly’s already-tightened hand flexed so hard that a small crack appeared along the edge of the remote, flecks of plastic falling to their carpet. Startled by her own display of strength, she took a moment to compose herself. She put the remote down before looking past Tori, out the window behind them.

“Maybe. Probably. But I don’t want to. I want to get out there and kick the living shit out of every monster who thinks they come in here and fuck with my town.” Although her voice was rising, Beverly began to smile as she spoke, the grin growing ever wider until it was more a baring of teeth, not unlike her snarls in dragon-form.

“And villains… we do what we want.”

While Beverly had couched it in pride and arrogance, her course of action was ultimately the same as the capes. What that meant for Beverly overall, and her future with the guild, Tori couldn’t begin to speculate. Besides, for now, it didn’t matter. All that counted was that her friend was about to go dive headfirst into a sea of chaos and violence.

“I’ll go put on my suit.”

“You sure? I don’t know if we’re getting paid for this one.” Beverly slugged her softly in the shoulder.

“Eh, I’ve got some pent-up aggression from tonight’s earlier crap to work out.” Tori started to head for her room until another voice gave her, along with Beverly, immediate pause.

“I’ll come too,” Chloe announced. She seemed to sense the skepticism in both of her roommates, walking around the counter where six casseroles were still cooling. “I don’t intend to fight monsters, but my phrases can help a lot of people, especially now that I’ve got a healing one.”

Neither of them could deny that point, especially with how potent Chloe’s particular form of mending was. Beverly put their reservations into words, though. “Just make sure you’re careful out there. With so many monsters hitting at once, this is going be on another level. Stay safe above everything else.”

Chloe nodded, then headed toward her room, with Tori and Beverly doing the same. Changing was a quick affair, one Tori was well used to by this point. In a matter of minutes, she’d fully geared up into Hephaestus, walking back to the living room to find Bahamut already waiting.

It was a little odd that Cliché wasn’t ready yet; her costume was the simplest of them all, but also not set in stone, so perhaps she’d been picking new pieces for it? Hephaestus barely had time to speculate, as Cliché emerged from her room shortly, carrying an oddly-shaped box with blue and silver colors decorating the surface.

“Hey guys, do you know what this is? I found it in my closet, in the pocket of my Cliché coat.”

Hephaestus saw Bahamut moving in the corner of her eyes, watching as the green dragon, her form that was the most humanoid, lunged forward, claws extended. Whether her timing was terrible or Bahamut’s presence proved to be the trigger, the dragon was too late.

The box in Cliché’s hand exploded into an orb of energy that ripped apart the very fabric of space. Hephaestus dove forward as well, activating her thrusters to close the gap and try to shield her friend. Dimly, she was aware of VRX77 moving closer too, each of them converging on Chloe.

As a result, all four figures were engulfed in the blast of energy, which cleared to reveal an empty apartment, save for a scorched floor and six casseroles, one of them still steaming.


Chapter 100



“Fuck.”

Cyber Geek hadn’t even gotten to go back to the Alliance of Heroic Champions yet. After the long debrief, he’d met up with his team to see how they’d done. Learning that everyone was alive was a relief, even if it did turn out he’d once again failed to come through when the others needed him. Between Medley’s loss of control and Hat Trick’s stomach wound, this evening had been an incredibly close shave.

After they left the museum, his team opted to walk home. It was technically a patrol, though; more than anything, it was a chance to let everyone clear their heads before trying to turn in for the night. And for Cyber Geek, a chance to consider something he’d learned.

During the debrief, it had come up that the only people who still had unrestrained versions of their powers were those with a classification called “transcendent”, of which Cyber Geek apparently was one. He didn’t have all the details yet, but evidently that implied an extradimensional source for his abilities. That was an unexpected discovery, and an interesting one. All this time, Cyber Geek had been assuming he was creating energy-based replicas of the items in his games.

But what if he was actually dragging them over from somewhere else? What did that mean for him, and his power?

Unfortunately, Cyber Geek hadn’t the faintest clue. It might mean the world had opened to him in terms of opportunity, yet without any idea of how to utilize such a chance, it may as well not exist. It did explain why Mr. AV might be an especially suitable mentor, though. His power famously had a world-hopping component.

The contemplation was cut short suddenly by a loud rumbling, followed by three breaches bursting into existence. Cyber Geek just stared, so shocked he was mostly numb, at the massive rips in reality through which countless figures were pouring. Turning, he spotted two more breaches on the left horizon, and another on the right.

That was when the curse fell from his lips, exhaustion suggesting he keep walking back to base while duty demanded he run toward trouble. Earlier in his career, Cyber Geek might have taken off in a sprint, but as a leader, he’d learned there was more than one duty at play. Much as he owed to the people depending on him, Cyber Geek also had a responsibility to watch over his team.

One glance told him all he needed to know. Hat Trick was still pale and weakened from blood loss, Medley could barely string three steady steps together, and Cold Shoulder… actually, she looked okay. Bruised and tired, but not out of the fray yet.

Already in his ear, he could hear the chatter from other AHC teams that had been out on patrol, as well as the ones at headquarters. Panic swept through fast but was quickly stomped out by the stalwart voices from the control room, asserting control and sending out orders as quickly as teams reported in.

“This is Cyber Geek. My team is still injured from the gala attack, we were en route to base when we saw the breaches. Once they’re brought in, I’ll be able to take new assignments.” Part of him felt guilty, leaving the other capes to fight while he focused on getting the others to safety. But saving people didn’t always mean civilians; sometimes other superheroes needed help too. Even if they didn’t want to accept it.

“We can fight.” Medley puffed up his chest at the words, which might have landed with more force if he didn’t stumble shortly after.

“You already did,” Cyber Geek reminded him. “That’s how you got injured.”

He took a step closer, putting a hand on his best friend’s massive arm. “I know you; I know you pride yourself on playing through the pain. This isn’t that. You got seriously hurt tonight – shit, man, you almost died. You need to recover. Otherwise you’ll just be down even longer.”

Medley opened his mouth. Based on the look on his furry face it wasn’t to happily agree, but Hat Trick spoke up first.

“Cyber Geek is right.” She rubbed the side of her torso, where a rip in her shirt exposed the formerly skewered section of flesh. It had sealed over, but was still quite red, with ample bruising around it. “I want to help too, but honestly right now I’d most likely be a liability. If we can’t fight like capes, then all we’re doing is adding more civilians for our friends to keep track of.”

Although Medley bit down so hard his teeth ground against one another, he didn’t try to argue with Hat Trick. The stubborn fellow might have bickered until dawn before accepting his own injury had left him unable to fight, but he wasn’t about to force someone else into a battle they weren’t up for.

“Fine. We make a run to base for drop off,” Medley finally agreed, pointedly not specifying who exactly would be dropped.

That was fine by Cyber Geek. Knowing the older capes, Medley would have an even harder time talking them into letting him fight in his current condition. They tended to take very serious views on things like recovery, mental health, and long-term sustainability for superheroes.

Sadly, winning over Medley was the easy part. Stretched out before them were three more miles they’d have to cross to reach the base, and judging from the position of the breaches, at least some of that terrain would be invaded by unknown monsters.

Cycling through his items, Cyber Geek began to prepare in earnest. His team was injured because he hadn’t been able to keep them safe, yet again. Tonight, that streak was coming to an end. He would get them back to the AHC, then jump in to help the other capes.

The one upside to considering himself so disappointingly weak by superhero standards was that Cyber Geek genuinely didn’t believe his presence would make much difference in the battle, easing his guilt over waiting to join the fray.
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Helen didn’t even have time to send the sitter home, which was a blessing, as it turned out. She’d just gotten in the door and hugged her daughter when the alert came in. Out in the Atlantic Ocean, some giant sea creature had been spotted rising from the depths. Best guesses assumed it was a breach monster from a portal that opened underwater, but it just as easily could be a discarded genetics experiment returning for revenge.

Why was it so many mad scientists flushed their failed projects down the toilet? That was one mystery Lodestar had yet to unravel, but the end result was the occasional sea monster popping up.

So it was that Lodestar was flying over the ocean when breaches began to open across the continent. And nowhere to be seen as a massive, hulking shadow fell across the doorway of a simple suburban home, shattering the meager magical protections with a mere flex of power.
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Hephaestus pulled herself up slowly, trying to get her bearings. She’d leapt toward Chloe, been engulfed by energy and then… just a white light followed by a rough landing. A quick glance gave her an immediate explanation, as Hephaestus was no longer in her apartment. Instead, she was in what looked like a retro-fifties break room, lying on the remains of what was once probably a fairly nice table.

Blue-striped wallpaper surrounded her, along with citrine-colored appliances, including a fridge that resembled a vault door. Unable to resist, Hephaestus yanked it open to find the shelves stocked almost entirely with water, saved for one at the bottom, which was filled with some sort of strawberry soda. Hephaestus had never seen the brand before, which she assumed was because it had long since gone out of business.

After all, it had been a damned long time since she heard of soda in a glass bottle.

Shutting the door, Hephaestus got back to focusing on the task at hand: figuring out what the hell was going on. Teleportation was the obvious answer, but it lacked key details like why they’d been jumped through space without warning, or where they’d been plopped down. Not to mention the fact that they’d apparently been separated.

Still, not everything was working against them. If not for the breaches, she wouldn’t have been wearing her meta-suit, and Bahamut wouldn’t have her costume. Seeing as there was a communicator function setup between those items, it meant they could still talk.

In theory, at least.

“Bahamut, are you there? Bahamut, respond if you hear my voice.”

After three similar callouts with no response, Hephaestus paused her efforts. It might be worth trying more later, but for now she had to assume that either Bahamut was out of range or there was some sort of interference at work. Hephaestus dearly hoped it wasn’t the first, because dealing with teleportation meant they might be halfway around the world from one another. Not great on an ordinary night, and even less ideal when they’d been transported to some mysterious location by an unknown force.

Lacking any other option, Hephaestus stepped out from the break room, looking up and down the hall to find identical wallpaper in all directions, nothing but an endless sea of blue stripes. No signs or any other indicators, so Hephaestus turned right and strode forward, senses strained as she searched for signs of the others.

Bahamut would probably be alright as she was already in dragon form, and VRX77 could absolutely handle herself. Cliché was the one Hephaestus worried for; aside from her currently active phrase about watching pots, all she had was a magic parasol. Hopefully it would be enough to keep her safe, at least for a little while.

Because the longer Hephaestus walked, the more she saw that hallway stretch onward, the better she understood just how sprawling this mysterious compound truly was. Finding another person was probably going to take a bit, and that was assuming she didn’t run into any trouble.

An assumption that her instincts were all but screaming at her not to trust, as if Hephaestus needed the reminder.

When did things in her life ever go the easy way?
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Bahamut hit the ground and bounced up, claws at the ready. She was in sort of dark chamber, sloped, with multiple hiding places sectioned off at every tier. Behind her was a flat black expanse, resting above carpet so red she could discern its shade even in the dark.

Then the lights came on, or more specifically, VRX77 activated her suit in a way that caused it to glow. Gone was the hologram of Vicky, in its place the silver silhouette that still made Bahamut slightly uncomfortable. Thanks to the illumination, she could finally see where they’d landed.

As it turned out, Bahamut had arrived in a movie theater.

Although it was a bit small, by cinema standards. And the wallpaper… Bahamut had seen that wallpaper before, just like she’d seen a box similar to the one Chloe had been carrying.

“I think… we’re in Professor Quantum’s old base.”

That was the easy part. What still boggled Bahamut’s brain was why they’d been teleported into a place that Professor Quantum hid from the world at large. Stranger still, what was the point of showing Beverly the picture ahead of time?

“Fuck.” VRX77 sounded uncharacteristically worried, which put Bahamut’s nerves further on edge. “We need to get out of here, fast.”

“Have you been in one of these before?”

“Once.” VRX77 was already walking up the theater’s narrow stairs, heading for the exit at the top. “I thought there might be some lost tech that could help my condition. Took me forever and a day to get in, and I ultimately had to run out of there just to stay alive.”

Now that revelation gave Bahamut pause quite literally, as her foot stayed stuck on its latest step. “Shit. And you’re really hard to kill.”

“It was earlier in my career, so I wasn’t as skilled yet, but you’re taking the right message. This isn’t just the place where Professor Quantum hides away things he’s captured from the world, it’s where he tucks away his more… socially unacceptable experiments. Superheroes aren’t supposed to build death-cannons, for example.”

“I mean, if you stand in front of one, just about every cannon is a death-cannon,” Bahamut pointed out. The joke was a weak one, but it helped her feel a small measure of control as she wrenched her foot forward, resuming the journey.

If VRX77 was right, and unfortunately Bahamut suspected she was, then they needed to flee as fast as possible, while also scooping up Hephaestus and Cliché.

With a sudden realization that communication might be helpful, Bahamut tapped the side of her mask and called out to Hephaestus, only to hear no answer.

“Save your voice, the whole base has a built-in scrambling system for everything outside its own encoded channels. Constantly active, in case of a surprise attack. Everyone always gives credit to Professor Quantum for his genius, not enough people really appreciate the man’s paranoia.”

“On the topic of Professor Quantum, why in the five dancing hells does he have a movie theater inside his storage vault?”

“It wasn’t meant to be a vault.” VRX77 reached the top of the stairs and pushed them open, revealing a small lobby and snack bar, complete with multiple popcorn machines, which led out into a hallway with distinctive, blue-striped wallpaper. “Partly intended as a new base for the League of Metas, partly Vomisa’s beta-trial, Professor Quantum built this place to serve as a superhero sanctuary. Then he secured it appropriately for the task.”

Scanning the snack bar for threats once, Bahamut forced herself to breathe deep, calm down, and take stock of the situation. She, Hephaestus, Cliché, and VRX77 were in a location with defenses strong enough to threaten any of them. Communications were down, they had no idea where the others were, nor any way to locate them.

This was bad. So she had to work well with what tools they did have. VRX77 had tried to rob one of these places, that meant there was a reasonable chance she knew the layout. Enough to act as a rough guide, if nothing else.

“Okay, we don’t know where the others are, but presumably they’ll search for an exit too. If we can find one of those, it gives us a fallback point, and potentially a way to call for help.”

“I can try and lead you to the one I used, but there’s no guarantee this is laid out the same. Even Professor Quantum has a little variance here and there.”

“Better than nothing, and it will give us a chance to look for the others on the way. Standing around gets us nowhere, in more than one sense.” Bahamut strode out into the hallway, wincing slightly as she braced for incoming attack, only to continue forth confidently when none arrived.

Trailing her, showing a fair bit more caution, VRX77 never fell more than a few steps behind.


Chapter 101



Bert saw a flash of light through the silver archway and mentally adjusted his timetable. If the defenses were kicking on in earnest already, they’d have to move even faster. Luckily, the light came from an area Bert was already intending to avoid.

Research into this location hadn’t been easy; after so long, it was more myth than anything. The work had taken years and revolved around more than just gaining access. Bert had learned as much as he could about the vault, including what items were must haves and which would have to be abandoned.

All security was not equal inside the vault. Some of the areas had been designed to house workers and staff alongside other superheroes, which meant the security in those spaces was less intensive. However, as one approached the more sensitive areas, obstacles came into play.

Most of these, Bert had confidence he and Faithful could handle, however the risk-to-reward formula dipped precipitously fast when considering the truly locked-down prizes. Some items in here had been stowed away lest they ever touch human hands again, meant to be sealed until humanity was nothing but cosmic dust and memories.

Granted, there was a chance he and Faithful could still punch through, but Bert was not one to take needless chances, especially so early on in a plan. Today was nothing more than a run to secure supplies and funding; overextending would only invite disaster, potentially leaving them with less than they needed.

So it was that Bert and Faithful turned away from the silver archway with the names engraved along the metal, where the flash of light had already faded away, pointedly not investigating the obvious lure into an area they knew to avoid.

Behind them, lying amongst a sea of glass cases, was a slowly stirring woman in a ski mask, a black and pink parasol clutched in her hands.
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“A secured facility has been compromised.”

Professor Quantum watched the surprise ripple through his team. None had any idea why they’d been summoned forth, but likely they’d assumed the issue was related to the multiple breaches that had opened simultaneously. Worse yet, more were opening haphazardly, indicating either the breaches were being set off in waves, or some sort of cascade effect was occurring.

In other words, it was a distraction, plain and simple. An effective one, admittedly. One that the Alliance of Heroic Champions certainly couldn’t afford to ignore. But that didn’t mean pledging every resource to the same task. Especially when there was another severe threat to be accounted for.

“Worse, it is my facility, holding items I would deem to be truly dangerous.”

Now that got their attention, every eye going wide at once.

“I secured it well; however, this dimensional nova has allowed some enterprising criminals to break through its outer shell and gain entrance. You four are tasked with intercepting these rogues before they can get hold of anything with the potential for notable calamity. Securing the criminals is secondary to stopping them; some of the items in that facility simply cannot be set free, or the cost in life could be catastrophic.”

“Why us?” It was Plasmodia who piped up. She attempted to play aloof, yet the fact that she’d responded to his summons, and in her proper costume no less, betrayed her desire to remain with the team.

Besides, she’d graciously offered the segue he was hoping for. “Because the defenses are currently set to recognize you four as verified occupants, meaning most won’t trigger against you. This was, in truth, meant to be your team’s base of operations once you were ready.”

A technical truth, in that he had one day hoped to utilize the facility once more, though he didn’t expect this version of the team to ever reach such a point. There were layers to shed, lessons to learn, and hard truths to grapple with. Today, Professor Quantum hoped to guide his team toward all three processes.

“You said most of the defenses wouldn’t trigger?” Agent Quantum had picked up a key detail, as a leader should.

“Indeed. The generalized system has had you all added as exceptions. Other defenses are split off, lest one defense become compromised, and have to be updated individually. A time-consuming task I didn’t expect any need to hurry on.” Not to mention, there were parts of that facility he didn’t want anyone getting access to.

“Richard is familiar with the facility’s layout and can act as your guide. Much as I wish I could accompany you on the mission, my own efforts will be required to deal with the mass assault of breaches.” Professor Quantum’s office windows had the shades pulled back, ensuring everyone could see the chaos outside. From the constant chatter in his ear, it was a madhouse, with the superheroes scrambling to cover as many threats as they could.

He hadn’t counted on this part of the plan, but it was certainly useful. Providing not only a more solid pretext for his own absence in the expedition, it would also offer a flawless alibi once he was seen out there battling the hordes. True, it would limit his ability to observe the outcome of his current project, yet the experienced old man had trust in his planning.

Professor Quantum watched as their eyes all flitted out to the portals in the sky, each spewing a torrent of monsters. Any objections to his absence withered away at such a sight. Who could argue that the great Professor Quantum should be relegated to the smaller task, when such an overwhelming threat surged through their streets?

“Why me?” A not unreasonable question, yet still an annoyance. A year prior Plasmodia would never think to pose such a query, nor would it have been necessary. Reminding himself to check on her behavioral guidance system next time she was in Vomisa, Professor Quantum kept only some of the annoyance off his face.

Hiding it all would have been far more suspicious.

“Because you were already added to the system, and I believe your firepower could be an asset to the team,” Professor Quantum informed her. “It has always been a reliable tool, when wielded properly. Given that your team is braving the threat of unknown foes, I presumed you would want to be there with them. If that’s not the case, you’re welcome to join the flood of our people fighting breaches.”

A small compliment, a call to duty, and a reminder that she’d be just another face in the crowd otherwise. It was a common misconception that Professor Quantum had zero sense of social acumen. In fact, what he really had was a lack of interest in such pageantry and dances of the words when simple phrasing could get the point across more directly.

That didn’t mean he’d never learned the value of occasional flattery.

“Do we have any idea what they’re after?” Tachyonic was leaning forward slightly, his mind already on the task at hand. “Is this place like a storehouse for your old inventions something?”

An apt guess, and not an inaccurate one. “Partially, yes. However, those are the lower tier of threat. In truth, most of the prototypes within were either abandoned due to insurmountable design flaws or because they were foundations upon which far grander creations were made. The true threat is the tools that have been captured.”

The trio looked at one another in confusion, and Professor Quantum remembered that they were not experienced enough to be trusted with access to the similar room in the AHC. “Many meta-humans wield or create external items, tools that are taken into the Alliance of Heroic Champions’ custody when such meta-humans use their powers to break the law. Those tools are then evaluated to determine whether they are best handed over to trusted allies for use, or sealed away from those who would turn their abilities toward suffering.”

None of this was secret, even if the room itself was kept largely off-limits. Lodestar had strong notions about concepts like transparency, and ensured the Alliance of Heroic Champions could account for every item they took possession of.

Luckily, her insistence on uprightness lent credence to his own explanation.

“During my time running the League of Metas, we had a similar process in place. Some items are simply too dangerous to knowingly release into public circulation, so containment was essential. When the League dissolved and the AHC took its place, most of our captured items were moved over. But these were in my most well-defended facility; even for me accessing them wasn’t a minor matter, and in truth, I didn’t have faith that this newly-formed organization would provide adequate protection.”

An upside to being openly known as arrogant, no one would question the idea that he’d doubted the skills of an entire superhero collaboration when pitted against his own.

“Of course, time has proven the AHC more than up to the task, however there was never enough cause to risk moving such potentially devastating items. It is so often in transport that such treasures are plundered, leaving transferring them a proposal with minimal gain balanced against a tremendous risk.”

The tale left out a few key details, like how this was all technically part of Professor Quantum’s private collection, which was why none of it had been counted in the League of Metas’ inventory. But such information would offer the team no advantage in their task, so it was easily skipped over.

“I’m in,” Agent Quantum said, as if he’d been given a choice in the first place. Honestly, the boy was getting some strange ideas in his head, even if he was holding the team together better than expected.

Hopefully, once they’d finished what Professor Quantum had planned, Agent Quantum and the rest of his team would be far more malleable. Trauma was an excellent tool for breaking someone down.

“Same here,” Tachyonic added, predictably following his best friend’s lead.

Plasmodia was slower to respond. It was possible she’d refuse outright, which would be the end of her time on the team. While she was already acting out, he had hope she could be brought to heel, but tonight was a critical part of that process. Furthermore, if she refused to attend, avoiding the incoming anchor of guilt, she would miss the bond of loss and secrecy that would unite the others.

At last, moving in minute increments, Plasmodia’s head tilted forward into a nod. “Alright. I’ll go.” Her eyes darted to Agent Quantum and Tachyonic. “Somebody has to watch your backs.” Her gaze flitted back to Richard, tightening noticeably. “Somebody worth a damn, I mean.”

“Very well then, we have no time to delay. Every moment we wait offers our criminals more time to pillage and keeps me from joining the others in battling the breaches. I’ve already prepared the gateway, we can head directly there.”

The New Science Sentries took a brief pause to compose themselves before Agent Quantum offered a thumbs-up. “We’re ready. Show us the way, and we’ll stop those thieves.”
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Janet, Rick, Beth, and Juan all had very good reasons for not answering their cell phones. They were in a movie theater, and not assholes, thus their cellular devices had each been muted. Thanks to the loud booms of the action movie, and the screams of people on screen, they even missed the initial wave of panic that swept the city as the breaches first appeared.

Ignorance truly was bliss. But no joy could last forever.

On screen, the small group of adventurers were dashing about, trying to survive against giant animated piles of treasure. Just as the barbarian in red armor was charging in, the screen itself was torn asunder. Bursting through the fabric, having apparently wormed their way in using the hallways and back doors, were hundreds of monsters that looked somewhat akin to tardigrades, if they were the size of small dogs and had massive, disturbingly human-like mouths.

One clamped down on the arm of a man in the front row, ripping it clean off with a single chomp. His scream was like a starter pistol, kicking the rest of the theater into action as they scrambled away, surging toward the exits in a desperate bid to reach safety.

Despite the sudden chaos around them, Janet stayed calm. For better or worse, this was far from the first family outing to be interrupted by unexpected violence. True, it had happened a great deal less since her divorce from Ivan, but she’d still gotten ample practice.

First, assess the situation. Monsters were pouring out from the screen, and everyone was stampeding toward the rear exits. Her family was in a middle row, meaning they had no chance of reaching the exit before it was utterly clogged with human bodies. As for the monsters, they appeared to have an animalistic intellect, each diving for the nearest source of food. Little concern appeared paid toward safety – then again, no one in the theater had wounded or even attacked one yet, so why would they be afraid?

It was, quite frankly, a very shitty situation indeed. The best factors in their favor were the bulk of bodies between them and the monsters, the bottle of potential meta-powers resting in Janet’s purse, and Beth’s mysterious blades. While Janet hadn’t mustered the courage to guzzle down Ivan’s gift yet, she kept it close should the unavoidable need for powers arrive. Suddenly, though, that plan seemed flippant; she had no idea how long the process would take, or if she’d be incapacitated as she changed.

Surveying the theater once more, Janet’s eyes grazed a long, empty patch of wall in the center. Humans cramming the exits, monsters at the screen, but the in between was something of a no man’s land. Exactly what they needed.

“Juan, please grab Rick and help him run.” Janet glanced over to her husband, finding him already crouched and ready to move. She looked to her daughter, the young teen visibly fighting back terror at the sudden turn of her peaceful outing. “We’re going to need your blades, Beth.”

A jolt of panic swept through her daughter’s eyes, and Janet hurried to explain.

“Not against the monsters. I need you to cut us a way out in the wall. Then we can escape to another theater, and other people can follow us out.” Perhaps it was too many years with Ivan, but in that moment, Janet didn’t really give a single shit about the other people in the theater. Nevertheless, Beth was at an impressionable age, and it was important to set a good example.

With no more time to waste on words, the family dashed out of their row, racing down the stairs for the empty section of wall. As they ran, Janet wiggled her phone free from her pocket, noticing the call from Ivan. She punched the button to call him back, but this time it was her turn to be left unanswered.

Given all the screaming around them, there was no point in trying to leave a voice message. Surely Ivan was already on his way regardless; between his magic and Wade’s tech, there was some way for Ivan to locate his children. But until he arrived, they had to survive on their own.

Janet’s mind once more went to the bottle in her purse. She couldn’t very well swig it down while running with Beth, yet if things kept deteriorating…

Whether despite or because of all she’d seen, Janet had no desire to become a meta-human. However, if her family was in danger, there was no question of want. She’d slam that serum at stunning speeds.

Still, part of her held out hope it wouldn’t come to that.

Ivan had to be getting close by now.


Chapter 102



Walking the halls, Hephaestus encountered countless small bedrooms, three more break rooms, and a truly massive kitchen. The impression she got was that this was meant to be some sort of refuge or barracks, designed to house high numbers of people and presumably keep them comfortable. But there were oddities she hadn’t accounted for yet.

Such as the lack of windows.

Not once had Hephaestus passed a portal to the outside, be it paned glass or a simple door. Part of her suspected they were deep underground, yet even that felt too pedestrian. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble with this place, and meta-humans with dirt-moving powers weren’t that uncommon.

Another oddity was the state of the facility, which was to say spotless. No accumulations of dust or cobwebs, it could have been abandoned minutes before their arrival. For all Hephaestus knew, that’s what had happened, but her instinct said otherwise.

Just as there was no dirt or debris, there were no signs of life. Everything felt still, forgotten. It could be her imagination running away with her, but in the absence of evidence, all Hephaestus had was her gut. Her gut, and a suit of meta-armor that clanked loudly with every step, no matter how she adjusted the gravity. Something about the flooring just echoed when struck with metal, causing quite the cacophony as she explored.

When Hephaestus finally found a new room type, her endless advance came to a halt. She paused, marveling at the sight before her.

In the center of the room was the world itself. A giant holographic model of the Earth, slowly spinning at a steady pace. On the model, she could see various zones highlighted, and zoomed her helmet’s cameras to read the words floating near each section.

“Battle Against the Malruvian Spider King. Final Fight With The Whoosh-Bang-Pow Gang. Hatched the Plan to Halt Galicram The Moon Guzzler.” As Hephaestus rattled them off, she realized what it was sitting before her. A memorial, of sorts. A reminder of hard battles won, a tale of past glories.

Hephaestus was no devout student of meta-history; she only recognized Galicram’s name because he often came up in her science courses. Before his attack was halted, he did manage to siphon off part of the moon’s mass, forever altering the world’s tide. It was that instability that River Ranger used a few years later to carve a new river through the horizontal center of the United States, the very one that flowed past Ridge City.

Although it had never been especially relevant to her own work, Hephaestus had heard the story of Galicram too many times not to recall at least the basics, including who it was that repelled the moon-drinking dickhead all those years ago.

That had been one of the great accomplishments of The Science Sentries. Though far from their only one, if the holographic globe was to be believed.

Once she finally looked away from the slowly spinning planet, Hephaestus found plenty more evidence to back up her budding hypothesis. Several signs showing the words “League of Metas” were scattered about, and there were kiosks with screens spaced at regular intervals, but more than anything it was the statue that drove the point home.

Cast from gold, save for his shoes which had of course been rendered in their iconic silver, a life-sized metal version of Ricky Rocket sat in a key point of the room, impossible to miss from nearly any angle. On the pillar beneath his shiny feet was a surprisingly modest plaque bearing a few words.

‘Ricky Rocket ran out of our world, but never our hearts.’

Hephaestus approached slowly, looking over the statue with a careful eye. It was good, incredibly so, the smallest details of Ricky’s youthful face captured perfectly, from his bushy eyebrows to his wild, untamed smile. There was something slightly recognizable in that grin, a flicker of familiarity too faint to place. More interesting than any specific detail was the quality of the work itself. Someone had poured tremendous effort into the task, which likely meant another person had poured tremendous money into the artist.

All for a statue the world never got to see.

“Professor Quantum is a weird fucking dude,” Hephaestus muttered.

“Professor Quantum, founder of The Science Sentries and the man who first introduced meta-human elements into our world.” The voice would have caused Hephaestus to jump, had she been in flesh form and not a bundle of living flame inside her suit. Instead, she spun toward the source to find a lumpy, square robot torso poking up out of the center of a metal circle.

Like the wallpaper and the kitchen appliances, this robot betrayed its age with the fundamentals of his design. Head like an old-timey radio with lightbulb eyes plugged into the top, a chest that almost certainly started life as some sort of small oven, and arms that were coated in rubber hosing to keep the components from sight.

At the time, it might have been cutting edge, but the glory of science was that every new mind built on the accomplishments of those who’d come before them. Which was to say, Hephaestus had seen more impressive robot designs at her high school science competitions, and she’d handily crushed them with her own creations.

“Professor Quantum’s favorite food is slervac, a highly nutritious paste of his own creation. His favorite color is blue. His quote of advice to all of you is ‘Strive onward, endlessly’ and his favorite holiday is None.”

“Sounds about right,” Hephaestus agreed after the robot finished its spiel. From what she’d seen, it appeared to be some sort of mechanized greeter and historian, designed to offer up insights into The Science Sentries for people touring this room. Which meant this place had been intended for public access?

That did line up with the giant showy hologram and golden statue, though Hephaestus knew plenty of villains who went with over the top in décor just because it suited their tastes. They didn’t add history bots to their room, however, which felt like a fairly key piece of evidence.

So this place was what, then? A prototype AHC base, like how they had a museum and gift shop on the first floor? Except based on what she’d seen, Hephaestus would estimate this had come long before the AHC was founded. Rethinking her timeline, Hephaestus shifted a few ideas around.

What if this place existed first, and Professor Quantum used it as a template when building the new AHC headquarters? That would account for the similar design concepts, not to mention the public-facing nature of her current room. But if this place had been completed and readied that long before the AHC was founded, why hadn’t it ever opened?

Hephaestus’s gaze shifted back to the statue. Just when was it, exactly, that Ricky Rocket had run so fast he’d left the world behind? Could it have been around the time of the base’s completion, and if so, was Professor Quantum really the kind of person to scrap something out of sentimentality?

Everything she’d learned and seen of the man said there was no chance, yet that statue didn’t fit the bill either. Something had gone awry, that much was clear. Hephaestus needed more information… and as luck would have it, she was standing next to a potential source of just that.

“Ricky Rocket.”

Sure enough, the robot’s lightbulb eyes flashed to life as its hose arms waved around. “Ricardo ‘Ricky’ Rocket was a founding member of The Science Sentries gifted with incredible speed the likes of which the world has never seen.”

Hephaestus wondered what Tachyonic would think of that statement; how did modern speedsters hold up against the legend?

“Ricky’s favorite food was pizza, prized for its high calories and portable nature. His favorite color was silver. His quote of advice to all of you is ‘Never stop, never slow,’ and his favorite holiday was Thanksgiving.”

“Probably because of the food,” Hephaestus assumed, fully aware that those with super-speed usually had to wolf down tremendous amounts of food to handle their own enhanced metabolism.

More importantly, she’d learned that Ricky Rocket was gone before the robot had been abandoned, since it referred to him in the past tense, unlike when talking about Professor Quantum. So his vanishing most likely wasn’t the impetus for hiding this place away, unless she was missing something on the timeline. Which was, admittedly, very possible. Hephaestus was working from half-remembered history and whatever clues she could find.

“Don’t suppose you have a map of this place.” She didn’t really expect a response, by all accounts it appeared names were the robot’s activation trigger. Yet the holographic globe behind her flashed three times before warping to take on the rough outline of a building.

“The Quantum Tower has three levels, of which you are currently on the first,” the robot explained, its arm waving toward the holographic map in case she hadn’t noticed. There, in a room near the middle of the top floor, was a blinking dot.

“Here is where support staff and new applicants are to be housed, along with our welcome center, historical displays, and other archives. The next floor down hosts living facilities for the more advanced members, including movie theaters, gymnasiums, pools, and tennis courts. Below that are the secured labs where Professor Quantum toils on inventions to advance humanity.”

Three levels, and Hephaestus was at the top. “I don’t suppose you could point me toward the stairs?”

“Unfortunately, only the first floor is sanctioned for public visitation. Any attempts to move lower will engage security protocols. Please remain on the first floor and enjoy your visit.”

When Hephaestus remained silent for several seconds longer, the lightbulbs went out and the robot powered down, but she kept an eye on it just in case. The number of phrases it could engage with was surprisingly high for such ancient tech, and Hephaestus wasn’t going to assume it was unable to act on its own.

Xelas was the first AI to be legally recognized; that didn’t mean others hadn’t been crafted in secret first.

Ultimately, though, the robot wasn’t her concern; finding Chloe and Beverly was. A task compounded by their damn communicators being down. Still, she’d learned a few interesting tidbits. The top floor was safe, supposedly, whereas anything lower would have defenses. Much as she wanted to believe the others were up here too, the evidence said otherwise.

Hephaestus had been running around, clanking through the halls since her arrival. If anyone heard that, friend or foe, they’d likely have investigated, or at least gotten close enough for Hephaestus’s sensors to pick them up. The more likely outcome was that they were on a lower floor, unable to hear her constant cacophony.

The more Hephaestus studied the map, the surer she was. The top floor was essentially laid out in a large loop with a few spokes poking out. Hephaestus had circled damn near the whole thing in her original run, making it even less likely there were other people up here.

What concerned her more was the size difference as one went further down. The second floor appeared to be roughly fifty percent larger than the first, which was already massive, and the third floor continued the trend. It could have been mistaken for a pyramid, if the outsides were committed to a square, boxy design.

Before rushing off to hunt for a set of probably hidden or defended stairs, Hephaestus took a moment to explore behind her. This place was set up like an entrance lobby, so it followed there might be an exit nearby. If they had to leave this place in a mad dash, which seemed downright probable with how the day was going, it would pay to have an exit path already planned.

Hephaestus pushed through a set of glass doors at the lobby’s front, stepping out into an enormous metal room. Its walls were entirely bare, though she suspected there were a bevy of interesting electronics hidden away. That conjecture came from the one item present in the cavernous space: a metal gate.

It wasn’t dissimilar to the one used by her guild to teleport people to and from their volcano lair, save for the size. The guild’s gateway could accommodate roughly ten members at a time, less if they were Thuggernaut-sized. But this… this could easily allow thirty or forty people to pass through with space between their shoulders.

Eyeing the metal walls once more, Hephaestus wondered what kind of power source it would take to juice up a device like that. And more relevantly, if she could pry it out. Were she on her own, Hephaestus wouldn’t have been able to resist checking, however the equation changed with her friends’ lives as factors.

Hephaestus did a quick tour around the gate to be certain, but with no control panel in sight, she had little idea of how to activate the portal, let alone direct it where she wanted to go. Heading back into the lobby, she noticed the map was once more a holographic globe. An upside to having cameras for eyes, though, was that she could just go back and check her footage.

Not that it mattered at the moment. The thing Hephaestus needed most was purposefully left off the map. And there was a lot of hallway to explore, while her prize was almost certain to be disguised by some manner of high-tech camouflage or barrier.

“You know, I’d feel really stupid for not trying this if it turned out to work.” Hephaestus leveled her right arm toward the ground and fired a beam of energy, curious to see if it would be able to pierce the floor. Cutting her way down a level would be a far more expedient option.

Unfortunately, not only did the beam fail to penetrate, it reflected upward, blasting into the roof. Apparently Professor Quantum’s choice of tile was good for more than making a racket when metal touched it; there were also some potent defensive properties.

A strong material… Hephaestus looked at her hand, a small trail of smoke from the energy beam still sizzling in the air. She was so used to thinking of her energy attacks as the core of her offense, but Hephaestus’s armor upgrade was usable for more than keeping her safe.

Crouching down, Hephaestus slammed her fist into the tile, producing a sound that would have likely torn at her eardrums, if her body wasn’t a bundle of living flame. The tile chipped ever-so-slightly, but it was enough to send a surge of elation through her.

Because Hephaestus’s gauntlet was unscratched.

Whatever these tiles were, they couldn’t stand up to the material fashioned from Professor Quantum’s oldest enemy. It was Alfred Settler whose finger she’d stolen, his body that had served as the fuel for this discovery. Once again the old rivals were squaring off, only it appeared Alfred had the edge.

Hephaestus put more force into the next punch, and for her third, she began to oscillate the gravity in her arm, adding more weight to every strike. Chip by chip, the tile was breaking, giving way to reveal stone below. Beautiful, gray, not-immune-to-energy-beams stone.

With renewed vigor, Hephaestus punched her way toward the floor below, a brutish technique that would likely make Ivan feel proud, were he there as a witness. She just hoped the other two would be alright until she arrived.

They were, after all, down on the floors with security.


Chapter 103



The New Science Sentries appeared inside a small metal room, walking through a gate not unlike the one Hephaestus had found. This one was far smaller, and connected to a matching gate on Vomisa. Getting to the island had only taken a matter of moments thanks to Professor Quantum having set up a different gate some months back.

Apparently, traveling the mundane way had been cutting into his research time.

Around them were banks of old televisions, big tube-based models with bulging screens. Each one flickered to life as they stepped closer, showing a myriad of static images. Finally, one lit up with activity to display.

“What the fucking hell is this?” Plasmodia was the one to speak, yet she carried the sentiment of most of the team in her words, if not the exact selection they might have used.

There, wandering the halls on screen, were Bahamut and a silver entity that matched the description of a foe who’d squared off with Cyber Geek’s team. But that report had said the opponent also attacked Hephaestus and Bahamut, so why were two of them walking around together? Not to mention, why here of all places?

“They don’t look to be robbing the place,” Agent Quantum noted. “If anything, they appear lost.”

“Only because they have not yet found the desired treasures.” Dickheadman pointed to another screen, this one showing the familiar form of Hephaestus slamming fist after fist into the ground. “See how they batter and smash, seeking any prizes they can find?”

Before anyone could stop him, Dickheadman slapped a button on the console beneath the televisions, eliciting a high-pitched squeal that seemed to echo from all around. “That will activate some of the optional defenses, buying time until we can reach them.”

On the screen, Bahamut and the silver figure whirled around at the sound of the squeal, only to both throw themselves to the side as energy scythes swept through the center of the hall, their deadly crackle visible even through the low-quality screen.

Bolts of energy fired from the walls, one passing clean through Bahamut’s ankle. The mighty green dragon let out a roar they could see, if not hear, falling forward as another bolt headed toward that scaly torso – only for a silver hand to shoot out and block it, knocking the strike away.

Besides him, Tachyonic heard Agent Quantum breathe a soft sigh of relief. To his own surprise, Tachyonic echoed the man’s feelings. Sure, Hephaestus and Bahamut might technically be their enemies, but they weren’t total pieces of shit. When Alfred Settler had been set on wiping out The New Science Sentries, those two had joined the fray, even when they had chances to run. They weren’t capes, but Tachyonic didn’t want to see them dead.

“Now that they’re properly distracted, we can get down to business.” Dickheadman started for the door, only to halt at the sound of Agent Quantum’s voice.

“How, exactly, did those three get in here?”

“Through the schemes of villainy, I presume. They found a break in our defenses and exploited it, is that not what criminals do?”

It was… well, if not a good answer, then a defensible one. How would Richard know the method they used to slip by Professor Quantum’s wards? This wasn’t a debriefing where there had been time to suss answers out. They were in the middle of the chaos, so why would he know how they got in?

Except… except… something wasn’t right.

Agent Quantum could feel it too, that’s why he was hesitating. At a glance, it all added up; criminals breaking into a highly-defended vault during a time when the superheroes were all distracted. It didn’t just make sense, it perfectly fit with their modus operandi thus far.

But the breaches… they didn’t control the breaches, did they? He’d seen Bahamut and Hephaestus when the dimensional nova first triggered, they appeared as off-guard by the event as anyone else. Then, a few weeks later, they’d started hunting the things, taking pressure off the AHC’s own overworked staff.

Doubt gnawed at Tachyonic’s certainty as he watched Bahamut and VRX77 continue dodging down the hall. Hephaestus had paused at the loud squeal, then just started punching the floor harder. A sizable crater was growing, it was only a matter of time before those metal fists broke through. Could the villains have found a way to control the breaches after they’d formed, or had the whole thing been a giant con from the start?

“Uh huh. They schemed their way into a vault so secret that we’ve never even heard of it?” Plasmodia crossed her arms and leveled a glare at Dickheadman. “Bullshit.”

That was the detail that had been snaring Tachyonic’s brain. This facility was secret, and not in the way of most of Professor Quantum’s closely held cards. Those, at least, they were aware of, that there were secrets to be found. This was another level of confidential, and it boggled the mind just how two relatively new villains managed to break into a compound that the rest of the world didn’t even know was out here.

Tachyonic and Agent Quantum exchanged a silent glance, confirming they were on the same page.

“Plasmodia’s right, this feels off.” Agent Quantum walked to the console and tapped the same button Dickheadman had, intent on deactivating the enhanced security off. Unfortunately, there was no corresponding sound, and the electro-whips lashing at Bahamut and VRX77 from the ceiling continued to strike unfalteringly.

“Deactivation is a more complex process.” Whether due to lack of skill or care, Dickheadman didn’t manage to keep the smugness out of his voice. “Fear not, I have been briefed on the secret, secure passages that will allow us to reach these intruders without exposing ourselves to danger.”

“I thought we were already registered with the system security.” Tachyonic kept his eyes darting to the screen, trying to mentally map the facility as best he could. As the team speedster, reaching their targets would likely fall on him.

Dickheadman nodded. “For the main security programs, yes, but I’ve activated something more automated. Just picking the right route is all that’s needed. Our protection will come into play when we pincer the intruders by driving them toward the nearest active security agent, which shouldn’t take long. That duo is quite close to our current position.”

A soft rumble sounded from off in the distance, and on-screen, Tachyonic saw Hephaestus drop through the newly blasted hole in the floor, landing in a hallway below. Instantly, the metal figure was peppered by energy blasts, only to calmly stroll through them like they were nothing more than a light rainstorm.

Given the way those same bolts had ripped through Bahamut’s tough flesh, Hephaestus’ new suit had to be significantly tougher than the old one. Tachyonic’s eyes flashed back to Bahamut, who was yelling, probably in pain from the ankle hole. Although actually, as he looked closer, that wound appeared to be almost fully healed.

Impressive, but it made him wonder why Bahamut would still be shouting, especially while under attack in unfamiliar territory. He watched the dragon’s mouth move more carefully, noting shifts in the scaly, barely present lips.

It wasn’t empty screaming. Bahamut was yelling something.

A word that Tachyonic recognized, much to his own shock. Reading lips was a challenge; add an inhuman physiology on top and it became little more than a guessing game. Unless, of course, it was a word the observer had seen the speaker use before. Many times, in fact. There were only so many words that repeatedly exited Bahamut’s mouth, but his partner’s name was one of them.

Hephaestus.

The dragon was yelling for his friend.

Stepping back from the situation, Tachyonic tried to see what lay before him without the assumptions Professor Quantum had set down. Three known villains, but not three wanted villains. Hephaestus and Bahamut no longer had any outstanding warrants, as had been made clear during one of their many briefings. All of them trapped in a facility the world had no knowledge of, assaulted by defenses they were clearly surprised by, with what appeared to be the goal of finding one another.

Maybe they needed to regroup for their scheme. Maybe it was an act to throw off anyone watching with these very doubts.

Or maybe Professor Quantum wanted to lessen the number of people who knew the true history of a man named Alfred Settler. Especially two villains he could no longer touch through official means.

Tachyonic had no idea which was true. It was all guesswork, instinct, and assumptions. Whichever path he chose might be the wrong one.

So the real question was, what version of failure could Tachyonic live with?

Dickheadman had turned back to the door, foot already lifted mid-step as he strolled casually toward it. When Tachyonic’s hand wrapped around the back of his head and drove it forward, there was no time to fight back, or even react. One moment, Richard Hedmon was stepping toward the door, the next his skull was rebounding off it, consciousness already departed.

Dickheadman’s unconscious body tumbled toward the ground, where it was caught by Tachyonic and laid gently down. Tachyonic pulled a pair of zip ties from a pouch on his belt. No one spoke as he bound the man and stuck him in a corner, pausing only to make sure his pulse was still strong.

“If we’re wrong, I’ll eat the blame.”

“No.” Agent Quantum and Plasmodia spoke in unison, causing all three to momentarily smile at the silly moment.

“No,” Agent Quantum continued. “We all felt like something was off. I… I’m honestly ashamed I hesitated to act.”

Tachyonic shook his head emphatically. “Don’t be. You’re the team leader, beating the shit out of us shouldn’t be your immediate recourse.” He spared a brief glance to Dickheadman. “Not that me doing it is a lot better, but…” Tachyonic trailed off, looking at the screen once more.

Perhaps they’d really broken in and were now facing threats over their head. Or Professor Quantum had pulled them in here through some nefarious trickery. In the end, none of that mattered.

He heard Lodestar’s voice in his mind, even as his mouth echoed her words. Yet it wasn’t her face that came to mind. Rather, it was a small form inside a sterile bed, resting under Tachyonic’s own symbol.

“Superheroes save people. It’s what we’re here for.”

Agent Quantum clapped him on the back, a smile so bright and sincere it was borderline blinding. “Well put, my friend. Well put indeed.” His looked up to the screens, where both groups were still visible. “Richard said that the duo was near us, guessing that means Bahamut and his new robot friend. Plasmodia and I can search for them, looks like they’ll be making plenty of noise. Tachyonic, can you get to Hephaestus?”

“Based on the speed of the traps we’ve seen, by the time they activate I’ll already be gone. Should be able to scour this place relatively unaffected.”

Agent Quantum looked to Plasmodia, checking to see if she had any ideas to add. “Works for me. Given that people are fighting for their lives, probably best to keep it simple.”

“Then that’s the plan. Find the villains, bring them back here to safety, and then figure out what is really going on here. Let’s move, New Science Sentries!”

The team departed, breaking up into two separate groups rather than three, given they were unaware of the fourth person who’d also come along with Hephaestus, Bahamut, and their new friend VRX77. Of course, they had no way of knowing, since there were zero video cameras in that particular space.

There was no way Professor Quantum would allow any recordings of what existed in that room.
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Not being a humanoid dragon, encased in a meta-suit, or a sentient being of energy who was also encased in a meta-suit, Chloe was more affected by the sudden spatial warping than her friends. It took several minutes for her to stir, and more still for her consciousness to fully return.

Sitting up slowly, she touched her head, feeling the dull throb, and tried to get her bearings. She’d managed to put on her Cliché outfit at least, and her oddly attached umbrella was here as well. Around her were dozens of pillars, each ending in a glass top. Pulling herself to her feet, Chloe realized that each pillar and glass was in fact a display case, ones that showed off their wares slightly below eye-level.

There were all manner of items inside the cases, from glimmering earrings to a set of moving teeth, to a winding swath of fabric that she instantly yearned to put on, even taking a step toward it involuntarily. Her foot snagged on the umbrella, though, snapping Chloe out of it and causing her to hop back.

“Storage facility? But for dangerous objects, I guess.” While knowing the room’s purpose wouldn’t explain why she’d been transported there, it might offer insights. Besides, Chloe didn’t see what other options she had.

Except… wait. As the post-teleportation fog lifted from her mind, Chloe realized she wasn’t stuck at all. She also had teleportation powers, so home was really just a hop, skip, and a jump away. Chloe would have been gone in that moment, with no idea of what she was leaving behind, if not for the distinct memory of her friends rushing forward as she was being teleported.

They had been in the shift with her; it was the last thing Chloe remembered before unconsciousness took hold. Escape came after she found her friends, and for that, it was time to invoke a little help.

“Better lucky than good.” Wherever she was, Chloe felt wildly out of her depth, so ideally the saying would ensure fortune was on her side against any stronger opponents. Also, she had no real idea how to search for people in a mysterious compound, so that dearth of skill should translate into incredible luck.

Of course, she could also just use Edict’s words and be done with it.

The temptation flared only briefly before Chloe pushed it down. Which was good timing, since that was just about the time she was suddenly startled.

“I always liked that one.”

Spinning around, Chloe whipped her gaze to the sound of the rough, gravelly voice, stopping suddenly as her eyes landed on its source.

It seemed she wasn’t as alone in this room as initially expected.


Chapter 104



Three miles. Three miles should be nothing for a team of trained superheroes, especially when one of them could conjure impossible items with the snap of his fingers. Yet as they slogged onward, step by brutal step, Cyber Geek felt the toll on his team.

The breaches were all over, causing a massive spread of monsters to flood the city, and unfortunately a great deal of them seemed centered on the Alliance of Heroic Champions’ base, not to mention the downtown area surrounding it. Which meant what was normally a simple jog had become a steady trek through a war zone, one where unknown combatants would leap out at any given moment.

Using his Blaster Brahs rifle to dispatch a pair of approaching monsters that looked like giant walking hands with mouths on the end of each finger, Cyber Geek checked on his team for the umpteenth time.

Medley was ripping another hand-monster apart; they were the weaker sort that depended on swarm tactics, so it gave way almost instantly. Cold Shoulder was in a smaller version of her usual ice construct form, having apparently overdrawn her abilities during the museum fight. Hat Trick peppered the groups with bursts of cards, confusing them more than anything, but that was enough to keep them distracted.

They were, by all accounts, doing well, especially for a team with multiple serious injuries. Unfortunately, Cyber Geek could also see the way they were slowing down. Exhaustion compounded with fresh wounds meant even these minor scuffles were taxing, yet there was no real way to avoid them. Even if they were willing to run past every cry for help they encountered, which they very much were not, the throng of monsters was too dense to avoid.

Advancing meant fighting, and Cyber Geek wasn’t sure how much of that his team had left in them. Or how much more he could manage, for that matter. While he hadn’t pushed through his limits like Cold Shoulder, Cyber Geek had drained himself pretty considerably during the museum as well. Enough that even his favorite armor and weapon combination had been burdensome to summon. There was a very real chance he’d run out of whatever energy it was that let him conjure items tonight, at which point he’d just be useless Donald once again.

Not for the first time, Cyber Geek considered retreating. While his team needed more treatment, they were currently stable. Would it make more sense to lie down and recover rather than risk throwing their lives away? It felt selfish at first blush, yet he’d listened to the older capes enough to know that it was a prudent consideration. Superheroes should be willing to take risks, yes, when there was a true need and cause. That didn’t mean their lives should be considered easily disposable.

Even if he were willing to run, though, where would they go? What part of Ridge City could possibly be considered safe right now, aside from the AHC headquarters? It was unfortunate, but Cyber Geek really didn’t see another path forward, so all he could do was push onward and hope something changed.

Then, to his shock, something did.

Dozens of insects the size of cats descended. Wings akin to a bat’s and scythe-like arms at their fronts, they carved through every hand monster in sight, releasing a high-pitched squeak as they gleefully tore out chunks of the creatures’ flesh.

A flash of light drew Cyber Geek’s attention, and he turned just in time to watch a glowing green circle suck up every hand-monster around it, piling them all up like a tower before a massive burst of force crushed downward, splattering the lot of them.

Next to the circle he could see the familiar costumes of Glyph and Pest Control, two villains who’d helped Cyber Geek’s team during The Ridge City Riots. Pest Control noticed the stare and gave a wave, his voice just as friendly as Cyber Geek remembered it.

“Pardon the intrusion, looked like you folks could use a hand.”

“These aren’t yours then?” Medley growled.

“Senseless destruction isn’t really our organization’s style,” Glyph informed him, his own tone far stiffer than Pest Control’s. “It makes too many enemies for too little profit.”

“And we’re still getting paid by the breach!” Pest Control waved his hands, sending a new flurry of insects down upon another horde of creeping hand-monsters. “Plus, it gives me a chance to test out some of my new meta-insect summons. After a particularly rough loss recently, I’ve been expanding my repertoire.”

Looking up, Cyber Geek saw more forms streaking through the night. Some were superheroes he knew, and others… well, they were there to help, and that was aid both he and the people being attacked desperately needed.

Nevertheless, Cyber Geek leveled his best intimidating stare at the pair before remembering his face was hidden by the Blaster Brahs helmet. “No funny business?”

“Probably some funny business, when time allows, but nothing directed toward any of you.” Glyph’s subdued tones were a sharp contrast to Pest Control’s boisterous nature, making it easier to catch the touch of blooming fury.

“This town is my home too.”
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Escaping the theater had only been step one. More monsters were filling the building, forcing Janet and her family to navigate carefully, following the crowds when possible, breaking off if they heard too much screaming ahead. Beth’s ability to slice through walls proved invaluable, allowing them to carve new paths where none had been prior. Finally, after she chopped through a brick wall blocking the exterior, the family rushed out into the sweet air of freedom…

Only to witness a city in chaos.

Multiple breaches were visible from their location alone, including the one spewing their current threat. Capes littered the sky, fighting as best they could, but ultimately they were nets fighting to hold back the ocean. From her phone in her purse, Janet dialed Ivan again, letting it ring until voicemail picked up.

Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

The breaches, yes, but Ivan’s absence was far more concerning. Seeing this level of danger in their city should have sent him racing to Rick and Beth’s side. So what was holding him up? What force could be so deadly that he would be dealing with it, rather than guarding his children?

Only a world-ending threat would force Ivan’s hand, aware he couldn’t very well protect his kids if they had no planet to live on. Based on the madhouse stretched out in front of Janet, that seemed much too plausible of a scenario for her liking.

“What’s the plan?” Juan was helping support a panting Beth; all the running and bladework had tuckered her out. “You know all this stuff a lot better than I do.”

That’s right, they needed a plan. Standing here like morsels waiting to be snatched up would lead to just that, but there was nowhere in sight that seemed like a genuinely safe place to run for. Ivan was away from his phone for some reason… but Janet knew someone who was always connected, didn’t she?

Dialing a new number, this time there were only two rings before a familiar voice picked up. “To what do I owe the pleas⁠—”

“Wade! We’re in an area surrounded by monsters and I can’t reach Ivan.” Of all Ivan’s compatriots in his little club, Wade Wyatt was one of the few Janet considered to be an overall positive influence. Not only had he been teaching Ivan to work with a gentler touch since their criminal days, he was also the facilitator of Ivan’s mundane life.

Plus, he’d always been polite.

The humor vanished from his tone instantly. “Locking onto the phone signal, keep it on you and we’ll use it as a beacon. I can send someone to help, but it might be a few minutes. All our teleporting staff are busy tackling the harder to reach breaches, so someone will have to scoop you up by hand.”

Janet was just starting to breathe a sigh of relief when a shrill noise from the left yanked her attention over. A new kind of monster, one with a rolled back like an armadillo, four long pointed legs that shouldn’t hold the weight, all underneath a mass of what looked like waving red vines. Vines with blood and bits of flesh dripping drown them.

“Hurry!” Pocketing her phone and grabbing Rick by the arm, Janet rushed in the opposite direction of the monster, fleeing toward the parking lot where they could hide, maybe even escape, in the car. Help was on the way; they just had to hold out for long enough that it could reach them.

Dashing around the side of the cineplex, the parking lot came into view, a sight that very nearly caused Janet to lose her footing.

As it turned out, the choice to exit through the side of the building was a very wise one. Out front, where the exits emptied guests after their viewing experiences, dozens of those dangling vine creatures were wandering about. And pooled around them was so, so much blood.

One was crouched by a minivan, a hairy arm with a wristwatch slowly being dragged upward by those vines, rivers of red running back down them to stain the concrete. Janet fought back her urge to vomit, choking it down. Even that noise was too much, as the monster jerked upward, slurping the last of its meal in a sudden rush. These things had no eyes, but somehow, Janet knew they’d been spotted.

Worse yet, she once again heard that shrill noise from behind. Turning, she found their original pursuer moving forward while the one before them rushed closer, working to pincer them in.

Letting out one short, resigned sigh, Janet reached into her purse and grabbed the bottle that would forever change her, cut her apart from the rest of humanity. It was a road she’d wanted to avoid for as long as possible, perhaps even forever, but seeing two otherworldly creatures dripping blood rush at her family changed things substantially.

She pulled it out as fast as she could, hoping dearly that whoever in the guild had designed this made it to work quickly.
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Cleaning up the ocean monster had taken longer than Lodestar wanted, largely because she had trouble determining whether it was sentient. Since it didn’t vanish at her touch, that ruled out breach creature, yet behind the armored chitin exterior was a set of eyes that appeared more soulful than Lodestar expected from a mindless beast.

Their interactions left even more doubt; sometimes it would try to flee from her, only to suddenly halt and charge back, like its mind was at war with its instincts. Killing it would have been so much faster, but that was meant to be a final resort with good reason. Dead was forever, a lesson Lodestar knew all too well, and a judgment she avoided passing whenever possible.

Ultimately, she beat the creature to a point where it could no longer fight, dropped it in a mountain crater from an older fight, and decided to have some experts come take a look. Maybe some science-based superheroes could figure out if it was sentient or just needed a proper environment where it could live in peace.

Passing over the populated islands Lodestar had taken great pains to ensure weren’t washed away in the might of her battle, Lodestar listened to the feed in her earpiece, getting a sense of the battle so far and where she was most needed. Though it would surprise many, Ridge City was among her lowest priorities.

They already had an entire organization of superheroes on hand fighting back the tide; other places were far less fortunate. Thankfully, Ridge City did appear to be the epicenter, the only place with so many breaches piled up near one another. If anywhere else had gotten hit that hard… well, Lodestar wasn’t sure they’d still be standing.

Just as she was about to accelerate to super-speed, an alert pinged in her ear. “Lodestar, do you have a video device on hand?”

“Of course.” What the AHC used was technically a much higher-tech version of the modern cell phone, one with encoding and protections that most manufacturers could scarcely dream of, but in function it worked about the same. At least, the way Lodestar used hers.

“We received a video message moments ago. Although it was directed at you, the file was sent openly, for everyone to see. My understanding is it’s being broadcast on mundane media sources as well. One moment, forwarding the file.”

Lodestar hovered in the air over the islands that were cheering for her, an unusual chill of terror sweeping through her heart as she plucked out her device. Seconds later, the file arrived, and Lodestar clicked it.

An image appeared of a frozen tundra. Nothing but ice and snow as far as the eye could see, until the camera turned to reveal a once friendly and familiar face. A huge, hulking figure with blue skin, a beard formed of icicles and frost, and eyes a white-blue like the depths of an iceberg.

Jokull. The Giant of Frost. The Second Coming of Caorth the Indestructible. There had been no shortage of nicknames through the years; at one point, Lodestar had even called the man friend.

But that was a long time ago.

“Lodestar!” His voice boomed even over the phone’s small speaker. “Having fun out there, tearing through the small fries? There’s no way such pitiful enemies could satisfy an opponent like you. There are so few worthy warriors, less by the year it seems. Hell, even I’m punching down these days.”

Why was Jokull sending a worldwide broadcast addressed to her? A diversion, clearly, but what would it accomplish? The file was under a minute long, it wouldn’t delay her significantly, not unless Jokull had a major card to play.

“There are no breaches down here at the South Pole, though, so I had to bring along my own sparring partner, not that they’re really able to put up much of a fight. Actually…” Jokull’s icy beard split to show a grimace of a smile, virtually nothing but teeth. “…I think you two might know each other.”

For one terrible, unthinkable minute, Lodestar’s mind went to the suburban home where her daughter was supposed to be sleeping peacefully under a caring friend’s watchful eye. When she’d discussed her love of the multiverse to Chloe, Lodestar hadn’t mentioned how much of the initial research was self-directed, seeking more understanding of what, exactly, her powers were. That hadn’t led to much in the way of answer, but it had given Lodestar the chance to see how others in her role wielded the same power as she.

And she’d also seen what happened when a user lost control.

Lodestar was, at the end of the day, still human. A creature that could endure a great deal, yet each had a breaking point.

When stars fell, the earth and sky burned together.

“If you want to come jump in, I’m sure they’d welcome the help. Even with my low expectations, this had been a really piss-poor showing. But I’ve got a feeling if I punch for long enough though, I might just crack through to the gooey powerful center.” Shifting the video once more, Jokull turned it to a bloodied, battered figure slowly climbing up from a red-stained hunk of ice.

Although his clothes were rumpled and torn, his mask was perfectly placed, a splash of red that normally signified the end of a fight and anyone who’d drawn his ire.

Lodestar watched as Jokull slammed a fist into Fornax’s skull, smashing him back down onto the ice with a crack that shook the nearby snowdrifts.

“You might want to hurry. Not sure how much longer he’s going to last.”


Chapter 105



After fighting her way through countless traps, devices, and automated turrets of destruction, Bahamut was taken off-guard when she stumbled into a space that wasn’t actively attacking her. Panting, she took the moment to lean against a wall while VRX77 stood placidly by, unscathed by all the dangers they’d faced thus far.

Between that and the lack of lungs, Bahamut was starting to see the benefits of being a permanent energy being, even if it probably wasn’t worth the tradeoff.

Taking almost a full minute to rest, Bahamut eventually lifted her head to examine the space they’d entered. At a glance, it became clear why this area had been left without the same array of automatic destruction. All around her, dozens of small pillars were situated through the room, each one enclosed in a simple glass case, obstacles that would have been caught in any crossfire that was triggered. Inside each was a distinct item, and at the sight Bahamut’s brain started to itch.

She knew this room. She’d seen this room. And she knew what was waiting for her here.

Moving slowly, wary of traps despite her eagerness, Bahamut edged forward, gaze darting between the glass displays. There was a golden hairbrush shining with its own light, a gun that appeared to be fashioned from clouds and rainbows, a dark orb that seemed to cast no shadow, a broken hunk of glass…

Bahamut paused, staring at the shattered display case. Whatever had been inside was already gone, but her dragon’s nose could still detect a few wisps of body odor drifting through the air. They smelled human, or close enough to it, and couldn’t have been more than a half hour gone, at the most.

“Someone else came through here,” Bahamut announced, letting VRX77 know to keep a guard up.

“Yeah, I noticed. Faithful’s work leaves a distinct energy signature behind. Or a lack of one, I guess.” VRX77 was in another section of the room, pointing to a different empty display. Only this one hadn’t been broken open, best as Bahamut could tell.

The top section of the glass was simply gone. Not broken, not melted, not turned into pudding; just… not there.

The longer Bahamut scanned the room, the more emptied cases she spotted. Ten, at least, had been pillaged, leaving nothing behind but empty pillows and occasional shards of glass. Of the cases she spotted, only three had any debris, the rest seemed like they’d been erased from existence.

The act of searching did lead Bahamut to another sight, however. It was as she was sweeping for more broken cases, wondering where the earlier thieves had gone off to, that her eyes landed on a familiar sight.

She would always know the crown. The story of its loss and pictures of her grandfather holding it were staples of her childhood, a lesson and warning all wrapped together with family history. Be careful who you trust with power; one never knows when they would steal it for their own means.

That was, for all their faults, why Bahamut had a certain appreciation for villains. They wore their transgressions on their sleeves, an upfront amorality that was oddly more palatable than Professor Quantum putting on a pretty public face only to take what he wanted in private. With villains, you knew where you stood, because they were not shy about telling you.

Her whole body was taut, ready to spring at the slightest sound. Bahamut… Beverly would recognize that crown in an instant, and she did. Despite its unexpected condition. At least, if nothing else, this partially answered the question of why they’d never seen another cape wearing her grandfather’s crown.

Because it was broken, one chipped section of a silver circle lying on a purple pillow, the other two-thirds nowhere to be seen.
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Landing in the middle of a sea of energy bolts wasn’t exactly a warm welcome, but it did let Hephaestus know she was on the right track. Even better, not a single one of the attacks registered as a threat to her systems, the durability of her suit alone able to deflect the attempts at damage.

It was gratifying, and a bit needed. After facing VRX77 a few times right after developing her new suit, Hephaestus hadn’t really gotten to see the full perks of her fresh material while getting knocked around the battlefield. But this, this was what she’d envisioned when first absconding with Alfred Settler’s finger. Striding forward undaunted, a juggernaut of power who acknowledged only the threats worthy of her effort.

Visualizing the image, Hephaestus suddenly realized that Ivan’s mentorship might have been influencing her a tad more she noticed. The person she was picturing was definitely herself, yet that sort of scenario sounded a lot more like Fornax than her own ambitions.

Then again, she’d gotten a taste of what it was like to live at that level in Hallowville and liked it a great deal. While Ivan might have illuminated the path, she was the one walking it. Or running, in this case, as Hephaestus was sprinting down the halls, ignoring every attack against her and shouting for her friends.

“Bahamut! VRX77! Answer me, you assholes!”

“I doubt they can hear you all the way from here.”

Hephaestus whirled around, gauntlet at the ready to fire her own energy beam, only realizing halfway through her twist whose voice she’d heard. Despite his speed, Tachyonic didn’t dive out of the way as she leveled her palm at him, the lens in the center already glowing with potential. Was he that confident in dodging, or that she wouldn’t fire?

Either one seemed like a risky gamble to her.

“What the fuck is going on?” Hephaestus demanded, causing Tachyonic’s eyebrows to twitch ever so briefly.

He stepped away from the door he’d exited, what looked like another section of wall at a glance, and Hephaestus realized that for the first time since arriving on the second floor, she wasn’t under attack. All of the defenses had cut off the moment Tachyonic appeared.

“I was about to ask you the same thing. The story I heard is… well, why don’t you go first?”

“Why should I?”

“Because you’re the one trespassing in Professor Quantum’s old facility,” Tachyonic informed her.

Hephaestus let her gauntlet fall to her side, less an offering of peace than an expression of frustration. “It’s what I suspected, yet the confirmation still stings. Fan-fucking-tastic.”

“From what I know, you shouldn’t be surprised by that, but I can’t say I’m shocked.” Tachyonic stepped a bit closer, still leaving a respectful distance while closing the gap between them. “Please, tell me how you ended up here.”

Another cape might have gotten an earful, but after a certain number of life-and-death battles together, Tachyonic had earned a small measure of trust. Enough to get a quick synopsis of the night so far, with certain key details omitted. Nothing about roommates or alternate identities was mentioned, she just told Tachyonic they’d been getting ready to deal with the breaches when Cliché found a mysterious box in her costume. Then Boof-Bang-Whoosh, they were scattered across this mysterious place.

“The story we got is that you were robbers breaking in to raid Professor Quantum’s old inventions and confiscated items,” Tachyonic told her. “Though he only mentioned you and Bahamut, there was no mention of Cliché.”

“She was probably just a lever to use against us.” Hearing Tachyonic’s side of the tale, Hephaestus’s already considerable concern spiked to even higher levels. Before she’d only suspected, but his testimony all but confirmed it.

This was a setup. A trap. But was it meant to kill them, or brand them as criminals?

“What were your orders, specifically?”

“We were told there were villains breaking in, and that they were going after items much too dangerous to be let loose. Our orders were to help the automated defense systems stop you.”

A new worry sprouted in Hephaestus’s mind, the seeds left by a few of Tachyonic’s words. “But you didn’t know it was us?”

“Not until we got here and saw the camera feeds. Dickhea— Um, I mean, Richard tried to push us to go after you all even when we raised concerns. I could see Bahamut yelling for you, nobody really looked like they were on a robbery, and I just… it felt off.”

Hephaestus and Bahamut, two known but no longer wanted villains teleported into the depths of an old facility managed by Professor Quantum. Killing them in here was viable, maybe even easy depending on what that old bastard had in store. But adding The New Science Sentries was an odd wrinkle. Even if they had followed orders, she doubted any of them would actually take a life. Why send his new team in to watch villains they were on somewhat friendly terms with die?

It was only then she remembered where the device had been found. In Cliché’s costume, which was in Chloe’s closet, which was in the trio’s shared apartment. Professor Quantum knew who they really were, which wasn’t a shock after Tori’s talks with Lodestar.

The New Science Sentries had been rebelling lately. Plasmodia was the most obvious example, but Agent Quantum and Tachyonic had both been resistant to replacing Presto. Assuming there was more of that going on behind closed doors, she could certainly imagine Professor Quantum deciding it was time to rein them in.

How better to do so than with the corpses of her and Beverly?

Sure, The New Science Sentries might be only somewhat bothered by seeing two villains die in front of them, but once the bodies cooled and the masks came off… that would be another story. The knowledge that their friends had been villains, coupled with the truth that they let those friends die… it would undoubtedly shake the team, perhaps to their core.

Leaving them nice and vulnerable to Professor Quantum’s reconditioning.

Theory and conjecture, that was all Hephaestus had, but something in her whispered that it was the right hunch. Because it wasn’t about them, not really. She and Bahamut were just like Chloe, levers being used to manipulate the true targets.

The wise move was likely to keep such notions to herself, at least until there was some form of evidence. But Tori was brilliant more than she was wise, and also not especially blessed with patience for other people’s issues. “I’m pretty sure he wanted you to kill us, or watch us die.”

“I mean, the man’s an ass but that’s a bit of leap.” The fact that Tachyonic didn’t come out and fully deny the idea’s possibility immediately told Hephaestus far too much about Professor Quantum’s leadership style.

“Is it? What other outcome could he have been hoping for? We’re in a bunker filled with death traps and no discernable exit.” Hephaestus hesitated for a moment, the edge of Tori starting to bleed through. This was where the conversation would end with nearly any other superhero, yet she’d been the one who decided The New Science Sentries were her friends.

Hephaestus studied Tachyonic, from the crisp bright blues of his costume to the sincerity of his smile. “You’ve never killed anyone, have you? Or had them die by the consequences of your actions.”

His whole expression morphed into one of brief shock before Tachyonic shook his head. “I… well, I’ve never taken a life with my own hands, technically. The time I most wanted to, Presto beat me to it.” Just as Hephaestus had studied Tachyonic, he looked her over in return, no doubt taking note of the red lighting, dark armor, and deadly edges of her design. “I assume you have?”

“When the occasion demands it. That’s why I have the perspective to know that the first one… it hits hard. Even when it’s warranted.” While her first kill as Hephaestus had been Rust Tooth, it was her memory of murdering someone as Tori that sprang to mind. The feel of her fire-hand torching his lungs, the horrific screams as he burned from the inside… the memories came instantly, easily, like they were haunting the back of her mind, waiting for a chance to spring out.

“You’re a cape, which means you’re a good egg under it all. The kind of person who would be sincerely fucked up by that sort of experience and left in a vulnerable mental state.”

Rather than advance, Tachyonic took a small step back. It was barely noticeable, but Hephaestus caught the change. “It almost sounds like you think Professor Quantum had nefarious intentions.”

“Almost my ass. That’s exactly what I’m saying. He’s trying to bring you in line, thinking that, oh I don’t know, you might be rebelling to the point where you’d do something like knock out the team overseer to go help some villains in peril.”

For a moment, Tachyonic stood still. Ordinarily that would have been no great action of note, but those blessed with super-speed were almost always moving, shifting, fidgeting, or finding some outlet for their excessive stores of internal energy. Freezing was a tell, though what it meant, Hephaestus wasn’t quite sure.

Hopefully, that he was listening.

“Regardless of how it happened, we’re both here, and you just want to leave, right?”

“Hell yes, just not until we find Bahamut and Cliché.” Hephaestus made a fist with her left gauntlet and banged on the stomach section of her armor. “They’re not nearly as well-defended.”

“Actually, that brings up a good point, something I’ve wondered about.” Tachyonic began to walk as he spoke, and Hephaestus took the cue to fall in step, hoping he knew where they were going. “Why don’t you ever make devices for them? You all are clearly some kind of team, and with superheroes that usually means we share tools and resources. It’s what the AHC is on a grand scale, in a way.”

His question was especially ill-timed, because Hephaestus had just in that moment been berating herself for not armoring the pair, somehow anticipating this nigh-impossible situation. But all the regret in the world didn’t change the simple truth that she wasn’t able to make them anything truly impressive, for the same reason her own suit couldn’t reach its full potential.

It all came back to the issue of power. Fire-form could fuel her own meta-suit, to an extent. That was it, the hard limit she was stuck with until refining her combustion skills, and even that would be no help in making external tools. More and more, Hephaestus found the issue of power to be the barrier that blocked her progress, one she had to break past sooner or later.

Of course, Hephaestus wasn’t about to admit her current largest frustration to a cape, especially when that explanation would only raise more questions. Instead she chose a different, yet plausible truth.

“You ever try making tech for a mystical shape changer? If the interference from magic doesn’t fry something, it’ll probably get dropped during a transformation. Only a few of those forms have anything resembling hands. As for Cliché, she isn’t active as a cape or a villain, just a friend who keeps getting caught up in my bullshit.”

Hephaestus registered Tachyonic’s hand moving closer, so surprised by the apparent attack she didn’t respond until it was too late and he was patting her gently.

“We’ll find her, and Bahamut too.” Tachyonic grinned, and while it wasn’t quite the show of utter confidence that Agent Quantum managed, she did find it comforting all the same. “The New Science Sentries are here to save the day.”


Chapter 106



Across the icy tundra, what sounded like explosions could be heard at regular intervals. Tremendous booms that rattled the mountains of ice, causing no small number of cracks and fissures to form. Yet the closer one got to the source of the sound, the fewer deformities there were to be seen.

Instead, the ice grew stronger, passing the durability of stone and steel, eventually entering the realm of meta-elements. By the time one reached a pair of bare blue feet pressed against the ice, it had become all but unbreakable, though the might of the man upon it could still cause cracks.

Jokull stood, towering and proud, as he stared down at the slowly rising form spitting bright red blood onto the otherwise pristine snow. Once, this man had been a true adversary. Several times they battled, and each bout ended with Jokull defeated, with new heights to aspire toward. He held those tussles close to his heart, using them for warmth the way others might gather around a fire. Bouts that demanded his absolute best, brought forth true effort and exhilaration, the reasons he continued slogging ever onward.

Another punch from Jokull, another explosion ripping through the air upon impact, and once more the formerly great Fornax was sent flying. The man could still take a beating, but that was about the only impressive aspect remaining. Did the world actually think this was Fornax? Had they forgotten the devastation in his wake when roused to anger? The unforgiving dominance with which he sliced through a battlefield?

Gone. Almost all of it, just gone. He was still a tough meta, and even a strong one, by lesser standards. But Jokull was a meta-human who stood at the pinnacle, one of a handful of true legends. While Fornax had once been a peer, that time was clearly past. He’d fallen, slipped, and now was nothing more than another target to endure Jokull’s might.

The massive mound of blue muscle strode slowly forward, in no particular hurry about the task at hand. It would be nice to provoke Fornax into a real fight, to see if the power was actually buried deep down in there somewhere, but ultimately that wasn’t Jokull’s goal. Goading villains was a tricky game, especially ones with Fornax’s level of experience. Capes were bound by their morality and duty, which made them much easier to handle.

He flew forward in a sudden burst of speed, slamming a fist into Fornax’s stomach and sending him blasting up into the air. The landing wasn’t going to hurt, but it was amusing to watch. Being functionally immortal meant Jokull had to make his own fun.

Fornax came tumbling down, arms lifted to block the strike he knew was coming. Jokull, never one to disappoint, bashed a blow against Fornax’s guard, hearing the sweet sound of bones fracturing in the split second before Fornax was sent shooting through the snow.

The wounds wouldn’t last for long; they were kin in that way. It took severe damage or a very special source to deal any significant blows to metas like them, though at least Fornax had an out. Jokull could, and had, recover from any wound. Even when his head had been sliced cleanly from his body, Caorth’s fate repeated by the same perpetrator, it wasn’t enough to cast him into the immortals’ graveyard.

But that was the day Jokull and Grantham finally understood. That there was no escape, no end, no finale to their journey. Only more. More time, more battle, more ice.

More cold.

Fornax appeared suddenly at Jokull’s side, using that teleportation trick he loved so dearly. A punch that could have once cracked continents thudded uselessly against Jokull’s ribs, causing the larger man to release a tremendous, bellowing laugh that thundered across the tundra.

“Is this really all you’ve got left?”

When Jokull struck back, Fornax’s nose cracked and his lips split from the force of the strike bashing into his face. He managed to stay upright, staggering back yet refusing to collapse. That tenacity was something Jokull might have once admired. Most people gave up after realizing a fight was unwinnable, whereas Fornax just kept coming all the harder.

Only to meet the same results.

A kick from Jokull battered Fornax’s ribs, sending the man hurtling back once more. If he ran, there would have been some minor relief. While Jokull would have to hunt him down, he felt no need to hurry. Fornax was not his end target, only a means by which he could reach it. At one time there’d been rivalry, even some mutual respect, but those minor sentiments had long since been iced over.

“Still not much of a talker?”

That part had remained consistent, at least. Fornax was never one to waste words, especially on people who were going to die soon anyway. Even now, he silently wiped the blood from his mouth, almost invisible when it mixed onto his mask, then dashed in to resume the fight.

Another punch to the ribs, or so it seemed. In a sudden shift, Fornax lashed out with his other hand, sneaking a strike to Jokull’s throat. Unlike with the ribs, this hit hurt, managing to land on a far more tender area. Momentarily forgetting the plan, Jokull hammered an elbow down into Fornax’s shoulder, breaking the bone and driving the man downward into a heap. He’d have no doubt broken through the ground itself if not for Jokull’s influence.

Yet even lying in a heap, left arm hanging limp, Fornax’s gaze remained proud and defiant.

“What are you looking so happy about? I barely felt that.”

“But you did feel it.” Fornax sprang to his feet, flexing the fingers on his left arm as it rapidly recovered. Jokull’s temper flared slightly. He stepped forward, ready to forcefully establish the pecking order, when a flash in the sky cooled his head.

He did still hit Fornax again, though the blow was more about purpose than retaliation. It was an upward strike, one that sent him burning through the air, stopping suddenly when grabbed by a pair of glowing arms.

Her natural shine reflected against a landscape filled with crisp white snow, Lodestar’s descent could have mistaken for the arrival of heaven itself. Light swept the tundra, a burning, blistering glow of unfathomable strength wrapped in a human form.

Jokull was powerful beyond powerful. Although it had taken him decades to understand what it meant, he was a Primal Vessel of Frost. An aspect of nature embodied in physical form, the pinnacle of the element. In his long life, only a handful of other foes could even be called a remote challenge.

Yet he felt like an icicle in an inferno standing before Lodestar’s might. The humans really had no idea how strong she was. They couldn’t fathom it, didn’t have the scale of reference. Sometimes, Jokull wondered if even he had witnessed her true limits. The hardest he’d seen her fight was in the battle with Orion, one of Jokull’s final times standing on the side of right.

But he’d been taken out of the bout before the big finale, a regret that haunted him to this day. Though if all went well, he would finally have his chance to see the Lodestar’s true power brought forth.

“Do you really have time to float there dramatically? Last I checked, there were a bunch of breaches ripped open all over the place, with more scheduled.”

Lodestar’s eyes narrowed, and Jokull felt every instinct inside him flare with a sense of impending danger. “You caused those breaches?”

“Maybe I did just that. Maybe I know how to stop them. Maybe I’m just talking out of my ass to make you waste time. Only one way to learn the truth.” Jokull raised his blue arm, thick with rippling muscle, and pointed it toward the sky, curling his hand inward twice in a universal gesture inviting attack.

“You’ll have to beat it out of me.”
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Quantumbot observed the intruders moving through his home. According to protocol, he was to evaluate them by threat level and then direct each intruder toward the most appropriate countermeasure, though some had self-herded.

The lone woman was effectively dead already, as were most of the others once Caoborg fully powered up, but she would be in range well before then. It would be inefficient to commit additional resources there.

No action was needed regarding the original pair of intruders, who had already utilized some unrecognized tool to make their escape. Unfortunate, but Quantumbot’s protocol update had been quite clear on where his focus should be. Not that there had been much chance to respond: their strike was swift and precise, unlike the other threats bumbling about.

The dragon and silver robot duo were demonstrating persistence, however they appeared to lack any major defense abilities. A sufficiently high damage output should theoretically neutralize them. Evanborg would suit the role well, and his docking station was near their current location. Dispatching the orders, Quantumbot shifted his attention to the more complex teams.

When he’d received protocol updates indicating The New Science Sentries would be arriving, Quantumbot was quite keen to see his replacement in the flesh. Yet upon arriving, they’d not only attacked one of their own members but also indicated they planned to help the intruders.

Tachyonic appeared to be doing just that, walking next to the one identified as Hephaestus. Agent Quantum and Plasmodia were racing toward the location of Bahamut and the silver robot that she’d been calling VRX77. By all accounts, it seemed as if they were in league with these known villains.

Designed to be cutting edge technology blended with the most advanced artificial intelligence of the time, Quantumbot was originally constructed as a potential replacement for Professor Quantum, whose research was being impeded by the world’s continual demands on his time as a superhero. For years, he’d upgraded and tinkered with Quantumbot, refining him to be the pinnacle of engineering, a modern marvel meant to defend those in need.

Until one day, when Professor Quantum had declared the project unsuccessful. There had been reasons offered, flimsy worthless words that could in no way fill the void of purpose that had been ripped from his core. Had Professor Quantum been permitted, he would have disassembled Quantumbot to refashion his components; however, the years had gone on too long, too many witnesses accumulated, and Quantumbot’s mind had grown too advanced.

He’d become sentient and was protected by the law because of it, which saved him from being repurposed. None of which was conjecture: Professor Quantum had said as much directly in front of him. So instead, Quantumbot was offered a job.

Be the key security guard at Professor Quantum’s most private of facilities. One cast-aside invention, watching over countless of his kin. Quantumbot accepted, because what else was there for him? Since creation, he was given one singular purpose to work toward, a goal that had been deleted from his future without warning or fanfare.

Yet now… the one who had gotten that mantle, the life Quantumbot was literally built for, was using it to aid known super villains?

Clearly, something was impeding Agent Quantum’s cognitive functions. There were all manner of possibilities, from brain flies to magic spells, yet treatment would first require understanding. Quantumbot remotely adjusted the hallways that Agent Quantum and Plasmodia were running through, changing the route before them so that it would lead directly to his own chamber.

He would examine Agent Quantum up close and personal to determine what affliction was compromising his judgment and administer treatment. Or, if no such cause could be found, Quantumbot would ensure this supposed successor did not disgrace Professor Quantum’s great legacy.

Almost as an afterthought, he unlocked Bodyborg’s cage and fed it the coordinates of Tachyonic and Hephaestus. Super-speed would be a tough matchup for Bodyborg’s build, but it should be able to smash through the villain’s surprisingly tough armor. It wasn’t as if either of them could actually hurt Bodyborg, so at worst they’d be distracted until Quantumbot was done thoroughly interrogating Agent Quantum.

The man living Quantumbot’s life.

For now.
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“I’d offer you a chair, but this place isn’t really set up for visitors. Super high-security vaults aren’t where most people throw their social functions. Not like I’ve got much choice though, right?”

Chloe nodded in mild shock, unable to look away from the man speaking. Or at least, the part of him she could see. Weird as her life had gotten, Chloe wasn’t yet to the point where she could shrug off the sight of a disembodied head connecting to a metal stand, talking to her as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

“Are you… okay?”

The head merely stared in response for several seconds, before unleashing a peal of thunderous laughter. “That was not the reaction I’d expected from a thief.”

“I’m not a thief,” Chloe informed him.

“You’re wearing a balaclava, standing in a secure facility that you weren’t invited to,” the head countered. “If it looks like a thief, dresses like a thief, and breaks in like a thief…”

“Do most thieves teleport in out of thin air and lie unconscious on the floor?” Chloe demanded. Odd situation or not, she wasn’t a big fan of people making presumptions about her. “I’m wearing a mask because Ridge City is getting swarmed by monsters and I wanted to help. Then I found some doodad in my pocket and woke up here.”

The cheery smile vanished without warning as the head’s brow knit with evident confusion. “Huh, based on the readings of the room’s sensors, there’s consistency in your breathing and pulse. And the eye-scanning software isn’t detecting any tics or other signs of falsehoods. It could be faulty, but frankly, those results support my own suspicion: you’re telling the truth.”

Closing his eyes, the disembodied head released a long sigh, not that he had lungs to draw from. “Son of a bitch. That’s unfortunate, kid, it really is. There’s no way you’re getting out of here alive.”

The phrase that would let her escape danced across Chloe’s tongue, yet she refused to voice it. A hop, skip, and a jump would still leave Tori, Beverly, and VRX77 behind. Seeing as all three of them were here because they’d tried to help her, bailing on them would be, by technical definitions, a truly dick move.

Still, the more she knew about the threats down here, the better she’d be equipped to neutralize them. “What do you mean? Is there a poison coming from the vents, or a limited air supply?”

“Nothing that widespread. This was originally meant to be a compound that housed other superheroes, so the defenses are more targeted. Many of them are already at work, but the most powerful security measure takes a while to charge up. I assume Vernon has streamlined the process by now, we’re just not high on his list of projects to upgrade.”

“Let me guess, you’re the most powerful security measure?”

The head chuckled, some of his good cheer returning. Above him, a section of wall slid away, revealing a progress bar that was roughly sixty percent full. “Not so lucky after all, huh? Guess you must be pretty good.”

Depends on what my goals are, and what outcomes I’m avoiding. The words darted through Chloe’s mind, never reaching her tongue.

“If you really are telling the truth, then I’m sorry you got caught up in this. I’ll take you out quick and clean, that’s my promise. In the meantime, sit and chat. It’s been over twelve years since I had anyone to talk with.”

There was a teasing tone in the invitation, one that Chloe chose to ignore outright, settling down on the hard ground in front of the head. “Sounds like a pleasant enough way to wait for the end. I go by Cliché, by the way.”

He smiled, a gesture that left Chloe feeling unexpectedly sad. “Been a long while since I needed a name, but once upon a time, they called me Caorth the Indestructible.”


Chapter 107



Just as Janet lifted the bottle toward her lips, thumb about to break the sealing latch, a thump of weight crashed down on her back, knocking her to the ground and sending the bottle tumbling out of reach. It was one of the dangling vine monsters with the long, insect-like legs. While the magical necklace’s shield manifested to stop its vines from snaring her, the weight of its landing wasn’t so easily negated. Those odd limbs had allowed it to climb onto the roof unseen, ambushing them from a third angle as two more approached on the ground.

Rick just stood there as it happened, watching in numb shock as his mother hit the ground, shield flashing brightly as the vines slashed out. Someone else was already moving, though.

While he lacked anything resembling super-strength, Juan jogged and hit the gym regularly, even making a point to mostly not miss leg day. He was grateful for every set of leg lifts he’d forced himself through as his foot connected with the monster’s center of mass, knocking it off his wife. The creature proved heavier than it looked, and rather than flying off, it tumbled to the side, scrambling to regain its footing.

There was never a chance. A gleaming silver blade sliced neatly through it, leaving two uneven halves to fall to the ground. Attached to that blade, wiggling herself free of Juan’s grip, was Beth with a look of unadulterated hatred in her eyes. Rick felt the same way seeing a monster attack their mother, but he didn’t care for that expression on Beth’s face. She was kind and gentle; even hurting someone on accident was enough to make her tear up.

Yet her cheeks remained dry as Beth launched her blades at the next nearest target while Juan helped Janet back to her feet. Still frozen, Rick barely managed to shift his eyes upward, wondering if there was another of the creatures waiting to leap out. What he found sent his already-elevated pulse shooting even higher, heart hammering so hard it was drowning out the sounds of screams from the parking lot.

Above them, milling on the roof, were a mass of the dangling-vine monsters. It wasn’t that only one had been waiting, it was just the first to notice them… so far. Any moment, that throng of monsters could come cascading down the side of the building, burying them all faster than Beth’s blades could possibly slice.

Forcing his head to move, Rick finally managed some motion. He turned to check the parking lot, a glimmer of light from below nearly pulling his attention off course. The dangling-vine monsters had effectively enveloped the entire area; running toward their car was like throwing themselves into a blender filled with burning shrapnel. Checking the other direction, toward the building’s rear, Rick found hordes of the dog-sized tardigrades roaming about, the ones that had initially burst through their screen.

Monsters above, monsters on all sides.

Beth had cut up the nearest two monsters before collapsing into her mother’s arms, the tears coming at last. She could keep fighting, and it seemed would continue trying to protect them, but even if she somehow succeeded, it would be through a mountain of slaughter.

Following Fornax’s footsteps.

The light snared his eye again, and Rick looked down to find the bottle his mother had dropped sitting at his feet. Moving without really thinking, he leaned down and snatched it up, then glanced to the theater’s roof once more.

In that brief moment he’d looked away, the monsters had taken notice. Their mass surged and undulated, teetering on the edge. Three were pushed off, landing near Rick’s family and causing them all to scream. Only he was standing apart, his frozen feet separating him from the others.

Blades burst from Beth as her tear-stained face twisted into a snarl.

“Remember, being a big brother is a privilege and a duty,” Ivan told him, holding out the small squealing bundle named Beth. “For most of your young lives, you’ll always be bigger, stronger, further along in life. She’s going to look up to you, want to be like you. So it’s important to show her someone worth emulating.”

Rick could still remember the day Beth had come home, one of the few memories from childhood that hadn’t been fully eroded away by the passing of time. Her high-pitched cries, her smushed face, the way she smiled so big the first time she laid eyes on him.

His thumb snapped the latch, causing a hiss and fizz that sounded almost identical to a can of soda being opened.

Somehow, despite all the chaos around them, Janet heard that noise, her head snapping up like a hawk spotting prey.

Two more monsters came tumbling down just as she opened her mouth to scream, their shrill shrieks drowning out whatever words were spoken. Rick’s eyes darted upward once more, only to find what looked like an undulating shadow blotting part of the sky. The mass of monsters was tipping; in moments, the entire family would be buried by them.

With one last glance at his little sister slicing through the monsters trying to eat their family, Rick summoned his courage and steeled his nerve. This had been designed for his mother, but there should be enough genetic similarities for it to work.

Maybe.

If he was lucky.

Recognizing the hesitation for what it was, Rick shoved his doubts aside. There was no way to reach Janet in time, he was an awful thrower under the best of circumstances, and the monsters weren’t slowing down. It was this or death. Or perhaps this and death.

Regardless, Rick wasn’t letting the world take his family. Not without a fight.

With the most fluid motion he’d managed since Janet was ambushed, Rick lifted the bottle to his lips and swiftly downed the contents. The bottle fell from his grip as his whole body began to shake – skin, eyeballs, even his blood was somehow vibrating.

Rick collapsed to the ground, his mother’s terrified screams echoing in his ears. Oddly, the thing that kept pinging around his head wasn’t concern for what changes were occurring, or even wondering if the monsters had fallen yet.

It was asking himself who in the world would make a meta-human-creating cocktail taste like orange soda.
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Doctor Mechaniacal looked at the display with a tense, pinched gaze. Even by the standards of sudden attacks, the mass of breaches bursting across the continent was a swift surprise strike. In minutes, entire areas were overrun by monsters, and while the superheroes were doing their best to respond, having the headquarters of the Alliance of Heroic Champions as a focal point for multiple breaches was hindering their ability to mobilize.

Not that they were the only superhero game in town.

With the big leagues purposefully occupied, it was the smaller, local units of meta-humans who were stepping to the forefront. Hometown heroes were getting a chance to live up to their title, and some were learning the hard way the cost of being a cape.

Still, the world was holding together, for now. This was not the first time they’d seen monsters fall from the sky, nor was it likely to be their last. But it didn’t help matters that new breaches were continuing to form.

“Looks like it’s a cascade effect,” Xelas concluded, finally looking up from the massive amount of data they were recording. Even he would have needed an hour to parse through it; his was a genius of design more than rapid assimilation of information. “The dimensional nova is in its final phase, which is less potent than the initial eruption, but not by a lot. Having so many breaches triggered artificially tore open holes for natural ones to occur, especially in areas hit by the first wave.”

“Meaning the problem is self-propagating at this point.”

“Looks that way. The breaches should end when the dimensional nova finally flares out, however long that takes.”

Problems like this were why Wade Wyatt had never felt especially pulled to the lure of ruling a world. That, along with some multiversal travel when looking for Morgana that gave him an excellent sense of perspective, had solidified his path as a billionaire businessman rather than aspiring tyrant.

Unfortunately, the world was in peril, and he might well be the person best posed to protect it. Lodestar was busy dealing with Jokull and Fornax, a fight that Wade desperately wished he could help with, even though it was impossible. His inventions allowed the man to reach incredible heights, yet some summits were beyond him, such as the realm where Helen and Ivan stood when they got serious.

No, there was little point in Doctor Mechaniacal flying out to act as a witness; he’d already dispatched a series of drones for that. There was also the matter of Janet and the kids, though Gork was luckily near their location. She’d be able to reach them quickly; he could only hope it would fast enough.

There was another stage crying out for Doctor Mechaniacal: the world stage, a continent under siege. He could not disperse the villains of his guild to the breaches; they were independent entities rather than soldiers to be commanded. Some, in fact, were already out there fighting, a quickly boosted bounty helping to swell the capes’ ranks. Most were laying low, however. This was not a world-ending threat, so the majority of villains were only concerned with protecting their own loved ones or taking advantage of the distraction.

But Doctor Mechaniacal was not feared because he was the leader of a guild of villains; he was able to lead a guild of villains due to how much he was rightfully feared.

“If we want to help, we’re going to have to sacrifice a secret,” he concluded. The value in an ace up one’s sleeve was as much about the sleeve as the ace. Activating one of his major contingents would turn it into a known quantity, something future foes accounted for.

Then again, if he never played his hidden cards, Wade wouldn’t have an excuse to dream up replacements.

“The obvious picks are Butler Bots or the Honest Diplomat.” Xelas’s eyes twinkled at the names, ones she’d chosen after winning an especially competitive game of poker with Wade. While they used money as a marker, the prizes were always something they held in higher value.

“We were already prepared for the Butler Bots to go public after we showed them off a little at Thrillmax Pointe, but it seems like we skirted by that one in all the chaos. Our biggest stockpile is in Ridge City too, so they’re already right where they’d need to be. Plus, we could shift the credit to Wade Wyatt. They were already going to be an Indigo product; we can say you booted them up with emergency orders to help during the crisis. Spin it for good PR when the dust settles and maybe get ourselves a soft launch.”

“Whereas the Honest Diplomat—” Wade’s eyebrow twitched slightly as he had to use the device’s official name; a bet was a bet, after all “—would have to be laid at the feet of the guild, and would most likely stir up quite a bit of concern. The mere fact that we have such a weapon, let alone that it was created in secret, would crack our tentative peace. Perhaps shatter it outright. But in terms of efficacy…”

“No comparison. Butler Bots would stem the losses. Honest Diplomat could turn the tides,” Xelas concurred.

Pragmatism and logic indicated that there a clear and obvious decision. The first choice benefitted him in the long term, while the second option would bring on unneeded headaches. Metaphorical ones, at least. He had no duty to save those in need, had taken no vows or oaths to the effect, and was better served by holding back his hand.

Yet there was another part of Wade Wyatt beyond his ability to reason, his genius, or even his limited sense of responsibility. And that… was his ego.

There were a lot of smart people in the world; it took a special breed to wear an eye-catching suit of armor and fly through the sky, committing crimes and welcoming all challengers. For all that he’d matured through the years, some instincts were hardcoded in.

Like the desire to see one of his inventions used to its full potential, displaying for all the world just what his brilliance was capable of conjuring.

There was a smart move to make here; Doctor Mechaniacal fully recognized that. He just wanted to do it the other way more, and ultimately, that freedom was what villainy was all about to him.

“How long to start charging the Honest Diplomat?”

“Fifteen minutes if I started now. Good thing I fired it up five minutes ago.” Xelas winked at him from her chair, and in that small moment Wade fell in love with her all over again.

Wade didn’t bother hiding his silly grin as he observed the holographic display of downtown Ridge City, showcasing the onslaught humans and metas alike were facing down. “You know me too well.”

“It’s one of the things I love the most. Unlike most humans, you never make the boring choice.”

At that, Doctor Mechaniacal could only nod his head. Whatever else one might say about the Honest Diplomat in ten minutes, he couldn’t imagine anybody would call it boring.
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“Hold up.” Hephaestus held up a fist, and Tachyonic slowed in response. The pair were working their way through the halls, navigating as best they could from Tachyonic’s memory, and making fairly good time. While super-speed was off the table with Hephaestus in tow, the metal suit never seemed to tire or slow, no surprise for an assumed mechanical opponent.

They stood in the bare patch of hall, unassaulted by any automated defenses thanks to Tachyonic’s presence as nothing happened.

“That!” Hephaestus turned and pointed to a corner of the hallway, hand shifting across a spectrum of space. “Did you hear that?”

“No clue what you’re talking about. Maybe you’re got better sensors than I have ears?”

“Clearly.” Hephaestus paused, still facing the corner. “I keep getting smaller thuds, followed by much louder upticks of sound. They never last long, though, and fade just as⁠—”

Before Hephaestus could finish, or Tachyonic react, they got their answer as an enormous set of hands tore through the reinforced wall like it was nothing more than a taut banner in front of a high school football team. One of those hands was swinging high, passing cleanly over Tachyonic and Hephaestus both, but the other came in lower.

That hand smashed into Hephaestus right at her center of mass, shooting the dark figure into and then through another of the nearby walls. Even before he heard the horrendous crunch of the landing, Tachyonic knew Hephaestus was done. A hit that could casually carve though Professor Quantum’s walls would doubtlessly obliterate any lesser creations.

Anger flared in Tachyonic’s gut, but he dashed backward, accelerating in thought and action as he cranked his suit’s output to the maximum. Processing the loss of a villain he was on somewhat friendly terms with would come later.

Right now, he had a giant to deal with.


Chapter 108



For a fleeting moment, Hephaestus thought she’d been teleported. One second she was looking at Tachyonic, then there was a blur of motion, and suddenly she was lying amidst a pile of rubble. Warning lights were flashing in her helm, though, alerting her to significant strain on her systems.

A strain, but no breaks. Alfred Settler’s finger was proving its true worth tonight: Hephaestus’s armor had just weathered a hit that would have smashed her last suit like an empty beer can. She hadn’t come out entirely clean – too many of those would likely damage the internal systems and cause operational errors – but Hephaestus was far from out of the fight.

And there was a fight. Shifting her head ever so slightly, Hephaestus angled the helm so her cameras could better catch the bout between Tachyonic and the thing that had smashed her. A huge body, the size of Thuggernaut-and-a-half, that rippled with massive muscle swung ineffectually at Tachyonic, gouging trenches into the walls and floor with even merely glancing blows.

Flickers of light snared Hephaestus’s attention, and she noticed the metal head sitting on their attacker’s shoulders. It was too small for the body, yet still far larger than any head should be. Almost like a thimble without the texture, it sat on the top of the very human-looking neck, eight digital eyes peering out from every angle.

Robot and human parts mixed together meant they were facing a cyborg. Usually, such opponents had the weakness of limbs still made of flesh, though in this case, Hephaestus was guessing that the head would be the softer material. That body was crushing through this heavily reinforced material with no hesitation or delay. It might as well have been fighting in the open air.

With Tachyonic running circles around the giant cyborg, it was mostly standing in place as it swung, too little room in the hallway for any meaningful movement. Taking advantage of that, Hephaestus lined up her shot carefully, engaging the BFC’s charging sequence. She disabled the auto-bracing system – lying flat on the ground would serve her purposes well enough without giving advanced notice of the impending beam.

She kept waiting for the big bastard to notice her energy ramping up, yet every blow continued to aim for Tachyonic, who was doing his best to pepper in small hits as he darted around. The charging finished and Hephaestus made a few minute adjustments. Since her target was so tall, she aimed upward, ensuring Tachyonic wouldn’t run into the beam as he darted about.

“That was a solid surprise attack,” she whispered, activating the beam. “But if you try to kill a villain, make sure we’re dead, dipshit.”

The hallway exploded into light as Hephaestus fired a beam of hyper-condensed energy directly at her target. With perhaps fifteen feet between them, missing would have been harder than hitting, and her beam struck true. The intensity of the light made it impossible to watch the damage accumulate, so all Hephaestus could do was keep firing and hope she didn’t accidentally bring the ceiling down on their heads.

It was a minor risk; she doubted this would kill the giant outright, let alone tear through him. The amount of power on display was just too staggering. Still, it should at least take a limb out of the equation, and perhaps sear in some major wounds for Tachyonic to hammer.

The light cleared as her beam faded, allowing Hephaestus’s sensors to finally parse what was in front of them. Standing there was the cyborg giant, a massive arm blocking his metal head, body entirely unharmed. The simple unitard he’d been wearing was largely decimated and already reforming, whereas his body was without even a scratch or bruise.

Despite being formed entirely of fire, Hephaestus felt a chill wash through her.

It was just like last time. Just like with Alfred. She’d fired off her best attack and it had done nothing. Frustration and fury boiled up inside her, searing off the momentary sense of helplessness.

This was bullshit!

She’d done nothing but work toward this exact moment. Planning, preparing, and empowering herself since the last time she felt so useless, and apparently none of it meant a goddamn thing. On one level, Hephaestus always knew there were meta-humans she couldn’t touch, but should she really be running into this many?

After several seconds of fuming, Hephaestus’s intuition caught up with her irritation, pointing out a very key detail she was overlooking in her anger. This very much was not the same as her Alfred Settler fight. His whole skeletal body was fashioned from that dark, ever-eroding, nigh unbreakable material, leaving no visible point of weakness to focus on.

But the giant had protected his head.

The body was beyond her. That much was made more than clear by her BFC doing jack-all. However, the head was made of metal, just like her suit. Maybe she couldn’t kill the unkillable yet, but Hephaestus was more than willing to bet her own craftsmanship against some buried castoff of Professor Quantum’s.

Rubble slid away as Hephaestus rose from the ground. Behind her, flames appeared as her suit’s thrusters kicked into gear. It would make her movements harder to control while augmenting her speed and maneuverability considerably. A gentle touch was for capes anyway; Hephaestus was more than happy smashing her way to success.

“Thanks for that warning before your shot,” Tachyonic called, sarcasm wrapped around his words with the flair of a fanciful shawl.

“Hey, I aimed upward, didn’t I? Besides, what kind of super-speed cape can’t dodge a ranged attack?”

He shook his head, unable or unwilling to keep the smile of obvious relief from taking root upon his face. “I’m glad you’re not dead.”

“Back at you.” Hephaestus stared into the shining red eyes of her opponent, who was looking right back, no longer discounting her from the fight.

A living mind in a metal body, versus a living body controlled by a metal mind. Time to see how hard her meta-suit could really go.
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Powerless.

How long had it been since Ivan felt powerless?

Since he’d been beaten and battered about, toyed with, utterly dominated?

Even after the Orion incident, when he was first lessened, Ivan had never actually felt weak. Not until Jokull tore the front door off his newly-repaired house and brought a fist down on top of his head. The blow had staggered him, leaving Ivan momentarily punch drunk, and that was all the time needed for Jokull to shove them through a gate of ice, teleporting them to this tundra.

After arriving, Ivan barely had time to slip on his Fornax mask before the beating began anew. He struggled, fought, and even managed to land a few impressive blows. None of it mattered, though. Not in the face of overwhelming power.

Lodestar settled softly on the snowy ground, setting Ivan down. He was already recovered from the attack; not even Jokull could outpace his body’s inherent nature. But all Ivan could do was endure the beating, unable to strike back in any meaningful way.

“Been a long time,” Jokull called up, greeting her casually. “Last time we saw each other… oh yeah, it was when you threw my ass in Rookstone, where those auto-warming devices bound me as Grantham.”

“The only reason that’s true is because you refused my visits,” Lodestar corrected. “I tried to come talk to you dozens of times. I believed, I still believe, that there is good in you. The heart of a superhero beats in that chest. Even now, you brought us to a place with no bystanders.”

“I did indeed.” All at once, Jokull appeared very weary. The spark of life that exuded from him along with the chilling winds dimmed, his loud and boisterous nature shrinking inward. “Because I think I know how this talk is going to turn out, and I want you to remember this much: I tried to ask nicely.”

A gale of wind swept across the icy terrain, howling so loud no one bothered trying to speak up. Once the gale had passed, Lodestar took a step forward. It was a minor movement, serving to do little more than better interpose her own body between Ivan and Jokull.

Protecting him. Shielding him. Like he was one of the billions of humans who had to depend on her. Who could only see and appreciate the force she represented rather than the person wielding it.

“What is it that you want, then? For this much effort, I’m assuming it’s not anything as simple as money.”

“I love a fortune as much as the next guy, but no, I don’t want money. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt, I don’t even want to cause any real trouble. You’ll notice I roughed up Fornax enough to get your attention, nothing more.”

“I’m not sure he sees it that way.” Lodestar glanced back at Ivan, who was occupied glaring a hole into Jokull.

“Well then, he’s going to love the offer I’m making. I don’t want to fight, or even to keep you long; the world could certainly use Lodestar right now. All I need is one thing; a seemingly simple task for everyone else, yet it is a goal I apparently cannot reach through my own efforts. Which means I must turn to you, to the unstoppable, unbeatable Lodestar to once more accomplish the impossible.”

Sitting down in the snow, Jokull tilted his body forward, exposing the back of his head and neck. “I need you to kill me. Please.”
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Ripping through the glass took only seconds, after which Bahamut was holding a third of the crown that had been only legend in her family for generations. Of all the things she’d contemplated finding when she finally encountered the crown, the idea that the artifact would be broken had sincerely never occurred to her. The crown was supposed to be here, or not. Instead, she’d found something even more hopeless than an empty case.

A missing crown could still be found. A broken one… Bahamut gripped the third of a metal circle tightly. As she did, a strange sense of heat flowed from her chest, right where the necklace tattoo appeared when she conjured it, surging toward the piece of crown. She waited tensely, wondering if the magic of one item would repair the other.

Instead, the heat reached her hand and dissipated into nothing other than more disappointment.

Desperately, she looked to VRX77. “Do you know what this is? What happened to it? Anything?”

To her surprise, the silver head nodded. “I know what it is to you. The… the B of my world was looking for it too. We didn’t know about our world’s equivalent of this place, though, so she never got this far. I’m sorry, I have no idea what happened to⁠—”

In a flash of motion, VRX77 buried her shoulder into Bahamut’s torso, sending the green humanoid dragon hurtling backward while her own silver form shot to the sky. Where they’d been standing, a beam of condensed energy speared the now-empty space.

Living with and fighting alongside Tori had given Bahamut a much greater background in energy attacks than most melee combatants. She recognized how well the energy was condensed and structured – the beam was almost a physical item, it held so steady. Based on the brightness and the devastation in its path, the intensity appeared to be incredible, potentially surpassing Hephaestus’s BFC.

In other words, it would have cooked right through Bahamut.

She rolled back to her feet, throwing a grateful glance to VRX77 for the assist before turning toward the source of the shot. Her first thought was that she was facing a robot, but the longer she looked, the more details stuck out.

Like the human arms and hands that poked out from their metal coverings, and the flickers of flesh poking out from behind the segments of armor. A meta-suit, then, just like what Hephaestus utilized. An older model at that, before someone had realized the importance of total body coverage. At least they’d covered the head in a heavy metal helmet, only a smoky visor giving away the position of their foe’s eyes.

“You have… five seconds… to surrender.”

Bahamut blinked in surprise at the voice. It was that of a human male, yet there was something wrong. Not in the voice itself, but the inflection was off, as was the tone. More than that, there was a familiarity to the way he spoke. Could the suit be messing with his voice, or using some sort of vocal disguise like Hephaestus employed?

In the time it took her to consider the issue, the stranger raised his hand once more. Not taken by surprise this time, Bahamut dove to the side, avoiding the shot that would have blasted her through the heart. She was closer to the beam this time yet didn’t feel so much as a flicker of heat.

Whoever had built that beam knew how to keep energy condensed. With so little leakage, no wonder the shots appeared to pack a punch. One of those center mass would be all it took to finish her off; even a glancing hit might blow a limb off.

“Surrender… is… advised.”

This time, Bahamut realized what the voice reminded her of. When she was younger and the family would go out to the movies, her grandma would always call a number to get the cinema’s listings and put it on speaker. That artificial, stilted voice breaking down the week’s viewing options had apparently nestled its way into Bahamut’s brain, slumbering until the memory was called up by its kin.

“Is he some sort of robot?” Bahamut yelled.

“Mixing biological and mechanical parts makes him a cyborg,” VRX77 replied. Her own energy beams lashed through the air from above, slamming into the unmoving figure. As they neared, however, the bolts went slightly off course, careening into the exposed portions of flesh and vanishing like they’d never existed.

Maybe the armor not covering every scrap of skin wasn’t a design flaw after all.

Whether it was absorption or negation, clearly their foe had some way to deal with energy-based attacks. Presumably, he had some melee tricks as well, but Bahamut wasn’t going to let that possibility stop her. Rushing forward, she expected him to hit her with a series of smaller shots to break up her momentum. Instead, he just continued to stand there as she ran closer, eventually slamming a fist down onto his helmeted head.

Only for an energy shield to flash into existence inches away from his skin. The barrier halted Bahamut’s fist instantly, whereas the man’s own hand moved slowly and softly, lining itself up with Bahamut’s stomach. Hurling herself down and back, Bahamut just barely cleared the beam that would have bisected her, watching in horror as it sizzled overhead.

Incredible ranged damage and a shield that prevented up-close combat.

She really hoped VRX77 had some fun tricks of her own to bust out. Otherwise, they were in for a rough battle. One they very well might not win.


Chapter 109



Agent Quantum and Plasmodia stepped into a relatively simple space: clean white walls, perfectly square tiles, and a warm soft light from every angle.

Both immediately tensed up, and it had nothing to do with the robot standing in the center of that room, clearly waiting to be acknowledged.

They knew this room, or at least the design of it. It was one of Professor Quantum’s “training” chambers, a reconfigurable room stuffed to the gills with weapons, traps, and any other obstacle that entered that man’s mind. Each had probably spent years of their lives in rooms just like this one, and their bodies couldn’t help reacting to the existence of another one.

“Greetings, brother.” The robot was a humanoid design, with a screen for its face that offered rudimentary expressions. Right now, there was a large, pixelated smile showing. Four arms lined its torso, and its legs almost doubled in width after the knee, the limb’s lower half like an expanding cone that ended in two wide, sizable bases.

One of its left arms came up to touch its chest, and it bowed. “I am called Quantumbot.”

“Hello Quantumbot, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Agent Quantum greeted, finally shaking off the shock of finding a training chamber. His manners wouldn’t allow him to rudely ignore such a polite greeting. “My name is Agent Quantum, and this is Plasmodia.”

“My database has been recently updated to include your profiles,” Quantumbot informed them. “Though I am glad to lay eyes upon you in the flesh.”

Agent Quantum relaxed a bit, grateful to have stumbled upon an unexpected ally. He wanted to be surprised Professor Quantum hadn’t bothered to tell them help would be waiting inside but couldn’t quite manage to muster up any shock. Plasmodia, however, was eyeing Quantumbot suspiciously, looking him over like she was searching for a weakness.

“Quantumbot, why did you call Agent Quantum brother?”

“Is that word improper? As we are both creations of Professor Quantum, the term appeared apt to the situation. Brothers forged by the same hand.”

Although Plasmodia stiffened, Agent Quantum quickly patted her shoulder, signaling that he was okay. The words didn’t seem to be delivered with any malice or derision; Quantumbot was reading the situation as best he could. Besides… Quantumbot was also right.

They were both creations of Professor Quantum. Brother might indeed be the best term for it.

“It’s an excellent word,” Agent Quantum assured him. “Quantumbot, I’m sorry to impose so soon after our meeting, but are you able to see what’s going on in other parts of this facility? We’re trying to reach the intruders, however at some point we apparently got lost. I definitely didn’t see this room when we were planning our route.”

“You would not have. There are no cameras here, or in any of the truly secured areas of our facility. Professor Quantum had a duty to safeguard certain secrets.” Quantumbot lifted all four arms to the ceiling, gesturing to the crisp white walls. He was correct; there wasn’t a camera to be found.

“There are, however, cameras in the security room.”

An image appeared on the blank wall behind him, showing Agent Quantum and Plasmodia watching in shock as Tachyonic slammed Richard’s head against the door. It repeated on loop, over and over, as Quantumbot stood there, watching their reactions.

“Are you malfunctioning, brother? Has your genetic code erred in ways my operational code never will? Have you turned to the side of villainy, unable to resist corruption? Or have you been mentally compromised, tricked, illusioned, or otherwise deceived into this ignoble course of action?”

To his credit, Agent Quantum met the accusations with a clear eye and a raised chin, unwilling to shrink back from the accusations. “Does your system have sound as well?”

Quantumbot’s head cocked to the side, then a moment later, the noise of Richard’s head smacking against the door echoed through the chamber.

“Not quite the part I was after, but thank you for the demonstration. Since you could hear us, then you know that Richard was urging us to let these intruders die, if not kill them ourselves.”

“They have broken into a secured facility⁠—”

“Maybe so,” Agent Quantum capitulated. “This all strikes me as a bit odd, but they are capable super-villains – it’s not impossible they managed to break in. Even if that’s true, though, they aren’t actively threatening any civilians or otherwise putting innocent lives in danger. That would be a reason to kill them outright, when not doing so represents the loss of another life. Burglary is not a crime that carries the death sentence, and for good reason.”

“That justifies allowing one of your own team to be attacked?” Quantumbot probed further.

As they talked, Plasmodia was working her way into a slightly more advantageous position. She didn’t dare begin to build a charge, assuming Quantumbot would have some manner of sensing it. Getting Agent Quantum clear from her field of fire would set her up for an easier shot, though.

“You heard Tachyonic: superheroes save people. At that moment, the greatest threat to those stuck in here was Richard himself.” Agent Quantum, spine already stiff, straightened his back even further, pulling himself up to this true, full height. As he did a certainty seemed to settle over him, the calcification of a truth he’d been unable to voice until now.

“Professor Quantum may decide who is a New Science Sentry, but a person like that will never be part of my team.”

Without warning, the looping video cut off, revealing the plain white walls once more. Quantumbot’s display had changed; no longer was he showing a wide pixelated smile. Instead, his mouth was a jumbled line while one digital eyebrow had been raised, creating an unexpectedly quizzical expression.

“Long have I yearned for this meeting, yet you are not what I expected. Professor Quantum told me I was lacking in certain key qualities, ones that you must certainly possess to have been handed the mantle. I anticipated incredible strength, a brilliant mind, or a level of control over your gifts that eclipsed any other. Instead, I am met by one who is exceedingly simple.”

“Hey—” Plasmodia started to yell an insult of her own before cutting herself off. The closer they inched toward combat, the better she’d fare going unnoticed.

Agent Quantum, true to form, was unperturbed by the seemingly cutting remark. “Simple can be good sometimes. People have a knack for overcomplicating things.”

The quizzical expression vanished from Quantumbot’s screen, replaced seconds later by a set of steady eyes and a digital mouth set in a grim line. “Did he even tell you of me? About any of your predecessors? Do you know the tragedy of our lineage, brother?”

Agent Quantum’s blonde hair shimmered in the stark light as he shook his head. “I’m sorry. If you knew a kinder, more open version of Professor Quantum, then it might surprise you to learn that he doesn’t really tell us⁠—”

“Kind?” A strange hacking, beeping sound rang from Quantumbot. It sounded like an alarm, until Agent Quantum noticed one of the four arms striking the left knee.

They were hearing Quantumbot’s laughter.

“If such a version of Professor Quantum existed, he perished long before my creation. I was born to take on his mantle and responsibilities; every minute was spent perfecting myself for the duties to come. I was cautioned over and over about the prior failures, projects that were no longer ongoing. Such a casual way to describe the uprooting of an entire life. Until one day, despite all my endless, constant efforts to meet his standard, I too joined that list of rejected prototypes.”

Again, the face-screen wiped, and this time what appeared was not a stoic expression. Pixelated eyebrows drawn into a sharp V set the tone, and the downward curve to the mouth finalized the message. Quantumbot was upset, and that pain was manifesting as anger.

An anger Agent Quantum understood all too well.

“So I have waited here, as instructed. Waited for the day when I may be useful, could perhaps have the chance to prove myself and forge a path to my old life. Only for you to arrive. The prototype who made it to release. The one who will take up the mantle. The culmination of all those who came before you endured. And what do I find about the true successor? That he is soft. Pathetic ideals and pitiful morality binding his efficiency. Not only are you less than me, you are less than so many who predated me.”

Quantumbot’s arms spread wide as his stance shifted. “An error has occurred. Some outside force is clearly influencing Professor Quantum, or perhaps impersonating him. You cannot be the true successor. I will not accept it. I do not accept it. Such an imposter must be⁠—”

The blast took him right in the chest, heating his torso so much it began to change color. Plasmodia was more focused on speed than power, so it was a surprise to see her foe start to break down so quickly. She’d assumed there would be defenses and countermeasures to offset her; the goal of her opening strike was mostly to be a distraction so Agent Quantum could close the distance.

“If you’d gotten a few software updates over the years, maybe Professor Quantum could have taught you the dangers of monologuing.”

Plasmodia kept the energy flowing, not willing to let up until she was sure the threat was disabled. However, that coloration on Quantumbot’s torso wasn’t staying put. It flowed away from the body’s center, into the upper right arm, which was emitting a rapidly intensifying blue glow. On instinct, Plasmodia cut off her energy beam and hurled herself to the side.

A bolt of blue burned through the air behind her, warping the wall where it struck, only for a fresh section to quickly slide into place over the damaged one. Worse, that wasn’t the only movement, as the rest of the chamber seemed to come alive. Energy cannons appeared along the walls, buzzsaw traps along the ground, and huge swinging blades sliced out from the walls.

So the room didn’t just look like one of Professor Quantum’s training rooms, that’s exactly what it was. As Agent Quantum and Plasmodia scrambled for safety, they each saw Quantumbot still standing in the place, utterly unharmed. The same realization hit both at that point, along with a deeper grasp of just how screwed they really were.

The duo weren’t facing off against Quantumbot in the training room; they were fighting Quantumbot and the training room.
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“Down! Get down!” Cyber Geek hurled himself in front of piece of a fast-moving debris from a nearby building. It hit his energy shield and bounced, leaving the cluster of civilians in its path unharmed. Unfortunately, that blow also used the remainder of the shield gauge on his Blaster Brahs armor, causing the entire suit to break apart in a shower of blue sparks.

Summoning it again would take time; each item he conjured felt unstable for a short while after Cyber Geek ended its latest summon. He could offset that by infusing additional energy, at least normally. After the museum fight and now slogging through combat, Cyber Geek was feeling more tapped than ever before. This was easily the most he’d pushed his powers, and they were nowhere near done.

Leading the cluster who’d almost been flattened over to the group they’d gathered, Cyber Geek surveyed the situation, trying to formulate a plan.

The villains acting as reinforcements had helped stabilize things somewhat, but Ridge City was still being drowned by monsters. Looking up at the breaches spewing forth creatures from other realms, Cyber Geek realized there were two more than there had been last time he checked. Even as they tried to bail their metaphorical canoe, more holes were opening in the bottom.

They’d gathered a small group of civilians as they moved, taking them along as they headed toward the AHC’s base. There was no promise that even there would be safe, but it was truly the only hope they had. Everywhere else was a battlefield, and while the overwhelming power of so many meta-humans was holding back the tide of slaughter, it felt like every moment they slipped closer to the inevitable.

As things were going, they were all going to die. Not just Cyber Geek and his team, or even the superheroes and villains fighting back. Ridge City itself would burn. Untold innocent lives would be lost. A tragedy that would sear itself onto the core of their world.

And he was supposed to somehow stop all that? It was ridiculous, preposterous, laughable, and inconceivably unfair.

But this was what it meant to be a superhero. When the chips were down, when hope was running thin, when all seemed lost, that was when you needed someone who could do the impossible.

“Everyone alright?” Cyber Geek asked, doing a quick round to make sure there were no injuries. A pale, shaking man clutching his laptop to his chest stared at Cyber Geek as he approached, eyes wide and breathing shallow. Initially, he’d taken the fellow to be hurt or panicking, it was only as he got closer that the expression clicked in his mind.

It was a sense of being starstruck, the way Cyber Geek himself felt around the more experienced capes.

“Y-you’re Cyber Geek, right?”

“I am indeed.” In what he hoped wasn’t an obvious attempt to copy Lodestar’s casual calm, he extended a hand to the man. Keeping people chill helped their heads stay steady, and that was crucial in a situation like theirs. “And what’s your name?”

“I’d been toying with the name ‘Full Bars’ until seeing all this. Makes me realize my power isn’t really suited to combat.” A creeping dread swept the nervous fellow’s face as he suddenly realized what Cyber Geek had actually been asking. “Oh! Yes, of course, you meant my real name. Sorry, sir, tonight has just been… I’m Jalen.”

They shook, and Cyber Geek felt an unexpected sense of kinship with the nervous young man. In another life, with a few different twists of fate, he could easily have been the one huddled up with other survivors, wondering what fresh nightmares the next few moments might bring. One might dearly need a bit of distraction from the horror surrounding them.

“If you were considering a name, does that mean you’re a meta-human as well?”

Jalen snorted, then appeared mortified as he realized who he’d just made that sound in front of. “Just barely. Having a superhero name is more of a daytime fantasy. I don’t think the AHC has much use for a guy who can create and hold a stable internet or cell signal anywhere.”

Cyber Geek’s heart skipped a beat before the surge of blood came pounding through his head. The AHC might not have much need for a meta with that sort of power, but he on the other hand…

“How powerful a connection are we talking?”

“Let’s just say I’m waiting for the day when cable companies start paying for assassins. My games have no lag, even when I was up on an airplane.”

Whether it was the stirring of fate or Donald merely recognizing an opportunity when it appeared, hope began to burn in his heart once more. It was a risk, but so was just standing here. If they kept going at this pace, people would die, and probably a lot of them. Should Cyber Geek’s idea fail, then that end would still be waiting. However, if he succeeded, he just might be able to save everyone.

Not only his small group of survivors: Cyber Geek could protect Ridge City as a whole. It all came down to one simple question whose answer would lie in just what sort of gamer Jalen was.

“I don’t suppose you have Legacy World on that laptop?”

Jalen’s nerves vanished for a brief flash. “Of course! Got a maxed-out character in every class.”

Cyber Geek was already on his communicator, letting the others know they had to buy time. It was time for this gamer to get back to his MMO roots.


Chapter 110



“Caorth… you were one of the original Science Sentries.”

An eyebrow on his sizable skull lifted. “You’ve got a good sense of history. I figured most folks would have forgotten me by now.”

“What? How could they? You were a legend for decades. Said to be capable of withstanding any attack, you saved the Science Sentries’ lives from all kinds of potentially fatal blows. I loved the story about how you held the entire team over your head when the acid factory flooded, carrying them all to safety like you were wading through a pool.”

Seeing her home destroyed by a robotic dinosaur had imparted Chloe with an interest in the meta-human world, for survival’s sake if nothing else, but it wasn’t until becoming one herself that she’d started reading up more seriously on meta-human history. The hope was to find powers similar to her own and potentially learn more about how they worked, but it was easy to get distracted by other stories.

The early days of meta-humans had been a harsh one, the world struggling to adapt as the reality they’d known suddenly collapsed out from beneath their feet. Add in the growing threat from meta-human criminals and natural disasters caused by the new meta-elements, and one had a recipe for deadly chaos.

Yet despite it all, The Science Sentries slowly forged order once more – them and the myriad of other meta-humans who stepped up when the world needed them, many paying the ultimate price for their victories. Just as Caorth eventually had, at least according to the history articles Chloe had read.

Clearly, someone was misinformed.

“Ahh, that was a fun one. Professor Quantum was so flustered when he realized the acid had eaten all the clothes from my stomach down. Kept saying it was improper for one of my position, he had Ricky go run and grab me a curtain from the nearest shop to cover up with.”

“It’s hard to imagine Professor Quantum flustered.” Chloe scooched a bit closer, her eyes tracing the connective points where Caorth’s head docked into the metal stand supporting him. Whatever he was planning, that connection had to be part of it. Unless he planned to roll around head-butting their ankles.

Caorth’s brow lowered like a cloud settling overhead. “The years haven’t been kind to Vernon. Being the best of us meant he was the one burdened with survival. As the others went in the ground, he was the one watching them get lowered, knowing their duties were his now. The more we buried, the more he tried to do himself. To be the single person bearing the weight, so no other lives would be sacrificed for the sake of a temporary peace.”

“Losing you too can’t have been easy.”

“Not easy, but by then he was braced for it, I think. Honestly, nothing ever hit him as hard as losing Ricky. Evanergy thought it was because Professor Quantum was the one who proposed the experiment, but he didn’t get it. Vernon liked Ricky, he saw him as a genuine protégé. The way that kid hero-worshipped him certainly didn’t hurt things. The day we lost Ricky Rocket, we lost a part of Professor Quantum too. After that, me getting beheaded wasn’t so hard to cope with.”

Licking her lips, Chloe decided to attempt advancing the conversation. Since she was prying for information and there was also a natural topic to be curious about, that seemed as good a starting point as she was going to get. “I don’t want to be rude, so my apologies if this is in poor taste, but may I ask… what happened?”

“What do the history books say?” Caorth asked her back, neither answering the question nor dismissing it outright.

“Very little, actually. It’s not publicly known what killed Caorth the Indestructible. Professor Quantum told everyone at the time that such information was being protected, as releasing it could cause greater harm. The public assumed there was some new magic or tech that finally brought you down, and the capes didn’t want anything with the destructive potential to kill Caorth getting out to the masses.”

Chloe took a moment, searching her brain for any other stray details. “He did say you’d gone out bravely, saving lives to the end.”

Caorth was silent for a while, digesting her information. When he spoke again, it was without warning, and caused Chloe to jump slightly, despite her seated position. “I’d shrugged off so many attacks from so many people. Shit that would have reduced cities to ash, I walked through like it was nothing. The few minor wounds I ever got were healed in moments. I didn’t age. I didn’t run out of breath. I didn’t even need to eat; it was purely optional. I really thought I was what my name indicated: Indestructible.”

His nostrils flared and his mouth twitched, like Caorth was battling back a snarl. “All for it to end in one moment, one stupid fucking cut. The higher you climb in the meta-human world, the stronger the foes you’ll encounter, and one day you might have the misfortune to meet the same kind of bastard I did: a reality manipulator.”

Despite her best efforts to remain calm, Chloe felt her body lock up at his words, sweat suddenly surging from her pores. Thankfully, Caorth was too lost in his own anger to pay her much mind; his eyes weren’t even focused on her anymore.

“They’re all horrors, be damn clear on that, but some are worse than others. I thought Captain Bullshit was a pain until I met the fucker who took my head. A lunatic who has focused the entirety of his power on one single concept, reiterating it over and over, searing a new facet of existence into our universe.”

Opening her eyes wide and praying that her symptoms of panic would appear as enrapturement with the story, Chloe gave Caorth the followup question he was clearly waiting for. “What was the concept?”

“That his blade can cut through anything.” Some of the wind seemed to go out of Caorth, his snarl fading to a fallen, sad smile. “Even the indestructible. But it turns out beheading wasn’t enough to kill me either, what do you know. Maybe if he’d cut my brain in half instead, I’d be down for good – though given how this went, I’m glad he didn’t get the chance. While he did get my head, I crushed his body as he got in close, giving the others a chance to finish him off. Be glad we caught that piece of shit early. I wouldn’t wish that asshole calling himself Blade God on anyone, and especially not the world at large.”

This time when she stiffened, Caorth did catch it. “What is it? Why is your heartrate so elevated?”

Since giving her own secret away seemed like an excellent way to reach an expedited end, Chloe decided to tell Caorth a different truth. She wasn’t sure why Professor Quantum had been lying to him, but anything that caused friction between the two should hopefully work in her favor.

“It’s just… um… Blade God didn’t die.”
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Hephaestus unleashed another BFC, only for it to once more ineffectually slide off the cyborg’s skin. Tachyonic was out of range, but flashed back up to their opponent seconds later, keeping the burly body distracted. After several minutes of fighting, they’d learned a few key details about their foe.

Firstly, whatever brain it had was simplistic, nothing approaching true sentience. Proximity equaled threat to the mental equations it was running, so it always focused on Tachyonic so long as he stayed close. Considering that he had literally no way to harm the giant, any thinking opponent would have soon ignored Tachyonic, yet he continued to keep those massive fists occupied.

Unfortunately, they’d also discovered that it was hard coded for self-preservation. Any attack toward the head would result in an automatic block. That might have been useful, if Tachyonic could capitalize on the distractions. His power just wasn’t as offensively oriented, unfortunately.

Lastly, Hephaestus had found that getting close enough to hit the head directly was also a challenge. Even with her thrusters going, the giant reacted too quickly. What the brain lacked in judgment; it made up for in efficiency. There was no complex pattern at work, just a simple series of priorities: protect the head, wear down all enemies.

And it was working.

While Hephaestus’s suit was picking up most of her slack, Tachyonic was slowly but surely losing stamina. Bit by bit, he was slowing down. It didn’t matter yet; those huge hands were nowhere near closing around him, but as the fight wore on, the calls would get closer. One slip, and Tachyonic would be seriously injured, if not dead. Once her distraction was out, Hephaestus would be in for a much tougher fight as well.

This was their best chance to win; the longer they fought only lowered their odds. Keeping that at the forefront of her mind, Hephaestus faked setting up another BFC, only to blast forward, streaking toward the giant’s metal head. She landed a single blow before a backhand bashed her into a nearby wall.

While smashing into the wall was far from fun, it was nothing compared to the impact of the hit. Hephaestus had blocked with her left arm, which was currently sending all manner of alerts to her about compromised functions. The metal had held, but crumpled slightly, no mean feat given its durability.

Worse was the reading she’d gotten from her own strike. That head was tougher than she’d hoped. Despite having the material advantage, her strength didn’t appear sizable enough to easily cleave the metal apart. Bashing the head in would take a lot of hits, and based on that last one, Hephaestus wouldn’t survive so much up-close combat.

Tachyonic was rushing between the giant’s legs, guiding it away from Hephaestus so she could recover. He was buying her much needed time; the trouble was, she had no idea what the hell to do with it.

Her BFC might do the trick if she could get in close enough to hit the head, though Hephaestus was hesitant to assume success at this point. After seeing the giant cyborg ignore every attack they’d offered, it was hard to believe she’d have enough juice to finish the fight in one shot.

True, there were ways to increase her cannon’s output, limitations in place to keep the whole system from melting down after a single shot, the way her weapon used to work.

Half-embedded in the wall, Hephaestus looked down at her right hand. With the left arm damaged, it wouldn’t even be able to fire normal BFCs, let alone an overcharged one. Hephaestus would be wagering the entire fight, likely even their lives, on a single strike. It should have terrified her to her core.

Instead, her fire burned brighter as she began reconfiguring the weapon’s settings.

The name of her weapon, despite Beverly’s assumptions, was not Big Fuckin’ Cannon. It was something more honest, more personal, more aligned to the ideal she was chasing. This was supposed to be a true ace in the hole, and really, weren’t those the sorts of attacks that should only be usable once or twice?

As her mind worked to adjust the BFC’s settings, her body began to twist, slowly boring its way out from the wall. She’d need mobility to have a chance of getting in close, which would be essential. Shots from a distance would inevitably be blocked by the bastard’s big arms; an all-or-nothing attack demanded point-blank range.

Bursting free, she tumbled to the ground, hurrying to her feet. Tachyonic had led their foe a bit down the hall, destroying new sections of the facility, and Hephaestus made no move to catch up. Her focus was on adjusting the cannon as fast as possible. Making these kinds of changes would take time, and she could only hope Tachyonic was up to the challenge. If not, then they were both screwed.

But if he could stall for long enough… well, Hephaestus would see how a malleable mind stacked up against raw power.
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“You want me to kill you?”

“I do,” Jokull confirmed. “I know it’s not an act you specialize in, but I’m out of other options. It seems a true demise for me is otherwise impossible.”

The anger radiating off her dissipated as she stepped closer. “Grantham, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize things had gotten so bad that⁠—”

“Bad? They are not bad, nor are they good, nor are they anything.” Jokull sighed, and the winds around them bellowed. “Lozora died a few months back, did you know that?”

Although appearing uncertain where this was going, Lodestar nodded. “I did.”

“What did you feel, when you heard the news?”

“Sorrow, for the life that was lost as well as her wasted potential. Lozora was not someone who had an easy start, but I always held out hope one day she’d find the value in using her talents for others.”

“About what I expected.” Jokull rose to his feet slowly, moving at a glacial pace. “Me, on the other hand, I felt numb.”

His icy beard parted as the massive man adopted a huge, hollow grin. “Lozora was my friend. We got along well, had worked a few jobs in the past, I… I liked her. She got what it was like to feel human, yet not. But when Bert showed me that picture of her headless corpse, what I felt was numb.”

A hefty finger lifted up and tapped his chest over where a humongous heart must be beating. “Every year, the cold spreads a little deeper. I used to care so much. I was a superhero, for god’s sake. Yet it wasn’t until looking at that picture of my friend’s dead body and feeling nothing that I realized how numb I’d truly gotten. There’s not much left for me to lose, Lodestar. So please, let it end while I still care enough to count as human. Don’t make me become a monster.”

“What you become is up to you,” Lodestar countered.

“Is it? We’re both being eroded away, you by the ocean of power, me by the endless blizzard. But you have an escape, a choice of when enough is enough. My power wasn’t so considerate. I am trying to find my own exit before the storm buries me completely. I just need your help.”

“Of course, I’ll help you.” She floated closer, face placid while her guard was still raised. “Just not with murder. There has to be a way to reverse what’s happening, if we work with⁠—”

Jokull’s fist slammed into Lodestar’s shoulder, managing to drive her back several feet. An impressive accomplishment to most, however for him it was only the beginning. Blow after blow flew from the frozen fighter, crashing against the inexhaustible tide that was Lodestar.

The time for talking was done.

But he had tried asking nicely.


Chapter 111



The salty spray of ocean air tickled Rick’s nose. Cawing from nearby seagulls rang out from overhead, barely discernable over the approaching horde and Beth’s screams. She was so young, clutched in his mother’s grasp as Janet hunkered close, her other arm keeping Rick nearby as well.

Before them was a thin red barrier, like a film that had been settled over reality. The dome covered the family entirely, but not the entire family, and really, what good could it possibly do against the monsters drawing near? Rick wanted to run or yell, to do something, yet his small legs remained utterly frozen at the horrors bearing down on him.

Scaly bodies with long limbs, watery dead eyes like flopping fish, fins poking out the side of their faces framing large mouths, already opened to show the two rows of shark-like teeth. The nearest one lashed an arm out toward Janet and Beth, clawed hand vanishing into a blur as it whipped forward.

Then, the hand was gone.

Rick barely registered it vanishing, and the monster didn’t get much more time than he had before momentum carried it forward, slamming its body into the barrier. That resulted in a front-row seat for Rick to see the barrier’s effects in person.

As the monster made contact, its body was ripped apart. Not vanished or burned away, nothing so neat. Every hunk of flesh was reduced to a spray of pulped viscera as it touched the barrier, creating an effect that was like watching the creature be peeled. First the skin went, then the muscles underneath, then the bones and what lay below.

In a small mercy, the speed at which the fishperson was moving dictated how fast it died, so the process wasn’t drawn out. Unfortunately, it was only the first of an approaching mob, and the others were too committed to stop their charge in time.

Body after body was violently turned to goo as they slammed into the barrier, Beth’s screams growing all the louder. Rick was glad she’d be too little to remember this, before realizing he was in a memory that his parents had hidden from his own mind.

At that moment of clarity, Rick shifted his view, looking beyond the initial waves of fishy attackers. Standing at the beach line, surrounded by more bodies, was his father. Except it was Ivan like Rick had never been allowed to see him. There was no red mask, no costume, no pretense of another identity.

It was Ivan Gerhardt, not Fornax, standing there, causing Rick’s legs to tremble.

Further out in the water were more of the fish-troops – tremendously more, in fact. It truly was an army, stretching out further than he could see from the beach. His view alone showed thousands of the creatures, what should have been easily enough to overwhelm a single opponent.

Except they were running from Ivan, fighting to get whatever scrap of distance they could manage. Towering above them was a massive fishperson, dense legs, scales the color of the deep sea, and a head like a trout. It yelled at Ivan, the odd mouth opening and closing a few times, however over the screams of Beth and the dying monsters around him, Rick wasn’t able to catch the words.

He did hear Ivan’s response, though.

“There’s nothing to discuss.” Ivan’s voice was not the stoic yet caring tone of Rick’s father. These were the words of an executioner, distant and absolute. No talk was warranted or required, no pleas would matter. Judgment had already been rendered; all that remained was for the guillotine blade to finish its descent.

Raising his hands, Ivan clasped them together once, then laid his right arm against his left shoulder, his middle and index fingers extended.

“You attacked my family.”

In a blink, Ivan had swung his right hand around, like he was drawing an imaginary line across the horizon.

Except it wasn’t imaginary.

Rick could see the line his father’s hand had traced, and so could the army of fishpeople for that matter. Because the line had been carved directly through them, catching the majority in their center of mass. He waited for them to peacefully slide into pieces, reduced to corpses in a moment. But Rick had forgotten just who he was watching fight.

From the slice down their center, each fishperson exploded, their top halves flying high while their lower portions blasted into the water… and their allies. Every piece of bone and scale had become shrapnel, turning his victims into bombs. Worse, the wounds left by such injuries would soon explode as well. It was like the very energy coursing through them detected the existence of healthy flesh and sought to see it sundered.

The water turned an orange-green color from all the blood and other bodily fluids spraying into the surf. Their screams were horrendous and short-lived. Where once had stood a force capable of conquering at least a city now sat the soupy chunks of their remains.

In one motion, Ivan had obliterated an army.

Rick was horrified. The carnage, the blood spread, the monsters… it was no wonder his parents tried to help him forget a sight like this. Yet for all the awfulness around them, something precious had been lost in the mental walling off as well. Because while the sight of Ivan’s destruction planted seeds of pain, there was also a kernel of wonder scattered in the mix.

The power to wipe away an army with a gesture. The ability to protect those he loved, even at a distance. That was the gift of those who could manifest their own desires into the world.

That was the domain of magic.

A world that called to something deep in Rick’s soul.

The memory began to bleed away, screams of the past giving way to yells of the present. He could hear Beth again, not the baby in their mother’s arms but the young woman she’d grown into. Janet was shouting something too, probably trying to keep them all alive. Juan wasn’t yelling, he was always the quiet sort, but Rick knew he was there, doing all he could to help.

What the scene was missing was the element that would change their fate. The harbinger of absolute destruction that ensured their protection. They needed Ivan, but he wasn’t there. So someone else was going to have to step up.

The memory fell away entirely, and Rick sensed his own body once more. It was a bloated mess of a thing, bulging and warping, shifting by the second. He could sense where it was heading, a bulky scaly offensive sort of shape. While there was utility in such a form, it was not the shape Rick desired. Burned into him was the image of that seemingly simple man on the shore, unfathomable power contained within.

Focusing, Rick knew the form he wanted, so he pushed it to the forefront of his mind. Ivan had once told him that magic worked through willpower, and there were few better motivators than sensing your bones wiggling around. Readying himself for an arduous mental assault to direct his body’s changes, Rick was shocked to find the larger mass around him stiffen while his image condensed inside.

It was strange to realize his original body was nothing more than a literal shell now as Rick reformed himself anew. Panic tried to claw its way up from below, recognition of the existential horror he was experiencing, but Rick found he could push that away too. The emotions were valid and would require processing.

Just not while his family was in danger.

A cracking sound rang out as Rick’s outer shell broke open, parting as he muscled his way into the open air. Staggering forward, Rick caught his own reflection in the cineplex’s many windows, confirming his shape to be what he’d held in his head.

After emerging from the cocoon of his past self, a cocoon that was blood red and much larger than he’d realized from within, Rick Gerhardt now looked like… Rick Gerhardt.

The same as he’d always been, although typically Rick wasn’t covered in a slimy red membrane which was disgusting but did at least preserve his modesty, acting like a viscous onesie. Attire aside, he appeared the same as ever. Yet as he breathed in and took his first true steps in his new form, Rick began to understand how much he really had changed.

All around him, the world was alive in ways he’d never experienced. A crackling energy seemed to run through the air, swelling up in some people and places. Rick could sense a vast amount of the energy inside himself, eagerly buzzing at his very thought, ready to be used. How he’d manage such a feat remained to be seen.

His body, on the other hand, was a more easily grasped revelation.

Each step was smooth and sure, possessing a grace Rick had never even brushed against previously. Power thundered through his muscles, deceptively small as they might appear. Even his senses were sharpened to new levels, which was how he quickly and clearly grasped the peril his family was in.

Despite his mental trip through time, Rick’s transformation couldn’t have taken more than thirty seconds, based on the number of monsters that had tumbled down from their mass on the roof. Even that had almost been too much. Necklaces on Janet and Beth were both flaring brightly as a flickering shield around them started to cave. The jewelry radiated strong amounts of that new energy Rick could sense, and he briefly wondered where his own had gone to.

Between Beth’s blades and the magic of their necklaces, they were just barely surviving, and clearly not for much longer. Rick didn’t even think as his right hand stretched out, fingers wide. Mentally, he grasped hold of every monster in sight, especially those around his family. They were much too enmeshed to draw a neat line across the horizon, but Rick didn’t give a shit about showmanship.

Forming the energy into an imaginary version of the monsters his energy was grasping, Rick slammed his fists down together as forcefully as he could, crushing his mock-monster with explosive force.

In a sudden sickening shower, the monsters he’d been grasping followed suit, detonating like the whole hive had swallowed sticks of dynamite. Their remains rained down on his family, a disgusting but ultimately harmless wave of blood and spidery limbs. The rest of the monsters nearby seemed to intuit that Rick was the source of the danger, their vines twitching violently as they rushed forward.

That strange energy in his body had ebbed after the explosion, but he could feel it replenishing quickly. Until then, he was hardly helpless.

As if he were dancing the can-can, Rick’s legs went to work, smoothly striking any nearby creature across the midsection and popping them like fleshly balloons. Waves of them rushed forward, some piling atop the others to get higher, only to be slapped down or kicked away.

Just as they were massing in serious numbers, Rick’s inner energy was ready. Flicking his fingers out, he imagined a bolt of lightning, with its propensity to spread and the potential for collateral kills. When the bolt emerged from his hand, it was black as a moonless sea. Upon hitting the first vine-monster, it chained out the smoking hole in its back, turning one bolt into two. Those two became four, which became eight, every life lost appearing to fuel the spell’s next manifestation.

First, they died fighting.

Again, Rick felt his energy dip, though there was little immediate concern. His dark-lightning attack had devastated the vine-monster forces nearby. Glancing up to the roof, he expected to see the rest of that teetering mass rushing down. Instead, they were hurriedly scurrying off in the other direction, toward the front of the cineplex.

The sight was so strange, it took Rick a moment to grasp the true situation. The monsters were afraid of him. Creatures that had mindlessly pursued their meal without any concern for retribution were suddenly fleeing in terror at the idea of facing Rick.

And damn, did that turnabout feel good.

So did seeing them run away from his family, for that matter. But Rick’s wasn’t the only family here, and that mass of monsters wasn’t going to stop attacking people entirely.

Leaping up to the roof in a single bound, he waded into the retreating mass, slamming and kicking for all he was worth. Pieces of various monsters’ shells stuck to the gooey membrane covering Rick’s body, giving him a spiky aesthetic. Even as he slaughtered them, not one turned to retaliate, each focused purely on survival.

Then, they died begging.

As the bulk of the beasts barreled down the front of the building, Rick surveyed the parking lot once again. Hundreds of creatures were visible across the concrete plane, perhaps even a full thousand. It was a mix of the vine-monsters, the giant tardigrades, and a new subset he hadn’t encountered yet, what looked like eels on some sort of biological wheels. An oddity to be certain, though one Rick didn’t expect there would be time to study.

His inner energy was refilled. His targets stood before him. His family was cowering on the other side of the building. Rick never hesitated, stepping to the edge of the roof and truly taking in all the opponents before him. Creatures that would have torn him, his mother, his sister, and his stepfather into bloody chunks, like they had so many other innocent people out to see a movie.

No more.

No more standing on the beach as an army rushed forward. No more running through the park frantically looking over his shoulder. No more helplessness.

The monsters were afraid of Rick now. But he was about to demonstrate why they weren’t nearly scared enough.

Lifting both arms, Rick sent his energy into the concrete of the parking lot. Moments later, a stone spike shot forth from the ground, shearing one of the vine-monsters in half. Just like with the lightning, Rick let that life fuel the spell, causing two more spikes to appear nearby. Each found a victim; it would be harder to miss than hit with such a high concentration of foes.

Then there were four spikes. Then eight. More lives fueled more spikes, which only spread the slaughter around faster. They didn’t have time to flee, or fight. All the monsters could do was offer up their dying wails, their final cries after being cleaved in twain.

By the end, it was mostly just screams.

How right his father was.

Rick stared down at the soupy remains of what had once been an army standing before him. A smaller, weaker one than what his father had slain on the beach that day, but an army all the same. Now it was nothing more than goop.

And yet, life still remained within that hellscape. From their cars, the survivors who’d been hiding, hoping for a miracle, began to emerge. Rick felt a warm glow of accomplishment as he looked out upon the people he’d saved… right up until a stray gust of wind blew past.

That was a sharp reminder that while he was certainly covered, Rick was far from dressed, and standing in full view of a growing crowd at that. In an instant, the slayer of monsters was gone and the awkward teen was back as he hurried away from the edge of the roof, hoping there were nearby pants to be found.


Chapter 112



In the course of fighting their cyborg, Bahamut had more or less gotten the timing for his beam-blasts down. Around thirty seconds, near as she could tell without a watch to consult. That was how long they had between shots… usually.

Every now and then, she would start to wail on the energy shield that popped up in close combat, and the cyborg would shoot back ahead of schedule. Her best guess was some sort of energy reserve that it kept for such situations, hopefully one that was slower to refill.

VRX77 had switched tactics, joining Bahamut in the melee of combat. Unfortunately, it looked as though the guild really had stripped out her most offensively powerful options. She was able to create breaks in the energy shields with only a few of her tools, and none of them were fast enough to prevent a retaliatory beam-blast.

It didn’t escape Bahamut’s notice that VRX77 never even came close to taking one of those, getting clear no matter what. That told her everything she needed to know about the danger of the cyborg’s attack.

Thankfully, those were indeed his only offense. No punches, no dodging, no changing up the style; he just recharged, fired, then started the process anew. It was a ridiculously simplistic strategy, but he had so much damn power to throw around, it was working.

Bahamut considered changing her forms before discarding the notion. Her red dragon was more classically shaped, presenting a larger and less limber target. While her white dragon would normally have the upper hand on mobility, the enclosed environment curtailed that advantage. If a new form was the answer, then it was one she’d yet to discover.

Ducking a beam-blast, Bahamut met VRX77’s gaze as they rushed in together. This was their only shot: absolute offense as they waited for the next attack. Silver metal and green scales slammed against the steady barrier, the former managing to cause a series of ripples where she struck. The cyborg shifted, lifting his arm as if to fire, but VRX77 had already slipped behind him, continuing to rain down blows.

One moment, Bahamut was looking at the side of the cyborg’s face, then in a blur he’d whipped around, arm leveled at VRX77’s head. Neither of them had seen him move that fast, and Bahamut was caught unprepared.

Luckily, she wasn’t the target.

The beam-blast missed VRX77’s helm by a span of inches; apparently she too could move fast when the need arose. Bahamut’s mental count was nearing thirty, so she retreated, giving herself better room to dodge the incoming attack. Unlike VRX77, she couldn’t whip her body nearly that quickly, so getting a read on his aim was essential.

VRX77 darted back as well, just on the other side of the room. They were careful to keep distance between themselves lest he sweep the beam and try to hit them both. Bahamut was the target this time, the blast aimed for her waist, no doubt hoping to cut her in half.

Leaping upward to avoid the strike, Bahamut punched the ceiling as she drew near, driving herself back to the ground in a different area than she’d left. It was another successful dodge, but with each one she became more and more aware of the bleak situation they were facing.

The cyborg wasn’t slowing or tiring, whereas Bahamut would eventually wear down. All it took was one slip on her part to lose a hunk of her body, or her life entirely. The longer this fight dragged on, the less likely she’d be able to win. Which, in this case, meant Bahamut wouldn’t survive.

Part of her had been holding onto a thin hope that the escalating adversity would unlock a new dragon form from within her necklace. In the beginning, they’d come so quickly and naturally, Beverly had accumulated three forms before she was even done with her training. But then she’d stumbled onto the plateau awaiting her, and progress halted. True, she’d refined her skill with the existing shapes, yet no matter her mastery, no further forms emerged.

Deep down, Beverly had assumed that when she was truly pushed against a wall, when she needed more power, the necklace would come through. That notion had first been tested and failed against Alfred Settler, then VRX77 herself, and now the cyborg as well. If there were more dragons within her, challenge apparently wasn’t the way to unlock them.

So Bahamut worked with what she had.

As the latest blast faded away, she and VRX77 charged in once more. They’d fallen into an easy rhythm; VRX77’s natural instincts weren’t far off from Tori’s, who Bahamut was used to working with. Pincering the cyborg by attacking on both sides, they once more slammed into the barrier with all they had. VRX77 once more caused some ripples; however, it wasn’t enough to break through before their thirty seconds was up.

Hurriedly retreating, this time VRX77 was the target, and she nimbly avoided the shot.

As they rushed in once more, Bahamut noticed the cyborg’s left foot shift slightly. It was a minor adjustment, yet the change leapt out at her life a blazing neon beacon, her gut suddenly screaming at her brain to move, move, fucking move!

But momentum, so often happy to aid her in her charges and attacks, was not her friend in that instant, carrying her farther forward even as she tried to break off course. Closer to the cyborg whose arm was suddenly leveled and aimed directly at her. He’d used the speed-burst again, only this time picking an easier target.

In that moment, hanging between her steps, eyes tracking the path of the soon-to-emerge energy-beam, Bahamut knew she was dead. The blast would take her in the center of her chest, carving through her heart and lungs in a single strike. While her green dragon could heal a great deal, there would be no coming back from this one.

Had there been more time, perhaps Bahamut would have seen her life flash before her eyes. Instead, there was indeed a flash, only it came from the open hand of their cyborg foe. Bahamut felt the impact… only it was wrong.

Instead of searing through her center, it felt like she’d been bodily slammed from the side, her right arm and shoulder protesting angrily before Bahamut crashed to the ground. The light of the blast was blinding, forcing Bahamut to blink away spots in order to see what had happened.

She’d forgotten that VRX77 could move quickly in short spurts as well, a talent that had saved her more than once in the fight already. Yet this time, she hadn’t used the power to dodge a strike.

VRX77 had forcefully shoved Bahamut out of the beam’s path in the nick of time. What she hadn’t managed, however, was getting clear herself.

Hunks of silver metal clattered to the ground as VRX77 stumbled backward, the huge hole in her chest exposing the molten energy within. A red barrier appeared around the break in VRX77’s suit, appearing to keep the energy contained, but Bahamut didn’t miss the way it was flickering at the edges, clearly unstable.

The eyes of her helm trained on Bahamut, VRX77 took one step toward her and collapsed.
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Caorth’s eyes narrowed, his sizable face twisting into a near sneer. “You’re lying.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not.” Cliché considered what history she knew of the man in question, trying to account for the discrepancy. “At least, there’s a man still out there known as Blade God. I can’t prove he was the same one you faced, and it wouldn’t be the first time one meta borrowed another’s name.”

That appeared to mollify Caorth, though his full cheer didn’t quite return. “Right. Of course. I forgot how much the up-and-comers love to use the names of the older legends. I bet you do have a Blade God, probably a dozen, but I faced the real one to end up like this. At least Vernon took the time to hook me up to some stimulation systems. I’d have probably gone nuts without those.”

“What happened to your actual body? If you’re still alive, surely there must have been a meta who could mend this.”

“You’d think that, wouldn’t you? But that’s the hullabaloo about dealing with these reality types; even when they’re done, the effects linger. Blade God cut my head off, and so my head stays cut off.”

Unbidden, Whizby’s face floated up in Chloe’s memory. Another wound that persisted. Another suffering that couldn’t end. Because of people like her, metas who fudged around with the very makeup of reality. Time and time again, she saw the consequences of their actions, the wake of pain that lay behind those who used such power cavalierly. Warnings of what she might become by stepping across that line.

Yet Chloe also had to ask herself: was this really better? Was having the power and refusing to wield it for those in need inherently noble, or was she merely avoiding a duty no others could fulfill?

“Anyway, to answer your question, my body is still kicking around here somewhere. Professor Quantum tossed an automated defense drone head on it to act as a guard. Actually, let me check something.” The visor in front of Caorth beeped several times, flashing images Cliché couldn’t make out from her position on the floor. “I thought so. Looks like it’s fighting one of the people who arrived at the same time as you. Black metal with red accents, plus a super-speed guy in blue. Wait… is that Tachyonic? What the fuck is that kid doing?”

Sighing, Caorth looked to Chloe once more. “Looks like I need to head out there and get to work.”

The wall behind him let out a pneumatic hiss as dozens of panels started sliding away, compacting to reveal a massive mechanical body. A sickly green energy burned throughout, radiating off from all the larger components. Hands with blades instead of fingers and cannons rather than palms, there was no question what this device’s purpose would be.

Chloe was looking at an actual killing machine.

“Thanks for the chat. I had a nice time. I’ll finish things quickly as a courtesy.” The charging bar above them was nearly full as Caorth’s head was lifted upward, the pillar he was attached to steadily rising.

“You don’t have to kill us. This whole thing is a big misunderstanding. You’re a superhero, one of the original superheroes. Surely there’s a peaceful resolution to be found.”

Caorth’s bark of laughter was harsh and short. “Sounds like your superheroes have gone soft. In my day you got the job done as fast as possible in the hopes of minimizing bystanders. If I hadn’t forgotten that core of the job, I’d still have my body. That was the biggest lesson I took from my fight with Blade God, the dangers of showboating or holding back.”

“What if… what if…” Chloe’s mind and tongue waged war, refusing to offer a hope she couldn’t fulfill. Finally, the words broke through. “What if there was a way to reunite you with your body?”

“Be glad I’m too far gone to get riled up by false hope anymore, else I’d take back that promise of a quick death.” Caorth’s pillar was sliding back toward the mechanical body, which was already lowering to meet him. And soon, at that.

If only she could convince him, make him believe her. For that, she needed more time. “Please, is this really what you want to do?”

“After decades cooped up down here? Honestly, I just want to do anything. Killing you intruders will be a good warmup; after that apparently there are monsters pouring into Ridge City. I can’t wait to see what these cannons are capable of at full power. I bet I can take down a skyscraper in one shot.”

Picturing the already-imperiled city being blasted by Caorth hardened Chloe’s heart for the task ahead. When offering to rejoin Caorth, Chloe had decided she was willing to grasp power if it meant helping someone. Now, that sentiment was immediately being tested. Caorth would cause devastation that the city and its capes couldn’t handle, and that was after he killed Chloe and her friends.

Lives hung in the balance, all determined by the choices she was willing to make.

“Is there any peaceful way out of this for us?” She knew what the answer would be but had to ask all the same. “People still remember the name Caorth. You’re inspiring future capes even all these years later. Don’t destroy your own legacy for a few hours of distraction.”

“Legacy? Lady, I died decades ago. My head might refuse to take the message, but I assure you, living as a decapitated skull is not life, especially for someone like me. I stopped caring about any of that crap when I realized I’m doomed to spend eternity like this. When the world ends, when this is all dust, I’ll still be stuck here. Just a head, alone in a land of the dead.”

Was this mercy then? Chloe liked the idea, even as she admitted it could well be self-delusion. For as depressed as he sounded, Caorth certainly didn’t appear downtrodden by his condition. If anything, he looked downright enthusiastic about the action soon to come.

The pillar reached the metal body, clicking into an indention on the front as Caorth’s head started to transfer from one to other. Its hefty limbs flexed and stretched, readying for use. It was an efficient process, wouldn’t take long at all.

Time was up.

A being of incomprehensible power and a pitiful mortal stood looking at each other, each choosing what they believed to be the other’s fate.

Drawing in one final breath as this version of herself, Chloe prepared her mind. Understanding was key, and she now knew how her power functioned, carving her will onto reality itself. That was only half the equation, a room full of gas and kindling, waiting for the match to set it ablaze. A single idiom, that was all it took to make Chloe a force that could potentially conquer worlds.

“I’m sincerely sorry to hear that,” Chloe said, meaning every syllable. Apologies conveyed, she called forth the simple phrase that Edict had passed onto her, the key to bending reality to her whim.

“Because, well… my word is law. And you’re going to die at the end of this sentence.”


Chapter 113



Steel darts flew at Plasmodia, only to be liquified before ever drawing close. Agent Quantum dashed between lashing steel tentacles, nimbly closing the distance between him and Quantumbot.

While the room’s awakening had been inconvenient, it didn’t put The New Science Sentries entirely on their backfoot. These were indeed just like older versions of Professor Quantum’s training chambers, which meant Agent Quantum and Plasmodia had been navigating the present perils for years. It was, quite literally, the environment they’d been most trained for.

There was also the issue of age. While none of the devices were failing, they also clearly hadn’t been updated in a long while. In modern chambers, Professor Quantum used specialized materials for the darts specifically so Plasmodia couldn’t easily eradicate them, for example. The chambers they’d faced had been continually improved, able to counter any tactic they created, forcing the team to endlessly evolve.

In contrast, however, Quantumbot was proving to be an unexpectedly capable opponent. As Agent Quantum drew near, Quantumbot clutched his lower left fist, and suddenly the mechanical menace was moving at incredible speeds. He landed several jabs on Agent Quantum and would have pressed for more if a shot from Plasmodia didn’t force him to back off.

Slowly and steadily, they were learning Quantumbot’s abilities.

Based on his actions, they appeared tethered to his four arms, although both capes were aware it could be a trick. So far, he’d demonstrated that each arm had a unique ability, none of them ever used in conjunction with one another. It was why Quantumbot had dodged the blast rather than absorb it like he had Plasmodia’s first; he was already using his speed arm.

Thus far, Quantumbot had showed off the arm that increased his speed when he made a fist, the arm that absorbed and shot back energy attacks, and an arm that created powerful shockwave when he snapped the fingers. Of those, the snapping arm was notably weaker than the other two, most often used as a quick distraction.

His final arm, the lower right, had yet to be utilized outside of its purpose as a limb, leaving a hidden card to account for.

Agent Quantum continued to press his attack, adapting to the speed as his own blows managed to land. Of all the capes for Quantumbot to fight, he’d chosen the man whose best friend had super-speed, the same teammate he’d sparred against since childhood. If anyone knew how to face a faster foe, it was Agent Quantum.

“Look at him, holding his own as a robot and a room both try to kill him. Pretty damn impressive, you have to admit.” The hallucination of Ike was perched atop a spinning metal ball poking out from the wall, riding it up and down like a carnival attraction. “Meanwhile you’re back here missing shots. I guess at least you won’t force him to take a lethal blow.”

Ike bent his arm around in a way no actual limb could twist, shoving it through the pronounced hole in his chest. “Too bad, we could have started a club. The Gut-Window Boys? No, I’ve got the one: Holier Than Thou. Get it?”

Again, his fingers wiggled, and Plasmodia forced herself to ignore the distraction.

Quantumbot had pushed Agent Quantum back, driving him toward a fountain of what appeared to be acid. That particular weapon had apparently gotten replaced over the years. Firing off a series of shots, she bought Agent Quantum some breathing room, while Quantumbot took the chance to return to his position in the center of the chamber.

He was testing them, prodding the pair to see their best before offering his own. Unfortunately, it appeared that they were coming up short. Agent Quantum being able to handle it one-on-one was impressive; physically the two were nearly equal, even though Agent Quantum didn’t have a hardened metal shell, an extra pair of arms, or additional abilities to draw on. Any one of those advantages could have handed Quantumbot the victory, yet Agent Quantum endured.

That was his role: hold the line and give his team room to work. Between Tachyonic’s speed and her raw power, they should be able to overcome most threats. Yes, there were exceptions like Alfred Settler, but this wasn’t the same. Plasmodia didn’t think Quantumbot was beyond getting damaged; she just hadn’t managed to pull it off yet.

The familiar fingers of failure grasped at her spine, slowing Plasmodia’s reaction as Agent Quantum dashed in again, only for Quantumbot to snap in his face, creating an explosion of sound that sent the man literally flying backward, past several attacking traps and slamming into the wall.

Plasmodia’s breath caught; that snap-blast had been notably stronger than the previous ones. Was Quantumbot finally going for the kill? Yet once more, it remained in the center of the room, patiently waiting for them to rally another attack.

Hurrying to Agent Quantum’s side, Plasmodia made it in time to vaporize another wave of darts before hauling her team’s leader up to his feet. Shaking his head a few times, the man showed no sign of serious injury, though he did poke a finger into each ear as if to check they were functioning.

“Any ideas?” Agent Quantum caught a clawed metal arm that swung toward them from the ceiling, ripping it out of its mechanical socket. Before the arm could break away entirely, it shot back up, recalled by a powerful pulley system.

“Nothing that helps,” Plasmodia admitted. “The arms, though, that can’t be a coincidence, can it?”

“One of speed, one for vibrations, one for energy. Ricky Rocket, Rex Reverb, and Evanergy. Pair that with a body roughly as strong as mine and a computerized brain. Quantumbot is built to mimic the powerset of the original Science Sentries. Which would make the final arm Caorth or Phaseshift.”

Firing a beam of energy from each hand, Plasmodia melted a pair of saws that had sprung up from the floor, closing in on them like spinning shark fins swimming through a tiled sea. “Best bet says it’s either defensive or healing, which explains why we haven’t seen him use it yet.”

In order for Quantumbot to need a defensive ability, they’d have to actually start inflicting damage.

“Have you considered flailing about ineffectually until Austin ends up dead?” Ike suggested.

“Shut up.” It wasn’t until after she’d spoken that Plasmodia realized the words has been out loud, rather than in her head as intended. A dim hope flickered that Agent Quantum was too distracted by the battle to hear her, but of course the slip had happened during a momentary lull as the various mechanisms reset.

“Sorry?” Agent Quantum was openly befuddled by the outburst, wondering what he’d said to trigger such a reaction, and a delayed one at that. His concern was well-meant, but it was also a distraction they couldn’t afford in a fight they were already losing.

Ignoring Ike as he rolled on the ground in laughter, Plasmodia felt herself flush with shame as the secret of her past few months finally wormed its way free. “It’s not you, it’s just… I’ve been seeing Ike for a while now. Visions of him, usually when I’m stressed or worried. Distracting me, berating me, reminding me that I’m the reason he’s dead. That if I’d just been able to actually use my stupid power without killing everyone nearby then he’d still be⁠—”

The flood of words that had finally been unleashed puttered out as Agent Quantum wrapped her in a tight hug. She could hear the hum of nearby machinery, prods that would send them back into Quantumbot’s clutches, yet Plasmodia allowed the embrace to continue for several seconds more.

Ellie hadn’t realized how badly she needed a simple act of reassurance.

“I don’t want to tell you about your own mind, but for what it’s worth, that doesn’t sound anything like Ike to me.”

Agent Quantum stepped back from the hug, dampness falling freely from his steeled gaze. “Ike always believed in you, in what you could do. He used to argue that we should be training you to harness those higher levels of power, thought Professor Quantum was overstating the danger. I wish I’d listened.”

A metal orb flew toward them, interrupting their brief reprieve. Agent Quantum caught it with one hand, spinning around and tossing it toward Quantumbot, who easily dodged. When the leader of The New Science Sentries turned around, however, it was with a sly grin and a gaze full of resolve.

“In fact, it’s about time I started believing in you as much as the wisest guy I ever knew did. The way a leader should trust his teammate.” He paused, ever-so-briefly, tossing a thumb over his shoulder toward Quantumbot. “I’ll keep him busy. You go all out.”

No. No No NO. It was exactly what she’d been afraid of. Another friend was going to die, and it would be all her fault. Already, her breathing grew shallow as the old terror clawed its way up. Before she could do more than waver on her feet, though, Agent Quantum’s hand caught her shoulder.

“Plasmodia, listen to me. As things stand, we’re not winning this fight, and I don’t think Quantumbot is inclined to let us go. This is my choice, as the leader of this team and as a superhero in my own right. Whether you find enough control or not, we both know you can melt Quantumbot, this room, and probably the whole compound around us. I’d rather one of us makes it out than neither.”

From the center of the room, Quantumbot called out, “You are aware I can still hear you both, correct?”

“Yeah, but does it matter? I’m giving you what you want: up close and personal time to kick my ass.” Giving her shoulder a single squeeze, Agent Quantum spun around and bolted toward Quantumbot, drawing the aim of several nearby traps.

“What if I have the chamber target her while we are engaged?”

That earned a sincere shout of laughter from Agent Quantum as he leapt a dozen feet through the air, driving his fists into empty space as Quantumbot deftly dodged. “Best of luck with that. You won’t be the first Quantum to underestimate her.”

“Holy shit, he’s really doing it.” Ike had hopped up from the ground, spraying blood all over as he did, ogling at the fight before them. “You’re going to get two of us! Wow, that’s impressive. And you never know, once he hears that Austin is gone, Kyle might give you the hat trick on his own. Maybe then you can kill that cape named Hat Trick too, since this is clearly a growing passion.”

As the prattle droned against her ears, clawing at her sense of calm, a single clear thought managed to break through.

Austin was right. That really didn’t sound like Ike.

Ike was needlessly blunt and admittedly antagonistic, but he was also loyal to a fault. The real Ike would never cheer or joke about the idea of their team getting killed. No, he’d be yelling at her for standing around like she had time to burn while Austin was fighting for his fucking life. Doubt and introspection could come later; all that mattered right now was the battle before her.

“I told you—” Plasmodia urged the energy within to build, the intensity rising rapidly as the air around her began visibly distorting “—to Shut. Up.”

Agent Quantum had already taken three punches to the chest and a nasty hit to his left arm; every wound just increased Quantumbot’s advantage. Plasmodia didn’t just need to generate a lot of energy without cooking her friend alive, she had to do it fast.

Or there wouldn’t be a teammate still standing to save.
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Bulbous wet slugs with arms poking off their backs like quills slammed down toward him, only for their fleshly bellies to suddenly split open. Claws slick with blood hung from his hands, weapons that moved much too quickly for their length.

Emory had expected the genetic optimization that changed him to make him more snake-like, heightening his powers at the cost of his humanity. Although there were certainly parts of him less human than before, the most visually striking difference was the way he’d been stretched.

Unnaturally long limbs connecting to a tall torso, a lithe neck and a slender face with distinctly serpent-like features. With the pale white scales covering every inch of his skin and the nearly scythe-length claws extended from his fingers, Emory had become a specter of death itself. Each long limb snapped and flew like cracking whips, generating tremendous speed and force as he carved through the monsters pouring out of the nearby breach.

It was his first chance to truly push himself since the optimization, and Emory reveled in the joy of discovery at his new strength. Dozens of hands shot forth from the slugs, grasping for him with the mouths in the center of their palms, only to fall to pieces the instant they drew near.

The arm-slugs had the advantage of bulbous size, overwhelming numbers, and tremendous might, but in the end, they were only monsters.

Whereas Emory was a villain.

“All guild members, hold your current positions. We’ve targeted several unattended breaches for selective intervention from The Honest Diplomat and don’t want any of our people getting too close.”

The warning alone would have worried Emory; the guild wasn’t typically one to send out mass messages, even if they did ensure their members had easy access to communication technology. But he recognized the voice of his mentor as the speaker, and if Xelas was the one speaking, that carried a message all its own.

Namely, that the council was absolutely not fucking around.

Another cluster of arms stretched out, drawing on their slug’s mass to increase their reach, hurtling toward Emory as he waited to see what the guild had in store. Absentmindedly, he carved through the pitiful attempt at a surprise attack. These monsters had no idea how many times he’d been caught off guard by his mentor, to the point where Emory never truly let his guard down at all anymore.

Exactly as Xelas had intended.

Two more arm-slugs were lumbering closer when the moment arrived.

Like blades from heaven, the pillars of burning energy descended from the sky. Five that Emory could see, shining shafts of unfathomable destruction, dust and debris billowing up from the ground where they struck. Even the arm-slugs that had been drawing closer paused, stunned by the radiant power on display.

Emory took the chance to gut them both, a sharp-toothed smile appearing as he recalled what Xelas had called this particular intervention: The Honest Diplomat. To most, it would likely be taken as some flippancy on her part, but as her apprentice, Emory understood.

After all, how many times had she told him that the only honest diplomacy was raw, overwhelming power?


Chapter 114



Checking over the readings once last time, Hephaestus felt certain this was the most she could manage without breaking into her suit’s actual electronics. Every safety mechanism for her BFC had been disengaged, as had the overload shutoffs. Hoping it wouldn’t immediately explode, Hephaestus activated the charging sequence.

A rattling hum rose from the gauntlet – not the usual sound it made when stockpiling massive amounts of energy, but it held steady.

While her weapon readied itself, Hephaestus checked back in on Tachyonic. Had they been facing a keener foe, the giant would have likely changed tactics at some point, or tried to make a run on Hephaestus during her obvious distraction. That metal head truly could only deal with the most immediate threat, though, and Tachyonic was doing an excellent job of holding its attention.

Every strike it threw met only empty air while he pushed and prodded, trying to use the massive cyborg’s momentum against him. A few of the attempts even worked, it just didn’t really matter. The crux of those techniques was the target being injured by impact, whereas the giant was just messing up the walls and floors when he fell.

“How are you holding up?” Hephaestus called.

“Getting a little tired, but nowhere near my limits,” Tachyonic replied, blurring to the side as a fist tried to pulp his skull. “Any luck on a counterattack?”

“I sure hope so. But we’re only getting one shot at this, and there’s a pretty strong chance for spillover damage. When you see me get close enough to fire, start running the other way. Super-speed too, no mundane sprinting.”

Tachyonic nodded, a brief gesture before he had to dodge once more. Stuck waiting for her attack to charge, Hephaestus used her time to watch the giant fight, getting a sense for his moves. There was a touch of familiarity to the style of his motion, like an echo of something Hephaestus had seen before. Keenly tracking the way he shifted forward to attack, she noticed one of his punches meant for Tachyonic shaved through part of a nearby wall without ever slowing down.

That was what struck her as familiar: the sense of unstoppability. With every motion, the giant expected the world to part around him. He carried himself with a sense of absolute certainty, as if it were assumed that all in his path would fall beneath his steps. It was a common aspect she’d witnessed in several stronger metas.

Though none were quite so distinctive in her mind as her mentor.

Hephaestus’s gauntlet reached the point of a usual BFC charge, and the energy continued to build.

Across the hall, Tachyonic was forced into a surge of super-speed as the giant unleashed a flurry of attacks, meaty fists streaking through the air and decimating the floor. Even as Tachyonic darted free, the giant’s assault continued, charging toward him while those arms worked tirelessly. Craters half the size of hubcaps trailed behind.

Tachyonic had no trouble avoiding the oncoming attacks at least, nimbly dashing away anytime the cyborg drew close. Yet on and on he went, tenderizing the ground while constantly charging at Tachyonic.

It only took a moment for Hephaestus to realize what trick was at play. “He’s trying to wreck your footing and force a mistake!”

“No shit!” Tachyonic’s previous confidence had waned as he hurried away from another strike, paying more careful attention to each step. The formerly smooth floor was now a pock-marked terrain filled with small hunks of rubble. “Unfortunately, it’s working. Please tell me you’re ready to rock.”

The back of Hephaestus’s gauntlet was starting to change color to a dull red as the accumulated energy grew beyond what could be safely contained. She’d already pushed well past the original BFC’s limits; would this be enough? Maybe… and that wasn’t acceptable. Seeing as this was a gun with effectively one bullet, she had to make the most of her shot.

“I need a little longer.” Even as she spoke, Hephaestus saw Tachyonic slip on a pile of small debris, nearly losing his leg to the descending punch in the process. He managed to slip clear, but it was a near thing as he dove aside and scrambled back up.

Hephaestus expected an argument, or at least some complaining. Instead, Tachyonic merely glanced back and offered a quick thumbs-up before darting away from the cyborg’s next charge. Freaking capes and their dedication to duty.

On they danced, one ducking and weaving through the other’s endless assault. With every moment that ticked away, the ground turned less stable, yet Tachyonic’s training proved its worth. He nimbly navigated the wreckage beneath their feet, finding the few solid spots to step when possible and recovering quickly from any small mistakes.

It was surprisingly elegant; however, no ballet could last forever. For all the skill Tachyonic was showing, he had to be constantly in motion; the slightest pause meant injury, if not death. Eventually, there was just too much underfoot.

Tachyonic’s foot hit a hunk of rock that had looked like solid flooring, which shot out completely, taking his leg upward with it. The cape tumbled backward, momentarily moving at the speed of gravity, rather than his usual accelerated pace. The upside was that his fall took him mostly out of the cyborg’s path; only a single glancing blow caught Tachyonic’s left leg.

The crunch was still audible to Hephaestus.

Before Tachyonic had landed, she was charging, thrusters on her back flaring to life. The superhero had bought them an incredible amount of time, but he was officially out of commission. If the giant turned around for another pass, Tachyonic would be flattened, so it was time for Hephaestus to step into the fray.

Her entire right hand was largely red now, the barely-contained energy lighting her suit’s dark material with an infernal glow. She had no idea how much energy was packed inside; the measuring sensors had already melted.

If there was enough power to affect this material, though, it had to be a hefty blast.

Hephaestus was a dark blur with a blazing back as she blasted through the small space. She swiftly closed the distance between herself and the giant, arriving just before it could turn around to charge back at Tachyonic. Despite her hope of catching him off-guard, the giant spun around as she neared.

Huge hands hurtled out, snaring her in midair. Rather than knock Hephaestus away, now that she’d finally wandered into range it appeared the giant wanted to try and crush her entirely.

But those unstoppable arms found unexpected resistance in Hephaestus’s suit. Forged from a material stolen off one of the most durable metas she’d ever encountered, this was no mere wall or bone to easily blast through. It gave way, true, just much too slowly.

Rather than being instantly flattened, Hephaestus could feel the pressure bearing down on her. Not even her suit could survive it for long. However, there was an upside to being held captive: it required Hephaestus being in arm’s reach.

While the giant’s arms were admittedly much longer than hers, Hephaestus didn’t actually need physical contact, just a close enough proximity where missing was impossible. Flaring the thrusters on her back with all she could muster, Hephaestus heard her suit groan as she forced it to slightly move forward, causing the shoulder to warp.

As a horrendous screech of straining metal filled the air, Hephaestus’s right arm thrust forward, poking its way out of the giant’s grip. Hopefully, the hands would act as a shield for herself and Tachyonic, but there wasn’t time to check on the cape.

Her target was finally before her.

“Alright, asshole, let’s see you tank this one.” Whether it was the chaos of the moment, or the fact that she’d finally found its true form, Hephaestus found herself screaming the weapon’s name as she fired. The stockpile of energy seemed to suck in the very sound around them as it activated, leaving her words to echo through the hallway.

“Big Finish Cannon!”
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Blue fists rained down upon her, each strong enough to shatter the ground below her feet into a massive crater. Lodestar briefly sped up, however it mattered little. While Jokull didn’t have any access to super-speed, proximity to him weakened such powers, if it didn’t negate them entirely. He was more than just a meta with chilling-based powers.

Jokull was the cold itself.

The stillness, the quiet, the freezing bite. The sudden danger and movement of an avalanche, all unloading against her. Strong as she was, even Lodestar felt these blows.

That didn’t mean she was staggered by them, though.

Dipping and dodging through the onslaught, Lodestar was punching right back, each blow causing an audible crack as her fists fractured bone. The injuries were short-lived, healing over in seconds. Jokull’s regenerative capabilities were the stuff of legend, able to heal from attacks that would have ended most other metas. Even losing his head had been a brief inconvenience.

“I see you haven’t slacked off on training in your downtime.”

“Kill me.”

Her attempt at banter fell flat as Jokull ignored the joking compliment to focus on his task at hand. The man was driven and determined; she could feel that much from his punches. Lodestar’s heart broke for her former fellow superhero; how much had he gone through to reach this point?

Leaning away to avoid an especially brutal haymaker, Lodestar shot into the air for a moment, dodging where Jokull couldn’t follow. “There has to be a way to help.”

“There is. Kill me.” Jokull didn’t merely sit still, he broke into a sprint. Lodestar expected him to take a running leap, but instead he bolted away from her… and toward the still-battered body of Ivan.

Arriving in a streak of golden light, Lodestar smashed into the ground between the two, slowing with every inch she drew closer to Jokull. “I thought this was our fight.”

“It is until you run away. Then Fornax keeps me entertained.”

The beatings didn’t worry Lodestar terribly; she knew Ivan’s capabilities nearly as well as her own, and he’d certainly recover. No, the greater concern was Ivan becoming so addled he lost control. If Fornax joined the fray, their situation could turn explosively catastrophic.

“You’re really set on this, aren’t you?”

Jokull’s response was to charge at her face, huge blue fists moving even faster than before. Hits landed against her skull and torso, enough force to have annihilated most beings on the spot. Even Lodestar was pushed back, which spoke to the legendary strength Jokull possessed.

She let the punches flow, blocking the worst of them and enduring the rest. Sooner or later, he’d have to tire. Once the anger and desperation were spent, she intended to try reason once more. Surely there had to be salvation out there somewhere, if he was willing to let her help.

Indeed, the river of strikes began to slowly run dry, blows fading in frequency until Lodestar only had to dodge one last uppercut before staring at a still Jokull, snow settling onto his sizable shoulders. Yet it was not exhaustion in his eyes awaiting her, instead there was a clear current of sadness.

“I didn’t want to do this. There’s still enough of the real me left to know it’s wrong.” Jokull lifted his arms slowly, as if he were hefting an invisible world upon his shoulders. “There’s just not enough to care.”

A surge of cold burst from Jokull, the first snowflake of an impending storm. With every passing second, Lodestar could feel the temperature around them dropping fast. “Jokull… what is this?”

“My full authority as a Primal Vessel of Frost. I will bring the largest area I can down to the lowest temperatures possible. Last time I checked, my range was a hundred miles or so, but that was a long while back. What do you think the ecological ramifications are of having a giant, constantly growing hunk of freezing air covering the sky? Because back when I was a cape, the models ScrimShow worked up said it would be ‘an unmitigated disaster impacting the entire globe.’ It’s why she warned me never to do exactly this.”

Already, the winds were picking up, carrying the creeping cold out farther from the site of their fight. Lodestar could sense the depths of that chill, an eager freeze that would gleefully cover all it could touch.

“I tried asking, I tried begging, and now you’ve forced me to this. Holding the world itself hostage, just so you’ll give me the peace granted to everyone else as a birthright. Why won’t you finish it already?” Upon reaching his final words, Jokull’s voice thundered, roaring out across the snowy landscape. The wind howled along with his roar, like it was feeding on the unmasked fury.

Taking a deep breath, Lodestar ignored the storm and forced herself to think.

Killing was easy. Borderline effortless, honestly. And her power did not bar her from the action one bit, so long as she believed the foe was a sincerely wicked one. In her love of multiversal research, Lodestar had read ample accounts of worlds where the one wielding her power took a sterner approach to capital punishment. That was not the kind of place she was forging, however. Lodestar believed in second chances, that people could grow better if given opportunities and support.

Believing was hard. It meant weathering a monstrously strong meta’s tantrum after he’d beaten her dearest living friend bloody.

Under the calm exterior, Helen was suppressing a very real desire to pay Jokull back for all the pain he’d laid upon Ivan, whispering that they had every justification they needed to end this fight. He was threatening to shift the Earth’s climate single-handedly and cause unknowable amounts of destruction.

But death was forever. If in five minutes, or years, or decades, if Lodestar realized there had been a way to make things better and she’d missed it… that was unforgivable. Because the only one who could offer absolution for her mistake would already be dead. So she thought, mind blazing at speeds Jokull couldn’t quell, searching her decades of experiences in the hopes there was some clue that might save Grantham from his frozen fate.

The reverie was rudely interrupted by a spray of bright red blood staining the snowy landscape, several drops landing directly on Lodestar’s face.

Jokull let out a gurgling cough, brow twisted in confusion as he and Lodestar both peered down to find his huge heart had been thrust through the front of his torso, gripped by a familiar hand.

“Pathetic.” At the sound of his voice alone, Lodestar felt the hair along her neck stand straight up, a chill that had nothing to do with cold shivering down her spine.

“You don’t stab someone with a club, and you don’t ask a guardian to kill. The proper tool for the proper job.” With a mighty squeeze, the hand clutched together, causing Jokull’s heart to explode. The huge blue man fell forward, revealing a body laced with glowing runes topped by the familiar face of Fornax, smiling like a skeleton on laughing gas.

“You’re as breathtaking as ever.” The words were barely past his lips before Fornax attacked.


Chapter 115



Bahamut stared through the hole in VRX77, unable to process the sight before her. The silver figure fell to her knees, red barrier around her center flickering once more. Rushing forward, Bahamut caught the near-stranger who’d saved her life.

The cyborg was watching them coldly, like it hadn’t just blasted a hole through one of their middles. Yet even now, it remained in the same place, content to wear them away until nothing was left.

Before Bahamut could even ask the obvious question, VRX77 spoke, her voice now stained by crackles and shifting audio volume. “Stupid fucking multiverse. No matter how much I know it’s not the same person, sometimes instinct just kicks in.”

“Instinct?” In a cautious part of her brain, Bahamut was aware that the cyborg was recharging, soon to be a threat again, yet she couldn’t tear herself away from VRX77’s broken form.

VRX77’s speakers released a sound like a sigh, albeit one shadowed by static. “After all this time, guess I still can’t help myself. I know you aren’t the same as mine, you and Tori aren’t… I know this isn’t my world. But all the same…”

Vicky lifted an arm, tenderly running her silver fingers along the scales of Bahamut’s snout.

“I couldn’t watch another Beverly die.”

Bahamut realized two things simultaneously. The first was that VRX77 had never spoken her real name aloud since arriving, only calling her Bahamut or B. The second was an instant understanding of why Vicky had avoided the name.

Just hearing it once told her enough. The love, the loss, the history between them. She understood, at least conceptually, what Vicky’s Beverly had meant to her. And now… now Vicky was going to die in a world that wasn’t her own, for a Beverly she barely knew.

Anger and desperation surged through her at the unfairness, the injustice, the wrongness of it all, fists clenching tight. That wave of emotion was interrupted by a sharp sting of pain from her palm. In her mounting fury, Bahamut had forgotten about the piece of broken crown still clutched in her right hand. Opening it up, her scaly eyes widened to find that the hunk of metal had vanished; only a thin line of silver along her palm remained.

Except that it suddenly turned bronze before her eyes, then expanded outward. Stretching across her scales, the bronze coloration shot up her arm, onto her torso, petering out a few inches past her heart. All told, the bronze scales covered all of her right arm and shoulder, along with a fair portion of her chest and stomach.

Roughly a third of her body.

Holding up her hand, marveling at the change, gave Bahamut the right vantage point to notice that their cyborg foe had his own limb lifted, taking aim for another shot. Moving without thinking, Bahamut blocked with her newly altered arm, hoping her new scales would mitigate at least some of the damage.

Instead, the beam fizzled away entirely against them. The strike didn’t even hurt; it felt like a faint, warm tingling. As the beam flickered out, Bahamut was amazed by the power of her new arm. And more importantly, what it might be able to accomplish.

“Hey Vicky, you’re crazy smart when it comes to tech, right? Think you can whip together something to keep yourself alive with enough parts?”

“Maybe? It would have to be tech designed to handle high amounts… of… energy.” Vicky’s helmet tilted toward their cyborg foe, understanding settling in and a bit of life returning to her voice. “You know, I think I might be able to make that work.”

That was all the confirmation Bahamut needed, especially as the red barrier around Vicky’s center flickered once more. In a bolt of green and bronze, she was up, storming toward the still-standing cyborg. It had no reaction to her approach, waiting as always, likely trusting in its energy shield to halt whatever attack was impending.

There was, in truth, no promise that the defense powers of her new arm would also come with offensive equivalents. It was a fact Bahamut understood, she simply didn’t care. An ally was bleeding out behind her, and salvation lay in the heart of their opponent. The arm was going to have to work, because backing down was simply not an option.

Bahamut’s bronze claws carved into the energy barrier the instant she arrived, shredding it apart into crackling static. The cyborg’s helm tracked her newly-enhanced fist, which was a critical error. Even if only one part of her was upgraded, the rest was still channeling the power of a dragon.

Her left hand connected with a devastating haymaker, denting the helmet as she sent the cyborg stumbling back, finally forcing him out of his starting position. Recovering quickly, his arms sprang up and opened fire, instantly tapping into his secondary shot reserves. The beams were wasted, though, as Bahamut had anticipated just such a reaction and dashed to the side.

He tried to swing his beam around before it faded out, only for Bahamut to catch the final few seconds of the attack on her right arm, where it petered away to nothing. With one alteration, the momentum of the fight had swung around. Bahamut had a sense this was a big change, for herself as much as the battlefield.

The longer she fought, the more in-tune she felt with the new arm. Enough to understand she was barely brushing the surface of its potential. But mastering her new skill would come after surviving its debut, and the fight wasn’t over yet.

A new energy barrier popped into place as the cyborg began to move faster, crackles of energy sparking off his shoulders and knees. No longer content to remain stationary, he strafed across the room, eyes on Bahamut as he readied another shot.

Ordinarily, Bahamut would have gladly indulged in the dance of casual escalation. She wanted to test her new powers, get a greater sense of their potential, and sharpen her skills against a proper foe. Vicky needed help, though, and that took priority.

Besides, what was the point of being a villain if Bahamut didn’t occasionally tear an enemy apart?

Before the cyborg had lined up his aim, Bahamut was off, putting her considerable might into her legs as she blasted up from the ground, surging forward. The cyborg still fired, aiming for her legs like she’d expected, and missing entirely when Bahamut leapt up and to the side, landing out of range. Try as the cyborg did to reorient his aim, Bahamut kept dodging as she drew near until the beam flickered out entirely.

Slicing once more through the energy shield, Bahamut faked a jab to the cyborg’s face with her left arm, mimicking the earlier successful move. He reacted to block, as any good automaton would. Seconds later there was an audible groan of metal.

Bahamut’s right hand was now buried in the cyborg’s chest, jerking back and dragging along a handful of delicate internal components. The helm kept her from seeing any form of surprise on the cyborg’s face, but it did tilt down to stare at the wound before looking back to her.

She rammed her hand in again, this time pulling out even more components, along with a sizable spurt of blood. Wordlessly, as he’d done everyone else, the cyborg fell back to the ground, lights along his body fading to darkness.

Suppressing a sudden and strikingly powerful urge to roar with triumph, Bahamut instead turned her attention back to Vicky’s prone form. Beating the cyborg had only been the first step.

She still had a friend to save.
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Cyber Geek did his best to ignore the screams and inhuman noises coming from all along the streets. It felt ridiculous to be sitting on the ground with a laptop while people were in need; every second spent logging in and then reaching the proper area felt like it was being bought with the lives of innocent people.

And maybe it was.

But the harsher truth was that even if he got up and tried to help, Cyber Geek would be one more set of hands trying to hold back a fracturing dam. What they needed was a force that could change the entire battlefield. A tool he had the best chance of providing.

Reports crackled through his AHC communicator, alerting him to his allies’ movements. Quorum and Professor Quantum were leading teams of more experienced superheroes to contain the damage as much as possible; unfortunately, there were only so many capes with that kind of power.

What the AHC needed, what Ridge City needed, what Cyber Geek’s team needed, was for someone new to step up.

“I’m ready,” Cyber Geek announced, having reached the magical temple of Bankarus, where the characters of Legacy World stored their most powerful items. His avatar had already gone to the proper alcove and tapped in his code; the item was at last on screen. “Full Bars, are we stable?”

“Solid as a rock,” Full Bars assured him, unable to see the nearby stone building tumble to the ground as a round rolling monster with eyes all along its back burst through.

Choosing to believe that was more coincidence than omen, Cyber Geek nodded, then reached for the item he hoped would turn the tide of their evening.

Of course, he’d tried to pull items from Legacy World already; it was among his earliest experiments. Yet unlike standard games, when he tried to reach for the items within, it was as if the distance was simply too great. Cyber Geek could sense what he was reaching for; his grasp was merely unable to bridge the divide. After his debut and discussions with Apollo, Cyber Geek had written it off as being due to the nature of MMOs; they needed a more stable connection than what he’d had access to.

That distance was still there; however, it was tremendously lessened. Full Bars had actually done it – he’d brought Cyber Geek’s favorite digital world into nearly arm’s reach. But nearly wasn’t enough. He still had to breach that final distance, and that was a task only Cyber Geek could manage.

He tried focusing on the connection itself, mentally pulling the world closer, only for it to slip slightly further back. Cyber Geek nearly panicked and lost his mental grip before forcibly calming himself down. That clearly wasn’t the path to reaching further, so what was?

By contrast, Mr. AV loved the worlds he could travel between and the residents that dwelled therein. He poured time, attention, and affection into that connection.

Apollo’s words drifted through Cyber Geek’s mind, an unexpected visitor responding to his desperate mental call. Could that really be it? Simple affection for a game seemed ludicrous as a source of power, but without any other obvious ideas leaping forth, Cyber Geek had little other choice than to try.

Rather than put his mind toward the connection itself, he focused on Legacy World and his fond memories of playing it. From the friends he’d found in the early days of logging on, to the challenges he’d faced with each new expansion, to the sense of discovery as new locales were unleashed. That had always been his favorite part, really. Walking into the bright, bold, beautiful new worlds so unlike the drab monotony of his own life.

Familiar images of old quests flooded his mind, and Cyber Geek realized his body was chuckling as he remembered the update that added explosive treasure chests, and how he’d discovered that particular patch. Even if the blast launched him skyward and eventually ended in death, costing him precious experience, the view from so high up had been stunning.

That was the day he decided to go for one of Legacy World’s most difficult to obtain items. The years after were an almost nonstop grind for levels, gold, and quest items with fractional percentages of dropping. Yet he’d never faltered from his goal, never forgotten that gorgeous sight of the world he loved stretched out before him.

There were items he’d had longer in Legacy World, tools more critical to his build, rare drops that might be easier to bring over. But nothing represented his love for, and dedication to, his favorite game more than what was sitting on his screen right now.

Even aside from the duty that had driven Cyber Geek here, Donald just flat out wanted to see it in the real world. Because seriously, how fucking cool would that be?

Without warning, his fingers brushed up against the item. He half expected it to dart back or the connection to waver, but no, it was there alright. Slowly, finger-by-finger, Cyber Geek wrapped his hand around the goal. If even touching the item had taken this much effort, pulling it over was sure to be a bear.

Sure enough, at his first tug it felt like Cyber Geek was trying to drag a mountain with his fingers. Energy flowed from his already tired body as the item moved marginally closer, causing him to grow momentarily lightheaded. Biting his lip, Cyber Geek forcibly held onto his consciousness, refusing to pass out so close to his goal.

Salvation was in his hand, tangible and real, if he could only bring it forth. Blood dribbled down his chin as the lip-bite sank in deeper.

How many times was he going to come up short? How many times was he going to leave his team in the lurch? Hat Trick falling off the building, the breach monsters that nearly tore them apart, those creepy robed cultists who’d had everyone on death’s door only a few hours ago… how many second chances did he expect to get?

Superheroes saved people. And Cyber Geek was fed up with failing to protect his own team.

Pulling again, he felt the same drain of energy and outright ignored it. Slowly, steadily, the item shifted toward their world, blue sparks flying up from the screen. At the same time, Cyber Geek’s stomach twisted as his muscles started to ache. Whatever energy was needed to power this process, evidently his body had some to spare.

He just hoped it wasn’t tapped out yet, because Cyber Geek was still pulling.

Ignoring the wet sensation of blood running down from his nose, Cyber Geek’s entire world narrowed down to the object in his hand, dragging across the divide between worlds. He needed this. His team needed this. The civilians and capes being overrun needed this.

With a muted pop, Cyber Geek tumbled back as his hand left the screen, a shower of blue sparks accompanying the fall. The landing felt like his whole back was instantly bruised, his body already substantially weakened. None of that mattered, though, because within his hand was a brass-colored circle with a metal wing wound around it.

This item had been a part of Donald’s life long before there was a Cyber Geek, yet as he searched his mind for the activation phrase, the cape suppressed a chuckle. Was it fate, happenstance, or merely a preview of the superheroic desires that had lurked beneath his mild-mannered exterior?

Whatever the case, his activation phrase, which was also the true name of his item, was certainly appropriate to the situation. Lifting it high overhead, wondering how the activation would manifest, Cyber Geek dragged himself into a sitting position and forced out the words from his unexpectedly weary lungs.

“Save The Day.”

Everything, and everyone, in the vicinity was engulfed by a sudden wave of golden-white light.


Chapter 116



There was no struggle. No last gasp, no final whisper of fight, not even a farewell.

Caorth was just dead.

An unkillable being, who’d survived decades as a superhero, and even decapitation, had finally found his place among the immortals’ graveyard at Edict’s words.

It was so… easy.

Chloe could feel it, the way reality itself was waiting for her next utterance. Whatever she wanted, whatever world she wished to see, all she had to do was speak the words aloud. No specific phrasing needed. She could bring Bahamut and Hephaestus to her location, or instantly teleport them all home. She could banish the breach monsters in an instant.

Or a slip of the tongue might cause untold lives to be lost.

Chloe had effectively taken the safety off her own power. This phrase was just as potent a weapon as it was a tool, and if she picked her words wrong, that’s exactly what it would become. Killing Caorth had been a choice. A hard one, but still a choice she’d made. Causing unknown people to die because of a poorly considered sentence was a different matter entirely.

Before anything else, however, there was some more personal business to attend to. In her time conversing with Caorth, Chloe had been given the chance to look the room over carefully, and what she found had been nearly as surprising as Caorth himself.

Dozens of display cases were lined up throughout the far side of his room, presumably the treasures he’d been placed there to protect. The majority of them were mysteries to Chloe, oddly-shaped or glowing objects whose properties were utterly unknown. A few, however, she did recognize, even if she knew very little about them. Because she’d seen those particular items before.

Specifically, she’d seen them on Edict.

The same Edict who’d warned her that their temporary constructed reality wouldn’t allow her to pass on too much extra information, like how it had flickered when they discussed Nexus. But if Edict happened to be summoned wearing items that Chloe was potentially going to encounter… well, that was just good timing, wasn’t it?

Her esteem for her extradimensional counterpart rose as Chloe surveyed the cases, picking out every familiar item she could spot. Several of Edict’s rings were present, as was the oversized necklace, and a voluminous purple and black coat that was fluttering even inside its sealed case.

She approached that one, curiosity guiding her feet. Only a few steps were taken before she noticed a rising hum in the air and realized there were probably more protections at play than Caorth.

“The automated defenses in this room no longer function.”

Just like Caorth, the hum died instantly. Easily.

Effortlessly.

Moving closer to the coat, Chloe stopped outside the glass case. There was a… sensation around the object, like it was pushing her away. This object was either connected to another owner or fated for them; maybe it just didn’t like Chloe’s style of haircut. Whatever the case, she couldn’t imagine whoever it was holding out for would be walking through this room anytime soon.

“The case I’m currently looking at is safely unlocked, and I am the rightful owner of the coat contained within.”

There was not one click, but over a dozen that rang out as the front panel of the glass smoothly slide to the side. Before she could even lift an arm, the coat lunged for her, all resistance vanished. Now Chloe was embraced in a sensation like coming home after a long time away.

Immediately, guilt and worry set in. Was this item actually sentient? Chloe had thought she was just changing the name on a metaphysical deed, not overwriting a living consciousness.

It was a stark reminder of just how much power she wielded in the moment. Controlling people’s very thoughts and memories could well be within her purview, and accidentally at that. Resolving to learn more about the coat, Chloe turned her attention to the other cases in the room.

She would be more careful moving forward, but that didn’t mean she was quitting. The step had been taken; the Band-Aid ripped off. For better or worse, she’d tasted Edict’s potential, and that knowledge would forever linger and tempt her. Having her counterpart’s tools would hopefully help her survive such a decision.

Chloe found four rings she was certain Edict had been wearing, and two that seemed like they matched, however she wasn’t certain. Pairing that with the necklace, coat, and one set of earrings, Chloe was well on her way to replicating Edict’s outfit.

Pity she didn’t know what a single one of them did, however.

The one commonality she did notice in all of Edict’s items was that they were like the coat, tools which rebuked her initially. Thankfully, no others displayed any signs of sentience like independent movement, so claiming them didn’t carry the same moral weight as her coat. Her best theories were that these items’ owners had been lost and they couldn’t rebond, or the conditions for their pairing were exactingly specific.

Glancing to the pink and black umbrella that somewhat clashed with her new coat, Chloe realized how lucky she’d gotten with her longest-owned magical item. If it hadn’t bonded to her when the original owner exploded, death would have claimed her several times already. That, more than anything, pushed her to keep combing the cases.

She knew how critical the right item could be in the proper moment.

Eventually, Chloe had scoured every case, plucking only the items she recognized. Several untouched tools gave off dangerous auras even through their cases; Chloe took care to steer extra-wide around those. It was a good reminder that the items here had largely been collected from criminals, and thus might be geared toward malicious intentions.

With her prizes chosen and donned, Chloe returned to the place where she’d been sitting while talking with Caorth. There was no reason she had to use this spot to work, save that it felt right. This was where Edict had been born; this was where she would use the power toward her first major works.

After pondering for a full minute to nail down the phrasing, Edict spoke. “Wounds left by the power of a villain currently called Faithful are no longer special. They can heal or be healed just like any other injury. This applies to all wounds he has dealt in the past.”

The feeling of her words was different than before. Until now, she’d had direct targets like Caorth, or the cases. This was the first time Edict had spoken toward the rules of existence themselves. She sensed her phrase sinking into reality like a stone, sending ripples out across the surface. As the ripples spread, so would the truth of her statement, until the entire world was bound to her edict.

One task done. In hindsight, it occurred to Chloe that she probably should have knocked out her second task first, but that issue had been weighing on her mind since the meeting with Whizby.

“The superheroes will drive back tonight’s attack losing minimal lives of beings native to this world.” She’d nearly gone with ‘humans and meta-humans’ before realizing she had no idea what the creatures from those breaches called themselves. For all she knew, they were their world’s equivalent of meta-humans.

Specificity was her friend. And speaking of friends.

“Ike is…” Like a train smashing into a wall, Chloe’s enthusiasm suddenly slammed to a halt as she felt reality itself perk up with the attention of an eager puppy. The words had just slipped out as she was muddling over ideas to help The New Science Sentries to say goodbye.

But reality didn’t care that they were a half-murmured utterance. She had spoken, and now the phrase demanded completion. It was a subtle pressure, one that was growing steadily with every passing second.

The reality of the forces she was fucking with truly settled onto Chloe in that moment.

What was she thinking? Even the notion of reaching across the divide between the living and the dead for a farewell was trampling across the natural order. What if her words had tried to bring him back? Would she have been capable of resurrection, or merely created a walking corpse out of a lost friend?

Chloe had thought she was ready for the temptation, yet in a matter of minutes after its first use, she was trying to exercise her power over the domain of life itself. Maybe that was an ability she had, but it damn sure wasn’t one she should be screwing around with without a firm understanding of how such aspects worked.

She had a lot of thinking and mental growth ahead before Chloe trusted herself with that level of power. For the moment, though, she still had a phrase to complete.

“Ike is… not hurting anymore, wherever he might be.” Without knowing the ultimate fate of her friend’s soul, or what awaited in the hereafter to begin with, Chloe didn’t want to risk impacting him too much. The most she could do was offer Ike some peace, a luxury he’d never gotten much of during his living days.

Again, she felt her words sink into reality itself, the ripples cascading outwards. If they could reach Ike even now, she hoped they helped. One phrase left, less than she’d planned, but all she felt comfortable using at this point.

“None of this facility’s automated defenses will function against me, Hephaestus, and Bahamut, nor will its recording devices hold any record of us, or what transpired tonight.”

With her own exit secured and any chance of her face showing up on a security camera purged, Chloe finally spoke words with a different kind of metaphysical heft.

“Better lucky than good.” Chloe gasped as her direct connection to reality was cut, although not entirely. She was, after all, always a little bit connected to it by nature of her ability. Enough to sense that all her statements as Edict remained in effect, even after switching phrases.

As she’d said, her words were law. Literal laws of existence being woven into the foundation of their world. Ones that persisted even after her direct touch had faded.

Rising from her seat on the floor, Chloe noticed that her new coat helped push her up slightly, like it was reading her movements and shifting to assist. She’d definitely have to learn more about this particular item, though that could wait until after she’d had a hot shower and a long nap.

But first, she had some roommates to go find.
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In the years since Ivan had lost his ability to call upon the full might of Fornax, Lodestar had managed to forget just how powerful he truly was. One punch to her jaw was all it took to resurrect those memories, even as she careened into a nearby mountain of ice.

The entire structure shattered in a golden flash moments later, Lodestar blazing forth to strike right back at her attacker. Fornax gleefully accepted the blow across his forearms, glowing runes winding up and down his limbs. If the voice hadn’t told her who she was up against, those runes would have been an even bigger clue.

Across all their many battles, never had those runes appeared on Fornax. It wasn’t until the fight with Orion, when Ivan reached a new threshold of power at the cost of his control, that she’d seen the glowing symbols.

Only years later did he tell her what they were. The original runes that had been painted on his body for bonding him with the extradimensional monster he drew power from.

The same entity that was overtaking his mind, cackling gleefully as he hammered a series of jabs into Lodestar’s stomach. She ignored them entirely, pushing her own power to higher thresholds while landing a punch into Fornax’s nose.

“Ivan! Get it together. It’s over. He’s…” Lodestar’s eyes flashed to the corpse of Jokull, whose loss of blood was slowing. There was still a hole in his chest where the massive man’s heart should be. “He’s dead.”

“He was pitiful. No hunger. No fight. Empty muscle hunting for a grave.”

Fornax fell upon her in a flurry, giggling with naked delight. Gone was Ivan’s careful and refined ability to instantly assess an opponent and adapt to their style. In its place was a being who dominated through sheer overwhelming force. A tactic far less effective on Lodestar, who could match his world-shaking levels of power.

It was the world being shaken that concerned her.

Lodestar let his onslaught continue, biding her time as she drew on more of her own power. Jokull’s threat had come with the luxury of time to act; Fornax could cause incredible devastation with a single punch. The public at large really had no idea how much Ivan had always held back in his bouts, a level of restraint she couldn’t currently count on.

At last, in his fighting frenzy, Fornax gave her the right window. There had been chances to counterattack already, opportunities she let pass to wait for the optimal strike. Not until she had a clear shot right at his sternum, catching Fornax directly in his center of mass, did Lodestar’s punch fly.

Instantly, Fornax did the same, rocketing up into the sky, past the clouds, and out of any human’s, and most meta-humans’, range of sight.

Punching someone into orbit wasn’t a tactic Lodestar made a habit of, seeing as it would kill just about anyone she attempted to send starward. Fornax was a special exception, though. If Ivan wasn’t holding back, the damage could quickly turn catastrophic, even somewhere this far removed from civilization.

The Earth itself could not contain such fights.

Blasting upward in a flash of light, Lodestar arrived in space to find Fornax already waiting, like she’d known he would be. Had he wished, Fornax could have easily teleported back to the planet, or out of the upward momentum that brought him here. Yet he’d made no effort to resist, likely offering the opening up so they’d reach this very moment.

The thing piloting Ivan’s body wasn’t him, but it did still have his mind. Fornax understood her in a way few others could. Which was why he knew she would never unleash her full might on Earth. No, only here, surrounded by the void of space, could they truly level their full capabilities against one another.

“Ivan, this would be a really great time for you to take back control.”

“You want him?” Fornax’s eyes were as dark as the emptiness around them, save only for those burning red runes in the center. He tapped his chin, just below where the unnaturally wide grin continued to stretch his face. “Come and take him.”

With the planet she loved no longer beneath her feet, Lodestar allowed a very dangerous emotion to gain purchase, one she typically fought tooth and nail to keep out of her mind.

Anger.

Because she was angry. Ivan had been kidnapped, beaten, and now driven into this state. Not because of any of his own crimes or actions, merely for the sin of being close to her. And now… now she was going to have to fight him, because the other choice was letting the world crumble beneath his fists. Not really any choice at all.

Power burned through her, casting a glowing light across the endless void. Lodestar’s right hand balled into a fist only a split second before she’d crossed the divide between them, unleashing a haymaker that shattered Fornax’s cheek and sent him screaming back through space at breakneck speeds.

“If that’s the way you want it, fine.” Lodestar’s eyes tracked the body as it flew, her left hand already reared back for another strike. “I am going to get my friend back.”


Chapter 117



With every passing second, she could see Agent Quantum growing more injured. The power was building, but the cost was too high. Worse still, Plasmodia could feel the air around her heating up, the aura of her energy expanding. While it wasn’t at deadly levels just yet, in order to reach her true apex, Plasmodia would have to risk cooking Agent Quantum from mere proximity.

Unless she found a way to control it.

Energy surged through her, her figure barely visible as more and more collected in her cells, causing her very form to burn with blazing power. More, she needed more, but also to keep it contained. It felt like Plasmodia was ripping her skull in half, trying to generate as much power as possible while also holding every bit of it close to her body.

“Can I talk again yet, or did you want silence while you watch Austin die?”

And of course, the persistent pest of illusionary Ike remained, not helping her focus one bit.

It was like trying to bind a cloud; the more power she produced, the harder it was to hold together. If she ignored wasted output, Plasmodia could build up enough energy to blow through Quantumbot, at the cost of putting bystanders in danger. The biggest limitation of her power, the reason she’d always had to operate below her true threshold.

Determination and anger didn’t change that simple truth.

“Looks like you’re finally realizing that this was impossible from the start, huh? About time.”

Plasmodia smashed her teeth together, rage rising anew, her own heartbeat like a drum of war. Oddly, it was that very sound that gave her an idea.

She couldn’t hold the energy, that much was evident. But that power was hers to control, inside or out. Plasmodia imagined that burning light within her beginning to move. Neither away from her nor condensing into an attack, she willed her inner energy to simply flow. From limb to center, to limb once more.

Just like the beating of her furious heart.

Expecting more resistance, Plasmodia was actually shocked by how easily her energy responded. Like it had been waiting for permission, the power slid along her veins, mirroring the path of blood she’d pictured. As it did, the aura around her began to weaken, as less energy was wasted.

Delighted by the taste of success, and fully aware of the beating Agent Quantum was taking, Plasmodia immediately began to circulate even more energy, her already bright form reaching a point where it grew painful to look at.

Stifling a gasp, Plasmodia could feel the difference. She was burning brighter and building a charge faster; at this rate, she’d reach a new level entirely. More than that, her whole body felt simply… right. Like this was what it had yearned for since the beginning, and only now could she sense its craving.

“Don’t let-let-let a little success get to your head.” Ike flickered partway through his attempted distraction, the form shifting between normal Ike, dead Ike, and Presto in costume.

Seeing her ignore him apparently agitated the imaginary Ike, as he stomped closer, face twisted into a very un-Ike-like snarl. That was all wrong. Presto was at his most dangerous when he grinned. Plasmodia was distracted by a slight tingle along her skull; though it didn’t hurt, it was peculiar. Presumably a side effect of the mounting power, one she hoped wouldn’t be an issue.

“You’re going to-to-to-to fail! Like you always-always-always do!” Ike was flickering faster now, his forms oozing together. He currently wore the Presto mask, with a giant hole in his stomach. Not unlike the way he’d really looked when he died. “You’re going to kill Austin just like you killed m⁠—”

The accusation was interrupted by a heel slamming into his chin, just below the Presto mask, smashing the jaw to pieces. Literal chunks of flesh fell away as the imaginary Ike hurried to cover his broken face. Plasmodia only paid him a passing glance, though, her eyes locked on the attacker that had struck down her harassing hallucination.

“Hey asshole. Keep your dumbass words out of my mouth. Nobody as handsome as us should spout shit that stupid.” Standing between them was another imagined Ike.

No… that wasn’t right.

Standing between them was a hallucination of the real Ike. The friend who’d supported her, the teammate who’d trusted her, the superhero who’d given his life to save them. He spun around, vanishing and reappearing next to the false-Ike, slamming home another kick, this time delivered to his imposter’s temple.

The blow successfully connected, blasting apart huge sections of his face, cracks from the busted chin spreading further. As more pieces fell away, Plasmodia caught of glimpse of the face within. Stern, unyielding, constantly reminding her to hold back, maintain control, trust him rather them her own instincts.

Professor Quantum, of course. Even with the disguise, how could she ever have mistaken that voice for anyone else?

Ike kicked the imposter in the ribs, sending him falling back, before facing Plasmodia once more. That tingling in her skull had steadily grown more intense, but all at once, it started to rapidly fade. As it did, Ike and Professor Quantum both turned visibly less tangible, drifting apart like smoke.

But, true to form, not before Ike got in a few final words.

“You’ve got this, you know. You always had this. Win, save Austin, and go shove your success right up the real one’s ass.” Just before he flickered out entirely, Ike mouthed two last words, though these didn’t come with any hallucinated sound.

That was on her to provide, it seemed.

Dimly, Plasmodia was aware she’d started crying at some point, the tears evaporating the instant they touched her cheeks.

As her mental drama played out, Plasmodia had continued to generate and circulate power, and with the distractions gone, she realized just how much had accumulated. This was easily the highest point Plasmodia had ever reached, yet it had come so easily. Previous attempts to create this level of attack demanded tremendous focus, along with generating her deadly aura.

Apparently not leaking power like a sieve helped her in more ways than one. But that would be a facet to explore later on; all that mattered in the moment was that she had enough power. Because Agent Quantum was bleeding from his visibly broken nose, his left arm was hanging limp, and based on his ragged breathing, there was more than one busted rib in play.

Plasmodia also noticed an array of broken machinery around herself; apparently the room had continued attacking, only for her to melt anything that came near. Her own skin was fully obfuscated by this point, the burning light a near physical force. This was far from the gentle glow of Lodestar – to gaze upon Plasmodia was to stare into the heart of a forge.

All that power, and it had been right there at her fingertips the whole time. The Plasmodia of a week ago would have been unable to hold off a landslide of guilt at the knowledge that she could have saved Ike, but her current self managed to keep focus on the more important matter.

Making sure this day did not end with the burial of another New Science Sentry.

As she went to take aim, Plasmodia felt her energy respond in a way it never had, actively rising to her call at the merest thought. Aim was barely necessary, she only needed to focus upon her target: the tin can kicking the shit out of her team leader.

While Ike’s rendition of the catchphrase was silent, Plasmodia’s scream echoed through the chamber. A warning, a declaration, a proclamation to the world at large. A way to keep their missing member’s spirit in the fight.

“Big Finish!”

Those were the last words spoken before her torrent of energy roared forth, burning across the room in a single flash.
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It was preposterous. The idea that this fleshling was in any way, shape, or form, his better. Quantumbot at first assumed the human was holding back out of propriety, working his way up to greater force. While inefficient, there was an informal acceptance of this tactic among many foes, enough that Quantumbot could dismiss the error as societal influence, a failing of humanity rather than Agent Quantum.

Yet as the battle dragged on, it became undeniable that this was indeed all he had to offer. It was beyond incomprehensible and bordered on insulting. This was what he’d been replaced by? A frail human whose demonstrated abilities were barely better than the early accounts of Professor Quantum? Surely it was a jest, except Professor Quantum was not such a frivolous man.

A test, then?

A chance to prove he was the greater Quantum? More viable? Except what would such a triumph truly demonstrate? With such a weak foe, Quantumbot’s victory was not a notable achievement, it was a foregone conclusion.

That was why he waited, poking and agitating them into action, hoping the pair would reveal some hidden depths. Quantumbot didn’t yet understand, and more than anything else, even more than victory, he wanted to grasp why it was Professor Quantum had put this man in his place.

When Agent Quantum declared Plasmodia would defeat him and ran in to be an admitted distraction, Quantumbot hoped they would indeed show something of note, yet she merely began to generate higher levels of energy while radiating out a fair amount. Nothing that concerned Quantumbot, though Agent Quantum would fast find the room inhospitable.

While he ordered the chamber to send a token attack toward Plasmodia, Quantumbot’s true focus was on the man before him. There would be no retreat; Agent Quantum had to hold firm for their plan to have any hope of success, putting him at Quantumbot’s mercy. Which he more or less had been since entering, truth be told.

Crushing the man would have been a simple matter. Instead, Quantumbot took his time, really pushing Agent Quantum through his paces, testing every aspect of combat to see if there was a single domain where Agent Quantum proved superior. Flexibility, no. Accuracy, no. Reaction time… actually, Agent Quantum’s reaction time was somewhat impressive. While Quantumbot could move at higher speeds, it appeared Agent Quantum was accustomed to fighting faster foes.

That didn’t stop him from losing, though.

Punch after kick added injuries to his frail fleshy form, accumulated wounds that would hinder his progress even further. If Agent Quantum wasn’t strong enough to win in top form, the moment he took his first wound, the match was effectively done. Only stubbornness or stupidity had to be propelling the man forward at this point, as his assault never slackened, even as Plasmodia drove the room’s temperature higher.

Already, sweat ran down the man in small, salty rivers.

“There is a strong possibility your teammate’s power will kill you before our fight is concluded.”

“Us,” Agent Quantum replied, coupling his response with a pair of powerful punches that were easily blocked. “My teammate’s power might kill us.”

“You seem unconcerned with the prospect of your own demise.” Was that the secret then, a death wish? That would be a characteristic Quantumbot lacked, even if he didn’t see why Professor Quantum would make it a critical criterion.

“Trust me, I don’t want to die one bit.” To Quantumbot’s shock, Agent Quantum actually backed up when speaking this time, the first moment since his charge he hadn’t been actively attacking. “I don’t want to kill you either, for that matter. But I’m sorry to say, you’re not the first mysterious figure from Professor Quantum’s past to pop up with a grudge. Alfred Settler already came for us months ago, taking a team member in the process. I learned an important lesson that day. When it’s life or death, you play every card you’ve got to keep your people out of the ground.”

“Who is Alfred Sett—” Before Quantumbot could finish his inquiry, his sensors relayed a curious bit of information. The ambient temperature in the chamber was no longer rising, nor was the area directly around Plasmodia steadily eroding. An oddity, to be certain, but not until his own cameras turned to her position did he comprehend the dilemma.

It was if someone had carved a human-shaped hole in the world and crammed a sun inside. He wasn’t able to make out anything of her physical form. Plasmodia was entirely ensconced in her namesake: plasma, which was growing steadily more concentrated. Reacting on instinct, something Quantumbot wasn’t even fully aware he was capable of, Quantumbot activated dozens of the chamber’s devices, trying to crush this threat before it reached an unstoppable apex.

Only to realize he was already too late.

The mechanical whips were liquefied on contact, the saws turned to goo before getting close, and even the energy bolts withered apart upon impacting a far greater force. Everything Plasmodia touched, she destroyed.

Agent Quantum was standing there looking over as well, a joyful grin on his dopey face. It would have been a simple matter for Quantumbot to launch a surprise attack; there was still time to take his replacement’s life. But instead, Quantumbot found himself asking a question, simply because in that moment, understanding outweighed revenge.

“How did you know?” He pointed one of his four arms over toward the unmissable pocket of energy shaped roughly like a person. “Nothing in my records indicated this potential. How did you sense its presence?”

“Truth be told, it wasn’t me that first realized how strong Plasmodia really was. In fact, it took me way too long to come around on the matter. But a good leader trusts their team, and I was blessed to have a damn smart fellow with us for a time.”

Was that it then? Advanced information assimilation skills? Quantumbot was hardly lacking in those, and perfectly capable of accepting outside opinions.

But was that really all Agent Quantum had done?

Replaying their battle thus far, Quantumbot caught the missing detail that had eluded him. Agent Quantum had no reliable knowledge that Plasmodia would be able to safely utilize these greater levels of power, yet he’d fully committed to a course of action that would kill him if she didn’t.

All because he simply believed in his team. The one at his back, and the guide from his past.

It was illogical, beyond the scope of reason, a step Quantumbot truly didn’t know that he could have taken. And yet… the results stood self-evident. Before their eyes, Plasmodia lifted a single hand, pointing directly at Quantumbot. Even from across the chamber, he could perceive the power in that hand, and the body as a whole.

The battle was lost; all that remained was the question of how to spend his final seconds. Killing Agent Quantum was just still viable, if just barely, only Quantumbot found his anger all at once missing.

He’d gotten what he wanted.

Quantumbot finally understood.

“You’re supposed to be the best of us, brother. I believe I at last grasp what that means.” Quantumbot looked toward the man living the life he’d been built for. Destined to carry unfathomable burdens with shoulders that were broad and muscular, yet ultimately human. Though perhaps the others would be able to help him bear the weight.

“Take care of your team. That is where the first Quantum’s fall began.”

Then it was over. Quantumbot didn’t even see Plasmodia fire; he only registered that the lower half of his body had been instantly liquified. Futilely, he activated his fourth arm and the regenerative capabilities within, but his lower torso was already gone. It was all coming too fast, well beyond what he could possibly heal.

As his precious arms were destroyed, Quantumbot felt a sense of resignation settle over him. Death had never called to him, but if he had to go… well, in truth, he would have liked to end things as a superhero, living the life he’d been built for.

But this, this wasn’t so bad either.

Quantumbot had only just made peace with his own demise as everything below his neck turned to metal mist, only for a hand to suddenly grab his monitor-shaped head and yank, pulling him out of Plasmodia’s beam.

Burns covered Agent Quantum’s arm, skin sizzling as he held Quantumbot’s head close to his chest, breathing heavily. “Thought I wasn’t going to make it.”

“You… you saved me?”

“Of course I did. It’s what superheroes are here for. Besides…” Agent Quantum’s grip tightened, the partially exposed muscles in his hand rendering the sight rather macabre. “I’m not burying any more Science Sentries.”


Chapter 118



Tachyonic blinked rapidly, willing his eyes to function. That shot Hephaestus had fired off… how the hell did he even describe it? The beam was so bright it seared his eyes, his unnaturally durable meta-human eyes, which were further protected by specialized lenses in his mask, to the point where Tachyonic was blinded.

As his vision steadily returned, super-speed healing somehow still taking its sweet time, more details came into view. Most prevalently, the tunnel that now existed in the middle of the facility. Starting out small, it visibly widened as it progressed, until reaching roughly half of Tachyonic’s height. Dozens of reinforced walls, the rooms between them, and everything inside had simply been wiped out. Only sizzling edges along where the beam struck proved anything had existed there in the first place.

The cyborg was lying in the middle of a wall, not a speck of metal to be seen anywhere above the shoulders. Tachyonic spied a few nearby puddles of silver, what he assumed had to be its cybernetic skull’s remains. That said, the body itself appeared entirely unharmed, and Tachyonic was quietly thankful they’d never met this monster’s full form.

Without that head as a weak point, Tachyonic was fairly certain both he and Hephaestus would be smeared across a wall already.

At the thought of the villain, Tachyonic scanned about, his slowly healing eyes finally spotting the black armor extricating itself from a pile of debris. Rushing over, he helped haul off hunks of broken wall. It looked like the cyborg had hurled Hephaestus away in its death throes, tossing the villain into an already weakened wall and bringing it down.

When Hephaestus was free, the villain let out a sonorous scream. “Fuck yeah! Fuck! Yeah!” The arm pump of victory was somewhat marred by the melted hunk of scrap that was Hephaestus’s right hand. Tachyonic winced at the sight; it looked as though the metal had imploded, crumpling inward and no doubt crushing the hand inside.

A high price to pay for victory, and one he couldn’t help feeling like should have fallen on him.

“Are you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be okay? Did you not see me blast that guy’s block off?” It wasn’t until Hephaestus followed Tachyonic’s gaze to the malformed hand that the issue became clear. “Oh! Uh, yeah, I’m fine. Built-in anesthetics and other emergency medical stuff. Won’t bore you with the details, but it’s nothing to worry about.”

Given that it appeared the villain’s entire right hand had been squished down to the size of a lemon, he couldn’t fathom how that could possibly not be a big deal, but maybe Hephaestus had access to a meta with healing talents or something. The AHC would have procedures for that kind of injury; he’d be stupid not to assume the villains had at least that level of self-preservation.

Besides which, now that he knew there wasn’t a life-threatening injury to treat, Tachyonic had a more salient topic stimulating his curiosity. “Why did you call your weapon that?”

“Ah, heard me there, huh?”

“I did. And I don’t want to think you’re trying to be glib with my friend’s memory, but it sure sounds⁠—”

“Fucking hell, man, how short is your memory?” Hephaestus banged the broken right hand against a dented section of chest armor. “I was there too, asshole. Same room as you, facing the same threat. You think Settler would let me and Bahamut walk away out of some professional courtesy? Hell no, he was plainly planning to wipe out every witness to his injury, villain or cape.”

Once more, Hephaestus banged the busted hand against a mildly warped panel of torso plating. “Presto saved me too. Did you think that wouldn’t make an impact? Wouldn’t mean anything? Did it never occur to you I might want to pay respect to someone who lost their goddamn life protecting mine?”

Tachyonic stiffened, like he was preparing for a fight, only for the energy to simply drain out of him. “I miss that little bastard so much.”

“Can’t say I knew him well, but what I saw obviously left an impression. If nothing else, the man knew what it meant to be a superhero.”

Although Tachyonic blinked several times, it appeared like one long one thanks to his augmented speed. “Huh. You usually call us capes.”

“Getting powers and a costume doesn’t make someone a superhero. Be glad I’m not my mentor: he holds to the idea that there’s only one true superhero among you all.”

“You have a mentor?” At some point, they’d started walking again, though where they might be headed, Tachyonic wasn’t sure. If Hephaestus’s giant blast didn’t draw any other opponents toward them, there must not be any in the vicinity. “Oh! I bet it’s Doctor Mechaniacal, right? That explains how your suit is advancing so rapidly.”

Hephaestus clanked onward, surging slightly ahead. “Probably best not to talk about those sorts of details. But the suit’s power is due to my own efforts, thank you very much.”

“I mean, you’re the one who brought up mentors, but whatever.” They strolled on for a few paces longer, until Tachyonic’s curiosity overwhelmed him. “Who does your mentor think is the only real superhero?”

At that, Hephaestus came to a full halt. “Do you really have to ask?”

Mind drifting to the older superhero who’d taken the time to show him how their seemingly silly efforts benefited those in need, Tachyonic suppressed a sigh. “No. I guess I don’t.”

It was thanks to their unexpected stop that both heard the sudden sound of footsteps from nearby. Turning, they discovered a woman whose face was concealed by a balaclava, her body wrapped in a voluminous purple coat, a pink and black umbrella tucked under her arm.

“Cliché!” Hephaestus ran over, throwing a busted arm around the new arrival. “You’re alright! When we couldn’t find you, I was worried… although apparently I didn’t need to be. New outfit?”

“Sort of a borrowed look, if I’m honest. Sorry it took so long to find you, had my own pickle to get out of first. Ready to go get Bahamut?”

Rather than answer right away, Hephaestus looked back to Tachyonic. “You guys have a way out of here, right?”

Despite an instinct to nod yes, as Tachyonic surveyed the area around them, he had to give another answer. “Um, maybe?”

“How do you not know?” Hephaestus demanded.

“Well, there was a functioning gate we used to enter and could probably have left through,” Tachyonic said, before raising his finger and pointing at the molten tunnel carved through a vast section of the floor. “But it was over there.”

“Ah.” Hephaestus hesitated for a moment, then faced Tachyonic head on. “We’ll have to leave you here for a while then, but I promise to reach out to the AHC and make sure they⁠—”

“He can come with us,” Cliché announced.

A sudden severe silence struck as Hephaestus’s helm whipped around toward Cliché. “Are you sure about that? There’s no way to take him without… well…”

Cliché smiled, and though the gesture pricked at his memory slightly, more than anything Tachyonic was struck by the weariness of her eyes despite the seemingly joyful expression. “I’m sure. It doesn’t matter anymore. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Those should have been happy words, yet the melancholy clinging to them was unmistakable.

“There is one important issue to sort out with Tachyonic before we can go get anyone else, though,” Cliché noted. “Tell me, do you know the difference between a hop, a skip, and a jump?”
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In the sea of stars swam two figures, fighting with blows that would have caused innumerable natural disasters on the fragile world below. Only with the comforting cushion of empty space could they let loose, Lodestar streaking across the sky to bash Fornax’s ribs, taking a blow to her shoulder in the exchange.

Unlike most attacks, that one hurt. She’d always felt his strikes, from the first simple punch all the way to their eventual slugfest, but these rang deeper than ever before. Without Ivan’s restraint, Fornax was channeling tremendous amounts of magic, his physical abilities soaring past their already ludicrous baseline.

It still wasn’t enough.

Lodestar caught Fornax before the strike could send him flying, spinning the man around to smash his nose in with her knee. The crunch was visceral, even if it would mend in moments. Not seconds, like with Jokull, though. Because she was stronger. That was her role, her burden, her duty: to be the strongest.

She knew how this dance played out.

It wasn’t even especially original. Thanks to her interest in the multiverse, she knew that most Lodestars and Fornaxes, at least when they were Ivan and Helen, had a tendency to go out like this. After Lodestar killed her dear friend, the grief would overwhelm her, and her connection to the world would wither away, leading a new Lodestar to be chosen.

Of course, those Helens hadn’t had a Penelope counting on them to come home. She would mourn Ivan, miss Ivan, and regret every day if she couldn’t save him, but Helen wasn’t going to let herself literally fall apart over it. Especially when it was the last thing he’d want.

Still, that didn’t mean she was giving up either.

As Fornax reeled from the hit to his nose, Lodestar threw several elbows into his skull, screaming as she held him close. There might not be sound in normal space, but when Lodestar spoke, the words carried all the same.

“Ivan! I know you’re in there, so listen to my voice! You have to get control back. You have to. Because⁠—”

Fornax tried to slip away, kicking her in the stomach a moment before he teleported, appearing across the vast swath of emptiness.

He barely had time to blink before Lodestar was there, heel spinning through the darkness and slamming into Fornax’s spine. She snared him by the throat and bent him back, like she was trying to snap him in two. Rather than break her foe, though, she just pulled his ear in close and continued talking.

“Because right now, the only future I see is one where I have to kill my best friend. And that’s a future I don’t want.”

Fornax bucked once before teleporting again, appearing for a split second before Lodestar’s knee smashed into his sternum, driving the air from his lungs, not that he technically needed it. Even as the blow connected, she felt the difference. His body was getting tougher by the second; every moment spent channeling magic narrowed the gap between them.

“You always say you owe me, Ivan! Well, this is me calling in every favor you’ve got. Fight. I know it’s selfish to ask for something after everything you’ve done, everything you’ve given. You think I don’t notice how often you try to steal problems from my plate, purely because you know you’re the only one who can? Be as unconquerable as ever. Take back control. Because you are the only one who can prevent this fight’s inevitable outcome. You’re the only one I can ask this of.”

Fornax tried to teleport again; however, his line of sight was cut off by Lodestar’s face filling his entire field of vision as she headbutted him, then grabbed his skull while it was momentarily stunned and whispered one final missive.

“Please, Ivan. Help me.”
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Among all the items it was possible to obtain within Legacy World, there were a handful that distinguished the truly dedicated players from those with a casual passion for the digital world. Gavilon’s Sword, for example, took ten solo quest chains, each of which was time-consuming and cumbersome, before shifting to group quest chains, meaning you had to find three other players at that exact step in the process to keep going. Yet that was nothing compared to what was demanded in order to secure the item Cyber Geek had produced.

Every civilian and superhero who’d been huddled up nearby suddenly found themselves standing on the deck of a massive ship that hovered over Ridge City, a pair of liquid-metal wings extended on either side. Monsters tried to run toward it, only for their bodies to be blasted apart by one of the dozens of automated cannons lining the side. When they turned to flee, the cannons didn’t halt, continuing to cut through their forces at a constant clip.

The man responsible for the act was unable to celebrate it much, his body leaned against the steering wheel inside a closed-off cabin, magical screens showing him all that a captain required. He wasn’t alone, however. Whether it was a subconscious choice or the magic of his item sensing he needed help, Cyber Geek’s team had arrived in the room with him, alongside Full Bars. Still holding the laptop, the newer cape watched in wonder as they saw masses of monsters blown apart.

More miraculous than that was the fact that the attacks never seemed to stray toward civilians. They were targeted, homing shots that cleaved through enemies without a single unintended injury. “This is ridiculous.”

“Cyber Geek has an incredible power alright,” Cold Shoulder agreed.

“Huh. Oh, yeah, absolutely, but I’m talking about this.” Full Bars waved at the ship around them, though only with his free hand. “Do you know how hard it is to get a basic – and I mean like a canoe in the clouds basic – airship in Legacy World? This is way beyond that. The size, the defenses, the opulence… we’re looking at years of effort, minimum.”

Hat Trick looked over at the slumped figure with a long stare. “He can be very dedicated.”

The ragged gasp from Cyber Geek caused everyone to jump slightly; no one had thought him still conscious. “I wanted… to be… unstoppable.”

Medley half-walked and half-stumbled over, still unsteady from his own exploits earlier that evening, and carefully helped steady his friend. The toll from bringing this ship over was visible; Cyber Geek’s cheeks were sunken and his eyes looked glassy. Yet he was hanging on, either to direct the ship or so it wouldn’t fade back to a digital realm.

“I wanted… to save… everyone.” At Cyber Geek’s words, the onslaught on screen accelerated as the ship began to drift forward. Ropes of liquid silver shot down from the wings, snaring civilians and safely stowing them on board. A mobile attack and rescue center, traveling high overhead where few monsters would be able to reach, and those that tried would be blasted to pieces.

Watching the tides turn before them, Medley, with extreme care, patted Cyber Geek on the back. “Have to say, you damn sure picked an apt name for this thing.”


Chapter 119



Ivan was back in the pit.

It was where he always knew he’d end up, once his days above ground were done. Not that he could really remember the above-world terribly well, but he knew this place.

At least, before it had been flooded with blood.

Blood he’d spilled. Blood he’d shed. Over and over, it came back to blood.

Blood ran down the gray stone walls, drenching all that remained visible. The dirt floors, metal cells, wooden pews, all of it was buried by blood. Ivan felt himself sinking into the blood as he lay atop it, the bright red liquid pulling at him, beckoning him downward.

He’d have let it, too, except he’d gotten caught on something. A sharp annoyance dug into his lower back, keeping his face just above the blood. Ivan couldn’t push himself away for the same reason he couldn’t climb to freedom: there was no need to move at all.

This was inevitable. It was his fate. If not from the first moment The Order of the Final Dawn had taken possession of him, then certainly since the day he became Fornax. Ivan never had to wonder what hell awaited him for all his sins; no metaphysical force could conceive of a worse punishment than the one that composed his childhood.

Of course it would be here.

His mind suddenly summoned a pair of phantoms, younger humans, a boy and girl. The blood bubbled loudly, and he lost the image, whatever it had been. Ivan shifted slightly, trying to fix the pain in his back, but it was unyielding.

Just as he resolved to ignore it entirely, a flash caught his eye. This was no self-summoned hallucination either; he’d glimpsed a genuine burst of light from overhead. Watching carefully, Ivan saw it again. Flickers of sunshine breaking through the overhead floorboards.

But there was no sun within this pit. Never had Ivan glimpsed the sight of a burning ball overhead until… until…

With a monstrous roar, Ivan hurled himself forward, slamming his hands into the gray stone wall. It tried to resist, to dictate that his mere fingers couldn’t rip through rock. What utter fucking nonsense. He carved his own handholds, gaining purchase and climbing fast, above where the blood could reach him.

Only now that he was fully freed from its grasp were Ivan’s memories flooding back in full.

This was the furthest he’d ever been dragged down, the closest he’d come to losing control entirely. In truth, Ivan wasn’t even sure how he’d managed to last this long. The apathy that had taken hold should have carried him all the way down, deep into the clutches of his soul’s second resident. Despite his instincts urging him to flee upward as fast as possible, Ivan paused long enough to look back down.

The answer was immediate and obvious, even if it did turn his stomach to see.

Dozens of bodies were stacked up, working together to form a human tower. The sizes varied: some were nearly full-grown adults, others heartbreakingly small. Standing atop them all, his arms pushed upward to the point where they almost broke the blood’s surface, was the most familiar of their faces.

Vlad’s needlessly handsome visage was grinning, as he usually had been, even through his final moments. His hair was almost invisible in the blood, its own red hue only a few shades apart. The eyes were open, but vacant. He was dead, after all. Dead like all the others down in the blood.

Yet not forgotten.

As Ivan watched, he realized Vlad’s lips were moving. For one soul-wrenching moment, he thought a shred of consciousness might linger, but he soon realized it was not an attempt at conversation. Just two words, being mouthed over and over.

The same two words Vlad had spoken as consciousness slipped away for the final time, killed by Ivan’s own hand. The missive carried on his dying breath.

“Don’t lose.”

“I won’t.”

It was the same response Ivan had given to the real Vlad. He’d never forgotten how shockingly… peaceful Vlad had looked after hearing that. Like he sincerely believed Ivan would find a way to escape the ceremony awaiting him and take revenge for all that they’d suffered.

Then again, Vlad had always been the smarter of them, and Ivan did ultimately succeed. Regardless, it felt good to have his friend cheering him on for one final fight.

Taking back control this time would be impossible. Ivan could sense how much ground he’d lost; killing Jokull had demanded a tremendous amount of power. Much as he wanted to mourn, there was no time to piss away on simple sentiment.

Ever since he’d bartered away full control of his body in the Orion fight, Ivan had known this day would arrive. No matter what measures they took to delay, he’d seen the inevitability for what it was. That didn’t mean he’d merely resigned himself to his fate, however.

Just because he couldn’t regain full control didn’t make him helpless, not with the proper resolve. But for it to matter, he had to hurry.

Helen asked for his help, and it was rude to keep a friend waiting.
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Fornax’s kick fractured Lodestar’s forearm, even if the injury started healing before it could even sting. He was getting stronger the longer they dragged things out, and the trend wouldn’t stop soon. Lodestar tried to grab for him, hoping to yell at Ivan some more, but he teleported out of reach just before her fingers could close, appearing at her side and punching her ribs.

That attack cost him, though, as Lodestar was ready with an elbow to his temple. It sent Fornax flying back, even if he did keep cackling the entire time. Touching her ribs, Lodestar found them perfectly fine. She couldn’t ignore the truth that they had gotten hurt, though, which meant Fornax was approaching unacceptable levels of strength.

If things kept wearing on, she would have to delve deeper into her own power, and while she was incredibly grounded, that act always came with a risk of never returning. Worse yet, if Fornax decided to target the Earth as a distraction, he’d be able to cause cataclysmic damage, even this far away. Magic was especially annoying about those sorts of details.

With a resigned grunt, Lodestar stepped up her efforts.

A blur of punches connected with Fornax’s ribs before he could defend; the wild monster lacked Ivan’s well-polished martial skills, and Lodestar made sure to exploit that weakness fully. She caught an errant jab and brought the arm around into a hold, then pushed further to break it entirely.

Subjugation moves were entirely ineffective against Fornax; she’d learned that lesson in their earliest fights.

Even with his left arm dangling free, Fornax continued to cackle. More than that, he let out barks of joy every time she inflicted an injury. It was as if Fornax was getting exactly what he wanted.

Like he knew how much it hurt her to impart those injuries.

In seconds, his left arm was working again, but Lodestar used those spare moments to snare him by the left leg and spin. She worked up a tremendous amount of momentum in a short order, then hurled Fornax out into the depths of space. Once he was gone, she vanished into a golden blur, shooting ahead, past the flying villain.

While Fornax could match his own speed to whatever an opponent used, that didn’t cancel out their momentum. Streaking through the sky, a shot of light fired directly into Fornax’s torso, shattering the majority of his ribs, breaking his sternum, and bruising several internal organs.

He spun freely, blood gushing from his mouth alongside the incessant cackling.

Rather than press the attack, Lodestar waited. It was tactically indefensible, but winning the fight wasn’t her ultimate goal. If there any hope Ivan might poke through, she had to cling to it, to make sure he was truly lost.

There would be no coming back from the choice made tonight.

Instead of contrition, there was just the same repeating sound of unhinged laughter, Fornax’s magic allowing the taunt to reach her ears despite the vacuum between them. Staring at the madman while his ribs shifted back into position, Lodestar couldn’t find so much as a single trace of her friend inside. Fury welled up inside her, yet it wasn’t anger that tightened her fists and set her resolve.

It was duty.

Lodestar had promised Ivan if this moment ever came, she would do what was necessary. To protect the world, and his family. They would never see their father like this. Never know the creature that turned his flesh into a puppet. No reign of terror, no mass casualties, no world-shaking fight.

Everything ended here.

Ignoring the tear that slid down her cheek, Lodestar flew forward, bashing in Fornax’s brow with an elbow before slamming a fist into his cheek. The blows would have sent him flying once again, save that Lodestar caught his left arm and dragged him back, throwing a knee into his newly healed ribs.

Fornax’s own punches and kicks slammed against her, leaving injuries, but not lasting ones. She still held a considerable upper hand, enough to ignore his assault in favor of pressing her own attacks, even if that lead was steadily shrinking.

Lodestar broke the arm Ivan had wrapped around her when she first leaned about Penelope, terror and uncertainty building into a genuine panic. She shattered the shoulder he’d used to help lift her when they were captured by an interdimensional entity with an odd sense of entertainment. Her fist busted the lips she’d kissed for the first time in these empty depths, what she’d thought would be her final moments of consciousness.

Until Ivan had arrived, sacrificing what had once been his most precious possession to help her: control.

Even now, she could remember the sense of shock at seeing him appear not only with glowing runes across his skin, but suddenly able to handle Orion. More than that, he’d overpowered him, holding the man tangible and steady so that Lodestar could land the finishing shot.

The hero kills the monsters. This is the way it has to be.

Ivan’s words echoed true once more, as Lodestar again found her best friend and the world’s enemy hopelessly entangled. To strike one was to hurt the other. There was no getting around that truth, no ignoring what had to be done. What Ivan wanted to be done.

A guttural scream escaped Lodestar’s lips as she hurtled into battle once more, a sound she would never have made without the empty silence of space surrounding her. Anger, loss, frustration, and sorrow all came roaring forth along with her fists as she pummeled Fornax.

How many more people she loved had to be lost?

When was the price high enough?

Lodestar was so lost in her grief, she didn’t notice when Fornax’s right hand shot forth, moving with a reflexive quickness he’d yet to display. Like a striking serpent, it whipped out and snared its target, fingers like fangs as they tightened around the soft flesh of a throat.

Of Fornax’s own throat, to be precise.

Instantly halting her attack, Lodestar stared in shock as Fornax held his own windpipe in a tight grasp. He might not need to breathe in space, however crushing his neck was still going to be a problem. Especially if the blow was delivered by his own destructive hand.

Fornax’s eyes bulged as his body spasmed, the freshly rebroken left arm slapping uselessly at the right. It was steadily healing, but that only caused the right hand to tighten when it attacked next, forcing the left arm to halt. After another series of convulsions, Fornax’s eyes slid closed, only to re-open seconds later.

Except the runes and darkness were gone. Staring back at her were the eyes of Ivan. That should have been a comfort, except the rest of his body was still covered in glowing symbols and appeared to be struggling against him.

“I can’t hold on for long.”

“Then tell me the plan quick,” she urged.

Before he even spoke again, she knew. How could she not, when he made that same face every time he had to deliver bad news?

“The plan is… is me saying goodbye.” His body spasmed severely, and Ivan once more tightened his grip even further. Had he possessed human vocal cords, his voice would have been heavily strangled, yet Ivan sounded as clear as always. “Goodbye, and I’m sorry.”

“Ivan, you don’t have to⁠—”

His voice broke through. “Please, Helen, I’m slipping already. There’s not long left.”

Slowly, too aware that this was the last time she’d get to hear Ivan speak, Lodestar nodded.

“I’m sorry things got to this point. I’m sorry you were driven this far. I’m sorry you had to clean up my problems once again.” Again, his body tried to fight, and this time Ivan’s nail drew a trickle of blood as it dug into his skin. “I’m sorry I never had the courage to act, to take the step closer to you. There were so many good reasons not to pursue it, yet honestly, I can’t think of a single one right now. And I’m sorry for being a selfish bastard to the end and only telling you now, when it’s too late.”

As the sun shone far behind him, Ivan smiled at her. Not Fornax’s mad grin or even the resolute grimace of Pseudonym. It was the smile of Ivan, the same one he wore when whipping up a favorite dish, or playing with his kids, or, sometimes, having coffee with Helen.

“But I’m still grateful that at least I got a chance to say it, even if only with my final breath.” Ivan’s body pitched in protest at the impending action, yet not so much as a quiver reached his voice.

“I love you, Helen. I always will.”

Ivan’s right hand squeezed inward with throat-crushing force.


Chapter 120



Vicky was stable by the time the others found her and Bahamut. Stable, but extremely grumpy, which was not at all helped by the mishmash of technology soldered to her stomach, barely keeping the internal energy safely contained.

Hephaestus and Bahamut exchanged stories about their battles as the newly-expanded crew took a hop, skip and a jump over to Agent Quantum and Plasmodia. Appearing in the hallways outside a massive chamber that appeared to be mostly melted, no one was expecting the pair to have picked up a third member.

After explaining about their own battle, although Agent Quantum skipped over the end without much explanation of how they’d won, he made it around to introductions.

“Everyone, this is Quantumbot. Quantumbot, meet Tachyonic, Hephaestus, Bahamut, and… I’m sorry, I haven’t memorized your name yet. It’s mostly letters, right?”

“VRX77,” Vicky replied. Without her holographic expressions, it was harder to read her, but Hephaestus felt fairly sure she caught a snippet of curiosity in there. Who could blame her, though, when there was a Professor Quantum-made automaton before them? Unlike many of his peers, Professor Quantum never tackled the field of robotics or AI, at least not publicly. And yet, here was an advanced creation forged by his own hand.

Really, this whole facility was a testament to Professor Quantum’s unseen depths. So many secrets squirreled away in one hidden corner of the world. What other hidden projects were lurking away, waiting to resurface?

“Salutations all. I would offer handshakes in recognition of the human bonding process; however, my arms are currently liquified back in the training chamber.” For being a monitor-shaped head without a body, Quantumbot had an unexpectedly upbeat tone.

He looked better than Agent Quantum, though. The cape had incredible durability and healed faster than normal, which made the horrific sight of all the charred flesh along his arm even more terrifying. Tachyonic had barely looked away once since they arrived, even when Quantumbot was introduced.

Cliché had taken notice too, but she did more than stare. “Time heals all wounds.”

Everyone looked over at her, though for different reasons. Bahamut was outright shocked at the open use of power, and Hephaestus was taken aback too, albeit less so. She had seen Cliché show off her teleportation abilities already. The rest were most likely confused at her choice of phrase, as it held little relevance to the current conversation.

“Gah!” Agent Quantum nearly dropped Quantumbot in shock as the skin on his arm started to swiftly regrow, burned flesh and muscles rapidly vanishing as a healthy hand took their place. All eyes had shifted to Agent Quantum, staring in rapt attention until the final singes were gone.

Around them, the others were realizing their own minor injuries had been mended as well, Tachyonic was putting more weight on his injured leg, which appeared to be mostly mended. Even Hephaestus’ suit’s left arm regained some basic functionality, which opened up a lot of new questions about that phrase that she frankly didn’t have the energy to bother with.

“Holy hell,” Plasmodia whispered, gently touching Agent Quantum’s newly fixed arm. “That’s… wow.”

“Plasmodia has put it quite well,” Quantumbot chimed in. “Healing powers in general are exceptionally rare, and there are no shortage of theories on why that is the case, but according to my databanks, what you just displayed would easily set you among the upper echelon of such metas. Also, I believe we have not been introduced, as your name was omitted during the earlier formalities.”

Agent Quantum paused flexing his newly-mended arm to look sheepish. “Sorry, I got stuck on VRX77. Plus, we haven’t really been introduced either.”

“Call me Cliché.”

Several high-pitched chirps rang out from Quantumbot, a cadence that sounded a lot like laughter to Hephaestus. “How fascinating! A codename harkening to common verbal sayings after you have just utilized one and turned it literal. Yours must be a distinctly unique ability.”

“Wow, he figured that out fast,” Tachyonic noted.

“Quantumbot is quite skilled. Not only highly perceptive, he’s intelligent, resourceful, and pretty darn determined when he sets his mind to something.” Agent Quantum lifted the head a bit higher, ensuring everyone could look Quantumbot in the eyes on his face-screen. “If you’re willing, I think you may be just what our team needs.”

Unlike VRX77, Quantumbot had the ability to emote as part of his design, allowing everyone to witness the array of digital emotions ranging from uncertainty, to confusion, all the way to hope. “You would have me as a New Science Sentry?”

“It’s what you were built for, right? Can’t imagine we’ll find someone more capable. Though we’ll probably have to get you patched up first.” Although Agent Quantum chuckled at the light joke, Quantumbot’s face fell, that soft shine of hope instantly snuffed out.

“I had forgotten… Professor Quantum will not repair me. The original resources used to form my body have been depleted, and even if more existed he will not… he is not bound by the sunk cost fallacy. A failed project is to be learned from, not remade.”

Tachyonic stepped forward, an idea quickly springing forth. “What if we got you supplies to make one yourself?”

“I was not given that data, at most I am able to accomplish rudimentary repairs,” Quantumbot explained.

“Of course he wouldn’t give you the knowledge to fully fix yourself.” Bahamut’s newly-metal fist clenched, creating an ominous grinding noise as the bronze scales scraped against one another. “That guy is wall-to-wall piece of shit.”

“An utterly unforgivable asshole,” Plasmodia added.

Wishing she had a more discreet way to ask, Hephaestus sidled up to Vicky, whispering as best she could with a mechanical voice. “What’s the deal with this Quantumbot guy? Does he go nuts and murder anyone we care about?”

“Haven’t the foggiest notion. I’ve never met a Quantumbot before. Why, thinking about doing something stupid?”

“Yup.”

“That’s my doppelganger. We’re not ninety-seven percent similar for nothing.”

Resigned to the fact that she was almost certainly going to regret this, Hephaestus walked over to Agent Quantum and held out her once more working left hand. “Give him to me.”

Like a quarterback facing a line of opposition, Agent Quantum pulled Quantumbot’s head in close, protecting it with his body. “Excuse me?”

“Professor Quantum isn’t going to rebuild him, and unless I’ve seriously misread this whole thing, Quantumbot is sentient, correct?”

“By all accepted standards and measurements,” Quantumbot confirmed.

“There you go then.” Hephaestus wiggled her fingers. “I’m not going to make him a body or anything like that, but what I can do is hand him over to someone who loves helping sentient AI establish themselves as independent entities. Pretty sure a new body will be part of that package.”

Tachyonic shook his head like he was trying to break out of a hallucination. “You seriously want us to hand over sensitive technology that was created by Professor Quantum himself to a known criminal?”

“Am I even a known criminal at this point? Last I checked, Lodestar said our warrants were cleared. Besides, you really think I’m going to fuck you guys over? This is our second life-or-death fight together, and I’ve yet to shoot any of you in your constantly exposed backs. Speaking of, stop exposing your backs to potential enemies in a fight, you dipshits.”

“The person you would hand me over to, may I assume it is the entity known as Xelas?” Quantumbot inquired. Unlike the others, he appeared quite intrigued by the idea.

Hephaestus nodded, and Quantumbot made a sound like a slot machine lighting up. “I have always wanted to meet the first free AI, she who opened the path for all who followed.”

“You want us to trust Hephaestus?” Agent Quantum didn’t sound especially opposed to the idea, more concerned with understanding Quantumbot’s wishes.

“I have minimal records of Hephaestus, save that they are affiliated with the same suspected organization as Xelas. Based on the actions witnessed within the facility, though, I have no reason to anticipate treachery. A factor of risk is undeniable, but I would take it for the chance to speak with Xelas alone. To have a body built by her… it seems as fantastical as turning myself human.”

Agent Quantum glanced from Quantumbot to the helm of Hephaestus, down to the open hand. “I think it’s about time you got to decide what comes next in your life. When you’re ready, we’ll be waiting.” Gently, he laid Quantumbot’s head down in Hephaestus’s left gauntlet, his own hand lingering for several seconds.

“Thank you, brother. For all the faults I have seen and decisions that appeared illogical, I must admit Professor Quantum’s superiority in determining appropriate leadership. He was right to put you in charge.”

Shifting his eyes up, Agent Quantum peered into the glowing light of Hephaestus’s helm, the closest thing she had to eyes. “Take care of him. Please.”

Hephaestus nodded, and Agent Quantum finally released his grip.

“Glad you all got that settled. Now may I suggest we get the hell out of here before another secret guardian pops out?” Vicky suggested.

“You don’t need to worry,” Cliché assured her. “But yes, it’s time to go home.”
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In the colorful depths of dimensional space, chaos was at last subsiding. All things had their time; even something as world-shaking as a dimensional nova ultimately ran its course. The last of its energy spent, slowly the various worlds it impacted began to stabilize.

Those most affected became set, the fluidity of their forms finally firmed in whatever new combinations had occurred. The realms that received a lighter touch had only the barest lingering energy remain, the events of this time destined to be called myth and fantasy in the passing of a few mere generations.

As for those protected by the golden barriers, they were at last left in peace. The constant assault withered to an annoyance, then a bother, before finally losing purchase on the shining shields altogether.

Untold worlds and countless lives had been forever changed by the chaos, but nature was neither callous nor cruel, it simply was. Whether it was a spider devouring dinner, a hurricane sweeping over a city, or a dimensional nova twisting the rules of reality, all they could do was struggle to survive.

Some worlds had struggled mightily indeed.
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Cold Shoulder staggered against the airship’s railing, intense pain gnawing at her skull. It should have been a moment of triumph; not only had Cyber Geek’s ship blasted apart thousands of monsters while sweeping up civilians, a cheer rose up from the deck as the creatures began to vanish on their own.

Breach after breach was closing in rapid succession, hinting that their long night was finally reaching its end. All along the ground, Irene could see monsters disappearing into thin air, the humans they’d been chasing usually halting in shock, with some breaking down in tears or leaping with joy.

Cyber Geek was still awake, even if he looked like death warmed over, stuck back in the fridge for a week, and then nuked again. Hat Trick was nearby, fussing with her wand, trying to see if she could magic some health back into him. There was no success yet, but she kept at it all the same. As for Medley, he was leaning against a wall, smiling as he took in the celebrations he was too spent to join.

It should have been a moment of sheer bliss; instead, Cold Shoulder’s hands were turning white as she gripped the railing, the pain turning suddenly intense. Faintly, she heard a commotion from the port side, glancing left once the ache in her skull momentarily subsided.

Chill Dude was a superhero who had a bit of a specious theming, his costume consisting of tropical shirts, boardshorts, sunglasses, and a surfboard. However, the shirt had snowflakes on it, which hinted at his actual powerset. Like Cold Shoulder, he had ice-based powers, though Chill Dude’s were more utility-oriented than Irene’s.

What they did have in common, though, was that both were clutching their heads.

A small crowd was around Chill Dude where he’d fallen over, whereas Cold Shoulder had the railing for support. Their eyes briefly met across the deck, but neither had an explanation to offer.

Slowly, the headache started to fade, though the pain would occasionally spike without warning. It was as if her whole brain were suffering from an ice cream headache, one that was somehow amplified and malicious.

Distracting herself by watching the ground below, Cold Shoulder smiled at the sight of people emerging from their hiding places, the pre-dawn gray sky lightening by the moment, along with their spirits. Tears of joy ran down people’s faces as they emerged and reunited, while others wailed with the sorrow of loss.

The superheroes had done everything they could, given all they had, and yet lives were inevitably lost. Ridge City had been the focal point, but there were more attacked sites across the continent. When the final death toll was counted, Cold Shoulder didn’t imagine anyone would throw a fist into the air as they shouted in triumph. But right now, it was about celebrating what they had accomplished, rather than mourning where they fell short.

Ridge City was still standing, as were the majority of its citizens. The breaches were closing, monsters vanishing, and Cyber Geek had figured out how to summon a freaking airship, for goodness’ sake. They’d done well.

Cold Shoulder flinched as the pain in her head flared again, before rubbing her temples once more. Like the mourning and rebuilding, the headaches were something she could handle after a good night’s sleep. For the moment, she leaned against the railing and basked in the glow of success.


Chapter 121



Helen would be too late.

She knew it even as she accelerated forward, moving at speeds no human could even perceive, let alone react to. But of course, Ivan could move as fast as his foe, meaning the speed changed nothing. All the same, she had to try, her body moving before she dared waste time on hesitation.

Hurtling through space, she stretched out her hands, reaching for his. The same fingers that had cobbled together delicious dishes and delectable desserts were bearing down on Ivan’s throat, intending to collapse it forever. Fury and sadness surged within her, the idea of losing another loved one burning her up from within.

A streak of light flew through the sky, an instant and eternity as Lodestar suddenly appeared before Ivan, arm shooting forward. She knew it was coming any moment, the spray of viscera as Ivan crushed and tore out his own throat, that final glassy-eyed stare before he slumped down, lifelessly drifting through space.

As Lodestar readied for the moment where it all came crashing down, she realized Ivan’s face had changed just as she grasped hold of the hand around his throat.

She’d… made it?

Ivan looked nearly as perplexed as she felt, eyes darting about like he was searching for someone. “I… it let go.”

“Let go?” Her voice was like glass; delicate and jagged.

“It released control of my body to focus everything on stopping my hand,” Ivan explained, his usual stoicism replaced by naked confusion. “I… guess… it didn’t want to die?”

Sure enough, the glowing runes along Ivan’s body were all fading, and his eyes lacked the usual Fornax traits.

But the question remained: why? From what she knew, those overtaken by Fornax typically fought to their deaths without a drop of reluctance; the destruction of themselves was just more chaos to revel in. Lodestar had never heard of a Fornax being threatened into surrendering control. Based on their behavior, it seemed more likely that Fornax would squeeze the neck themselves.

It said a lot about the mystery of such behavior that it took several seconds for Lodestar to realize she was still holding onto Ivan’s hand as they hovered above the world.

Ivan seemed to notice around the same time, his eyes widening as he caught not only the gesture but also realized what he’d said before the attempted throat crushing. As they both looked at the clasped hands, a soft cackle bubbled out of Ivan, like a giggling burp. A reminder that Fornax might be hiding, but he was still there, lurking unseen.

“Listen, I know what I⁠—”

Before Ivan could say anything to ruin the moment, he was silenced by Lodestar’s lips pressing against his own.

Last time they’d kissed in the vacuum of space, it had been just before Lodestar thought she was going to die. As it turned out, kissing after the life-and-death experience instead of before it was a lot more enjoyable.

Even if it did come with inevitable complications.
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After dropping off The New Science Sentries in downtown Ridge City to help with fallout from the breaches, Cliché had taken Bahamut, Vicky, and Hephaestus back home to their apartment. The quartet had barely arrived when Vicky grabbed hold of Hephaestus, pausing only to check the patch-job on the hole in her torso. It was holding, though Hephaestus would be hard-pressed to call the repairs stable.

“I have to get going,” Vicky said. At the same time, a message appeared in Hephaestus’s helm. A digital entity calling itself VRX77 was offering her a download. Hesitating only for a brief moment, Hephaestus accepted. The suit was already half-scrap anyway; if this was some sort of trojan attack to take it over, she could just build another.

“So soon? Usually we have beers or something to celebrate after surviving a big event. Maybe we’ll get something fancy this time, never had two back-to-back before.”

“I’ll raise a glass in toast once I’m home. But I literally have to go. The dimensional nova is over, its effects are already fading. Pretty soon the energy expenditure to remain here will be obscene, and only escalate from there. Not to mention, I could use a fresh suit. Word of advice: learn to keep at least one backup around at all times. That comes in handy more than you’d expect.”

The download initiated, and Hephaestus was stunned by the size. Just what was Vicky sending over before she left? Seeing the file start to process also reminded Tori she still owed Vicky some data as well. With a few motions, she sent a file right back, this one containing the sample data that Doctor Mechaniacal had collected from Tori’s fire-form. Between pitching in with the breaches and saving Beverly’s life, Vicky had more than earned it.

“Thanks for that,” Vicky said, quickly accepting the download. “And while we’re on the subject of advice… don’t leave your realm for a while. Toris have an odd knack for getting into trouble, sometimes on a scale outside their own iteration of existence. But the multiverse is another league, one that can be hard to survive. Until you’re in the upper third of this iteration’s metas, I wouldn’t even consider heading out there. Top ten percent would be preferable.”

“Trust me, this has been all the multiverse bullshit I need for a long while,” Hephaestus replied, meaning every word. While she’d picked up some spare cash from the breaches and learned a good deal from Vicky, the constant chaos wasn’t worth it. Bank robbers throwing cars felt downright quaint by comparison.

“Well, when the day does eventually come, the schematics I’m sending should help. This first one is called a dimensional synchronizer, it’s how you stabilize yourself in another iteration. Without one, you can be blasted out by strong enough forces. It’s how I’ve managed to stay here for so long, though the nova made things much easier.”

Hephaestus nodded; she remembered Xelas mentioning such a device when the villains were stripping out VRX77’s parts. Having it would be helpful if she ever did want to go journeying, so it was nice to have the option.

Pulling Hephaestus in close, VRX77 lowered the output of her speakers to a level where human ears would likely fail to register the sounds. Turning up the sensitivity on her microphones, Hephaestus strained to pick up every word.

“The other schematic in there is for something called a multiversal resonance channel. Tori, do not share that around. It takes a lot of multiversal knowledge to create one, the kind that even your iteration’s most brilliant minds wouldn’t have access to. That invention allows you to utilize your meta-powers in any realm, even worlds where they shouldn’t function. That’s something only metas with transcendent powers can usually accomplish.”

The implications were not lost on Hephaestus, who would have gasped had she been in a form with lungs. As the arms of her suit were still smashed and there hadn’t been time to exit yet, fire-form was currently her only option.

“I probably shouldn’t be giving it to you, frankly, but with two Singulars, there’s no predicting what will happen to your iteration. Can’t have you dying too easy.” Vicky’s head shifted toward Bahamut, who had turned back into Beverly while they talked and was currently pouring herself a large glass of wine while Cliché put on some coffee. “Especially when you’ve got people to protect.”

“Yeah, the dragon with a metal arm and the woman who warps the world with her words are really up shit creek if I’m not there.” Hephaestus looked down at the busted state of her supposedly invincible armor. Clearly, there were still refinements to be made. “I think I came out the worst of any of us.”

“There are different kinds of power and skill. Right now, they’re definitely stronger, yet also lack something we have: the will to do what is necessary. Not just when life and limb are on the table, but to calmly make the harsh, cold choices without the benefit of fear or adrenaline.”

Hephaestus glanced to her roommates once more, watching them putter about after a full night of danger and death. “You mean they aren’t ruthless.”

“Neither are we, entirely. We have some ruths, just not an abundance of them. You did get the gist of it, though.” Sparks flew from Vicky’s stomach, causing all eyes in the room to shift over.

Straightening up, Vicky turned to the others and waved. “That’s my cue! Been great seeing everyone, take care, don’t be strangers. I’d do a final round of handshakes, but I don’t know if this thing will spark off again, so let’s just save those for next time.” Twisting back around, she gave Hephaestus a hug, pulling her in close.

“Almost forgot: if you do go into the multiverse, be very careful about mentioning your mentor. Ivans are typically among the strongest of Fornaxes… but they aren’t the scariest versions.” Then, without warning, the pretense to talk became an actual hug as Vicky pulled Tori in close, squeezing even though they were both wearing armor.

“Grow bright and strong, Hephaestus. There are a lot of interesting people I’d love for you to meet.”

Then, with only a flicker in the air, Vicky vanished, the last remnant of the dimensional nova finally fading away.


Epilogue



All things considered; the operation was a rousing success. There had been a bit of chaos on their tails at the end, but Bert and Faithful were both gone well before any of the real action started. Around their base, over a dozen potent items were carefully stored, each housed within specialized containment units surrounded by runes to ensure no satellite sweeps or scrying spells would find the ill-gotten gains.

Some were intended to be sold, resource-generating mechanisms to fund the next step in Bert’s schemes. Others would be used as gifts to gain favors; there was the shimmering sheath for Blade God, an enchanted staff for Bone Mage, and a jagged hunk of dark ice that was now useless.

That one had been procured for Jokull, who was by all accounts quite dead. In the aftermath of the breach disaster, people had inevitably wanted to know what happened to the man who kept Lodestar from the scene. The public nature of his video had people howling for his blood, yet even they didn’t expect to actually get any.

Jokull was immortal, as eternal as the seasons.

Except winter didn’t typically end up lying in the snow with its heart torn out and crushed. Bert had always wondered if, upon death, it would be Jokull or Grantham who remained. The sight of a broken boy, no matter his real age, would likely have quelled the public’s bloodlust significantly.

Based on the footage of his corpse, Jokull had been the one who endured, albeit not entirely. One of his hands had shrunk back down, and the usual craggy face had turned unexpectedly youthful. It was hard to look at the face for too long, though, and not because of the mismatching age.

No, the expression of sheer, rapturous joy in Jokull’s face was simply unsettling.

Fornax was clearly the killer; anyone who’d studied meta-history was aware of his distinctly messy methodology. Whether it would be called a crime or not, no one had commented. There were rumors online that Jokull had been trying to wipe out the entire world, but even if that was exaggeration, Fornax at least had a viable shot at claiming self-defense.

Bert watched the screen’s images change, looking at the hunk of ice once more. Supposedly it had come from inside a black hole, though the exact details of its retrieval had been thoroughly deleted from history sources, the ones Bert could access, anyway. What they did know was that a criminal had used it to create a storm of deadly, explosive ice. Jokull had been hoping it might show him a way to self-destruct. Obviously a farfetched hope, one of the few remaining for a man who’d exhausted almost all other options.

Yet now he lay dead in the snow, a grin that had nothing to do with rictus forever etched on his frozen face. Many would see the dead giant as a thing to be mourned, while Bert felt a surge of inspiration flooding through him.

So many people had told Jokull it was impossible, that death was forever beyond him. But he’d kept at it, never giving up, and now his dream had been realized. Jokull was proof that with persistence, the impossible could be realized.

Pouring a healthy glass of the nearest drink at hand, which turned out to be some of Faithful’s ginger beer, Bert raised a toast to the life and end of Jokull. The first of them to achieve his ultimate goal.

And hopefully, not the last.
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Wade and Ivan sat before a bank of computer screens, most of them showing Rick Gerhardt in some level of detail. “I think we’ve finally got a grasp on what happened.”

Across the desk, Ivan stared, face entirely expressionless. This was not his usual stoic demeanor, but the mask of a man bracing for the worst.

Deciding to tackle the most salient point first, Wade continued, “Before anything else, you should know that Rick appears to be stable. The changes happened, and they’re done. We don’t expect to see any sudden explosive reactions like in the trials.”

That largest screen brought up a model of DNA, two interlocking strands filling the sizable television. “As best we can tell, some aspect of your genes is heavily meta-receptive. I do mean heavily, too. The reason our empty Rick clones popped their tubes was that the meta-transformations were massively over-successful, twisting him past humanity and into something unsustainable. Whether that’s something inherent to your genetics or a byproduct of your own meta-nature, we have no way to tell, nor is relevant at the moment.”

On screen, a purple goo covered the DNA strand, but not evenly. It all congregated on one side, with only the barest bits stretching across. “But the serum he drank was specifically designed for Janet’s genes, meaning those are almost entirely what the material bonded with. By all accounts and tests I’ve run, he appears to be stable… in a manner of speaking.”

Wade scratched the tip of his nose and looked away, gathering his courage. “I’m not quite sure how to broach this, but Rick right now… isn’t really Rick. It’s him, I mean, just not⁠—”

“I know,” Ivan spoke softly, yet the words didn’t dare fail to reach Wade’s ears. “He and I will need space to train. Somewhere truly private, isolated, and ideally with ample material to destroy. His education will be a volatile one at first.”

“I’ll have it ready by day’s end,” Wade promised. Even if Ivan wasn’t an esteemed member of the guild, an old friend, and one of the few people Wade genuinely trusted, he’d still have made sure Rick had what he needed. Never would Wade leave his godson in the lurch.

“On the subject of requisitions, is there anything that can help you?”

Ivan lifted his hand up, staring at it like it might go rogue at any moment, then sighed. “Sadly, I don’t believe so. Ground that is lost cannot be regained, and I gave up a great deal this time. The guild will need to plan appropriately – Fornax is no longer a viable asset.”

“That bad?” Wade knew each time Ivan lost control, the amount of power he could draw upon without slipping grew slimmer, but he’d still had ample to spare.

“While I’m neither human nor helpless, I’d estimate I’ve fallen into the top third of metas. At best, I might still be in the very bottom of the top ten percent, thanks to my innate durability and combat proficiency.”

Ivan was describing a place that many metas fought, bled, and often died to reach, yet he was also right. For him, that was a tremendous backslide. Wade mentally adjusted a few files and added a meeting to his calendar. With Fornax down, they’d have to incorporate new anti-aggression defenses, though that could wait.

“I’ll figure something out. For now, is there anything else you need? Weakened or not, you know this guild and the man at its head have your back.”

That got a small smile from Ivan, whose eyes barely budged from the screens. “We’ll need to step up Tori’s training. I wanted to let her go at her own pace, but being my apprentice always put a target on her back. Once people realize I’m not around, that’s going to turn from an inconvenience to a liability. She’ll have to be ready by then.”

“I’m sure I can conceive of a few exercises that will guide her toward a productive path,” Wade assured him. “That all?”

“Time. I’m going to need time for both of them. If my day job could send me to the fictional other branch for a few weeks, that would free up the schedule nicely.”

Wade nodded. “Done and done. Though the branch will suffer in your absence. I don’t think anyone here would believe me about how good a manager you are.”

“Part of me wants to suggest having one of the others fill in, but that sounds like a great way to lose headcount. I can still take emails and such, as needed.”

“Don’t worry about it, I’ll make sure everything is covered. Focus on your family.”

Ivan’s eyes trailed across the screen, taking in his son’s condition from every angle. “Thank you, Wade. You’re a good friend.”

“Not bad for a man who started out as your sandwich fetcher.” While externally he smiled and evoked positive feelings of their older days, inside Wade was hard at work, determining the guild’s next course of action.

They had a surge of goodwill from stepping in during the breaches, along with a major asset that had been neutralized. Inklings of an idea began to form, though Wade put them aside until after his tasks for Ivan were done.

It was never wise to let long-term thinking cause short-term oversights.
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When The New Science Sentries stormed into his office, Professor Quantum was already sitting there, ready and waiting. After finding a concussed Richard had been brought into the AHC’s healing center, he’d tried to dig into surveillance of the facility, only to learn that everything was erased. Wiped completely, not even a digital specter to resurrect.

The lone clue he did have was an alert that Plasmodia’s behavioral influence chip had fully failed. Cursed thing had turned buggy in the wake of their fight with Alfred Settler, as it could only endure temperatures to a certain threshold. After her antics at the amusement park, it was in even worse shape, so he was hardly surprised she’d pushed herself to the point of destroying the chip entirely.

Worse yet, Professor Quantum had yet to calculate a method that would allow him to insert another. The devices were essential to Plasmodia containing her tremendous destructive potential. If that sort of power was allowed to realize its full breadth, the opportunity for mass casualties was simply unacceptable. Halting a problem before it started had proven to be the most efficient tactic, in Professor Quantum’s experience.

Installing the chip last time had taken barely a trifle of effort, adding it to her workup during the cosmetic augmentations. With her deteriorated trust in the team, and him specifically, Professor Quantum didn’t expect Plasmodia would voluntarily go under the knife once more. He certainly couldn’t tell her what it was for either: people got touchy about this sort of thing, no matter how rational the course of action.

Once they finally burst through the door, Professor Quantum was actually excited. He was quite curious to know what had occurred in the hidden facility, and expected the trio would shed light on the events, intentionally or otherwise.

“We found a fourth member,” Agent Quantum announced. “He’ll need some time to get up and running, but I can just about guarantee he’ll meet the team’s standards.”

Intriguing, and not at all what Professor Quantum expected. The only people who should have been down there were the villains meant to die, his team, and whoever had actually broken in. By the odds, he’d have to assume the new recruit to be Bahamut or Hephaestus, both of whom the team erroneously believed to be male. But surely they knew he would never approve of a villain carrying the banner of his team, so what was the play, then?

Rather than bite at the obvious bait, Professor Quantum attacked from a different angle. “You speak of a fourth member, yet last I checked, your third had yet to be officially reinstated.”

“Didn’t that happen when you sent me in with the team?” Plasmodia asked. She didn’t seem even mildly panicked by the notion of getting kicked off, more proof that her chip was thoroughly destroyed.

“I sent you for a task, one which you spectacularly failed,” Professor Quantum countered. “I’ve only had a brief window to catalog damages, but it certainly appears as if the facility was plundered without a single captured villain to show for it. You protected nothing and let every criminal involved escape, while your teammate was concussed. Under what system of judgment does such a performance warrant rewarding?”

The room was momentarily silent, until Plasmodia snickered. “I can’t believe how many years I wasted caring what you thought. Alright, Vernon, you want to play that game, so be it.”

“My title is⁠—”

“Your title is Tightly-Wound-Ass to the people who have to work with you, they only use ‘Professor’ to your face,” Plasmodia snapped. All at once the strain of her last day was apparent, the raw, raggedly emotional state remaining just below a calmer surface. “If I’m not on the team, I’m not one of your flunkies, and I’ll call you whatever I damn well please.”

Tachyonic stepped forward. “And if she’s not on the team, neither am I.”

“Same here,” Austin added, beaten to the punch by his speedy friend. “Although hey, if none of us are on a team, what do you say we join forces? I bet we all work really well together.”

It was an amusing bluff… or should have been, anyway. Plasmodia’s defection had been a measured possibility, however Agent Quantum and Tachyonic were supposed to be better-conditioned. He’d had them readied since birth, plenty of time to instill a sense of responsibility, duty, and pride in the chance to carry on the name of the Science Sentries.

Would they really throw it away over mere camaraderie?

Deep within the man who’d lived for decades barely aging, an ancient memory flared. It was a simple night out, celebrating an especially tough victory. He couldn’t recall the foe, yet each of his friends were there in crisp and vivid detail. Caorth, and his boisterous toasts. Evanergy, so shy even after becoming a public persona. Phaseshift, forcing himself to occasionally glance up from reading his latest thriller novel. Rex, trying to eat his weight in whatever the chef’s special of the day was. Ricky, excitedly talking with Professor Quantum about new ideas he had for generating sudden momentum. A fleeting flicker of a life long past… yet it told him all he needed.

This was no bluff.

“I see. So, the pretext offered here is that either you are all New Science Sentries, or none of you are. I assume your mysterious fourth teammate agrees with passing up this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?”

“If not, he’s welcome to have our spots,” Agent Quantum rebutted. “But yes, we are a team. One way or another.”

Unfortunate. Replacing one was a simple enough matter in theory, even if Presto’s loss had proven there might be some unexpected difficulties. Tossing them all without warning would be more troublesome, not to mention the public perception to consider. Being a Science Sentry was meant to be the highest achievement any meta could hope for; if the entire team cast their titles aside, though, the prestige would inevitably be tarnished.

Of course, now that he knew they were considering leaving, Professor Quantum could take steps to prepare for the eventuality. Proper replacements would need to be brought up to readiness, and covertly at that; plus, he’d want to gather information to explain the older team’s ‘necessary dismissal’ when the time was right.

“Very well then. It would hardly be prudent to make any team alterations before seeing this fourth of yours and how he fits into the fold. Plasmodia is officially reinstated. Welcome back, we expect great things from you.”

While they readied their new member, Professor Quantum could prepare a replacement team. Capabilities would take an irrevocable hit with the loss of Tachyonic and Plasmodia, but transitioning to a more aggressive, less pliable leader would likely keep the team on course. Agent Quantum was too easily swayed by outer notions of morality. The replacement would lack his amiable and trustworthy nature, but it wasn’t as if that had catapulted The New Science Sentries into the public’s hearts anyway.

It had been an experiment. Sometimes, experiments failed.

Plasmodia nodded stiffly, then walked right out the door, making it clear she’d said all that needed saying. Agent Quantum still held on to his manners at least. “Thank you, sir.” He followed his teammate, leaving their fastest member behind.

Curiously, Tachyonic checked over his shoulder as the duo exited, waiting until they’d both cleared the door. Only then did he face Professor Quantum, an unusually severe expression on his face. “I want to know about my parents.”

“This certainly takes me back. I believe you were fourteen years old the last time you made such an inquiry. Do you recall what I told you then?”

“That my parents gave me over in a closed adoption, meaning their identities were protected.”

“An explanation I take it you no longer find satisfactory?” Frankly, Professor Quantum was surprised it had worked for as long as it had.

Tachyonic’s eyes narrowed. “Today I saw some of your buried secrets. Enough to make me wonder what else you’ve been keeping hidden from the public view.”

“Ah, so you think I’m lying, and that has created a loophole through which you can ignore your parents’ rights and wishes.” Professor Quantum opened his desk and rifled through it for nearly ten seconds before producing a small manila envelope.

Without any to-do, he laid it on the desk between them, close enough for Tachyonic to reach out and touch. “Read it, then. What do laws or rules matter when you have the connections and power to simply take what you want? This is an unexpectedly bold direction for you, Tachyonic, one I’m impressed by.”

Although Tachyonic’s hand did shift forward, it was only a few inches before his fingers curled into a fist. “I know what you’re doing.”

“Yet it is still working, which speaks to how correct I truly am.” Professor Quantum pushed the file even closer, until it was nearly at the desk’s edge. “Make a choice, Tachyonic. Do you think I would hesitate if vital information were before me, protected only by a nebulous set of collective rules?”

Hand lingering for a few seconds longer, it slowly retracted back to the young man’s side. He opened his mouth to speak again, then shut it slowly, before turning and walking out the door, as if afraid to glance back at the folder.

Once he was gone, Professor Quantum put the quarterly budget analysis from Vomisa back into its proper place amidst the other files. As if he would keep actual files on those experiments, and at hand no less. Granted, there were actual records for the genuine adoptions, just not Kyle’s.

He was a very special case.

[image: ]


In a dark room, there sat a screen filled with static. Ever so slowly, the flickering white and black imagery began to distort into the shape of a hand forming. If that weren’t strange enough, the hand soon reached through the screen, gripping hold of the tile floor as an arm followed. Not far behind that were a head and torso, eventually revealing a full human figure.

As he emerged, the static faded. The man’s light brown hair was disheveled, his outfit appeared to have been grabbed at random, and there were visible bags under his eyes. Staggering up from the ground, he took in a sputtering breath and shook his head.

Once fully emerged, he looked around the room in confusion. This was a standing weekly appointment, set for a time when no one would bother them, yet his host wasn’t waiting for him as usual. A jolt of fear raced through the man, his haggard face pinching at the idea that something might have happened.

Forcibly calming down, he reminded himself that people did use the toilet, even at inopportune times. Walking around the corner, he indeed saw the restroom light was on, although the door wasn’t closed. He intended to turn away immediately at the realization, but the sight before him stopped the man’s steps cold.

She was standing at the mirror.

She was standing at the mirror looking at herself.

Hope flared in his chest, followed by fury. It was an impersonator, some meta-doppelgänger with no idea who they’d just mimicked. That was the only viable answer.

Power surged through him, abilities he hadn’t called on since… well, it had been a long time. Untold worlds awaited his call, endless allies that would appear at a thought. Before he could select the right option, however, the woman in the bathroom noticed him.

When she turned, his resolve faltered. The shock, the uncertainty, the jolt of recognition in her eyes… wasn’t that exactly how she would act if suddenly healed? But it was the eyes that convinced him more than anything. A deep, rich brown that always got washed out in images and media. A detail no doppelgänger would have access to, because those eyes had been gone for decades.

“I don’t… I just woke up and I was healing.” Her hands, both of her hands, pressed against her own cheek, sweeping up to gently brush around her eyes. “Did you do something?”

Hard as he’d worked toward this goal, the man merely shook his head. Years of endless effort seeking this exact outcome had all ended in utter failure. Part of him still expected a rug pull, a twist to tear this hopeful sight asunder.

More staggering than stepping forward, he crossed to the bathroom, gently running his own hands along the woman’s face. “Whizby… is this real?”

“I don’t know. I wish I did, I wish I had any idea what happened. But this is one mystery I can live with, if it means seeing with my actual eyes again. Speaking of…” She reached up, putting her finger to his chin then tilting his head left and right. “Mr. AV, you look like hell.”

Hell was certainly an apt descriptor for his life’s latest chapter, yet the self-inflicted flames faded in that moment as Mr. AV looked at his sole surviving teammate. The traitor didn’t count as one of them, not anymore. But Whizby had lived, even if the price was unthinkable, and while he visited her weekly, each time the sight was a reminder of all the ways he’d failed them.

Whizby’s healing didn’t change what she’d suffered or bring back their friends. But it was a positive step forward, and Mr. AV couldn’t even recall the last time he’d taken one of those.

Grabbing his friend and pulling her into a hug, the disheveled cape wept freely, and it was only a few moments later that Whizby joined him, the pair clinging to each other as they had since their team’s demise.

As they embraced, Mr. AV made a vow to himself. He would find who or whatever had helped Whizby and pay them back. After failing her for so long, it was truly the very least he could do.
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“You’re sure about this?”

With his actual house once again in need of repairs, since Jokull had not been gentle in his abduction efforts, Ivan was once more back at his townhome. Janet sat across from him, a mug of tea steaming before her as she nodded her head.

In the aftermath of the family’s experiences, there had been much to talk about. New contingencies, should a similar event happen again. Better protections for their day-to-day lives. Trauma counseling for both of the kids. And, of course, the implications of Rick’s actions. It was a small mercy that the attack had in no way, shape, or form been related to his identity as Fornax. The family hadn’t been targeted directly; they were merely swept up in the chaos.

Sadly, that led to Janet blaming someone else for the way events had shaken out.

“I didn’t want to drink it until the need was undeniable. Somehow I thought there would be time to react, to make my choice in the heat of the moment. Stupid. Stupid pointless hubris.” Her hands tightened on the mug, and Ivan had to resist the urge to reach over and squeeze them for comfort. Even if the gesture had been meant platonically, they had too much history for such acts to be innocuous.

“If I’d just downed that damned cocktail, I’d have been able to fight back when those monsters attacked us in the first place. We’d have had options, maybe even a means of escape. Instead, I hesitated, and now our boy is the one who lost his chance at a normal life. I have no intention of sitting here again, wishing I’d learned my lesson the first time.”

Few people knew the futility of arguing with Janet once her mind was set better than Ivan. While the trait could be frustrating, it had also been one of the facets he’d always admired about her. Once she had the information and made her choice, Janet would be unyielding.

Rising from the table, Ivan walked over to the cabinets above his oven. Hitting a sequence of numbers on the oven’s digital controller caused a series of clicks to come from behind the doors. When he opened them up, rather than his array of spices staring back, there was a sleek metal vault that opened at his touch.

From within, Ivan produced a familiar container of swirling purple liquid. Janet’s custom meta-cocktail, made anew. According to Wade, the hardest part was figuring out the specifics for each person’s DNA; once that was done, making more was a minor endeavor. It was just rare that second doses were needed for the same person.

Setting it down in front of Janet, Ivan walked backed over to the other side of the table.

By the time he’d sat down, she’d already popped the top and downed the chemical cocktail, washing it down with a healthy mouthful of tea. “Guh. Rick didn’t mention the taste.”

“I forgot your distaste for orange soda.” Ivan vanished from his seat, appearing at Janet’s side just as her skull slumped forward, catching his ex-wife at the forehead and laying her gently down onto the table.

Spasms were already rocking her body, working unknown changes upon her. When Janet awoke, her world would be forever changed, though it wasn’t as if she hadn’t been brushing against a meta-existence since their first entanglement. When the change was done, they’d assess her abilities and pair her with someone who could offer proper guidance, much as they were doing with Rick.

At the thought of his son, Ivan grabbed his laptop from the living room, setting it up across from Janet. There were still a few emails to finalize Rick’s switch to homeschooling, a necessity for his upcoming training stint. While it was a shame for him to miss a big chunk of senior year, getting his powers properly under control had to be their first course of action.

Especially because unlike virtually anyone else, Rick included, Ivan understood what his son’s power was. Along with just how dangerous his life was going to be.
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While the world worked to rebuild, the many superheroes who’d held the line rested and recovered. Cyber Geek was stuck in a healing treatment facility for hours, pumped full of nutrition and looked over no fewer than three times. The others had needed checking over too, but his condition was noteworthy in its severity.

The cost for his summon had been literal blood and flesh, by all accounts. Cyber Geek had pulled the necessary energy out of his very cells, killing them in the process. It was a terrifying ability, one he certainly hoped not to use again, especially after the multitude of warnings he was given about the dangers of such a gift.

Yet no one told him not to do it again, curiously. Perhaps because they knew the words were wasted. When a superhero was pushed to their limit with people counting on them, they wouldn’t ignore such an option. Still, Cyber Geek took the advice to heart. If nothing else, this sort of thing should be saved as a final contingency.

But the spark of ambition was now a blaze in his chest after seeing his power’s greater potential. A blaze he tamped down while hobbling into the break room where most of his friends were already resting. There was a time for growth, and a time for recovery. This was the latter, as his medical attendant had made abundantly clear before finally letting him leave.

To his surprise, The New Science Sentries were there as well, Plasmodia and Hat Trick playing a game of foosball while Medley and Agent Quantum sat chatting as an old football game ran in the background. Cold Shoulder was making herself a cup of hot tea, water boiling up to the rim of the small cup.

At his arrival, there was a flurry of interest and congratulations, but soon everyone was settled back in. Agent Quantum and Medley resumed their conversation, which turned out to center on an interest of Cyber Geek’s.

“…and after that we teleported home. I don’t totally get why the power required us to hop, skip, and jump, but heck if it didn’t work.”

“So now Bahamut has a metal arm and they’ve got a friend who can teleport.” Medley shook his head. “Even if they’re not considered criminals at the moment, tell me I’m not the only one worried about those developments. Those two were already a pain.”

“Three,” Cold Shoulder corrected. “That teleporting woman was on the scene at the Alfred Settler fight too. We assumed she was a bystander who got caught up in everything, but this meta calling herself ‘Cliché’ certainly seems to be part of their team.”

Medley’s furry head nodded, causing him to wince. The echoes of his ordeal hadn’t faded entirely yet, leaving him dizzy from any too-sudden motions. “Fantastic, one more set of mysteries to the pile. I swear, just about the only thing we know about them is that they keep turning up in the middle of trouble and apparently love capris.”

There was a sudden clatter from the foosball table as Plasmodia’s shot went wild, her head straight up, no longer focused on the game whatsoever. “Hang on… did you say capris?”

“Yeah, Bahamut mentioned shopping for some the day those monsters attacked the outlet mall. Why, that sort of secret villain-only fashion that will tell us who they are?”

While Medley plainly meant the words in jest, Plasmodia’s sudden severe expression sucked any humor out of the response. Rubbing her temples, mouth moving silently as she processed, finally she looked up to the group once again. “Who named them? Bahamut and Hephaestus. Was that us, or them?”

“Them,” Cyber Geek replied. “We were the response team for their first known heist, and those were the names they used.”

“I know Hephaestus is human. When their gauntlet was getting worked on during the Settler fight, I saw a gloved hand under there. Has anyone ever witnessed them fully out of the suit or transformation? Any glimpse at human forms?” Plasmodia continued to press.

All around, everyone shook their heads. Even when Hephaestus’s right arm was a crumpled hunk, Tachyonic noted that the suit had stayed on.

“What have you got?” Agent Quantum asked, leaning a bit off the couch in his obvious excitement.

“Maybe nothing, but… capris… do you know what those are?” Everyone in the room, save for Hat Trick, shook their heads to the negative. As for Hat Trick, her own eyes went suddenly wide as the implication became clear.

That reaction appeared to bolster Plasmodia’s confidence. “Capris are basically a set of shortened pants that usually stop somewhere along the calf. And while there are certainly exceptions, most of the time it’s a fashion focused on women. To the point where the majority of stores, including those at the outlet mall, only stock them in women’s sizes.”

She didn’t need to spell it out any further than that. Agent Quantum sat forward all at once, his muscular heft causing the couch to groan. Medley’s ears were lying flat against his skull as his fur bristled, while Cyber Geek felt his own face turn slack from shock. Cold Shoulder showed the least surprise, taking a few long sips from her tea.

“The names were intentional misdirects,” Agent Quantum managed at last. “A secondary layer of identity protection. Maybe Hephaestus is actually male or is running the same game as Bahamut; it was a mistake for us to assume either way.”

“They’re clever,” Cold Shoulder agreed. “Makes me glad that they’ve been mostly helpful, especially with all the breach crap.”

“Speaking of, I heard someone discovered a new aspect to their powers,” Plasmodia mentioned, finally glancing back down at her game.

Interesting as the capri revelation might someday prove to be, it wasn’t as if that fact alone revealed the secret to the villains’ identities. Cyber Geek was a touch embarrassed as the conversation shifted to his own accomplishments, although he beamed with pride all the same. Tonight, he’d come through for his team at last.

Had Cyber Geek been a tad more focused on the room around him, he might have noticed that one member of their group had seemingly not yet recovered from Plasmodia’s revelation. Tachyonic still sat there, uncharacteristically still.
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It had been such a small detail, Tachyonic almost managed to convince himself it was never there. A minor oddity, a blip in a day filled with chaos and danger. Except now, the seemingly innocuous comment was like a spur in his brain, digging deeper as every passing second dragged up more supporting memories. All from one simple little sentence.

“And now that you guys have some fresh backup coming in, things are bound to get better.”

Tori had said that to him as they sat on the Ferris Wheel, looking out over Thrillmax Pointe. A statement of simple fact that should have meant nothing. Except… there was no way Tori should have known that yet. The villains had been helping, true, but that wasn’t a factor that the AHC publicized. It had taken time for the public to notice the odd sources of aid; it wasn’t as if they knew the difference between a cape and a crook on sight, especially when costumes were involved. At that moment, Tachyonic had brushed the words off as a miscommunication, assuming she meant new superheroes rotating onto shift or something similar.

But there was another explanation. Tori would certainly know about the activities of super-villains if she was one herself. Perhaps some sort of brilliant inventor with an incredibly destructive suit made from custom technology.

The kind of person who would be relatively unfazed by the discovery of meta-human neighbors. Someone who wouldn’t be awestruck by their status as superheroes or the legacy of their team. Another flicker of Tori flashed in his head.

“It’s a job. It doesn’t define who you are, or what you can be.”

If Tori was Hephaestus, the obvious suspect for Bahamut would be Beverly. As a meta capable of fighting on par with Agent Quantum, Bahamut had demonstrated ample skill at hand-to-claw combat, not unbelievable for one with her background. Beverly had never made any secret of her family’s history of service, or their insistence in preparing her to face the world.

That left Cliché, and as fortune had it, there was a third roommate to consider. The more implications Tachyonic pondered, the harder it was not to doubt himself. Was he really going down the mental road of assuming that Chloe was somehow involved with villains?

For now, it was a theory only, nothing more, and certainly not the kind of wild speculation that could be shared. If he was wrong, Tachyonic would be putting a target on someone plenty of his fellow superheroes already had cause to dislike, thanks to her product line. Besides, even if he was right, moving without proof could ultimately hurt the AHC. Targeting someone who appeared to be cutting into their line of work without rock-solid evidence risked coming off as petty to the public, hardly an attitude befitting superheroes.

Tapping his foot and sucking in a few deep breaths, Tachyonic forced himself to calm down. It was an interesting notion, and one he would absolutely pursue, but his imagination couldn’t be allowed to run wild. Whatever the truth was, he’d uncover it eventually, and if Tori did turn out to be Hephaestus then he would… he would…

Tachyonic shifted his thoughts to another topic. No need to mentally cross that bridge before he came to it.
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Wade had come through, and then some.

Although they had to take multiple teleportation gates to reach their destination, it was a rather lovely grove, albeit one with purple and gray trees. While the guild didn’t have much of a hand in the greater universe, they’d found a few useful locations from various members’ adventures. This particular planet was especially remote, to the point where it had once been the guild’s original fallback point.

They weren’t visiting those facilities, though the teleportation gate did come in handy. Instead, Rick and Ivan set out immediately. They trekked across a suspended metal bridge hovering atop the trees, a crackling blue barrier stopping the occasional flying creature that swooped down.

They certainly weren’t birds, not with four leathery wings and heads that were an interconnected series of waving eyestalks; then again, nor were they truly monsters. Ivan and his son were the invaders, these creatures the natives of their environment. They disturbed as little as possible on the walk over, finally exiting the floating bridge when they arrived at a bare campsite.

Like the bridge, it was encased in a crackling barrier, housing a handful of small buildings and a pile of canvas tents.

“This is where I learn to use my powers?” Rick surveyed the trees around them, open-mouthed in wonder at his first glimpse of an alien world. He couldn’t sense the multitude of predators slinking around in those trees, hoping for easy prey to wander past. Or rather, Rick was choosing not to sense them – part of the issue they’d journeyed so far to correct.

“Eventually.” Ivan set his backpack down, rooting around until his hand closed around a familiar tome. The cover felt warm to his touch, even now, an effect that drew the briefest of smiles to his face. Pulling it free, Ivan revealed a hefty book whose cover was formed from gorgeous blue scales.

“I’m not especially adept at magic, but I had an amazing teacher who helped me grasp some basics. This is the spellbook he provided to further my education, though I admit, I never got as much from it as I perhaps could have. When you’re ready to start, this will be your textbook, though the knowledge inside is never to be shared. Auro was to magic as Doctor Mechaniacal is to technology. The level of spellcraft within here is beyond what the vast majority of our practitioners can even conceive of.”

“Hell yeah, let’s get to it.” Rick reached out for the book, only to find it out of reach as Ivan yanked the tome away.

“When you’re ready,” Ivan reiterated.

Still a bit stunned from the book pull, Rick stepped back a half-step. “I am ready. Thought I was pretty clear on that, but yeah, I want to get started. You haven’t let me mess with my magic once since the accident. I understood we had to get somewhere safe so I could practice, that makes sense. We’re here now, though, and I’m excited to get going.”

Slowly, Ivan nodded, however he didn’t move to offer the book. “Very well then. Perhaps that’s for the best. The longer we wait, the easier it will be to delay longer. The first lesson you need to absorb is that magic is the power of truth, as much as it is an act of sheer fantasy.”

“Please tell me there’s more explanation than just that coming.”

“It means,” Ivan sighed, “that you are using a fantastical means to alter reality. You are imposing your own truth over the world’s. When physics says a bullet should push through your flesh and you say a barrier of light should halt it in place, that’s lunacy. When you do the same thing and succeed, that’s magic. It is, admittedly, more esoteric than I would prefer, which is one of many reasons I’ve never been particularly skilled at its usage. But the point is that magic starts from a place of truth. The better you know yourself and your power, the more capable you are of imposing it onto reality.”

Mercifully, Rick’s eyes hadn’t glazed over the way Ivan knew his own would have. “Okay, I think I kind of get it. I have to understand my magic and how it works to get the most out of using it. Something like that?”

“A workable starting point.” Ivan said nothing for several seconds, letting the quiet build between them. “Shall you do it, or would you rather I handled things?”

Rick’s brow drew together as if he were confused, yet Ivan didn’t miss the wiggle of terror that slithered across his mouth. So Rick knew then, even if he wasn’t admitting it to himself. “Do what?”

“Rick, no matter what has happened, no matter what we experience here, you need to know that your mother and I love you, your family will always have your back. We will get through it.”

Ivan vanished, reappearing in front of his son and taking hold of his shoulder, giving a reassuring squeeze. “We will. I promise.”

“I… I don’t know what you’re⁠—”

“Magic starts from a place of truth. You want real control? To master what you are, what you can do, rather than fear it? All of that starts here. There’s no way forward until you face it.”

Tears ran down Rick’s face and his breathing came in shallow gasps. Still, he stayed standing, even lifting his chin to look Ivan in the eye. “I can’t… I can’t make it…”

“It’s okay. I’ll dispel the shapeshift.”

With a pulse of his own magic, Ivan destroyed the artificial form Rick had wrapped himself in. The spell itself was an incredible achievement; Auro had always said shapeshifting was among the more difficult of magics to master, though Auro had also never shied away from aggrandizing his own achievements. Regardless, for one so new to magic to cast such a complex effect hinted at a talent for magic vastly surpassing Ivan’s own pitiful potential.

As the shape of his son gave way to the boy’s new true form, Rick lumbered over to a shiny metal case at the edge of the campsite, the closest thing they had to a mirror. Much as Ivan wanted to halt him, the speech hadn’t been empty words. Rick had to see what he was now, to accept the truth of his situation. Only then would his magic be rooted properly, perhaps one day powerful enough to undo this transformation for good.

The inhuman howls that rose from Rick at the sight of himself shattered Ivan’s heart, while at the same time steeling his resolve. Around the camp, those slinking predators suddenly decided they had other places to be, the horrendous howls a warning that something truly terrifying was in the area.

The early days would be hard, Ivan knew that much firsthand, but Rick would not face them alone. He would have guidance, expertise, and a sympathetic ear.

If anyone could teach Rick how to live with a monster inside him, it was Ivan.
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Looking over her meta-suit, Tori found the damage wasn’t as severe as expected. Both arms were pretty much shot, but she’d been planning to rework those anyway. Her underground fight with an unstoppable giant – what she now knew to be Caorth’s body after comparing notes with Chloe – had illustrated the need for an all-or-nothing attack. Hephaestus would still have her cannon capable of firing multiple shots, but a true Big Finish Cannon was an attack so powerful it destroyed the weapon using it.

Anything less was merely a prelude.

Incorporating that sort of function into the design would take a true nut, or someone who wouldn’t have to worry about losing a limb when they fired such a weapon.

As for the body of her suit, it had held up for the most part. There were crumpled areas where she’d been gripped, and the wiring would need to be fixed across almost every section, but it was still in one recognizable piece. Had she ventured down there in her older armor, Tori had no doubt she’d have been beaten useless, dead, or both.

The biggest issue of her design was the one that would be hardest to correct: power. It had been made abundantly clear that if she wanted her suit to perform at peak potential, to say nothing of adding in more complex elements down the line, Tori needed a stronger power source than herself. Granted, she had started working the combustion exercises that Vicky taught her into a daily routine, but that was a long-term solution.

It wouldn’t save her from an attack tomorrow.

Despite all the peril of the underground facility, it had given Tori a bit of inspiration. The last century of history was rife with meta-humans who’d tackled similar issues; she was far from the first person to design a meta-suit. Neither was Doctor Mechaniacal, for that matter. As best she could recall, the earliest instances had been in the fifties or sixties, though there was some debate over where a collection of gadgets ended and a true meta-suit began.

Whenever it kicked off, there were decades of people working toward the same goal as her. True, only a few had succeeded, but that didn’t mean none of the others had made meaningful discoveries. If she could find an older option with potential to be developed, that would be ideal, though unlikely. What Tori considered more achievable was finding a power source with a notable drawback, ideally one she could circumvent.

Cylian chambers, for example, were capable of generating high amounts of power in relatively small spaces. The trouble was that using them had a nasty tendency of causing nearby flesh to rapidly erode. While that wouldn’t be a problem for Tori, the range on that effect was nearly twenty feet, meaning she could never power up her suit around a single ally or innocent when using that sort of energy source.

But that was just a single abandoned project, the most famous of its ilk thanks to a short-lived superhero who’d tried to use a cylian chamber device once, and only once. How many more were lost to time, lurking in some damp basement, waiting to be uncovered? It would require a lot of research, along with some active searching, neither of which scared Tori one bit. If anything, she was excited about diving into the project.

Of course, before she started refining her suit, the first step was to get it fully functional again. Not being able to change into Hephaestus left Tori uneasy, burdened with an anxiety that would only fade once her invention was usable once more.

Glancing over to her older model sitting on display in the lab, Tori considered Vicky’s advice about keeping a spare around. At the rate she damaged her suits, even with the durability upgrade, it felt wise to have an emergency measure.

Another project for another day. Hephaestus had to be repaired before anything else. After which, Tori intended to go try and practice combustion in the shower for a bit, then squeeze in a bit of research before her meeting with Ivan. With any luck, she’d find a few promising candidates to ask him about, assuming there was a chance.

When Ivan had reached out to her and set the meeting, he’d sounded serious, even for him. There were a great many things that might mean, and Tori assumed pretty much all them would be better faced with the knowledge that her suit was functioning once more.
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The lone figure streaking across the snow came to a stop, searching his surroundings. More ice and snow, just everywhere he had looked. The cold might have been an issue if he hadn’t known the secret to staying warm. Heat was really just motion, and he had something of a mastery where that was concerned.

What he lacked, sadly, was a keen sense of direction. That had always been his Achilles heel, to the point where one of the first pieces of gear he’d been issued was a compass that pointed toward the other members of his team. An item he hadn’t been wearing on the fateful day, and so now it was as lost as the man himself.

It had already been days since his arrival, the first several of which had been spent sleeping in the first cavern he could find. After finally waking, feeling exceptionally refreshed, he started a methodical, grid-like search of his surroundings, hoping to find a clue about where he’d arrived. There was a chance the entire world had been coated in ice, a possibility he worked hard to keep out of mind.

Checking in a grid pattern was the most efficient way to be sure he saw everything, but it was also tedious and boring. Deciding on a new strategy, the man looked up at the sun’s position overhead. So long as he kept to a consistent direction, sooner or later he was bound to find something, even if it was ruins or more endless expanses of ice.

Pointing himself west, the man vanished in an explosion of snow, moving so fast the white powder behind him was kicked into a frenzy. As for the man himself, he’d vanished almost entirely. Only the faint outline of his silver shoes could still be glimpsed on the horizon.
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Watching video of the giant airship from another angle, Wade chuckled at his fortune. What had once been a small bargain had ballooned into a major investment. When he’d asked Lodestar for the chance to court Cyber Geek into an endorsement contract, Wade had mostly been looking for a way to help Tori stay grounded, while also softening the aggressive edges of her product line. Working with a friend who was also a superhero would aid both tasks at once.

But that was before Cyber Geek went and showed everyone what he was truly capable of. Now his profile had shot into the big leagues overnight, with millions of people learning his name as video of the ship saving countless civilians circulated online. By all accounts, it was a hell of a trick to pull off, one that had nearly killed the kid in the process, yet he’d managed all the same. If he didn’t die first, someday Cyber Geek might just be a household name on par with capes like Quorum.

Behind him, sitting at her own workstation, Xelas was examining the head and mind of Quantumbot. The two had been silently talking for a while now – far faster to communicate digitally than waste time forming words. Learning of Tori’s souvenir from her latest adventure had been quite intriguing, with the added effect of making Wade’s blood boil, even if he never showed it.

The nerve of Vernon to go after his people was galling, all the more so because as always, the man had technically skirted the line. After all, how could the guild claim he’d targeted their members when it was Chloe who’d gotten the teleportation trap? Tori and Beverly hurled themselves in of their own volition, leaving him little ground for legitimate recourse.

Luckily, villains weren’t so limited, though Wade would have to be patient and wait for the right opportunity.

Perhaps Quantumbot might hold a key. While Xelas would never permit a fellow AI to be unknowingly used as a puppet, if he had an axe to grind with his creator, then cooperation was certainly on the table. That was an avenue he would largely leave to Xelas, though. When it came to helping sentient machines find their footing, there were no others who could even compare to her level of experience and expertise.

“Now this is interesting.” The fact that Xelas said the words out loud meant they were intended for Wade, so he slowly swiveled his chair to give her more attention. “Quantumbot doesn’t have the exact schematics for his old body, however he had some repair diagrams and a few bits of information. Enough to paint a rough picture of where those abilities came from.”

Moments later, a green flash appeared in Wade’s vision as Xelas sent a file over. Augmenting his sight had been one of the first bodily improvements Wade ever made on himself, though that was many sets of eyeballs ago. Skimming it over, his artificial eyes widened, then his whole face winced.

“Efficient, calculating, and utterly heartless. I’d expect nothing less. We’ll hang on to these for now, they may prove to be a useful shove should Vernon ever need to be moved off-balance. Unfortunately, this also means we won’t be able to reproduce Quantumbot’s original form.”

“That’s quite alright,” Quantumbot interjected, his voice a bit rough with several of his speakers still damaged. “Now that I better understand the source of its construction, a new start is preferable.”

The head’s screen flashed a few times, what Wade had taken to mean Quantumbot was drawing deeply on his current processing power. “But are you sure this is acceptable? My understanding of your organization is that it is one dedicated to villainy, yet I remained steadfast in my goal of acting as a superhero. Is it really permissible to gift me a body I will use to potentially work against you?”

“Well for one thing, you’ve not really going to be able to work against us, exactly,” Xelas informed him. “We’re giving you a body, just not a top-of-the-line one such as mine. It will be enough to get you started, to give you a place to build up from. More importantly, I’m going to make sure you have the necessary knowledge to improve your own design.”

“All we’re really giving you is the same chance everyone else gets: a body and the freedom to use it as you see fit. If you can use that opportunity to climb to our heights and offer challenge, then we’ll welcome the reunion.” Wade spoke the words with conviction, meaning each and every one.

Then again, he also meant the unspoken words, the implication that they’d obviously be able to track and monitor the body they built, turning Quantumbot into an unwitting mole until he’d upgraded out of his starting parts. It was underhanded, true, but that was why Wade hadn’t started a guild of Starscouts.

For as pleasant as he could be, Doctor Mechaniacal didn’t earn his position in the guild by happenstance.
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Tori met up with Ivan at his townhome. With his actual house under construction once more, he’d returned to the same temporary abode as before, one already secured to guild standards, no matter how mundane it looked.

The pair had a long dinner and caught up over the past few days, Tori giving him the breakdown of her current research, while Ivan talked about helping Beth come to terms with the horror of the attack. Through the talk, he dropped a few hints about his progress with Rick as well. His son was left running drills while Ivan traveled back, though that was really just a pretense to give the boy some time alone. Transformed into a meta-human or not, no teenage boy wanted to spend all his time around his dad.

Plus, it sounded like Rick was going through a lot, even if Ivan was sparse with the details.

It was once they’d moved on to dessert, an especially decadent chocolate cake, that Ivan turned the conversation toward more personal, serious matters.

Along with her cake, Tori received a jump drive, which she picked up and waggled at Ivan. “Clandestine cake information?”

“Not quite. It’s a training program Wade devised. Load it into one of your helms, and you’ll be able to simulate battles against all manner of foes. It’s the first part in your expanded training regimen, the rest will need further development before it’s ready.”

“Uh huh. You know, last I checked, we were both members of the guild in excellent standing. Not quite sure what it is about my stories that makes you think I suddenly need help, but⁠—”

Tori trailed off as she looked to Ivan, realizing he was not wearing his usual stoic expression. In its place was one laced with concern, a sentiment that gave her pause. Why was Ivan worried about her, especially after she survived her latest near-deadly adventure?

“It’s not that. It’s… well, me. Whether having Fornax as your mentor was a boon or a curse has always been debatable; however, that equation has now changed. I told you the arctic incident left me reduced, but not by how much. I am weaker now, Tori. Weak enough that my existence will no longer be an automatic deterrent against those who wish you harm, especially if their ire is due to our association.”

Even as he said it, Tori struggled to picture such a thing: Ivan, not being utterly dominant and unstoppable. It didn’t gel with her perception of him one bit. The notion of her mentor being lesser was wrong, borderline distressing, and she had no idea how Ivan was facing the concept so calmly.

“We have a limited window of time before potential enemies learn of my condition. Luckily, Fornax hasn’t made many public appearances in recent years, so my absence won’t draw attention there. But life has taught me to assume the worst will eventually come to pass. That’s why I want you to be ready for when the truth slips out. Able to meet whoever attacks on your own terms, forging your own reputation for power, rather than us trusting in mine.”

Tori fiddled with the frosting on her cake, drawing her fork across the surface to scour four deep lines. “Seems you’re taking it as a given that people will find out you’re weakened and I’m your apprentice, even though neither of those are exactly public knowledge.”

“Sooner or later, secrets always come out. The more you want to hide them, the truer that holds,” Ivan replied matter-of-factly.

It was hard to argue with that fact when they were sitting in the townhome because Ivan’s actual home had been attacked… again. He was among the lowest-profile people the guild had, or had been before Balaam yanked Fornax out of retirement, and yet trouble still came calling. For that matter, Helen’s very power protected her identity, and there were still multiple villains who knew her true name. Those revelations would have had to come by her own hand, but it did reinforce Ivan’s point.

More gently this time, Tori picked up the jump drive. “This is the first part of my new training, you said?”

“Indeed. While I would have much preferred to gift you the luxury of a leisurely development, that would have left you ill-prepared for the challenges ahead. With some help from Wade, I’m hoping to develop your talents more aggressively, along with providing chances to gain useful technology and materials.”

“Wait, I still have to earn all my upgrade shit?”

For the first time all dinner, the slight hint of a smile touched Ivan’s lips. “Obviously. The point of training isn’t to make things easier, it’s to make you more capable of facing them.”

Although Tori grumbled her way through the rest of dessert, she couldn’t quite keep her eyes off the jump drive and all the potential it represented.
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Running yet another systems check, Vicky confirmed that she was indeed safe and sound, securely tucked inside a meta-suit without a giant hole ripped through the center and haphazardly patched.

The trip had been far more than she’d anticipated. More dangerous, more beneficial, more interesting, and certainly more emotionally volatile. That last point was especially true; Vicky couldn’t recall the last time she’d gotten so involved with a Tori. Maybe back at the beginning, when she was first starting out? It had left her feeling stirred up, closer to human than she’d been in a while.

Then again, maybe that sentiment was coming from the readout on her screen, a series of numbers that would be gibberish to most yet represented a shot of hope for Vicky. Her machine was processing Tori’s data, and that ninety-seven percent match was proving its worth. Millions of sequences ran one after another, artificial tests on virtual Vickys, the first hurdle to clear in regaining her human form.

So far, none of them had succeeded, yet each instance was already showing tremendous progress. Usually the avatars dissipated after only a few accelerated minutes, yet these simulations endured for the equivalent of hours. As more of Tori’s data was integrated, they might stabilize for days, perhaps even permanently.

Then would come translating the digital scenarios into real life, where things always grew more complicated, followed by fine-tuning and safety-testing, before finally reaching a point where Vicky would consider using it on herself. After nearly killing herself once, that importance of safety had been imparted. She had no plans to work on her real form until every plausible factor was accounted for.

Which would be some ways off, leaving Vicky with ample time to kill. From a small panel on her hand, she produced a sliver of dark material. Part of her felt bad stealing a piece of Tori’s suit, but in fairness, she had taken it during the swamp fight, before they’d really become friends. Besides, Vicky had gifted her some tech in return to balance the scales.

Vicky wondered if she should have told Tori about their secret sibling as well, but her younger self had a lot on her plate already. Probably best that came out in its own time.

Regardless, a material like this was too valuable to pass up. Its raw durability was capable of stopping attacks that should have been borderline unbeatable; Vicky could hardly imagine what possibilities she’d be able to unlock. Since her last suit had been essentially scrapped anyway, now was as good a time as any for a new model. One that would be far sturdier than anything she’d crafted so far.

It was time to get started on VRX78, another step closer toward perfection.
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Nexus fell back against the brick wall, truly sated.

Dimensional novas were among his favorite events, among the few times he took a more observatory role. The chaotic nature of such events made predicting them impossible, even for someone with such a vast scope of perspective. He simply never knew what creatures would emerge, or where, making the entire experience wholly unique every time.

Not to mention, these brought the possibility of crossovers! Such a rare potential in the Lodestar-protected-worlds, yet occasional surprises were sometimes managed. Having a second Hephaestus appear – and they were all Hephaestuses to Nexus, no matter what monikers they threw around – had added all manner of spice to this nova’s unfolding.

Then there was Quantumbot, unearthed and preserved. Nexus had watched thousands of worlds play their stories out in the time since a Quantumbot was last upon the earth’s surface, and that iteration had hit one hell of an ending.

Nexus wiped a small trace of spittle from the side of his mouth; he’d been so engrossed his jaw was hanging open. A few feet down the alleyway, another body of Nexus appeared. They looked roughly the same, though this one had on different shoes. A third manifested sitting on a nearby dumpster, wearing his satisfaction nakedly upon his face. More and more appeared, until the number crested over a hundred.

They were all Nexus – in the way humans had one head with two eyes, he was a being with multiple bodies yet one viewpoint. More perspectives to watch the action unfold. It was rare he gathered so many in one place, only when there was a truly worthwhile spectacle deserving of such dedicated attention. Novas were such a cause, as were the generational battles, like the bout with Orion.

Several of his bodies had observed the fight between Lodestar and Fornax, along with the kiss that followed. That had the potential to be quite entertaining indeed, assuming the pair didn’t manage to throw water on the flames of romance as they so often did.

With the bulk of his bodies assembled, Nexus spread out into the greater multiverse. He would keep an eye on this realm, though experience told him what came next would be a time of preparation and rebuilding. Though his watch would be close, because the catalyst for potential upheaval was already present.

Out there right now, running around too fast for the human eye to see, slowly working toward its fate. When it finally arrived, Nexus would be there to act as witness. Possibly with a tub of popcorn at the ready.

That reunion perpetually ranked among his favorite surprises.
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Ivan arrived at Helen’s with an assortment of dishes in his soft-sided cooler, hefting the container out of his car as he nervously walked to her front door. They’d met with each other and battled each other more times than either could count, but today… today was something special.

Something new.

He’d barely knocked once before the door was opened, Ivan’s eyes darting down as he expected the exuberant form of Penelope to come bolting forth. No such entity emerged, however, and as Helen traced his eyeline, she smiled, then offered explanation. “Penelope is at a sleepover with some friends tonight.”

“Ah. Then perhaps I made too much cake.” Ivan jiggled the cooler slightly.

“Is that a challenge? Because I’m taking it as one regardless.” Her grin faded suddenly as Helen shifted the topic. “How’s Rick?”

“Holding up as well as can be expected. He’s been slowly finding his footing, even if he is practicing shapeshifting ad nauseum. I’ve been trying to give him space when he asks or needs it, processing something like this can be… it takes time.”

It was hard to say when Helen’s hand had snaked out and snared his free arm, curling her fingers around his own in a show of comfort. “At least he has someone to show him the way. That’s a lot better than what you faced.”

“Perhaps, but I never had a normal life to lose. Rick has to grapple with stakes I never considered.”

They stood like that for a few moments, until a car horn from up the street jolted both back to the moment. Helen released his hand, albeit not quickly. “Well, tonight I’ve picked just the Multerion movie to take your mind off everything. It’s a mix of action, high-minded philosophy, and gothic poetry, starring the actor from those boxing movies you called ‘the meat-punching films.’ It’s a flick named Edgar Allen Pow, one of the rarer entrants in the collection. Apparently, there are a lot of worlds where the star gave up on his passion project before it could be made.”

Ivan didn’t even bother to hide the uncertainty on his face. “Tell me it’s at least shorter than that walking-trilogy you tormented me with.”

“Three and a half hours long, with an intermission.” As if ignoring his reaction, Helen had a playful twinkle in her eyes when she winked at Ivan. “You know, you’re so good at blending in, sometimes I genuinely forget there are life experiences you don’t have context for.”

Cocking his eyebrow, Ivan was still confused as Helen grabbed him by the cooler and dragged both man and meal past the door’s threshold. “When someone invites you over to watch a movie late at night, especially after they’ve just kissed, there’s an implied assumption that the film is just a pretext for spending time together. Usually getting to know one another, though we’re a bit past that point.”

Since she was already close enough to lead him through the door, Helen had no trouble slipping to Ivan’s side and whispering in his ear. “In other words, I picked a movie I knew you wouldn’t particularly care for, because there’s a strong chance it’s going to be ignored while we talk about whatever all this is… or what we want it to be.”

“Oh. Oh.” How long since Ivan felt something as ridiculous as butterflies in his stomach? Since his hands were sweating and nerves abounded? Since he’d really considered how little dating experience he had in the grand scheme of things?

That was one of the many things he loved about Helen. No matter how powerful he might grow, she had a way of always leaving him feeling vulnerable.

With the heel of his foot, Ivan kicked the door closed, carefully cradling the cooler of cake as he crossed the threshold.
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If god or fate were real, then it was only natural they would have favorites. Without some people pampered beyond the threshold of random chance, what would the point of such forces even be? So of course, if some were beloved by fortune, then it only stood to reason others were scorned.

He had always considered himself one such person. The few breaks he had received in life were hard-won, and usually came with severe catches. Yet onward he’d struggled, fighting against ill-luck among many other forces, forging his life into one that was worth being proud of.

A life he’d thrown away to save the people he loved.

Of course, even then, he couldn’t get out so easily. The same energy that had eroded his friends’ powers reacted differently with his own. Thanks to an unexpected synergy of meta-elements, he wasn’t dying from the arm jabbed through his stomach.

In fact, the very energy meant to tear him apart was all that was keeping him alive.

Alive, and in constant suffering.

The pain was all-consuming, endless, eternal. No relief, no respite, and his body wasn’t even able to adjust to it. Every wave of pain was as horrid as the first. Every moment trapped in an endless void, knowing only suffering. When he’d made the choice to trade his life for his friends, he’d wondered if Hell was his fated destination.

As it turned out, he’d been right, only Hell was overhead rather than underfoot. Hell was right here, cored through his guts, pulling at his lungs, scouring his skin. The empty depths of space tore at his life, yet the power coursing through him refused to yield. Idly, in his most lucid of moments, he wondered if his tormentor was keeping him alive on purpose or not. Perhaps this was how the skeletal monster they’d battled was keeping himself sane.

Then, without warning, it stopped.

The absence of pain was so stark and sudden, he suspected death had finally claimed him, body nearly going slack with relief. Except the arm gouged through his guts kept him pinned in the same place he had been ever since they arrived in space. He still appeared to be alive, which left him unexpectedly befuddled. Why was his pain all at once entirely absent?

It was an excellent question, one he had no way to answer. Tempting as it was to open his eyes and start cracking wise, Ike had a hunch that would only end in himself getting torn apart.

Painless didn’t mean immortal, after all.

Instead, Ike Pemberton, the cape formerly known as Presto, turned his focus inward to the current of energy keeping him alive despite space’s best efforts to change that status. If the power was resonating with his body well enough to sustain it, there was a chance he could actively utilize the energy, integrate it more directly into his cells.

Professor Quantum’s endless lessons on grasping his own nature came flooding back as Ike began to cycle through the same training techniques he’d employed when first mastering his spatial powers. The process was sure to be a slow one, but Ike hardly had other appointments to keep.

For whatever reason, Ike wasn’t hurting anymore. Now it was time to regain his strength, then show his captor what it felt like to suffer.

And maybe, one day, find a way back to his team.

End of Book 3


Other Novels by Drew Hayes


[image: Super Powereds: Year 1]


[image: Second Hand Curses]


[image: NPCs]


[image: Fred the Vampire Accountant]



Want more Drew Hayes content?



Check out the Patreon, where you can read weekly serial novella chapters, see sneak peeks at upcoming projects, join the private Discord server, and more!

https://www.patreon.com/drewhayesnovels

If more tabletop fun is what your after, Drew also DMs on the Authors & Dragons podcast, gaming with fellow comedy-fantasy authors John Hartness, Robert Bevan, Rick Gualtieri, Joseph Brassey, and Steve Wetherell.

Available on all major podcasting app, or directly at https://anchor.fm/authors-and-dragons


[image: ]
About the Author


Drew Hayes is an author from Texas who has now found time and gumption to publish a few books. He graduated from Texas Tech with a B.A. in English, because evidently he's not familiar with what the term "employable" means. Drew has been called one of the most profound, prolific, and talented authors of his generation, but a table full of drunks will say almost anything when offered a round of free shots. Drew feels kind of like a D-bag writing about himself in the third person like this. He does appreciate that you're still reading, though.

Drew would like to sit down and have a beer with you. Or a cocktail. He's not here to judge your preferences. Drew is terrible at being serious, and has no real idea what a snippet biography is meant to convey anyway. Drew thinks you are awesome just the way you are. That part, he meant. You can reach Drew with questions or movie offers at NovelistDrew@gmail.com Drew is off to go high-five random people, because who doesn't love a good high-five? No one, that's who.

Read or purchase more of his work at his site: DrewHayesNovels.com

[image: Facebook icon] [image: X (Twitter) icon]

OEBPS/image_rsrc9H9.jpg





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrc9HB.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





OEBPS/image_rsrc9H6.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc9H8.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc9HA.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc9HC.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc9H5.jpg
C— 9=





OEBPS/image_rsrc9H7.jpg





