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      "It is with great enthusiasm that I am here today to announce to the people of our wonderful city and to the world, that by unanimous consent of the city's governing board, and with my full support, our fair city of West Keller will from this day forward be known as Hero City, the proud home to Supers Incorporated, whose headquarter building will soon be constructed downtown at the intersection of the newly renamed Liberty Street and Freedom Avenue. Hero City is proud to have been chosen as home to the world's first superheroes!

      Over the next few weeks, our beloved citizens can look forward to more information about the ongoing city revitalization efforts already taking place and soon to come, thanks to the generous support from the Supers Incorporated Public Improvement Fund."

      

      -Mayor Blake, Hero City

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hero City Action News

          

        

      

    

    
      "As you can see from the crowd behind me, the streets around the new Supers Incorporated building have been blocked off to normal traffic, so people can walk around safely and enjoy the event.

      The Mayor pulled out all the stops to celebrate the opening of the headquarters building for the world's first and only superheroes, and it seems like half the people in Hero City are out here taking part in the festivities. We have live music on two stages, jugglers and balloons for the kids, drinks for the adults, lots of different food trucks, including my favorite, Fluffy's Tacos. That's where I'm going right after this report.

      The superheroes are due to make an appearance in about an hour. So, get down here soon and join in the Hero City fun!

      I've always been a West Keller girl, so I'm still getting used to saying our new city name, but I've got to say, I love it!

      Reporting live from just outside the Supers Incorporated building, this is Christina Kent for Hero City Action News.

      Back to you, Terry."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hero City Herald

          

        

      

    

    
      "Thanks to the work of Voltbolt, courtesy of the generosity of Supers Incorporated, repairs of the damage caused to Hero City's power station by the unexpected meteor impact will be completed by Tuesday. As the mayor said in this morning's press conference, "Hero City's electrical supply will soon be back to normal. We couldn't have gotten through this without the literal helping hand of Voltbolt, who spent all weekend sending electricity into one of the main power trunk cables."

      -Lana Lois, Hero City Herald (May 17)
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      Thad smiled and nodded to Sarah, who was waving to him through the storefront window of her bakery as he walked by the shop like he did every weekday. He squinted to deal with the glint of sunlight reflecting off the glass, so he could get a better look at her long blond hair. Some days she still had it in a ponytail, keeping it out of the way while she baked, but this morning it was down, adding a little more pleasantness to his morning commute. He looked forward to stopping in after work to pick up one of his favorite bagel sandwiches for dinner, before hitting the gym.

      Spinach bagel with salmon cream cheese.

      His mouth watered at the thought of biting into it, but a few more steps and a slight breeze brought the morning offerings to his attention. He savored the smell of the breakfast pastries coming out through the front door, which she'd propped open, same as she did every time the weather was nice enough.

      Thad nodded to himself, agreeing with her assessment. He looked up at the near cloudless sky, which already glowed from the morning sun rising slightly over the buildings to the east. He glanced around the block, marveling at how the golden light played on the polished metal and squeaky clean glass of the skyscrapers and shorter brownstones, which had been converted from residential structures to trendy retail and high-end professional buildings a little over a year ago.

      The sounds of the cars creeping along bumper-to-bumper, almost at idle, and the half-conversations behind and in front of him as people walked with their phones to their ears were familiar and calming. The city was working, and everyone seemed to take it for granted that it would keep doing so.

      "And you're a part of the reason they carry on without fear," he said to himself.

      As he stepped to the corner of the intersection of Liberty and Freedom, he paused, filled with awe and pride, to take in the massive tower across the street, his destination, the world headquarters building of Supers Incorporated.

      Rising one hundred and one stories above street level, the granite building took up an entire city block. Built over the course of six months and completed a year ago this week, the Supers Building, as the locals called it, ushered in the era of superheroes in the world, and with it the security and peace they helped to ensure greater prosperity spread to cities and neighborhoods throughout the country and around the globe—at least to those places whose officials paid to take advantage of the extraordinary services Supers Incorporated offered.

      He felt thankful and humbled, knowing for the past year he'd been playing a part to improve the lives of not only the people of Hero City, this place he called home, but also the lives of citizens worldwide.
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        * * *

      

      He'd seen the transformation downtown and in the neighborhood of his youth, on the outskirts of West Keller, as Hero City used to be known. In his early teen years, still living at home with his mother, Thad had spent afternoons and, all too often, evenings roaming the unkept streets and narrow, shadowed alleys with his two childhood friends, Jenny and Peter. Crimes happened daily to someone he knew in the neighborhood—Carlos, owner of the corner convenience store, getting robbed, or muggings, even in daylight, like what happened to Mrs. McDunney, the woman who taught him english in fifth grade. Life was rough, but he'd never known it to be otherwise.

      The three of them had each other at least, and that, along with his mother, made the situation tolerable, sometimes even enjoyable. But that changed one day, when Peter became one of the victims, taken from Thad and Jenny forever. That was three years ago. Jenny's parents moved shortly after, and Thad hadn't seen her since.

      For the three years since Peter died from the random gunfire of a drive-by shooting and Jenny moved with her parents to somewhere in the countryside—at least that was the rumor—Thad gave up on life. Instead of prowling the neighborhood after walking five blocks home from school, he stayed in his room, sitting in his tattered overstuffed chair beside his window. Every afternoon and evening, and all day during the summers, until his mom returned from her double shift at Mel's Cafe, the local diner she'd worked at since before he was born, Thad watched his patch of the dying city from the relative safety of his second-story perch.

      He saw crimes being committed, but knew the authorities wouldn't bother to come if he called them. So he didn't bother either.

      He kept track of how many bags of garbage accumulated before the city's waste management truck showed up to claim them. Some months he counted sixty or more in total in the five piles on his side of the street and the five on the other side. A few were always left behind too, usually torn, spilling their rotting indiscretions onto the sidewalk.

      For three years, since Jenny left and Peter left this life for good, Thad's world fell more and more into a shadow. He finished school and turned eighteen the following Spring, but there didn't seem to be any point in making a plan for his life.

      But one day that changed, though he wouldn't realize exactly how for several more months. His mother told him they were going to move closer to the center of the city. She'd gotten a new job at twice the pay, before tips, at a large diner that just opened. It was part of a revitalization effort, and to support new businesses, low-cost housing was being made available to workers who wanted to move into the area. The place was smaller, but newly remodeled. Thad had no reason to want to stay in his old neighborhood, and his mom seemed to think it might be a chance for him to find his first job, so they went for it.

      A month after they had settled into their new place, the demolition at the end of their new street began. He hadn't gotten a job yet, but his mom wasn't pressuring him. Many of the buildings in the area were still being built out for future businesses. He promised her he'd keep an eye on the neighborhood and find work before the end of summer. It took several days to uncover what was planned for the area being cleared to the ground. When he learned that a single building would be taking up the entire city block at the end of the street, he wondered what it could be.

      Every day he'd walk to the end of the street, which terminated into a perpendicular road in front of the construction site and wrapped around the block on either side. For the first several weeks, when he could get one of the workers to come to the safety fencing and talk to him, Thad got vague answers. The workers didn't seem like they were being vague on purpose, more like they really didn't know what they were building, or at least who or what company the building was going to house. But after numerous brief conversations with different workers over the span of several weeks, Thad finally got the answer that would change the course of his life.

      "I don't know if I believe it," the man said, tapping the top of his hardhat as he stared at the base of the building now under construction. "But supposedly somebody figured out a way to make superheroes, like in comic books." He chuckled, then shook his head before turning to Thad. "Sounds ridiculous, I know. But this thing." He looked at the partially raised building again. "This thing is supposed to be the headquarters for the company. Super Company, or something like that." He turned to Thad again. "Crazy, huh? Never thought I'd live to see something like this."

      "Yeah...crazy." The gears in Thad's head were already turning. He could hardly believe what the man was telling him, but he knew he had to be a part of it, if it was true.

      The man in the hardhat leaned a little to look past Thad. "They're funding all this." He shrugged. "So, crazy or not, real or not, if they're willing to pump this much money into the neighborhood, I say let 'em do it."

      Thad, still trying to imagine what it would mean for superheroes to be real, looked back over his shoulder at the street and all the new stores and apartments being built or already open, including Champions Cafe, where his mom was working. "I have to."

      "Excuse me?" the worker said.

      Thad faced the man again, but actually was looking past him to the tower under construction. "I have to work here."

      The man chuckled. "Yeah, well. Good luck, kid. I hope you get the job. Building should be up in another month." He nodded to Thad, then said, "See you around. I'll keep a look out. I guess you'll be one of the guys wearing a cape."
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        * * *

      

      A bus pulled in front of Thad, blocking his view of the Supers Incorporated headquarters building. He stepped back from the curb as the bus braked with a squeak and dust from the street kicked up into a thin cloud in front of him. He knew the bus was full of some of his fellow co-workers. Like him, they commuted to work the same way everyone in Hero City did.

      No capes.

      He glanced at the four-color advertisement on the side of the bus as the door opened to let people out.

      "Except for you, Mr. Awesome."

      Thad nodded toward the image of Mr. Awesome out of respect and admiration. As the literal poster boy, or man, for Supers Incorporated, Mr. Awesome—red-caped, red-booted, and suited from the neck down in gold proprietary Super Threads, which resembled spandex, but were a thousand times more durable—was the first superhero introduced to the world. No one was as strong and no other superhero had accomplished so much for the people of the world, and in only the short span of a year. He was an inspiration to children, a fantasy for women, and an aspirational role model for everyone.

      Thad briefly recalled the one exchange he'd had with Mr. Awesome in the service elevator. He'd been surprised to see his hero in it, but Mr. Awesome had explained he was avoiding the usual fawning he always got when he used the hero elevator, which always seemed to stop on several floors filled with office staff, despite the lift being for heroes only.
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        * * *

      

      "Just needed a moment of quiet," Mr. Awesome said, looking only slightly downward at Thad, who at six feet one inch, stood nearly as tall as his hero.

      "Yes. I get it," Thad said. "I need that too sometimes."

      Thad remembered how Mr. Awesome had chuckled in response, and that he'd then given Mr. Awesome the bundle of letters addressed to him, held together with a giant rubber band stamped 'Awesome', pulling the hundred-plus from a box on the bottom shelf of his cart. "Your daily. Since you're here. I guess I don't need to drop them with your secretary."

      "Thanks, er..." Mr. Awesome said, paying more attention to his fan mail than Thad, as Thad placed them into Mr. Awesome's hand.

      "Thad. Thaddeus. No. Just Thad."

      The elevator door opened onto the heroes floor and Mr. Awesome gave Thad a pat on his back. "Thanks, Tad."

      Thad couldn't bring himself to correct Mr. Awesome on his name as his hero stepped out of the elevator and the door began to close. He knew Mr. Awesome probably had major hero business on his mind.

      "Keep up the good work...you," Mr. Awesome said just as the door slid shut.
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        * * *

      

      The bus pulled away and the crowd of fellow non-powered, Supers Incorporated personnel crossed the street. Thad took another satisfying look at the colossal granite and reinforced glass tower, a beacon of justice for the world.

      "Time to save the day," he said before glancing around and realizing he was the only one left on the corner.

      "Yes, sir," he said, then walked the crosswalk and headed for the wide cascading stairs feeding upward to the front tower's only entrance.
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      Thad had a bounce in his step as he climbed the stairs alongside his co-workers, heading for the oversized double doors, the only entrance into the Supers Incorporated building. Made of bulletproof glass set into heavy steel frames, the doors stood twice the height of ordinary ones—an intentional design element meant to signify the entirely non-ordinary world beyond them.

      A few civilians walked among the dozens of fellow employees heading inside, as Thad was.  He knew some of the civilians were there on official business, likely on there way to the Public Relations desk to request a superhero appearance for their town's upcoming festival or go over a contract for ongoing superhero protection services on behalf of their city's mayor. Thad could see that others, such as the mother guiding her young son up the steps by the hand, were there for the gift shop, and for the chance to see one of the supers up close.

      Thad smiled when he saw those two. He loved the fact that the boy was growing up in a world filled with the hope and security superheroes provided.

      Much better than I had it.

      Thad wasn't bitter, though. His life was too good now to be resentful of the young boy. No, he was happy for him, and he couldn't help but feel a little pride in knowing he was a part of the organization which was giving that boy a better life than he had.

      He paused a few feet before the oversized doors, which had opened automatically as the first in the crowd had approached them, remaining open for the others who were triggering the sensor above the threshold.

      Today could be the day.

      He repeated the same thought to himself everyday before going inside. He knew, if he kept a positive attitude and continued to do his best at his job in the mail room, his regular requests to move into a higher position in the company would be honored...eventually.

      A scrawny man wearing a lab coat stepped beside him, as Thad waited for some of the crowd to funnel through the door in front of him. "Morning, Thad. Time to save the world."

      Thad recognized Franklin's voice, and the familiar greeting. He turned and reached out to receive his friend's handshake, which he knew was coming. "Happy to do it."

      Thad appreciated Franklin's optimism and enthusiasm. He liked having a co-worker he could relate to so much. Of course, Franklin's job was quite a bit more interesting than Thad's.

      The mail room, where Thad spent seven hours each day receiving, sorting, and delivering fan mail, pleas for superhero help, and job applications. The delivering part of the job was the best. He always made sure he was one of the first to volunteer to take one of the delivery carts to the upper floors. Only three people from the pool of twelve mail room workers got to do the daily deliveries. Thad had only failed to get on the delivery team once in the year he'd been with Supers Incorporated. Doing upper-floor delivery meant seeing more of the company, and, if it was an especially great day, getting a little face time with one of the men or women who wore the suits—the super suits. One super in particular, if he was lucky.

      Mail delivery aside, Thad felt a little envious of Franklin's department. The Augmentation Technologies Department, where his friend worked, took up three entire floors. But Thad knew he didn't have the science and engineering background Franklin had. But even if he had focused more in school, or had the opportunity to go to one of the science academies and then to a good university like Franklin had, Thad knew the talent to design new technology wasn't in his blood, despite how cool it sounded. Still, he loved hearing from his friend about what the department was developing. Thad always promised to keep the details hush hush. If Franklin and his team were working on something, it meant the technology hadn't been put into the field yet. Every time Franklin shared a little about whatever it was his department was working on, he reminded Thad, "Secrecy is of the utmost importance."

      Franklin bowed his head slightly and extended his arm toward the open double doors. "After you, Thad old boy."

      Thad chuckled, never ceasing to be amused at his friend's predilection for using phrases from an era before either of them were born. Nodding, he replied, "Good of you." That was the best he usually managed to match the old-timey speech.

      He and Franklin were the last two at the top of the steps, and after they went inside the building the massive rectangles of steel and glass smoothly closed, sealing with the audible magnetic locking mechanisms embedded in the walls around the opening and in the doors themselves. If anyone else came up the steps outside, the locks would release and the doors would open again—provided the building hadn't been put on alert for anything.

      Parting as they crossed the cavernous entrance hall, Franklin headed toward the left-most security checkpoint of the ten which lined the far side of the room. Thad waited for a group of people to finish passing in front of him, so he could get to the farthest checkpoint on the opposite end of the ten biometric scanning stations.

      Standing in place briefly as technicians, administrative staff, scientists, and marketing people funneled ahead of him toward their respective paths into the sprawling and towering workplace, Thad looked down at the large circular Supers Incorporated emblem inlayed on the white marble floor of the entrance hall.

      He'd seen the Supers emblem every day but Sunday for the past year, but that didn't take away from the pride he felt when he studied once more. The symbolism of the emblem deeply resonated with him—the golden eagle of freedom at its center, wings like rays from the sun, meant for all, and the three curved streaks, one red, one violet, and one blue, rising from below it, the red and blue fanning away from the violet to broaden as all three passed the golden eagle, then merged into the thin black line which encompassed the entire design. The rays were meant to represent different peoples, joined together by common ideals to make a better and stronger world.

      One year.

      Thad couldn't believe it had been a year already—since Supers Incorporated opened its doors and since he landed his job in the mail room. Being one of the first applicants had paid off, he thought.

      He remembered some of the more noteworthy events he'd witnessed since then. Superhero sightings were common, since dozens of them were in and out of the building daily, but seeing them in action thrilled Thad so much more.

      He pictured Hydro standing on the corner of Freedom and Liberty, just outside the Supers building, making himself into a sprinkler for the neighborhood kids to enjoy during the unexpected heatwave over the summer, coupled with a city-wide water shortage. Thad chuckled quietly as he recalled how silly Hydro looked slowly turning in a circle while holding his arms out to project the water in spraying arches for the kids to jump through. Thad had been impressed that Hydro had kept it up for almost an hour, making puddles on the sidewalk and in the street, which had been blocked off so the kids could play and stomp in the water.

      Good PR. Bet he got a nice bonus for that one.

      Of course, Hydro had done the big job a few hours earlier, replenishing the city's water supply, which had been drained dangerously low. The Hero City Herald said the drought, coupled with a mechanical malfunction at the Trinity Dam was the cause of the water shortage. But thanks to a leaked internal corporate memo, Thad knew the real scoop had something to do with an underground fissure outside of town funneling the city's own underground reservoir into a deeper cavern, which evidently was previously unknown. Hydro used his ability to emit massive amounts of water from his body to refill the municipal storage hold once the rupture had been sealed.

      Then there was the electricity problem a month later. Sheesh. That sucked. Glad Voltbolt got back from Eastern Europe when he did.

      Voltbolt, who preferred doing out-of-town jobs, had been in the Ukraine for almost a month, Thad remembered. The U.S. State Department had contracted Supers Inc for help, requesting Voltbolt by name.

      No idea what he was doing over there, but with a meteor taking out half the city's power plant, he came home just in time.

      Thad shook his head thinking how miserable everybody was without power for almost a week, until Voltbolt returned to spend three days holding one of the trunk power supply cables while repairs were done, feeding electricity to the city, mostly without interruption.

      "I still can't believe how many bathroom breaks that guy takes."

      Something flew overhead outside, passing over the domed skylight in the four-story entrance hall, which sat affixed to the front of the hundred-and-one-story tower. The bird, plane, or whatever it was cast a shadow down into the building, gliding across the marble floor and then over Thad's arm and shoulder before continuing behind him.

      Thad looked up at the sky through the slightly tinted, nearly impenetrable, engineered, carbon-titanium sheet.

      "Couldn't be him, and all our other flyers are assigned to the new overseas branch offices."

      He would've liked it if Mr. Awesome was the one flying overhead, but he knew his favorite hero was still on the moon, overseeing the pouring of foundations for the International Moon Base. Robots and remote-piloted machines were doing the actual work of the recently-formed International Consortium for Extra-planetary Development—I.C.E.D.—but Supers Inc had agreed to send Mr. Awesome pro bono as a safeguard, should anything unforeseen and potentially disastrous happen.

      Thad read in the Hero City Herald—something he did over coffee at the bakery on his way home from work—that the project would take a year to complete. Thankfully, Thad thought, Mr. Awesome would return to Earth-bound hero work after the initial month of construction, which was due to be completed in a few days, and only return to the moon periodically or when called upon for something only he could handle.

      He looked around to ask someone else if they saw what had made the shadow, but the lobby was empty. Thad's chest tightened and he felt flush.

      "Crap!"

      He turned around to face the entrance and looked above it to check the time on the analog wall clock, which didn't actually have numbers on it. The long hand sat five degrees past the dot beneath the words at the top of the clock, 'Hero Time'. The short hand was on the dot which would have the seven on a numbered clock.

      "Five minutes late!"

      Was I daydreaming that long?

      As Thad hurried to the security checkpoint, he wasn't worried about being chewed out by his supervisor. That had never happened. Agnes had been in the workforce entirely too long to care that much about five minutes here or ten minutes there. What he feared was something he promised himself he'd never let happen again.

      Please let me not be too late!

      Thad ran down the hall toward the service elevator for mail room employees, ignoring the company protocol which stated 'No employee should run inside the building at any time, unless necessary to avoid lab explosions or villainous attack, or when making use of the gym track on the third floor: Clockwise Monday, Wednesday, Friday; Counterclockwise Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday.'
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      Running all out, Thad meant to stop at the mail room service elevator, but it was Monday, which meant the floor had been waxed around six o'clock that morning. He loved the replica Mr. Awesome hero boots he wore—pant legs over the top so he didn't stand out too much, of course. But not only had he forgotten about the weekly floor waxing, he also failed to factor in the less-than-perfect traction of the soles of the gift shop knockoffs.

      As he slid past the elevator, he clawed at the side of the surrounding panel to stop, but his fingertips only grazed it. Despite gym sessions a few times a week and occasional training in the normals level of the Supers Inc danger room, Thad's body failed him. Balance wasn't even a thing, and with his eyes still on the elevator, he didn't notice the trash can until his leg hit it. The metal can toppled with a loud clang, just as he landed on his rear with a thud, finally coming to a stop.

      He glanced down the hall behind him and gave thanks for the fact that nobody was around to have seen his skills. His pride was hurt a little, but mostly it was his rear end.

      Scrambling to his replica Mr. Awesome boots, which he liked slightly less at the moment, Thad hurried back to the elevator and pressed the down button. He counted the heartbeats he felt through his chest as he waited for the doors to open, which they began to do as 'forty' went through his head, though it had only been a dozen seconds.

      He stepped through the widening gap before he noticed someone inside. He didn't recognize the woman, but he could tell by the way she was dressed—business skirt-suit, nothing flashy, briefcase in her right hand—she worked in legal. Thad saw the annoyed look on her face and how she squinted her eyes at him. He pulled his leg back through the open elevator doors and stepped aside for her to exit.

      Why is she using the service elevator?

      For some reason she had to let out a slow exhale before walking entirely too slowly out of the elevator. Then she paused beside him and turned to address him, "You won't mention you saw me, will you?"

      He could tell by her tone that she meant her question more as a directive. Legal, he thought.

      "We have some clients loitering outside the main elevators on my floor," she said. "I'm so done with them."

      Thad smiled and nodded, not wanting to say anything which might prolong the conversation. He would've rushed into the service elevator already and hit the button to go down to the mail room, but the legal department's reputation told him not to do anything to get on their bad side.

      The woman gave him another second to reply, and when he remained quiet, she squinted at him once more, then walked away.

      Thad noticed a faint dusty outline of a hand print on the back of her skirt, but of course said nothing about it to her as she made her way down the hall toward the security checkpoints.

      Hearing the closing elevator doors behind him, Thad spun back around to it and shoved his hand between them to keep them open. Being an overused and abused service elevator, the mechanism responsible for halting the doors and reversing them responded slower than Thad would have preferred. He winced as the doors squeezed his hand, not breaking anything, but definitely giving him a nice bruise before they opened.

      He rushed inside and used his other hand to press the button to go down the one floor to the mail room. The doors, as if irritated with his intervention, creaked shut slower than usual—at least that's what it seemed like to Thad.

      "Come on. Come on." He tapped one of his replica hero boots and stared at the digital display above the keypad, waiting for it to change from '1' to '-1'. The lurch of the elevator felt haggard and for a second he thought it might be his luck that one of the cables would snap, sending him past his destination and down into the restricted floors which extended far below to the deep foundations for the building.

      The number changed just as the ding sounded from the speaker beside the keypad. He moved closer to the doors and waited for them to open, hoping the three carts used to distribute the daily mail throughout the building hadn't gone up the same elevator before he had gotten in it.

      The doors opened and the sounds of the mail room hit his ears. He stepped out and scanned the room to locate the carts, but the half dozen tables, each with sorting cubbies stacked three feet high on top of them made it impossible to see everywhere. His eyes darted around the room, counting the familiar faces of his co-workers.

      No. No, please.

      He walked around one of the tables, looking for the three who were missing from the room. Then, not seeing them, he hurried around two more tables, turning around to take in everywhere he hadn't looked.

      "No." He felt a little nauseated.

      "What's the matter, Thaddeus?" his supervisor Agnes said, walking up behind him. "Don't worry about it. It's just five minutes. Did you stop at Sarah's for breakfast or...you know?" She smiled and bumped her hip into Thad's.

      He'd told her more than once that he wasn't pursuing anything with Sarah, but he'd also mentioned one time that he thought she was cute, and Agnes hadn't let go of that since. But he rolled his eyes at her, as he always did when she teased him about Sarah.

      "I'm too late, aren't I?" His shoulders slumped a little as he exhaled and took another look around the room, this time less frantically, since he knew the mail delivery carts had already been taken to the upper floors by three of his co-workers.

      Agnes rubbed her chin as she looked at Thad and nodded slightly. "I was surprised, I have to say. The mail run is your thing. And you're the most trustworthy one out of the lot of you." She shrugged. "Jimmy volunteered to take your place, the cart for evens up to the fiftieth floor." Looking off to the side a little, Agnes said, "Probably just to hit on those poor women in marketing." She shook her head slightly. "Or one of the supers, knowing how crazy Jimmy can get."

      Thad felt a mix of panic and jealousy heating him up from the inside as he pictured Jimmy handing a letter to the one superhero in the building Thad most looked forward to seeing, Allison. He shuttered at the thought of Sly Jimmy, as Jimmy referred to himself, getting face-time with the most beautiful, nicest, and all-around most desirable super in the company.

      Allison would certainly be in the building, Thad thought, knowing that unlike the others in the company who wore a super suit, she didn't go out on patrols or make publicity appearances on behalf of the company. Allison had the unique position in the company as the only Power Quality Control person, always wearing a super suit, but a different one every week, making sure it was up to snuff before a properly tailored version of the suit got assigned to a new hero, or given to an existing hero as an upgrade or to match a change in their assigned responsibilities.

      "You might be able to catch up with them," Agnes said before nodding toward the service elevator across the room. "If you do, tell him, I sent you to take his place. I'd feel better having you representing the mail room upstairs. But don't tell him that part. I'd never hear the end of it all day."

      Thad looked at Agnes, and he heard her, but he was already thinking about getting to his co-worker before it was too late. Before Jimmy got to Allison.

      "Well, go on." Agnes waved the back of her hand at Thad, shewing him toward the elevator.

      Thad's blood started pumping faster in anticipation of the race to stop Sly Jimmy before he put the moves on Thad's future girlfriend.

      "Thanks, Agnes." Thad didn't wait for a response. He turned and ran to the elevator, completely ignoring the no-running rule. After all, the situation was definitely worse than a lab explosion, maybe even than a super villain attack. Sliding on the elevator floor, which inexplicably had also been waxed that morning, he smacked the button for the second floor before slamming into the wall at the back of the six-foot-deep cube. He knew Sly Jimmy would start on the lowest even floor and work his way up. Not only did it make logistical sense, but Thad knew Jimmy would want to take advantage of the posh cafeteria on fifty after the mail deliveries, the only place in the building which allowed supers and normals to eat together at lunchtime.

      The elevator conspired against Thad, closing its doors at a glacial pace, then mocking him with a grinding sound before finally lurching into its ascension.

      Come on. Hurry up.

      Thad knew the fact that he was in the service elevator wouldn't keep Jimmy from heading to the fourth floor when he finished the deliveries on two. He's seen Jimmy use the public elevator more than once, despite the prohibition on its use for mail deliveries. And even the hero elevator wasn't out of the realm of possibility with Sly Jimmy.

      Gotta catch him before he finishes on two. Four's a maze.

      Finding Jimmy on the fourth floor would be next to impossible. It literally was a maze, used for team-building exercises which often involved smoke screens, trip wires, and non-lethal sentry robots.

      Man, I hate those robots.
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      SECOND FLOOR.

      The doors to the service elevator opened and Thad stepped out, checking the three long alleys between dozens of walled cubicles. A nondescript middle-aged man stood in the center aisle, leaning on the side of a woman's desk to talk with her, and two women strolled down the aisle to Thad's right. The left path was clear.

      Thad listened for Sly Jimmy's unmistakable voice, expecting to hear him putting the schmooze on someone, but all Thad heard were one side of phone calls, the chatter the between the desk-leaning man and the blond seated next to him, and the clacking of computer keys, all slightly muted by the carpeted floor and the padded stain-resistant fabric which covered the partitions dividing the workstations from one another.

      Where is he?

      Thad briskly walked down the center aisle, eyeing each worker's cell, on the off chance Sly Jimmy had settled in to one of them to coat one of the newer female employees with his greasy talk. Thad knew the women who'd been with the company a while were wise to Sly Jimmy's ways, but there were plenty of new hires to deal with several big contracts the company had landed. If Jimmy hadn't  gone up to the fourth floor yet, Thad knew that's how he'd find him.

      But Thad was wrong. It was faint since it came from all the way across the room, which took up the entire floor, but he heard the ding from one of the main elevators. Looking around the desk-leaner who was blocking half the center aisle, Thad spotted Sly Jimmy wheeling the mail cart into the elevator, ignoring the rules, as usual.

      He bolted down the middle path, hoping to catch Jimmy before the elevator door closed—a desperate attempt, since he'd probably need super speed to cover the distance fast enough.

      "Excuse me, son." The desk-leaner turned toward Thad and reached out with one arm to block his path.

      Thad kept running, instantly dismissing the need to weigh the consequences for ignoring the man, whoever he was. His replica hero boots had no problem with traction on the carpet as he pivoted hard to the left to slip the man's grasp. Stopping to apologize or explain himself was out of the question. But to his surprise, the width of the aisle didn't offer as much clearance as Thad calculated, and the man, showing unexpected adroitness, got a grip on Thad's trailing wrist and yanked him off balance.

      The man lost his hold when Thad nearly fell into the cubicle partition beside him, causing a young brunette in a thin peach-colored sweater to recoil enough to take her rolling chair into the narrow side of her L-shaped desk, toppling her framed picture of her bulldog. Thad grabbed the top edge of the sound-dampening partition wall just in time to stop it from falling inward onto the woman, but the contortion he had to perform to accomplish that further compromised his balance. Barely in control of his legs, he spun around to the next cubicle opening, arms spinning out at full extension. But he braced himself against the side of the stacked shelving affixed to the that desk.

      "Whew."

      He looked to the elevator still hopelessly far away, just as Sly Jimmy waved back at him. Thad knew it was actually impossible for him to see Jimmy's face clearly at that distance, but he would've sworn he saw Jimmy sporting a grin and staring him down until the elevator door closed.

      Thad glanced at the man who'd tried to stop him. "That wasn't cool."

      With a deeply serious expression, the man pointed at Thad. "You-"

      "I know," Thad said, tipping his weight forward to get off the partition as he withdrew his hand from the desk shelving. "But I gotta go. I'm supposed to be the one pushing that cart." He took a few steps, then glanced back to the two women he'd nearly fallen into. "Sorry, ladies."

      One of them pointed at him, and opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but Thad turned and ran the rest of the way across the second floor to the elevators and began pushing the up-arrow button.

      Come on. Open.

      He eyed the digital display above the door to the elevator Sly Jimmy had taken.

      Five. Okay.

      The display stopped at four. Thad checked the one above the other elevator door. It was on forty-three.

      What's that smell?

      "Young man!" the one who had tried to stop him said. "Your leg!"

      What?

      Thad looked back at him. "What are you talking about?"

      The man pointed at Thad, shaking his finger.

      For a split second, Thad thought the man was still chastising him for running through the cubicles and nearly toppling two partition walls, but then he felt the heat at the top edge of his replica hero boots and looked down at his leg and saw his pants were on fire.

      "Ah!" Thad hopped a couple of times, then slapped at the flames , which thankfully were small. A few seconds later, he'd put them out, but he had to rub the side of his leg against the wall to get rid of the embers. When he took his leg away from wood veneers beside the elevator, he noticed the two-inch-wide hole in his khakis. The fire hadn't burned his leg, but he remembered he'd taken the spare pair of pants out of his locker last week.

      He had changed into them after a mishap with a sample vial of a mild paralysis formula Franklin snuck out of the lab to show him during lunch. Franklin had created it after much trial and error, and he was proud of it. Thad was happy for Franklin to share his success with him, but that quickly changed when someone walked by an bumped the table, spilling the solution onto Thad's lap. For the rest of that day, Thad found it impossible to tell when he actually had to go to the bathroom...and, it turned out, the effect lasted through most of that night.

      "It was this," the woman yelled from the middle of the aisle.

      Thad looked at her, cupping his hand above his eyes to shade out the fluorescent lighting. Squinting a little, he saw the candle in her hand.

      Must be one of those aromatic ones. Now I know why I hate those so much.

      He started to ask her why she had something on fire inside the office—outside of the one of the approved areas—but the elevator dinged, indicating it had returned from taking Jimmy to the fourth floor.

      "Uh, huh," Thad said as he turned around to the opening door and went inside.

      

      FOURTH FLOOR.

      As he felt the elevator settle gently, Thad took a deep breath and let it out, staring at the door before it opened. He knew there was only one mail delivery to be made on the floor. Sly Jimmy would be heading to the middle of the maze.

      Probably take him at least five minutes. I've never gotten there any faster.

      The door slid open, without the groans and creaks the service elevator would have. It didn't matter that Thad was entering the floor from the opposite side from his usual habit. The maze walls made the experience new every time, regardless of where one started into the labyrinth. He remembered that from the team-building exercise he had to do two months ago with the rest of the mail room employees. A dozen people shouting Marco or Polo repeatedly was enough to get on anybody's nerves, he thought.

      Especially when the countermeasures were activated. What sort of company uses smoke screens and randomly placed electrical shock panels?

      "At least it's just the maze this time," he said, stepping across the threshold. He stood, briefly considering his options: left, right, center. Each path offered nothing in the way of a clue. The walls were black, extending from the carpeted floor to the sheet metal ceiling without a gap. Led runner lights lining the bottom edge of every wall provided ample illumination to navigate, but it appeared more like a twilight sky than the inside of a skyscraper office building in the middle of the day.

      He scanned the carpet for crumbs. He knew Sly Jimmy liked to carry a granola bar in his shirt pocket and munch on it throughout the day. Unfortunately, the carpet had those flecks of different colors in the weave, great for hiding stains and soiled foot-traffic paths, but also for concealing tiny bits of granola.

      He slid his gaze from the carpet to his Mr. Awesome replica hero boots.

      What would you do? Knock all the walls down? Or blast a hole through them and walk straight to the center.

      He considered waiting by the elevator until Jimmy returned from the desk buried in the middle of the maze, but he knew it was just as likely as not that Jimmy might find his way out of the maze on the other side of the floor and take the service elevator like he was supposed to do. Maybe a hundred walls stood between Thad and the service elevator. It was too risky to wait and hope Jimmy came out the same way, he thought.

      He took the middle path, careful not to touch the walls—even though he knew there was no need to worry about the near invisible shock panels, wherever they might be located in this configuration. Ten steps later, his path split into three more choices. He stopped and listened for any noise in the room, aside from the faint distant hum of the air conditioning. Maybe I'll hear Sly Jimmy talking to Alexander, he thought. He heard nothing but the air conditioning, working a little harder than usual, but he figured it must be getting hotter outside. Writing off the slight change in the a/c sound, he continued farther into the maze, arbitrarily choosing paths as options were presented to him.

      If he's not in the middle of the maze yet, I'll hear him talk to Alexander at some point. Then I can pinpoint them and double-time it.
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        * * *

      

      Alexander came up with the maze floor nine months earlier. Before that, Thad had heard, the company team-building exercises took place off-site at one of those outdoor confidence-building adventure parks. But after it leaked to the press that people from the newly founded supers organization were gliding down zip lines and scaling rope ladders just outside of town, alongside anybody who wanted to sign up for the same weekend event, the place was overrun with the curious, a growing number of fans, and one self-styled non-powered supervillain who went by the name of Barry the Destroyer.

      Barry showed up at the outdoor adventure park on the third weekend that some of the Supers Inc staff were there. It was later revealed in news coverage of the court proceedings, that after attending the safety briefing given to the day's participants by an adventure park staff member named Sharon, Barry went into one of the on-site port-a-potties and changed into his supervillain outfit.

      After waiting a considerable amount of time on the toilet, he emerged as Barry the Destroyer and snuck into the back of the group of attendees putting on the zip line harnesses. Shortly after, Barry executed his maniacal master plan, cutting the zip line while five non-powered Supers Inc employees were sliding down it. Thankfully the zip line was only ten feet off the ground.  The Supers Inc employees—mostly from accounting—suffered only a few sprained ankles and some mild bruises.

      Barry the Destroyer was promptly apprehended and incarcerated to await trial, but not before a crack team from the Hero City News got him on camera outside the police station.  Everyone watching the five o'clock news saw Barry wearing his homemade supervillain outfit, which consisted of black swimming goggles, an 'I Voted For Mao' t-shirt, soccer shin guards, and red yoga pants—which it turned out belonged to his neighbor Gladys, who, after seeing Barry in the news coverage of the incident, came forward to identified him and said she wanted her yoga pants back.

      The higher-ups in Supers Inc instituted a policy of no off-site team-building exercises shortly after the incident.

      Alexander, who previously supervised the cafeteria on the fiftieth floor, and was the building's resident sudoku and crossword puzzle expert, had been a regular golf buddy with Doug from the Domestic branch of Legal. Doug was the son-in-law of one of the company's board members. A well-timed conversation or two and the absence of any other viable short-term plan on how to handle team-building going forward—Legal insisted the company continue such a program—somehow resulted in Alexander getting a promotion and almost full autonomy to run team-building exercises on the fourth floor however he liked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two minutes had passed, since Thad entered the maze, and he had no idea if he was getting any closer to the center or not. He stopped walking and sighed with frustration.

      Come on, Thad. You've done this a million times. Think about the pattern you've taken. Are you getting closer or not?

      He shook his head, wrestling with the discrepancy between what he knew he'd done in terms of the paths walked and the fact that, from the sound of the air conditioning coming through the vents, he seemed to still be somewhere on the outer edges of the maze. He knew the a/c vents were weak in the middle of the room. He could tell the difference, having walked one version of the maze every day of the week for months.

      Why is it harder this time?

      He suddenly had a hunch, but he hoped it was wrong.

      He turned and examined the black metal panel to his left, which, like all the other wall sections comprising the maze, was fixed into engineering tracks in the floor and ceiling, designed to move the walls to new positions at the beginning of each day. He reached into his left pocket and pulled out a folding, retractable box cutter. He kept it handy to cut the zip ties off the special mail pouches which came in from the new overseas Supers Inc field offices. The packages were usually hand-carried by Mr. Awesome if he had time, or by The Flying Rasputin, who worked out of the Eastern European Supers Inc Overseas Branch Office (Double E SOBO), though Rasputin wished it was the Russia SOBO, but there wasn't one.

      The Flying Rasputin—who never got what people meant when they asked if he was a trapeze artist—always stepped up to gather and delivery any urgent classified parcels from all the European and Asian SOBOs and bring them to the Hero City headquarters building when needed—mostly as an excuse to fly to New York afterward and catch a Broadway show before returning to his overseas post.

      Thad flipped open the box cutter and made a small scratch in the middle of the panel beside him. Since the panel, like all the others, was painted black, the scratch stood out well enough for him to see, if he was looking for it. But to someone who didn't know to look for it, the scratch would probably be undetected.

      Yeah. That'll work.

      He turned to the panel behind him and marked it too, but with a small X.

      Keeping his box cutter out, he continued to walk the maze, marking opposite panels the same way every twenty steps or so.

      At least, I'll see if my breadcrumbs move, unless I'm just backtracking.

      He stopped when he realized the fault in his plan.

      Crap.

      As he was putting his box cutter back into his pocket, he heard a faint noise behind him. It sounded to him like one of the metal discs coasting over the sand on the shuffleboard in the normal's recreation room—where he played the game with Franklin on his lunch hour on Fridays.

      Quickly glancing back to the noise, he witnessed one of the black panels he'd passed several seconds earlier shifting its position. It moved behind an adjacent panel, revealing a new opening in the maze. Then he realized the sound he heard earlier and attributed to the air conditioning working extra hard was actually some of the walls moving.

      He's activated the maze's countermeasures! That's over the line, Jimmy.

      Up until then, he had thought it best to go through maze quietly, not wanting to tip off Jimmy that he was still in hot pursuit. He knew Sly Jimmy would only move faster to get away with him if alerted. But Thad's frustration overcame his prudence.

      "Jimmy! I need the mail cart!" Thad didn't expect an answer. And he realized the idea of carefully walking the maze, trying to determine the right path when the countermeasures were activated, would not pan out before Jimmy left the maze himself, and the floor. Thad ran, taking paths without thinking about the options. He knew speed was his best plan. He wished he could run like Alacrity, the company's fastest hero.

      Several seconds later, after inadvertently knocking his shoulders against walls at several turns, Thad heard something which made him stumble to a halt.

      "Oh, no." He knew the beeping sound had come from just around the corner up ahead. He thought about turning around and running the other way, but he heard Sly Jimmy on the other side of the wall in front of him.

      "Yeah," Jimmy said. "On second thought, I'll take the direct way out. Which way again, Alexander?"

      "Over there. Two lefts, then three rights, then straight. If you hurry. The walls will shift in another thirty seconds. Sorry. Can't turn off the maze tricks for another twenty minutes. Keeps the people from cheating."

      "Thanks."

      Thirty seconds. Gotta catch up before he gets out or there's no chance. And he'll be hitting on Allison.

      "Shocker bot or not." Thad took a quick breath, preparing himself for the worst, then ran ahead and took the corner.

      The shocker bot's sensors spotted him immediately, and the oversized, antagonistic Roomba moved toward him. Thad noticed the bot had already built up a heavy charge between the two antenna-like protrusions coming out of the top edge of the two-foot-wide metal disc on wheels.

      He'd never suffered contact with the crackling blue-white electric arc of a shocker bot, but Franklin had taken the juice to his ankle three months back. Thad carried Franklin's lunch tray from the food line to the table for the next three lunches, since Franklin couldn't hold it and work his crutches at the same time.

      Shocker bots could run down nearly anyone, especially inside the maze, where they had the duel advantages of great floor traction to make the turns at full speed and an integrated model of the maze layout, constantly updated whenever the maze reconfigured. Thad knew turning back would not only mean failing to catch up with Sly Jimmy, but also would most likely end up giving him a jolt on his ankle that would keep him off mail cart duty for the rest of the week. Thad knew his Mr. Awesome replica hero boots, while amazing looking, would offer little protection from the bot's zap. An image of Sly Jimmy putting moves on Allison flashed through Thad's head, spiking his adrenaline as he ran head-to-head at the shocker bot.

      As Thad and the shocker bot closed the remaining gap between them, each of them picked up speed. Ten feet. Seven. Four. Two.

      The arc of electricity between the bot's two extended rods swelled, crackling and buzzing only inches from Thad's highly polished gift-shop boots.

      Thad jumped toward the wall beside the shocker bot. As he flew over the bot, he pulled his knees as high as he could. He felt a hot tingle of electricity on the bottom of his left foot, but evidently his replica hero boots offered more protection than he expected.

      The bot swiftly rotated to keep the charge arc directed at Thad as he went, then to the side of the bot. Thad extended his right leg toward the wall, and when his boot made contact with it, pushed off with all the strength his twice-a-week squat sessions had given him. It was enough to propel him back to the middle of the path, where he landed three feet behind the shocker bot.

      Thad stumbled a little when his feet hit the carpeted floor, but he recovered and stayed on upright to continue running. He heard the shocker bot coming after him, but he didn't look back. He knew his first real-world parkour attempt had paid off, saving him from several days confined to the mail room on crutches and giving him just enough of a lead on the bot to have a chance at exiting the maze before his coworker got to the elevator.

      He turned the next corner and saw Alexander seated at his desk.

      Alexander looked up from the papers in front of him. "Thad?"

      Thad only nodded slightly to Alexander as he ran for the only other path away from the desk. He knew that had to be the way out Alexander had revealed.

      Two lefts. Three rights. Then straight.

      "Thad, what's going on?" Alexander said as Thad ran from the small office clearing in the maze.

      A few seconds later, Thad came to a three-way intersection. He took the left path without hesitation.

      Come on, Thad. Maze'll change soon.

      He held nothing back as he ran, slamming against the wall a little at the next intersection and pushing off it to keep going down the next path to the left. He could feel that he'd hurt his shoulder, but he didn't care. The thought of Sly Jimmy with Allison would be much more painful. Jimmy's reputation for being being handsy had gotten him written up more than once, but Thad knew Allison would get the Jimmy treatment if he was given half the chance.

      Seconds later, he took the right turn. Then he heard the shocker bot behind him again.

      Fast. Not good.

      Glancing back would shave a fraction off his pace, so he just hoped the evil carpet saucer was still trailing too far to juice him into submission.

      Right again, then a short stretch.

      Last turn ahead.Yes!

      Thad had been listening for the sound of the elevator ding and hadn't heard it. He hoped that was due to the fact that Sly Jimmy had yet to push the button to call the elevator—not because Jimmy had already left the floor and the maze walls had blocked the elevator noise.

      No!

      Thad had turned the last corner. At the end of the short maze path in front of him, Sly Jimmy was looking back at Thad from within the elevator. Thad ran flat out for the elevator and dove in an attempt to get between the sliding door halves as they were closing. Jimmy leaned on the mail cart, laughing as Thad flew through the air toward him.

      The elevator closed. Thad hit the brushed metal door right at the seam in the middle and fell to the floor.

      As he leaned his bruised shoulder against the elevator door, he touched his cheek to the metal and heard the motor moving his usurping coworker and the mail cart up to the sixth floor. He glanced at his reflection and noticed the slowly bleeding cut above his left brow.

      "This is over, Jimmy." He wiped the blood away, though more began to ooze out. He brushed his fingers over the waist of his pants as he looked at his Mr. Awesome replica hero boots. "Time to save her from your villainy." Reaching up and over to the wall, Thad pushed the button to bring the elevator back to him.
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      SIXTH FLOOR.

      Thad had taken a tissue from the courtesy box held in a square hole in the elevator wall, just above the buttons for each floor. He bunched up the tissue and held it to the cut over his left eye to stop the bleeding.

      His reflection staring back at him made him question whether he really would get promoted to be a superhero someday. Mr. Awesome never went through something like this, he thought.

      Leprechaun maybe. Poor guy. Super luck, alright. Who knew his powers were going to make bad luck as often as they made good luck. Hope he's enjoying his retirement.

      The elevator door opened.

      Thad stuck the tissue in his pocket and stepped into the room. Sly Jimmy wasn't there, but Thad figured he must be in one of the offices at the back of the larger sales display room the elevator open into. Past the long display tables, evenly spaced throughout the room was a row of seven doors. All of them were closed, but that was normal. Thad knew the people working the phones at the desks in each of the room preferred to keep the doors shut. All of them making sales calls at the same time would easily drown out any conversation happening in the hands-on sales display room.

      "Welcome to the Supers Incorporated Hands-On Demonstration Floor, sir," a man said as he approached Thad from the left. Thad hadn't noticed him in the corner of the room before then. The man was a little older than Thad, but not by much. He wore black slacks and a light blue golf shirt, collared and tucked into his pants. His belt buckle was a simplified version of the Supers Inc logo—same outfit all the sales team wore.

      "Oh, I'm not-"

      "Not exactly sure what you're looking for?" the man said, interrupting. "I'm Kevin." He offered his well-practiced smile, then put his hand in the air beside Thad's shoulder, as if he was touching it to guide him, but he didn't make contact. He held out his other arm toward one of the long, wide display tables. "Let's take a look at some of the many wonderful devices the Supers Incorporated team has for you to consider. Distress beacon? Call a super in your time of greatest need. Super Pack? Best backpack on the market. Bullet-proof, light weight, and water resistant up to thirty meters. How about a pair of Mr. Awesome Hero Boots?" He glanced at Thad's boots. "Oh, wait. I see you have those already. Excellent choice, sir."

      "Gift shop." Thad wished he had the ones on the display table. They were much tougher than the ones on his feet, but he'd looked at them before. Two months of his income wasn't something he could justify, no matter how much he would like to have them—at least not until he got that promotion he'd been working toward.

      "Ah. Well, maybe it's time to upgrade."

      "No, I can't. Really," Thad said, taking a step to the side to get clear of the man's non-touching embrace. "I'm here looking for-"

      Kevin put a hand in front of Thad, a couple of feet from out from Thad's face. "Wait. Don't tell me." He lowered his hand. "I have a knack for this. Let me guess."

      "You don't understand." Thad's frustration came through in his tone. He looked past the man to the doors at the back of the room. They all were still closed, so he knew Sly Jimmy couldn't slip out past him, but he had no patience or need for a sales pitch from his own company. Not to mention the fact that, on his mail room wages, he couldn't begin to afford anything in the room.

      Kevin chuckled. "Oh, I think I do..." He raised his eyebrows and leaned his head forward slightly.

      Thad didn't know why the man was doing that, but he didn't care. His shoulder hurt. His head hurt. And his patience was thin.

      "Your name, sir?" Kevin proffered his practiced smile again.

      "Thad, but I'm not looking to buy anything. I'm actually looking for someone. Now, if you'll excuse me."

      "Forgive me." Kevin rolled out his apology thick.

      Thad shook his head a little. "No problem. You must be new here. I don't recognize you, and you obviously don't recognize me. This isn't my first time up here."

      "Of course it's not, sir. I can see that now. You're a discerning buyer." He plied his hands together in front of him and flashed the smile again. "And you're right. I am new here, but trust me. I am well versed in all of our inventory." He held up his forefinger. "For example."

      He stepped to the closest table, walking around to the left side of it. "You're looking for someone. Not something. Right?"

      Thad sighed and started walking toward the doors at the back of the room, but Kevin stepped in front of him.

      "I can help you, sir. Really." Kevin held up something he'd retrieved from the table. "This."

      Thad sighed again. "I'm not your customer. Someone came up here. I need to find him. Did you see anyone come out of the elevator a minute ago?"

      "I did not," Kevin said, glancing to a small desk in the corner of the room, before looking at Thad again. "I was going over some paperwork. But don't worry." He moved the device closer to Thad. "Take this. It will help you find whom you seek." He hit Thad with the smile again, evidently thinking it was his secret weapon to win over customers.

      Thad put up his hand to decline the high-tech dousing rod he'd seen demonstrated once before. It relied on a magnetic resonance field generated by the holder of the rod when the holder thought of the target person. Thad had doubts about its efficacy, but it was a perennial best seller to both the FBI and the US Marshals Service.  "Not necessary. I know he's behind one of those doors. If you don't mind, I'm just going to go get what I came for."

      Kevin's smile vanished. "No, sir. You are not." He stepped in front of Thad again. "Those rooms are for Supers Incorporated employees only." He shook his head. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to leave."

      Thad had tired of wasting time listening to sales pitches and receiving schmoozing smiles. "Look, Kevin. I do work here. In fact, I've been in this room a heck of a lot more than you. You've been here, what, a week?"

      "I've been with the company for almost two months."

      Thad groaned out of frustration.

      "But here," Kevin said, "in sales...four days. But I know the inventory."

      "I'm sure you do, Kevin. And that's great. But I've been with Supers for a year. I work in the mail room. I do the mail runs every day, including to this floor." He nodded to the row of doors at the back of the room. "But one of my co-workers, a real joker, is back there somewhere with the mail cart. I've been trying to catch him since the second floor." Thad sighed, feeling the ache in his shoulder and a mild headache coming on. "And I'm tired of missing him by two seconds on every floor."

      "Oh." Kevin stared at the floor for a moment, then looked up at Thad. "Then I've got some bad news for you."

      Thad knew what Kevin was about to say, and he didn't like it.

      "Your friend-"

      "Co-worker."

      "He, uh. He had a mail cart?"

      Thad nodded, feeling his stomach knot.

      Kevin looked at the elevator, then glanced at his desk in the corner of the room. "He already came and left. He handed the mail to me. It's on my desk over there." He looked at his desk again, then back to Thad. "He must be up on eight now."

      Thad shook his head, then ran to the elevator and pushed the up arrow. "No. Not eight. It's under construction.

      "Oh," Kevin said. "So, what's on nine?"

      "Augmentation Technologies Department. But he's going to ten. The cart has the mail for the even floors."

      "What's on ten?"

      "Same department," Thad said, pushing the arrow button a few more times. "It takes up three floors." He shook his head. "And there's a ton of rooms he could be in."

      "Catch him at the elevator."

      Thad didn't fault Kevin for the idea, since he was new and had obviously not been to the tenth floor. But he knew it wouldn't work. "Elevators on every side of the floor. They move a lot of equipment around."

      Kevin held up the high-tech dousing rod. "Sure you don't want this?"

      The elevator bell dinged, indicating it had arrived. The doors slid open and Thad stepped inside and shook his head to decline the offer as the doors closed.

      A few seconds later, the elevator doors opened and Thad saw his friend Franklin talking to a woman. They were ten feet from the elevator, both wearing white lab coats. Franklin had a bundle of mail in his hand.

      "Thad! What are you doing here?" Franklin excused himself from the conversation with his co-worker and walked over to greet Thad coming out of the elevator.

      Thad looked down at the letters, then back up at his friend. "He already came and left. Didn't he?"

      Franklin glanced at the letters, then looked up at Thad. "I was wondering why someone else made the delivery. Got something else going on today?"

      Thad turned a little to reach back to the arrow button and pressed it, keeping the door from closing, then he let out an audible sigh. "Rough morning. But no. All I have going on is catching up with the jerkwad before he gets up to..."

      Franklin grinned. "To her floor?"

      "Yes, actually. Sly Jimmy has no business going up there."

      Franklin drew back a little. "Oh, yeah. With a name like Sly Jimmy, I see your point. Fraid he'll put a ring on her before you can ask her to go steady?"

      "No," Thad said. "But he's got a reputation. She should have to deal with him."

      "Uh, huh." Franklin grinned. "Well, good luck."

      "Thanks."

      The woman woman had been talking to moments ago, came back over from the side of the room where'd she gone. "See you in a bit, Franklin. I need to run down to the basement lab."

      Franklin nodded to her as she passed him and joined Thad in the elevator.

      "You don't mind do you?" she said to Thad.

      He looked at her, then glanced to the panel of buttons to her right and noticed she'd already pressed the button for basement level three, which housed the Augmentation Technologies Department's Testing Facility.

      Crap.

      Thad took a step toward the closing elevator doors, planning to get out and rush to one of the other elevators on the floor, but he was too late. The doors closed before he could get between them to trigger the safety sensor to reopen them.

      "Were you in a hurry?" the woman asked. She had a friendly, grandmotherly appearance, though her skin was smooth. Thad couldn't actually tell how old she was.

      "Actually," he said. "Yes." He stepped in front of her to reach the buttons. "Do you mind if I get out first?" His question was rhetorical, for politeness. He'd already pushed the button for the ninth floor.

      She shrugged. "It's fine. Sorry. I didn't know."

      Thad nodded to her. "Thanks. It's just...there's a guy trying to ruin my day."

      The elevator stopped at the ninth floor and the woman stepped in front of the doors and turned to Thad. "Don't worry about it. I get it. The other day one of my co-workers thought it would be funny to lay Phantom's suit over the only working toilet in the women's room. We had the suit to do some repairs. I almost peed myself before I realized why the commode had vanished."

      The ding sounded from speaker above the buttons and the doors opened.

      "I'll take another elevator," she said. "You go deal with the whoever is giving you a hard time."

      "Thanks." Thad offered her a static wave and a nod as she was turning around. When she'd cleared the threshold, he pushed the button for the fourteenth floor, remembering twelve was still under construction. He held the button down to override the elevator's instructions to go down to the basement.

      "Okay, Jimmy. Let's see you how quickly you deal with the daycare."

      I don't think I've ever made it out of there without some kid putting a paper hat on my head or having to break through the super-tyke Red Rover line to get to the elevator.

      Thad chuckled. He felt relieved, knowing victory was coming, and he'd achieve it with the help of a dozen unruly kids in the childcare facility set aside for the offspring of the supers.
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      FOURTEENTH FLOOR.

      As he waited for the elevator get to the fourteenth floor, Thad reminded himself that the key to handling the supers' kids was to stay on their good side. He knew none of the kids had been born with powers, and most rarely exhibited any, but there'd always be a few. And it seemed like every few weeks another one of the children sprung something on him.

      Lady Druid's daughter Sylvia was the first one on the childcare floor to wield superpowers. She was seven, and had been raised without a father or siblings, accompanying Lady Druid on scientific expeditions to the Amazon and other remote places around the world before her mother joined Supers Incorporated. Ironically, Sylvia had spent so much time only with her mom that when she started spending days in the Supers Inc childcare facility with other children, she withdrew.

      Lady Druid almost quit the company over the situation, but a simple gesture she made for her daughter one day proved to make all the difference for Sylvia. The strip of material Lady Druid took from her superhero outfit and tied into Sylvia's hair as a ribbon made Sylvia feel as if her mom was always with her. Sylvia, comforted by this sense of her mother's presence at all times, adjusted to being with the other children on the fourteenth floor. It was only weeks later that Sylvia revealed a weaker form of her mother's powers to grow and control vegetation of any kind. But making flowers bigger and causing them to wrap around her fingers—which she loved to do—were deemed harmless and acceptable.

      Since then, a handful of other supers, followed suit and gave their children a piece of their superhero outfit. Then the supers would drop off their outfit on the tenth floor for repair, saying the damage must've happened in the course of a mission.

      Thad heard the children's laughter before the elevator doors slid open. And when they did open, he saw Sly Jimmy in the middle of the room, pulling at the mail cart, struggling to tear it free from numerous vines wrapped around cart's wheels and the posts connecting the bottom and top shelves holding the mail.

      "You kids are rotten," Jimmy said, scowling at a few of the children, who were sitting with the others in a large circle surrounding him and the mail cart. "Get these stupid things off here!"

      Thad stepped out of the elevator. "Hello, Jimmy. Having trouble?"

      Ignoring Thad, Jimmy yanked vines from the cart, but other sections grew to take their place.

      Thad could see the kids were having fun watching Jimmy struggle to free the cart and himself—vines had wrapped around his ankles. Thad waved to the kids as he walked closer. They recognized him and most waved back. Some called out his name. But Sylvia didn't see him. She was focused on controlling the vines, which came from a planter box next to a window at the far right of the room.

      "Sylvia," Thad said, approaching her. "You're getting really good with the plants. I'm impressed."

      Thad meant what he said, but he had another reason for talking to her. He knew if he could get her attention off the vines, they would recede. He'd seen that happen with other plants before, though on a smaller scale. As much as he loved the fact that she'd made it easy for him to get catch Sly Jimmy—and the fact that Jimmy was completely overwhelmed and frustrated dealing with the vines—Thad need the cart free so he could take it from Jimmy.

      The vines stopped moving, and some of them receded a little. Thad walked closer to Sylvia, putting himself between her and the cart, and Jimmy. "So, what'd he do?" Thad glanced at Jimmy, who continued to struggle to get himself and the cart free. Thad chuckled and felt a satisfied that Jimmy was getting what he deserved.

      "He knocked over my log cabin," one of the kids said.

      Thad looked at the boy. It was little Dougy, Alacrity's son. Thad always liked the six-year-old. He was pudgy and friendly, and had a great imagination. Thad knew if the boy ever took up his father's superhero mantel, the baby weight would drop in a week. Alacrity moved faster than any super in the company, including Mr. Awesome, but he had to eat a full meal every hour to keep enough meat on his bones to handle the speed.

      Thad followed Dougy's line of sight to the pile of toy wooden logs on the floor just outside the circle of children. He could tell from a section that was still intact that the Dougy must've done a good job on the cabin.

      "Jimmy," Thad turned to him. "How could you?"

      "And he stepped on that," another girl said.

      Thad looked at her, but didn't recognize her. He checked out where she was pointing. There was a crumpled yellow flower on the floor. Most of its petals were broken off and the stem was bent. Thad didn't know what kind of flower it was, but he recognized it as Sylvia's favorite.

      "Where's Ms. Lipsey?" Thad knew she must have stepped into the next room for just a moment, maybe to get some crafts for the kids. Bad timing for Jimmy, he thought.

      "She's on the potty," one of the youngest boys said, causing all the kids but Sylvia to erupt with laughter. A few seconds later, Sylvia's focus on the vines and Jimmy eased. She looked around the circle at her classmates and chuckled.

      Thad looked at his co-worker and walked toward him. "How could you, Jimmy? Destroying his cabin, stomping on her flower..." Thad came up to the opposite side of the cart from Jimmy. "And dodging me when you don't even like the mail cart duty."

      Jimmy shrugged. It was evident he knew his fun had come to an end. Thad was right. Jimmy hated mail cart duty. He'd obviously volunteered to take it to spite Thad, who had never missed a day of work. He must've known Thad would get to the mail room soon after he left.

      "I'll take this now, thank you." Thad put his hands on the side of the cart, noticing the remaining vines withdrawing from it, and from Jimmy's ankles.

      Thad looked back to Sylvia. She was leaning toward the boy to her right, whispering something to him. The boy giggled, then whispered something back to her. Thad took a moment to appreciate the innocent exchange, and told himself one day he'd have kids of his own.

      Way down the road though.

      He thought of Allison on the twenty-eighth floor.

      Maybe a date would be good first too.

      "He's getting away!" Dougy yelled.

      Thad whipped around and to witness Jimmy pushing the mail cart toward the elevator. Thad hadn't noticed he'd taken his hands off the cart when he'd slipped into a momentary daydream about Allison.

      He almost ran after Jimmy, but Thad noticed the boy at the edge of the circle, between Jimmy and the elevator, was Martin, the smallest kid in the room. Thad recognized the blue t-shirt Martin was wearing. It belong to the boy's dad, Atmosphere.

      "Martin!" Thad called out to the boy. "Do Red Rover!"

      Martin's face lit up. "Okay!"

      Right before Sly Jimmy pushed the mail cart past Martin, the boy's chest expanded, filling with so much air in a split second that his torso entirely blocked the elevator, and quite a bit of the wall to either side of it. His chest was still increasing in volume as Jimmy collided with it. Martin was far from hurt, however. The same power he got from the shirt his dad gave him also made his body resilient, like a hot air balloon. Martin laughed as Jimmy bounced off him and flew backward into the middle of the circle of children. Unfortunately the mail cart hit Martin's inflated chest too. The cart fell backward, sliding several feet before resting beside Thad's replica Mr. Awesome hero boots, and all of the letters which had been on the cart were scattered across the room.

      Thad managed to keep his frustration hidden for the sake of the children, especially Martin.

      Sly Jimmy, evidently wanting no part in the clean up and keen leave an embarrassing situation as fast as possible, scrambled to his feet and hurried around the now-deflating boy to get to the elevator. By the time Martin, had returned to his diminutive size, Jimmy was gone, leaving Thad to gather all the mail before he could finish the day's deliveries.

      The children, who like Thad, pitched in, making much short work of gathering the envelopes. Thad knew the mail was a jumbled mess, but at least it was all on the cart. He thanked the kids, and a moment later Ms. Lipsey returned from the restroom at the back of the room.

      "I'm sorry," she said, after hurry over to Thad and the children. "What's been going on out here? I would've come out sooner, but..."

      "Poopie," Dougy said, stirring all the kids to laughter again.

      Ms. Lipsey blushed.

      "A coworker," Thad said, wanting to keep the explanation short on details. "He...the mail cart toppled over, but the kids helped."

      Ms. Lipsey glanced around at the children. "I'm proud of you. Thank you for helping Thad. I'm sure you kept him from having a very bad morning."

      If only you knew.

      Thad was thankful for the children's help, however, and he told them so. Afterward, he apologized to Ms. Lipsey for the disruption, then excused himself and took the elevator up to the next floor on the delivery route.

      Next floor on the route, Allison. You did it, Thad. One supervillain by the name of Sly Jimmy taken down.

      Thad felt much better about the rest of his morning ahead, until he noticed his reflection in the metal elevator doors. The cut on his forehead was starting to bleed again, and his shirt and pants looked like he hadn't washed them in a week. The gauntlet he'd run to reclaim the right to deliver the mail, and get face time with Allison, had taken a toll on him.

      As he felt the elevator move up, his head dipped. He stared at the disorganized pile of letters on the cart.

      "This is going to take a lot longer than usual."

      He sighed, knowing he might have to ship lunch, which he hated to do.

      But I'll get to see her.

      That thought made everything he'd gone through worthwhile.
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      TWENTIETH FLOOR.

      Thad shuffled through the mess of envelopes on the cart, gathering all the ones for the twenty-eighth floor, especially keeping an eye out for the one addressed to Allison. As usual, twenty-eight had a fair number of mail deliveries. Most were to normals, people who'd been with the company since the early months, for the most part. Thad liked seeing the familiar faces, some of whom had been in the same orientation meeting as him that first week on the job.

      As the elevator doors opened, he still had his eyes down on the envelopes, shuffling through them. Allison had something addressed to her more times than not, but Thad couldn't find it. Without looking up from the pile of memos, work orders, and whatever else he was delivering, he suddenly had an unsettling thought.

      What if there's nothing in here for her? What if it got left behind on fourteen?

      He heard the elevator doors closed behind him, and he looked up, expecting the familiar layout of halls and windowed offices.

      "Oh, no."

      He immediately knew his mistake. He'd pushed the wrong button in the elevator. He wasn't on the twenty-eighth floor. He was on the twentieth floor.

      He looked up to the ceiling, seven floors above him. The room was cavernous, completely empty, and completely made of Super Steel, the companies proprietary metallurgical breakthrough, which hadn't been released to anyone yet, not even to the military or any government agency. It was the only material known to be able to withstand almost all of the powers of the heroes Supers Inc had on the payroll.

      "Get ready, heroes." The synthetic voice filling the room, sounded like a woman, but Thad knew it was generated by the A.I. System which ran the Danger Room scenarios.

      A hole opened in the wall at the far side of the room from Thad, and three figures came out. Before Thad could tell who they were, he spun around and lunged to hit the button to open the elevator doors. But they didn't open.

      He heard more sections of the metal walls opening somewhere in the room behind him. He mashed the elevator button several more times, looking at the digital display above the doors.

      "Fifteen! Oh, come on!"

      He knew there would be lots of people on fifteen waiting on the elevator. The normals cafeteria was on fifteen, and even though lunch hours didn't start for a while yet, there were always people in and out of the normals cafeteria, taking advantage of the free coffee and pastries.

      He'd taken the only elevator which stopped at the Danger Room, which meant he had no choice but to wait for it to leave. Some people leaving the cafeteria would being going to lower floors, some to upper ones. He figured he had a fifty-fifty chance of getting out of the Danger Room before something blew up in his face or he got blasted by one of the

      He looked out over the seven-story Danger Room. Turrets had risen up through the floor. He counted at least six of them. A criss-crossing grid of lasers appeared in the air, midway between the floor and ceiling. They began to move erratically.

      I've got to get out of here!

      He hit the elevator button again and looked at the number display above the doors.

      Sixteen. Seventeen. Eighteen.

      "Yes!" He knew it would only be a few more seconds before the elevator doors opened. He readied himself to jump to safety once when they did.

      Nineteen.

      He watched the display, waiting for it to read twenty, but it didn't change.

      Seriously?

      The sound of turret blasts echoed throughout the gargantuan room, and he felt the floor vibrate beneath his replica hero boots. He looked behind him, hoping the view wouldn't be the last thing he ever saw.

      The three supers at the far side of the room were moving toward the center—two on foot, one in the air.

      "I didn't think any flyers were in town."

      Glancing between the floor display above the elevator, the turret closest to him, and the three heroes moving closer he eventually recognized the three as Bull, Bullfrog, and Nymph.

      Bull was taking fire from one of the turrets, which looked to be shooting a heavy caliber. It wasn't slowing him down. Bull has the ability to harden himself to the point of being nearly impervious, but only when charging, which is exactly what he was doing. Bullfrog, was using his friend for cover, hopping behind him. No doubt waiting until he was close enough to one of the turrets to slap on one of the explosives he's known to be fond of using. Nymph was using her suit's fairy wings to swoop and soar, diving and spinning to avoid fire from two of the turrets targeting her.

      Maybe the room will target them long enough for me to get out in one piece.

      Thad kept darting his eyes from the Danger Room action to the elevator floor display, and back. Thankfully, none of the turrets had targeted him. He knew if one of them did, it'd all be over for him.

      I really would love a super suit right about now.

      He pulled the mail cart closer to the elevator, getting ready to take it in with him. But he put the cart between himself and the rest of the Danger Room, on the off chance it could deflect any of the turrets' attacks if one swiveled around to his direction.

      Thad watched Bull continue his charge at the five-foot gun turret in his path, shots making a metallic ping noise as they deflected off his hardened chest.

      Nymph performed another aerial dive, moving between the lasers which appeared to be tracking her movements, then she circled and flew nimbly through the barrage again. Thad saw her jut her hands out toward one of the gun turrets about thirty feet to the left of Bull and Bullfrog, just as the turret reposition to put the two of them in the gun's sight. The massive steel weapon shook, knocking the barrel askew. A moment later, the base of the turret ripped free of the Super Steel floor. The heavy bolts had broken in two. Nymph swung her hands toward the seven-story ceiling and the levitated turret obeyed, rushing straight up until it smashed against the unyielding surface. Chunks of the obliterated weapon sprayed across the room.

      Thad saw one large piece hit Bull in the side of his head, but the muscled charging hero barely flinched. Two seconds later, Bull lowered his head into the heavy line of fire front the turret in front of him, then plowed into it, knocking the barrel off mechanism that feed the ammunition into it, casting the feeder into a spin atop the floor mount.

      Thad crouched slightly to better use the mail cart for cover, but he kept his eyes up over the top to keep watching. Despite his reasonable fear for his life, he didn't want to miss any of the superhero action. He still had no idea when it would happen, but he knew he'd be one of them someday. He didn't join Supers Inc to stay in mail room forever.

      He looked for Bullfrog, but Bull seemed to be blocking the view of him. Suddenly, Bullfrog leapt out from behind his superhero friend, jumping high over his head. Thad worried Bullfrog had overdone it with his jump. The hero was heading straight into the criss-crossing array of moving lasers.

      No. Bullfrog!

      But the leaping hero apparently knew what he was doing. Right as one of the lasers was about to burn him in half, Bullfrog stretched himself out like a platform diver, then went into a rapid spin before contorting his body to send himself into a dizzying tumble, which somehow got him past every one of the laser beams unscathed. He landed in a squat with his hands on the floor in front of him, then leapt again, shooting himself just over the top of one of the gun turrets—the one closest to the elevator, but still forty feet away or more. Thad saw Bullfrog slap an explosive charge onto the barrel of the weapon as the hero flew by it. A four-point landing and another leapt later, the charge on the barrel exploded the weapon into hundreds of pieces.

      Thad only realized he'd risen up from behind the mail cart to watch when several small flecks of the shrapnel peppered his arm and one piece plunged into his left cheek. He recoiled instinctively and stumbled back into the elevator doors.

      His arm felt like a dozen wasps were stinging it at once, and his cheek felt like an oversized fish hook had been yanked through it.

      Bull slid to a stop a few feet in front of the mail cart. "What are you doing here?" He leaned his head back and yelled, "Emergency stop! Emergency stop!"

      The gunfire from the remaining turrets immediately silenced, and as Bull walked closer, Thad saw the laser array vanish from the air behind him.

      Bull stood in front of Thad, who was sitting on the floor, still against the elevator doors. "You okay? You know this room is supers only, right?"

      Nymph flew down and landed beside Bull. "Of course he does." She glared at Bull for a second before kneeling down next to Thad and looking at the injuries to his arm, and then at the one on his cheek. "I'm sure it hurts, but I don't think it's anything the clinic can't take care of."

      Bullfrog hopped down to join the three of them just as Nymph was helping Thad to his feet. "What's wrong with him?"

      Nymph gave Bullfrog a disapproving look, then returned her attention to Thad. "Ignore him. He's... Just ignore him."

      Bullfrog shrugged, then walked over to the mail cart and started rummaging through the pile in the top tray. "Anything in here for me?" He looked at Thad. "You know I have an office, right?"

      Bull elbowed Bullfrog's shoulder. "Like you ever spend any time there."

      Bullfrog shrugged. "What can I say. I'm just not the office type."

      "Don't mess with those," Thad said, nodding toward the letters. "It's on me to deliver those."

      Bullfrog had dropped the letter he had been holding, but he picked up another. "This one too?"

      "Frog." Bull's voice was always deep, but Thad detected more intensity in it, like he was giving his friend a not-so-subtle warning.

      "Fine." Bullfrog dropped the envelope into the pile, then turned around and hopped fifty feet, back toward the opening the three heroes entered the Danger Room through. "To my office!" Three more hops and was gone.

      The elevator ding sounded behind Thad and the doors opened. Thad reached for the mail cart, but Nymph put her hand on his wrist. "I think you need some attention first."

      She looked at Bull. "I'm going to take care of him. We can do another training session tomorrow."

      "Yeah, sure," Bull said. "No problem." Then he looked at Thad and winked. "Don't worry. You're in good hands. Nymph will definitely take care of you."

      "Oh, shut up, Bull." Nymph held the elevator door open and gestured for Thad to get in.

      "Don't forget about this." Bull pushed the mail cart in behind the two of them.

      Thad took hold of it and wheeled to his side. "Thanks."

      Nymph pushed the button for the nineteenth floor. "We'll use the supers clinic. It's closer, and something like this they can take care of fast."

      "Yeah, okay." Thad knew the clinic on the nineteenth floor was only for supers, but he figured since Nymph was taking him there, it'd be alright. Anything to deal with the pain in my arm and face as soon as possible, he thought.

      Bull began walking back across the Danger Room as the elevator doors closed.

      Nymph turned to Thad and leaned forward a little to get a better look at his cheek. "Might leave a scar."

      Thad hadn't thought about that. He didn't like the idea of having a scar on his face. Without realizing it, he groaned.

      "Don't worry," Nymph said. "Women like scars. They're hot."

      Thad was taken aback by her comment. He slowly turned his head and saw that she was grinning at him. After she winked, he felt his face get a little warmer.

      "Do you have one?" Nymph asked. "A girlfriend, I mean. Because..."

      "I, uh..." He looked forward at the elevator door, but that didn't help. He could still see her staring at him in the reflection.

      Not yet.

      "Sort of." He glanced at her and she winked at him again. "I'm working on it. Yeah, there's already someone."

      Nymph faced the doors of the elevator. "Oh, good. Fine young man like you needs a girlfriend."

      Tell me about it.

      "Hope she does like scars, though."
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      TWENTY-EIGHTH FLOOR.

      As he looked at his reflection in the elevator door, Thad touched his cheek where the shrapnel had torn a hole. "No scar." He had mixed feelings about that. He had been certain he didn't want a scar until Nymph said women liked scars. He wondered if that was true of all women—if Allison would've liked it. But the supers clinic staff on nineteen were wonder workers, thanks to several breakthroughs by Supers Inc R&D. He glanced at his arm. It also showed no signs of his accidental foray into the Danger Room.

      I always wanted to go there, but not like that. When I become I'll go back. Maybe fight alongside Bull and Nymph. Bullfrog I could do without.

      He glanced at the display to see how close he was to twenty-eight, Allison's floor. He had a few seconds still. He'd managed to pull out all the mail for her floor from the jumbled mess on the cart. He had it stacked neatly to one side, with an envelope for her on top of the pile.

      As he felt the elevator coast past the edge of one of the floors, he looked up at his reflection, checking his appearance in preparation for seeing Allison. He ran his hand over his hair to flatten a cowlick he'd acquired from resting on the examination table in the clinic. Then he leaned over the mail cart and turned his head slightly to look at his cheek. "Huh."

      His gaze drifted down from his reflected face to his reflected shirt. "Oh, crap."

      Hoping the spots he saw were just on the elevator door, he looked directly at his shirt to check. They were there too: several dirty patches, a few blood stains, and a black grease smear. The explosions in the danger room and his subsequent injuries accounted for the dirt and blood, but the grease was a mystery.

      Maybe from the clinic?

      He didn't really care how it all happened. The disaster was he looked like crap and he couldn't let Allison see him this way.

      "It had to be today."

      He'd been planning to ask Allison out on a date, and when he woke up this morning to birdsong outside his window and the warmth of the morning sun, he decided today was that day.

      So much for that. If she sees me like this, she'll never want to go out with me.

      The elevator ding sounded and the doors opened to the twenty-eighth floor and Thad felt his chest tighten. He thought about staying put and waiting for the elevator doors to close, but John Bradbury came up to the mail cart and stood with their hand against the edge of the door to keep it open. As Reports Coordinator, he was always eager to see what mail was coming in.

      "Hey, Thad," John said. "Running a little late today, huh? Got anything for me?" He looked at the jumbled mess of envelopes beside the single organized stack, then he noticed the stains on Thad's shirt. "Don't worry about. Looks like you've had a rough morning. I'll wait my turn."

      Thad nodded slightly, wishing the conversation hadn't started. He desperately wanted to push the button to take the elevator to another floor, any floor. He had the idea that maybe he could do all the other deliveries first, and come back to twenty-eight during Allison's lunch hour.

      "Well," John said, stepping back a little, but keeping a hand on the edge of the elevator door to prevent it from shutting. "Don't let me keep you." John glanced at the mail cart, then out at the room.

      The center of the room had two rows of desks, but they lacked the wall partitions used on other floors. Of the eight desks in the middle of the room, only two were occupied. The other six had never been assigned to anyone. Most of the thirty-odd people on twenty-eight had their own small private office, all of them with a window, and all but four with a glass door. They had blinds for privacy, but seldom used them. Thick, black, stenciled letters on each window stated the occupant of the particular office.

      The four offices at the far end of the room were the ones with solid wood doors. Each of those bore a nameplate. One of those in particular was on Thad's mind.

      The one on the far left displayed 'Micron', the super who could shrink down to the size of a grain of sand. He had a collection of vintage Hot Wheels cars arranged on his desk like they were at a drive-in movie. On one occasion as Thad looked through the open blinds on Micron's office window after a knock at his door went unanswered, Thad spotted the hero in miniature form seated in a die-cast metal, red Corvette watching Goonies on his computer monitor. Thad didn't want to interrupt then, so he just slipped Micron's mail under the door.

      The office next to Micron's was Siren's, whose voice was powerful enough to reduce concrete to rubble, but could be reined in to produce a hypnotic tune to any man who heard it. She frequently listened to 80's music and sang along. She kept the door shut as a precaution, since one time she looked out her office window and saw every man on the floor staring back in at her.

      On the other side of her's was the book-filled office of the super who went by the name of The Author. He was the oldest superhero in the company by a decade, and he lacked the physicality most of the other supers possessed. But his unusual power made him one of the most formable, if unpredictable, of heroes. Packed bookshelves lined his office, and more books were stacked on his desk and around it on the floor. He enjoyed reading as a leisure pursuit. Nearly all the books were fiction. But the books were instruments of his power too. The Author had the extraordinary ability to read aloud any passage from a book into reality, on a temporary basis. The creation or event he called forth would only last for thirty seconds, but with the correctly selected book in-hand, that was usually sufficient.

      The fourth office with a solid wood door had Thad's attention. It belonged to Allison, and he could see that the door had been left slightly open. Knowing she took the security of the work in her office seriously, Thad understood the fact that she'd left the door ajar meant she was either inside or maybe around the corner getting something from the snack machine or drink dispenser.

      If she sees me like this my chances are hopeless.

      "Any mail for me today, Thad?"

      MaryAnn's voice pulled him away from his thoughts of avoiding Allison, for the moment. He waved to her and, glancing around the room first, pushed the cart the rest of the way out of the elevator. Pulling up beside her desk, the first in the left row in the middle of the room, he glanced toward Allison's door again. Then he spotted her coming around the corner, on her way back from the vending machines. She had a bottled orange juice in her hand.

      Thad ducked into a crouching posture beside the mail cart to avoid being seen by Allison.

      "Uh, is it down there?" MaryAnn sounded confused by Thad's behavior.

      He wasn't looking through the mail on the bottom shelf of the cart. He was just kneeling and tipping his head back as he raised it up slowly and looked toward the back of the room.

      "Thad?"

      "Oh, um..." He rummaged through the pile of envelopes on the bottom shelf for a couple of seconds, then stood up after checking Allison's office again and seeing her go inside and close the door. "No. Not there." He smiled at her, trying to make the situation seem more normal than it was, then he pulled the organized stack of mail from the top shelf of the cart. "Maybe here." He remembered seeing a letter for her earlier and putting it in the stack he'd collected for this floor, but he had to play it off like he had a reason for kneeling beside the lower shelf a moment ago. "Ah, yes. Here it is." He pulled an envelope with her name on it from the stack and handed it to her.

      "Thank you." She took it and put it on her desk. "Are you..." She glanced at his shirt, but quickly looked him in the eyes again. "Are you doing okay today?"

      Thad chuckled, an act to hide the panic still flowing through him at the possibility of Allison seeing him looking like a slob and writing him off as a boyfriend candidate. "Yeah. I'm fine." He glanced at his shirt and shrugged. "Just had a rough delivery on one of the lower floors. You know how it is some days."

      MaryAnn chuckled. "Yeah. I guess I do."

      "Well," Thad said, putting his hands on the side of the mail cart. "More to deliver. Have a nice day."

      "Thanks. You too."

      Thad wheeled the cart to the occupied desk on the adjacent aisle and, after thumbing through the stack of envelopes, pulled out one for Ginger and handed it to her.

      "Thanks, handsome." She glanced up at him from her work just long enough to take the mail, but evidently didn't notice his clothes.

      "Sure thing."

      Thad took the cart out of the center alley between the desks and headed for the first office in the left corner, on the elevator side of the room. He was hoping if he moved slowly Allison might step out of her office again, maybe to go to the restroom. He planned to drop her mail off under her door then, so she couldn't see him through her window.

      Most days he enjoyed saying hello to everyone when he gave them their mail, but today he would've preferred this floor had a mailbox wall of cubby holes, like the marketing floors. But most of the work on this floor was more sensitive, often dealing with mission details. The risk of such information spreading around to people who had no business seeing it had to be minimized. That meant only hand-delivery of internal mail. Thad got that, but it kept him too long in danger of getting spotted by Allison.

      He knocked or waved to each of the occupants in the first four offices along the left wall, waiting each time for the person to open the door so he could hand them their mail. Just before he knocked on the next door, he heard Allison's voice across the room.

      He glanced over his shoulder and saw her coming out of her office. As her head turned in his direction, he dropped to his knees and then leaned over until his shoulder touched the carpeted floor.

      She didn't see me, did she?

      The chances of her coming over here are slim, he thought. He decided to stay put.

      Give her ten seconds or so. Then check to see if she's still there.

      "Oh, my God!" Angela had just come out of her office, the last one on the side of the room Thad had been working. She rushed to him and knelt down. "He's had a heart attack! Someone help!"

      What? No!

      She pulled Thad's shoulder to turn him over. "Don't worry. I know CPR. Oh, no. You're bleeding too? Mama's here."

      Thad was horrified as Angela, dressed in a patchwork sweater she made herself, leaned over him, pressing her large chest and equally large stomach into him to get her generously lacquered face close enough to give him mouth-to-mouth.

      He put his hands up to fend her off, despite the contact that entailed. "No. I'm fine."

      But he wasn't. Ginger and MaryAnn had run over from their desks, and everyone else had come out of their offices to see what was happening. Thad wanted to get on his feet and wheel his cart to the elevator before Allison saw him, especially now, with Angela on top of him still trying to get her lips on his. By the time he freed himself from under her, it was too late.

      Thad saw Allison step into an opening between her co-workers. She always had on a super suit. The one she was wearing this week was dark blue, like the depths of the sea—tight-fitting, which she handled better than anyone. Silver streaks outlined the plunging neckline and wrapped around her wrists and ankles. No mask, but that was normal. She didn't like them. Her long maple hair cascaded down over her shoulders, some of the locks spilling into the gravity of her cleavage. "Thaddeus?"

      She was the only one who called him by his full given name. Normally he loved hearing her say it. This time he wished she was talking to someone else.

      Thad got to his feet. "I'm okay, everyone. Really. It was a misunderstanding."

      "But you were on the ground," Angela said. She reached for his chest. "Are you sure you're okay?"

      Thad took a step back to keep her from touching him, but smiled and gave a dismissive gesture. "I'm fine."

      A couple of people patted him on the back, one of them saying, "Glad to hear."

      "MaryAnn walked closer to him. "Wow. You had us scared there for a minute."

      "Sorry." Thad shrugged apologetically. "Didn't mean to."

      Several more people expressed their relief that he hadn't had a heart attack. A couple of people pointed out how lucky he was that Angela knew CPR, to which Thad didn't bother replying.

      All he could think about was how awful it was that Allison had seen him in such an embarrassing situation, on top of how he already looked before that.

      I guess you'll be moving on now, huh?

      He waited for everyone to go back into their office, including Allison. He had already decided there was nothing more he could say to erase what he'd done to himself.

      Soon, everyone had returned to their offices, Ginger and MaryAnn to their desks. Everyone, but Allison. She was still at the end of the hall looking at Thad.

      He wondered what she must be thinking of him.

      At least she has the decency not to laugh on the outside.

      He turned his attention to the mail cart, pretending to sort the letters, waiting for her to walk away. After a couple of seconds, he looked up. She hadn't left.

      Allison walked over to him and gently touched his arm. "You sure you're okay?"

      Her words were soft, like the two of them were alone somewhere quiet, maybe watching the stars together.

      "I'm..."

      Thad had imagined his encounter with her today going so differently. They talked briefly a few times a week for months, but it was always polite small talk or something about the company. He'd done the inquiries and knew she wasn't seeing anyone. He kept himself fit, going to the gym regularly. And, though she was a super and he wasn't, he had plans. He wasn't going to remain in the mail room forever. He'd be a super too someday. He knew it. So what if that was still a little ways down the road, he told himself. People do that. One person works while the other finishes college. Things change.

      Allison giggled and touched his shirt. "You look like you've been through hell."

      Thad glanced at the stains on his shirt and felt his face flush.

      Allison put her hand over her mouth and stopped giggling. "I'm sorry. I wasn't making fun. It's just... Well, I've had days like that too." She looked back at at the rest of the room for a second, then turned to him again. "Last thing you must've wanted is for the entire office to find you on the floor. I'll bet you were trying to get in and out of here as quickly and quietly as possible."

      Thad, felt slightly better, though he was still disappointed he wasn't presentable enough to ask her out on a date—something he'd been wanted to do for months. He raised his eyebrows a little and shifted his gaze to the side as he shrugged. "Maybe."

      "Wait. I see." Allison punched his arm playfully.

      Thad was glad her current super suit evidently didn't give her super strength. "What?"

      "Were you avoiding me?"

      What? Why would she think that? Unless... She knows I like her? Oh, great.

      "I..."

      Allison giggled. "Okay. Right. Well..." She looked at her dark blue hero boots for a moment.

      Thad noticed she was softly biting her lower lip.

      Oh. Does she...

      She looked up, meeting his eyes with hers. "Want to have lunch?"

      Thad was speechless for a few seconds. He felt turned upside down from the sudden shift in emotions he was experiencing.

      Allison continued to look into his eyes. She smiled, then raised her eyebrows. "What do you say?"

      Thad glanced at the mail cart, but not because he was thinking about it. His brain just hadn't kicked into gear.

      "Oh, right," Allison said, sounding a little deflated. "You're probably busy all day with the deliveries."

      "No."

      Allison furrowed her brow. "No, you're not busy or no, you don't want to have lunch?"

      "Yes."

      She giggled. "Okay. You're going to need to do better than that." She glanced at the clock on the wall to his left, then looked at him again.

      Thad took a breath, composing himself. "I would love to have lunch with you tomorrow, Allison."

      A big smile slowly formed on her face and her eyes widened. "Good." She nodded. "That's...good." She took a step back. "So...I'll see you tomorrow. Say...noon?"

      "Yes." Thad's voice resounded with quiet confidence now. "Tomorrow at noon. I look forward to it."

      Allison smiled again, then took a couple more steps backward and turned around. A step later, she stopped and turned back to Thad. "Oh. Fiftieth floor. Okay?"

      "That's the..."

      "Supers-only Cafeteria. I know. It'll be fine. You'll be my guest. Okay. See you tomorrow. Sorry. I need to run. I have an appointment. Bye." She flashed Thad another big smile, then spun on the heel of one of her dark blue super boots and walked toward her office.

      "See you tomorrow." Thad watched her walk across the room, past her office and around the corner.

      Man, I feel like I could leap over a tall building right about now.

      He laughed, but cut it short when he realized he was doing it loud enough for people in the office to hear him.

      Wait til Franklin hears.
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      FIFTEENTH FLOOR.

      Thad knew he was running late for his usual lunchtime meeting with Franklin, but he also knew Franklin tended to set his own schedule. Thad figured all of the people working in the Augmentation Technology Department had the same leeway, since their work regularly required them to hop between the three main floors of the department, and occasionally go down the the basement lab. How could a supervisor possibly keep track of people on the move all day?

      Thad didn't officially have the same latitude with the mail room, but Agnes trusted him more than the others there to call his own shots. There had never been a day he didn't get all his work done, something she noted on his evaluation report every few months.

      I hope you went back for a second pudding today, Franklin.

      Thad usually locked his mail cart in one of the secure locker closets throughout the building—mostly used to keep purses and gym bags, but equipped with a large lockable cage which the mail cart fit into nicely. Today, since the mail had gotten jumbled in the child care facility, he took the cart with him to the fifteenth floor.

      Rather than take it through the line to get a sandwich, he passed the food court and walked through the sea of mostly occupied tables and chairs, looking for Franklin. Ten seconds later, he spotted his friend by one of the windows on the back side of the building, overlooking the retractable metal ceiling to the subterranean aircraft hangar—containing three VTOL jets. The large square of Super Steel wasn't much to look at, but landscaping surrounded it on three sides, with several fountains and a winding walking path running through the greenery. Franklin occasionally mentioned how much he enjoyed seeing the natural landscape after spending hours inside the windowless tech lab in the basement.

      Must've been a basement day, Thad thought as he pushed the mail cart through the lunchtime-catch-up conversations and after-work-plans phone calls to get to his friend's table.

      Franklin noticed him and waved, then said hello when Thad got to the table and sat down.

      Franklin had already finished his second chocolate pudding, as well as some sort of sandwich. A few crumbs, the tinsel-flagged toothpick that had been stabbed into the bread, and a half-eaten pickle were on his plate. "You going to eat something?"

      "Yeah," Thad said, catching a whiff of barbecue from the food court and making a mental note see if they have pulled pork and slaw. "I'll get something in a minute."

      Franklin nodded toward the mail cart. "What's all this?"

      Thad shook his head a little. "A ridiculous morning, that's what. It's a mess. I need to sort it, so I can finish the rest of the deliveries before they close the building down tonight." He knew the Supers Inc building never completely closed, but he figured Franklin got his point.

      "I'll help, but only if you tell me what happened." Franklin peered into the pile of envelopes.

      "Thanks. Yeah, help would be good, but I'd rather tell you what happened on twenty-eight. Well, after my heart attack, anyway."

      "Heart attack? What? Are you okay? You're kidding right?"

      "I'm fine."

      Franklin nodded toward Thad's stained shirt and grinned. "You look like the tractor just dragged you through the field."

      "Yes, I do." Thad didn't care about that any more.

      "Okay, tell me what happened. Did you just robbed a candy store with a twelve gauge?"

      "Better."

      Franklin's eyebrows lifted. "Really?" He settled against his chair back an crossed his arms. "Wait a minute. Hold the phone. You said twenty-eight?"

      Thad grinned smugly and nodded, gleeful that he was about to reveal the inaccuracy of his friend's prediction that he would never get a date with any super, let alone with Allison.

      "You didn't?"

      "I did."

      "She didn't."

      Thad looked to an imaginary fleck of something on his shirt and dusted his sleeve with the back of his hand. "Why sir, she most certainly did."

      Franklin shook his head. "Well, look who put on the fancy pants."

      Thad cocked one eyebrow up slightly. "I don't think that's a saying."

      "Sure it is. Before your time."

      "I remind you you're only a few years older than me."

      Franklin shook his head. "I can't believe it."

      "You were born in-"

      "No. I mean that you finally got a date with her."

      "Oh, yeah. Right. Yes. Yes, I did."

      "When?"

      "Tomorrow. Lunch. We're meeting on fifty."

      "The supers-only cafeteria? You can't. No normals."

      "She said it was fine."

      "Fine with her, maybe. But what about the other supers."

      "What do they care?"

      "I don't know. But you better not annoy any of them."

      Thad chuckled. "They're super heroes. Remember? They only use their powers for good."

      "Remember when Midnight blacked out half the building over an argument with Voltbolt?"

      "That didn't happen. It was a power outage in the basement," Thad said.

      "Not what I heard. What about the time Multiplicity caught Lord Suave in the supers' break room with two women, and then followed him into the elevator and proceeded to make so many copies of herself that the elevator crashed?"

      "First off," Thad said. "The elevator got jammed. It didn't crash. Secondly, it was Lord Suave's birthday. There were probably ten other people in the break room. And his name is Mr. Suave."

      "And Multiplicity?"

      "Everybody knows Multiplicity has a few screws loose."

      Franklin kept a straight face for a few seconds, then burst into laughter. "Right. She does. It's funny though, when you think about. I wish I could've seen Lord Suave's face when half a dozen Multiplicities were chewing him out in the elevator."

      Thad laughed. "Yeah, me too."

      "See," Franklin said, turning serious again. "That's my point, Thad." He leaned forward. "You're my friend, right?"

      "Best friend."

      "Yes. And...I just don't want you to get your hopes up only to get..." He looked away, evidently trying to come up with the right words.

      "Stuck in an elevator with six Allisons yelling at me?"

      Franklin chuckled. "You know what I mean. Supers and supers don't even work out that well. They deal with stuff you and I don't ever have to face. I'm sure it's hard on them, but I think it makes it hard for them to relate to people. Supers and normals has to be worse."

      "Since when did you get a PhD in psychology?" Thad sounded annoyed, and he was. He realized his friend meant well, but the last thing he wanted to listen to in response to him telling Franklin his great news was that it wasn't going to work out.

      "Hey, easy." Franklin put his hands in front of him in a calm down gesture. "I hope it works out. I really do. But I just don't think a super would go for a normal."

      "Allison could."

      Franklin shrugged.

      "Besides," Thad said. "You know I'm not going to be in the mail room forever. I'll get a super suit one day." He looked at the mail cart. "Hopefully sooner rather than later."

      "Hey, I take it back. I'm happy for you. If anyone deserves a shot with Allison it's you. I hope it works out. Honestly. I'm probably wrong. What do I know? I spend all my time hanging out with fellow engineers and lab junkies.

      Thad turned to his friend. "Thanks. So, how's it going with all that, anyway? Any new cool gadgets you can tell me about?"

      Thad could see the gears shifting in Franklin's head. "Tell me."

      Franklin glanced to his left and right, then leaned over the table a little. "Okay. So, I'm not really supposed to talk about it, but our team just developed something totally amazing."

      "Yeah?"

      "Well, I came up with the idea...and worked out the technical aspects..."

      "No surprise. You're a freakin' genius. What's it do?"

      Franklin held up three fingers.

      "It makes fingers?"

      "Of course not." He grabbed the tip of his extended forefinger. "It shoots a special solution which changes from liquid to a...sort of web-like state when exposed to air. It's really strong. And it spreads out like a giant net. And it sticks to almost everything. Buildings. Lampost metal. Cars."

      "Cool. Good for...lots of situations, I guess. But, don't you think people would get really annoyed with a giant web blocking traffic?"

      Franklin shrugged. "Not if it saved a bunch of people, like stopping a runaway train or something."

      "Seriously? It's that strong?"

      "Probably. We're still running tests."

      Thad nodded toward Franklin's hand. "What about the other two fingers?"

      Franklin clasped the end of his middle finger. "Same stuff, but you flip a switch on the gun first."

      "So, it's a gun?"

      "Yeah." He gestured with both hands to indicate the size. "A little bulky, but a one-hander."

      "Okay. Nice."

      "So, you flip a switch on the side and it goes from making the netting sort of thing."

      "Web. Just call it a web. They're sticky."

      "Right. It changes from the webs to dense balls of the stuff. Like those bean bags the swat riot police use."

      Thad didn't hide the fact that he was slightly less impressed with the second mode. "That's not really a new thing, then. Huh?"

      "Okay, sure. But they come out of a one-hander."

      "Fair point. I retract. Once again impressed. Continue, please. The last finger?"

      Franklin tried to fold his other fingers and leave his ring finger extended by itself, but his hand wouldn't let him. He gave up and grabbed his ring finger instead. "Ready for it?"

      Thad rolled his eyes.

      Franklin squinted and leaned across a little more, then said, "Grappling hook. But no hook. Just the sticky."

      Thad leaned against the back of his chair. "Wow. Nice."

      "Right. Actually, I can't believe no one came up with it before."

      "All three in one device is genius."

      "Supers extra or for the Public Defense line?"

      Franklin shook his head. "Not sure. It may not see the light of day at all for a long time. That's up to legal and marketing. Unless the supers see it in action and push to use it."

      "Yeah. That's the way it goes, I guess. But hey, at least you get to play with it in the lab."

      Franklin grinned. "Yeah. It's really cool. You should come down sometime and check it out. When nobody's around, I mean."

      "Thanks. I will."

      "So," Franklin said. "Tomorrow. Date with Allison. Nice going, buddy."

      Thad smiled. "Thanks. I...I don't want to jinx it, but I think there's something there."

      "First super and normal couple. It'd be the talk of the water cooler."

      Thad didn't care about the water cooler talk, but the thought of Allison and him being an ongoing thing warmed him to his core.

      Franklin pulled the mail cart a little closer to the table. "Why don't you go grab a sandwich, and I'll get started on this."

      "Okay. Thanks." Thad stood. "Be back in a few."

      "Pick me up another pudding, would you?"

      "No problem." Thad headed for the food court to get his sandwich and Franklin's pudding, but tomorrow's date with Allison was the only thing on his mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      THIRTY-FIFTH FLOOR.

      Thad felt both excited and nervous as he rode the elevator up to the thirty-fifth floor. He'd worked extra fast all morning, finishing his mail deliveries entirely before his lunch hour, something he'd never done before. But he didn't want to feel any pressure to excuse himself from Allison's company, should their lunch run long. In fact, he allowed himself a little hope the two of them might wind up spending the entire afternoon together, getting to know each other better.

      He nodded to his reflection in the elevator doors. "Looking better today, Thad."

      Talking to himself, at least aloud, wasn't a habit, but nothing about the rest of the day would be his normal routine. So, he went with the urge to give himself a little verbal boost. He noted that his shirt didn't have stains all over it like the one he wore yesterday when he talked with Allison. "Not too shabby." He glanced at his shoes. Shoes today. He decided wearing replica hero boots, as much as he liked them, might come across as a little silly in the eyes of an actual superhero.

      "You're ready for this."

      You've been ready for this for a long time.

      The elevator settled and he heard the ding, indicating he'd arrived at his destination. He glanced at the display above the buttons, just to make sure, especially after what happened yesterday.

      Thirty-five. Good.

      He checked his hair in the reflection in front of him just before the doors slid open, revealing the thirty-fifth floor to him for the first time. He stepped out of the elevator.

      The room looked like a lobby straight out of a fancy hotel. A sitting area took up the center of the room. Two overstuffed, long couches sat opposite one another. The other sides of the square space was framed by mirrored sets of chairs with a small table between each pair. All of the furniture rested on an expensive-looking area rug, which extended a few feet past the backs of the couches and chairs.

      The dark green marbled floor was exposed over the rest of the expansive room. More chairs and a couple of high-legged decorative tables lined the side walls. Elegant, soft lighting in the form of clouded, semi-opaque bowls suspended from the high inlayed ceiling by thin copper rods provided comfortable, relaxing illumination.

      Jazz music filled the air, but at a low volume, evidently coming from recessed speakers in the ceiling throughout the room. A man and two women, dressed in civilian clothes but presumably supers, sat in the middle of the room, the blond woman on the couch with the dark-haired man. The red-head sat in a chair just to his left. Thad thought he recognized the red-head as Tatiana, formerly with the Bolshoi Ballet, now working for Supers Inc as one of the company's most savage and skilled hand-to-hand fighters. He couldn't match the man or the blond to supers he knew. He figured they might be from out of town, part of one of the new overseas branch offices. All three in the lounge area had wine glasses in hand—something white. Thad's wine knowledge couldn't take the details of it any further than that.

      They laughed, but not at him. They hadn't given any indication that they noticed him yet. Thad probably could've made out what they were saying, but he didn't want them to catch him eavesdropping, so he walked to one side of the room, pretending to care about the art on the walls. He knew he was ten minutes early, but that was the plan. The last thing he wanted to do was keep Allison waiting. He'd been waiting for this day, for this moment, long enough for the both of them.

      The restaurant at the back of the room had a large decorative sign over the entrance, which was a wide arched opening. On one side of it, a young woman stood in attendance at a greeter's stand, no doubt there to match people to open tables. On the left side of the opening was the end of the long bar, which extended into the restaurant. Through the middle of the opening, Thad could see some of the restaurant. White table cloths covered the tables. Unlit candles and place settings were on each, though only a few tables were occupied. Then he noticed a waiter, with a white cloth draped over one arm. He was holding a bottle of wine up for a woman seated at one of the tables to see.

      I am seriously underdressed. I had no idea. Great.

      "Thaddeus!"

      He turned toward the sound of Allison's voice, and momentarily lost his ability to speak when he saw what she was wearing.

      She walked over to him from the elevator, moving sensuously—at least that's how Thad saw it. She'd changed into a new super outfit, a red bodysuit with a narrow v-shaped neckline that opened down to her waist, where it came together just above a thin, shiny, black belt. Her boots were black too, also shiny, and with a dangerously pointed heel. Her hair was up, held elegantly in place by a couple of chopsticks that had been skewered in. When she stepped up to Thad she performed a slow three-hundred-sixty-degree turn, revealing an opening in the back of the outfit to match the one in the front.

      "You like it?"

      Thad realized his mouth was already open. He forced his brain to quickly learn how to make words again, and said, "Yes. It's...wow."

      Allison chuckled. "Thanks. I like it too." She leaned closer to him and whispered, "It may be a bit over the top, but I really like it. Makes me feel sexy for a change."

      For a change? Huh?

      "You look beautiful," Thad said, making a point of doing a better job outwardly than the voice in his head was doing.

      "Aw, thanks. You're sweet." She glanced at him. "You..."

      "I'm sorry. I didn't know this place was fancy."

      "No. It's fine. I was just going to say you cleaned up nicely."

      She's kind. I'll give her that.

      "Hey, Allison," the man on the couch said, without getting up.

      She glanced over her shoulder at him. "Carrington. Ladies."

      After Allison turned back to Thad he heard one of the women on the couch quietly say, "Is he a normal?"

      "Ignore them," Allison said. "I try to." She smiled and put her arm between Thad's and his chest. "Shall we?"

      He did his best to heed her advice to pay no attention to the common from the blond super on the couch. With her at his side, he didn't have much trouble doing so. "Absolutely."

      He tried to restrain his grin as the two of them walked toward the hostess, but he noticed out of the corner of his eye that she was staring at his face a grinning too. He turned to her. "Sorry. I've just..."

      "Been thinking about this for a long time?"

      He stopped and so she did too. "Yes, actually. How-"

      She giggled. "You're horrible at keeping a secret. Don't you know I've noticed how you been looking at me for the past..."

      "Eleven months."

      She smiled. "Is that how long you've been with the company?"

      "No, but I didn't see you until I'd been a month on the job."

      She stared at him a moment, and he took the opportunity to admire her eyes, then she said, "Can we just end the suspense right now? I know it supposed to be later, but..."

      "What do you m-"

      Allison raised up onto the balls of her feet and kissed Thad on his lips, instantly making him abandon any desire to continue talking. She put her arms around him and he raised a hand to cradle the side of her head gently as they carried on for several more seconds.

      The hostess finally cleared her throat audibly, getting their attention.

      The two of them withdrew their lips from one another slowly and smiled as the looked into each other's eyes.

      "You two want a table or a room?" the hostess said.

      Despite knowing better, Thad, running on a testosterone spike, might've answered that they'd take a room, but Allison spoke first. "A table by a window will be fine. Thanks."

      As soon as the hostess turned around to guide them to their table, Thad and Allison glanced at each other again and shared a silent chuckle.

      A few moments later, they were at their table. Thad was on top of his game, brimming with confidence since Allison had made her feelings clear. He walked around her and pulled out her chair for her, pushing it in as she took a seat.

      "Thank you, sir," she said.

      "You're welcome, my lady."

      The hostess rolled her eyes as she put two menus on the table.

      Thad went to his chair and sat, taking note of the view of the city through the tinted window.

      "Your waitress will be here shortly." The hostess delivered the announcement without inflection, then walked back to her stand at the front of the restaurant.

      "So," Thad said. "What's good here? Everything, I bet."

      Allison leaned forward a little. "Truth?"

      He nodded.

      "The cheeseburger." She glanced down at her outfit—something Thad had an urge to do too. "I'll wreck this, I know." She looked at Thad again. "It's messy. But it's sooo worth it."

      "Sounds good."

      "You want to?" Allison asked. "Okay. Let's go for it." She shrugged. "It'll wash out, right?"

      "Can you put that in the wash?" Thad glanced at her outfit finally. "Superhero outfits, I mean."

      "Sure. I do it all the time. In my case, it's mostly daily wear, maybe some Danger Room residue." She put her hand on his, which was at the side of his silverware. "Trust me. You don't want to hang out in the danger room if you can help it. Stuff's always blowing up in there. It's a mess."

      "Thanks. I'll remember that."

      She withdrew her hand and leaned back to her side of the table. "Do."

      "So, you get to try out different suits pretty regularly, huh?"

      "Yes. It's basically my job. Test them out. Make sure the powers work they way they're supposed to. Then I write up a report." She rolled her eyes. "Not a big fan of that part, but I shouldn't complain. After all, I get to play with more powers than any other super in the company."

      "Yeah, that's great. Must be fun."

      "Sometimes." Allison paused as the waitress came to the table and poured water into their glasses.

      "The house special is baked salmon with black pepper and a lemon glaze, accompanied by a side of steamed asparagus and your choice of a field-greens salad with walnut-cranberry dressing or a baked potato, any way you like it. And, of course, fresh rolls will come around shortly, and as often as you like. Do you two need a few more minutes to decide?"

      Allison looked at Thad inquisitively.

      "You want to do what we discussed?"

      She nodded back at him.

      He turned to the waitress. "We'll both have the cheeseburger." Looking at Allison he asked, "How do you-"

      "Just how it's on the menu," she said to the waitress. "Medium rare, though." She looked at Thad, and so did the waitress.

      "Same," he said. "Thank you."

      "Is that really how you like yours?" Allison asked.

      "Of course." Thad smiled. "Any more than medium rare and all the flavor's cooked out of it."

      "I know, right?"

      Thad nodded toward her outfit. "So, what powers are you sporting today?"

      She glanced down. "Oh, this? Well, actually, it's not really like the other suits I test."

      "How so?"

      She shrugged. "Aside from the standard durability all the suits have, the powers are...to be determined."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, I don't know the suit's powers because the suit has the ability to manifest powers in response to a given situation."

      "You're kidding? I've never heard of a suit doing something like that. Wow."

      "Yeah. It's pretty amazing, I guess. The problem is, I'm a little afraid to put it to the test."

      "Yeah?"

      "You see, for the suit to manifest a power, there needs to be an extreme situation—people in real danger, a direct attack on me, or at least some sort of major threat. I don't want any of that to happen. Besides, I rarely get out in the field. It's not like those sort of things happen here."

      "What about the Danger Room?" Thad felt a twinge of discomfort in his stomach at the thought of the Danger Room, but he didn't have a super suit when he was there.

      "Yes. I should do that. I probably will tomorrow. The intensity level can be dialed down. So, at least I won't get hurt too badly if the suit fails to deliver."

      "Oh, yeah. I see. That doesn't sound like a great way to see if it works."

      "It's a lot easier when the powers are clear, when I know what a suit does. Then I can test it the right way." Allison peered out the window. She looked as if she was really feeling the frustration with the question of how to deal with the unusual suit.

      "I wish I knew how to help," Thad said.

      She turned back to him. "It's okay. I guess you don't have to deal with stupid problems like this. Huh?"

      "No. Not like this. I..." More than ever before, he wished he was a superhero too. How could he possibly pretend to get her situation, he thought. The technical point he got, but he knew if he said whatever he said, she'd take it as coming from a non-super...a guy who works in the mail room in the basement.

      "Oh, I'm sorry, Thad. I didn't mean to imply..."

      He realized he'd been staring at the empty plate in front of him. He looked at her. "No. It's fine. I know you didn't mean to imply..."

      He took note of the fact that neither one of them finished the sentence, which made it clear to him that she probably did think of him as a non-super, not just a guy she was having dinner with. He didn't blame her. It was true, he thought.

      At least, for now.

      She reached across the table to take his hand, but before she touched him a massive explosion went off outside, sending a quake through the building, rattling the bulletproof windows and knocking over the glasses on their table. The sound of the shockwave echoed between the buildings lining the streets.

      As the hostess screamed from across the room, Thad and Allison turned to the window and watched a huge fireball rising from the street, then a black cloud of smoke billowed out from it until the flames were engulfed. Within a second, everything outside their window was dark.

      "My God, what's happened?" Allison leaned slightly closer to the glass and looked down toward where the ground had been visible moments before, then she put her hand on the thick, reinforced glass and moved a little closer.

      Thad rose from his chair to get a better look too, but Allison screamed and he turned to her. The super suit had activated, changing the molecular density of her arm so that it passed through the glass. Thad jumped toward her, reaching out to grab her as she fell into the glass. But his hand passed through her other arm. It had changed too, just as the rest of her body had. He swung his other arm around, trying to get ahold of her waist, but it didn't work.

      "Allison!"

      She looked up at him as her entire de-solidified body fell unimpeded through the glass, disappearing into the thick, black smoke.
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      Thad banged his fist on the reinforced glass as he looked into dark cloud of smoke. Dust and flecks of concrete peppered the outside of the window.

      Allison.

      He wanted to wait by the window until he saw her, but he knew he could do her no good from there.

      Behind him, the restaurant staff and few customers who had been eating were racing to the elevator. He ran for it too, but the first group of people had already taken it down.

      He noticed the door for the stairwell at the side of the room and ran to it, ignoring the fact that he was on the thirty-fifth floor.

      As he descended the first set of stairs, he remembered, from the company Christmas party, that the thirty-third floor had three elevators to handle large groups coming up to use the conference rooms there or attend events in the one of the ballrooms. He took the next flight of stairs four steps at a time, jumping the end of the railing at the turn to skip even more steps. A half-second later, he yanked open the door to thirty-three.

      The lobby was empty. He rushed to the first elevator and hit the button to call it. The door opened immediately and he stepped inside and hit the button for the ground floor.

      Come on. Let's go.

      The door closed and the elevator began its descent. He watched the countdown of floors on the display, wishing it would go faster.

      She'll be alright, Thad. You saw her. If she's still not solid, nothing can hurt her. Right?

      "Okay. What are you going to do when you get down there?"

      I don't even know what caused the explosion.

      "There has to be more supers on the scene, though."

      The building's full of them. And...the explosion already happened. She'll be okay.

      "But what if that's not all? What caused the explosion? What if it's an attack? Like last month in France. Supervillains. Maybe they weren't the only ones."

      Right after he had the thought, a voice came through the speaker in the elevator. "Attention Supers Incorporated employees. A large-scale attack is happening directly outside our building. Unknown supervillains are involved. All available supers are to engage immediately. All other personnel are to remain inside the building." The woman gave the message one more time.

      I have to do something. Her suit might not be enough. They'll target her too.

      The displayed showed the elevator just passed the twelfth floor.

      "Franklin."

      Thad pressed the elevator button for the tenth floor just as the display showed eleven. A second later, he felt the slowing approach to the floor, then the stop. The arrival ding sounded and the door slid open.

      He jumped out. "Franklin! Where are you!"

      A woman in a white lab coat stood at the back of the room with a phone to her ear. Thad could see the panic in her face. She'd clearly felt the explosion.

      "Have you seen Franklin!" Thad yelled to her as he started across the room, glancing down the corridors to each side.

      The woman nodded, then shot her arm out to point  to the last hallway on Thad's left.

      "It's supervillains!" The woman screamed again as Thad scrambled across the room. "Supervillains! Here!"

      "I know!"

      He pushed a chair aside and ran around one of the many long, cluttered, work tables filling the room, then skirted another. He jumped when he came to the  last one blocking his path, sliding over the top of it like he'd seen people do over car hoods on television shows. His feet knocked several pieces of gear and tools onto the floor, but he ignored them. When his shoes hit the floor he continued running, barreling down the hall to find his friend.

      "Franklin! I need your help! Now!"

      Three doors were toward the end of the hall, one on either side and one at the end. The one on the left was open. Thad ran to it, hoping his friend would be there.

      "Thad?" Franklin stepped into the doorway just as Thad rushed to get through. The two collided and Franklin, much smaller than Thad, got knocked back onto the floor. He slid a few feet until his back came up against the leg of a metal work table in the center of the room.

      Thad watched a metallic blue helmet roll from the top of the table and fall over the edge, hitting Franklin's head, then dropping into his lap.

      Thad hurried over to him and helped him up. "The explosion. Allison. Supervillains. I need your help, fast."

      "Franklin shook his head slightly and blinked a few times. "What are you talking about? The only supervillains were overseas, and they were taken out."

      "No. They're outside. More of them. The massive explosion, didn't you feel it? Allison, she...fell through the window at the restaurant."

      "What? No. But...how? Those windows aren't breakable. Was the explosion that big? Oh, wow. Supervillains? This is horrible."

      "The glass didn't break. It was her outfit."

      "Huh?"

      "Nevermind. I need your help." Thad looked around the room. "I need...something!"

      Franklin shook his head. "You can't go out there. We don't even know who we're dealing with."

      "I have to. She needs me."

      "Our supers will handle it. Right?"

      "I don't know. All I know is my future girlfriend just fell through a window on the thirty-fifth floor into an explosion and she's out there with who knows how many supervillains! Franklin! Give me something! I'm going now, with or without your help!"

      Franklin tossed the helmet to Thad. "Put that on. Voice activated. The A.I. will understand you."

      "What's it do?"

      "By itself? Help you see what's going on." He hurried to a nearby shelf and grabbed two thick watches, both metallic blue, like the helmet. He held them out to Thad. "Put these on."

      "What-"

      "Just do it. She needs you, right? Hurry up."

      Thad slipped one of the watches onto each of his wrists. Both of them flashed a blue light on the watch-face. A second later, the flashing stopped.

      Franklin nodded toward them. "They're ready. Most advanced time pieces on the planet."

      "What do they do?"

      "Just get out there already. Save the girl. The helmet will tell you. Ask it."

      Thad nodded to his friend. "Thanks."

      He ran to the door, but stopped when Franklin yelled for him to wait. He turned around.

      "Take the web gun too." Franklin nodded to the device, which was sitting on top of the small refrigerator beside the door.

      Thad grabbed it. "Thanks, buddy. I owe you."

      "Just don't get yourself killed, okay? I don't want to have to find a new lunch partner."

      "I'll do my best." Thad gestured with the web gun to say goodbye, then ran down the hall. A few seconds later he was in the elevator, heading down to the lobby.

      "Helmet."

      "My name is Becky," a female voice said from inside the helmet. A heads-up display appeared on the clear glass visor in front of Thad's eyes.

      "Thad. Nice to meet you. Tell me what you can do."

      Becky gave him the short version of her capabilities as the elevator descended the last floors and stopped at the lobby.

      When the door slid open, Thad sprinted toward the front door, leaping through the security checkpoints as Becky told him more.

      As Thad pushed ran out the front of the building, he asked her if she could provide him any defense.

      "Advice," Becky said. "Try to avoid getting hit."

      "Thanks a million."

      Thad jumped the hedges to the right of the stairs and ran like a racehorse toward the side of the building where he knew Allison had fallen.

      He prayed that her body was still immaterial, protecting her both from the fall and whatever supervillainy was afoot.
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      When Thad turned the corner of the Supers Inc building, much of the black smoke from the explosion had cleared. The first thing he saw was the the massive crater in the middle of the street. The hole looked about forty feet wide and at least half that in depth. The butt-end of a black Honda Civic sat suspended over the hole, the front of the car pointing down Heritage Parkway. The driver-side door was open and no one was inside.

      A torrent of water shot up thirty feet, spilling outward into a fountain, raining down on several more abandoned cars and a handful of bystanders who hadn't taken cover inside the shops lining the street on the side opposite the Supers Inc building.

      Thad kept running to the scene, but veered toward the right side of the crater, hoping to find Allison somewhere in the landscaped area surrounding the Supers parking lot, which he'd already scanned.

      "Thad," Becky said inside his helmet, which hadn't given him as much trouble while running as he thought it might. "There are multiple threats present."

      Thad had been so focused on finding Allison he forgot to look out for the supervillains who were no doubt responsible for the explosion. "What about Allison?"

      "The super or the one from accounting, or the one who works in the gym?"

      "The super!" Thad realized Becky must have access to the company's employee files.

      "Give me a sec. Scanning."

      He ran to the edge of the parking lot closest to the Supers building, then stopped and turned around, hoping to see Allison. But he still couldn't find her. He glanced at the crater and feared she might've fallen into it.

      Or...

      "Thad!" The voice came from high above him.

      He looked up and spotted Nymph hovering overhead.

      "What are you doing out here?" Nymph yelled down to him.

      "Looking for Allison! And trying to help!"

      Nymph pointed to the other side of the crater. "Be careful!" She flew over the crater, then down into it.

      Sirens sounded from a few streets away.

      Thad looked to the other side of the street, to where Nymph had pointed. "Yes!" He saw Allison standing in front of one of the shops. She looked solid again, and appeared to be alright. He ran toward her.

      "Thad." Becky's voice inside the helmet spoke with an urgent tone. "On your left."

      Still running to get to Allison, Thad glanced to his left. A small cluster of angry wasps zoomed at him.

      "Crap!" He duck and leaned, dodging them, but stumbling slightly. He quickly reclaimed his footing and picked up speed again, confused by the fact that in the midst of all this he had to deal with oddly-placed, aggressive insects.

      As he passed to the right of the crate, something moving out of it caught his attention. He took a look. A silver Tesla was floating, rising higher. When its tires rose slightly above the level of the street beside the crater, it stopped. He could see a man and woman inside the car. Then he noticed Nymph flying above the car, her hands extended in front of her with her palms up. She seemed to be intensely focused on the car.

      Thad heard a howling wind behind him. He stopped running to turn and look.

      Atmosphere stood near the edge of the crater, hands on his waist. He was blowing a mighty wind at the hovering vehicle, which began to drift to the street. When the car had cleared the cavernous hole, Atmosphere stopped blowing. Thad looked at Nymph as she lowered her hands. The car settled back onto the pavement.

      "Thad, duck!"

      Without questioning Becky, he dipped his head and sunk his knees. Something grazed the top of his helmet, jarring his head slightly, but Becky's warning spared him the brunt of the blow.

      "Umpf." It was a man's voice.

      "You see," a woman said, speaking with a Russian accent. "That's not dancing. This is."

      Thad turned to witness Tatiana, one of Super Inc's most skilled and savage hand-to-hand fighters land a graceful but potent kick in the chest of the man she was fighting.

      The man's legs didn't stir, but he bent at the waist as the force of her attack drove his torso back. He wore black jeans and a white t-shirt with the image of a tuxedo front and bow tie.

      "That's how we dance at Bolshoi!" Tatiana had finished the sweep of her leg by bringing it in close to her other with a bent knee, raising her arms above her head as she went into a tight spin, balanced on the toe of one of her point shoes, white like her leotard. Her matching lace tutu rose into to form a fluttering disc around her waist.

      Thad watched the man robotically ratchet his torso back to an upright position as he heard the man make a buzzing sound, followed by what might've been an attempt to sound like a motor or gears working. "What the heck?"

      Tatiana's spin had slowed, but she took a quick step to get closer to the man, then continued her spin, extended one leg each rotation to flutter kick the man in his face.

      The first two kicks hit him, but only barely. The third one missed, since the man twisted his torso and head like they were one fixed unit. When Tatiana's leg dropped to touch her supporting ankle, the man rapidly executed a series of small lateral steps, angling each foot at a diagonal. He'd moved within arms reach before Tatiana could do anything about it, then he robotically lifted his elbows and swung his left forearm down to punch her and twisted himself and did the same awkward punching maneuver with his other arm. The first two blows hit Tatiana in her face, but she smoothly bent her body to avoid the rest of the man's barrage of stupid arm attacks.

      Thad, seeing Tatiana could handle herself with the robot man, turn his attention to Allison again, expecting her to have move slightly, but still be in the general area he'd seen her before. But she hadn't moved at all. He took off again, determined not to stop until he reached her. As he ran closer, he could see her looking at him, but she appeared frozen, but as far as he could tell, uninjured.

      "Allison!" He leapt over a mangled car bumper and ran around a pile of rubble. She stood only twenty feet away, but something hit his ankle and tripped him. He fell onto his right arm and tumbled. He felt the ground scraping the side of his face before he came to a stop.

      "Wait." The voice was deep. Thad thought he recognized from the lounge outside the restaurant.

      Pushing himself up to his knees, he looked back. "Carrington, right? What the hell did you do that for?"

      Thad was more concerned for Allison than with getting an answer from Carrington. He quickly got to his feet and was about to rush the rest of the way over to her, but Carrington told him again to wait, and he said it even more forcefully than before, giving Thad a moment of pause.

      "Why?"

      Carrington, who was now getting himself up too, pointed down the sidewalk, about twenty feet to the left of Allison. "You see that guy over there?"

      Thad looked.

      A tall, thin, gray-bearded man was standing in the middle of the sidewalk, facing Allison. He had both hands in front of him, together, forming a rectangle. His knees were slightly bent, and he appeared to be looking through the opening he'd made with his hands. He was looking directly at Allison.

      "Who's that?" Thad asked. "What's he doing to her?" He had already guessed the man must be responsible for Allison being apparently unable to move.

      Carrington stood and walked over to Thad. "I heard one of the others call him Director."

      "Director?" Thad looked at Allison again to make sure she didn't seem in pain. "I need to help her."

      Carrington shook his head and put his hand on Thad's shoulder for a moment. "No. At least not that way. I saw what happened. She had just helped a civilian into that building to take cover, then she turned around and started heading back into the mix of things when he stepped in her path down there." Carrington looked Thad in the eyes. "She froze when he put his hands up." He turned back to the bearded man. "If you go over there, there's a good chance you'll just get yourself frozen too."

      "Okay, so..."

      "We need to take him out," Carrington said.

      Thad glanced at the watches on his wrists. "I can do it."

      Carrington chuckled. "With those. How? No. It's okay. I'll do it. I can't use my power here. Too many people." He made a fist in front of him. "But I can knock the guy out."

      "Fine. Just hurry. We don't know if anything else is happening to her."

      Carrington nodded to Thad, then started jogging toward the man on the sidewalk, and picked it up to a run after a second.

      Thad glanced between Allison, Carrington, and the bearded man. He hoped Carrington could get to him before the man noticed him coming. Then he spotted someone between the bearded man and Allison. It was a woman. She was kneeling by the footing of the building, below a window of one of the connected shops.

      What's she doing? Is she frozen too?

      He moved closer to Allison, trying to get a better look at the other woman at the same time, to see if she was doing anything, or even moving. He stopped about ten feet shy of reaching Allison. She was still looking at him.

      "It's going to be okay," he said to her. "Carrington's going to take care of the man who's doing this to you. Are you okay?"

      She didn't answer.

      He knew he just had to hope she was alright. He was tempted to rush to her side, but what Carrington said about the man freezing her when she walked in front of his weird hand gesture made some sort of strange sense to Thad. So, he restrained himself, despite how hard it was to do so.

      He glanced to the kneeling woman again.

      She moved her head. She's not frozen. Then what is she doing?

      He noticed she had her hands on the stone at the base of the building.

      He looked to see if Carrington had reached the bearded man yet, but he didn't see Carrington at all.

      Where did he go?

      Then he saw him on the ground, six feet from the sidewalk to the right of the bearded man. Something was moving in the air above Carrington. Thad couldn't tell what he was seeing at first, then he made out several small somethings erratically shifting around in a little cluster.

      A moment later, the movement shifted away from Carrington's motionless, supine body and toward the bearded man on the sidewalk. Thad wasn't sure what he was seeing, but he knew with Carrington down, it was up to him to take the bearded man down, to free Allison from his power. He hoped she would be back to normal then.

      He raised his right arm toward the bearded man. "Can I hit him from here, Becky?"

      "The distance is not a problem," the A.I. voice in his helmet replied. "Aim is on you, however."

      "Great."

      "Remember, it's non-lethal. If you do manage to hit him, the best you can hope for is that it will knock him out for a while."

      "Right now, that's all I need."

      Thad took aim, but hesitated. "No targeting reticle in the HUD?"

      "Uh, no. I could put one up there for you if you want, but it wouldn't necessary be accurate."

      "Thanks, Franklin."

      "Don't talk about Franklin like that," Becky said, sounding irritated.

      "Sorry."

      She gets sarcasm and he made her loyal to him. Figures.

      Thad took the shot.

      The beam looked like it was going to hit the bearded man, but someone appeared just in front of the man right when Thad gave the thought to shoot to the sensors inside the helmet that would transfer his command into the controls embedded in the device on his wrist.

      A woman? What?

      Thad dropped his arm and stared down the sidewalk toward his intended target. The man was still standing, but he'd lowered his hands and was looking down at the woman at his feet—the woman Thad had hit with the ray from his wrist weapon.

      Thad glanced down the sidewalk, thinking the woman who'd been kneeling halfway between his target and Allison somehow had moved in the way that quickly, but she was still there, kneeling beside the building.

      "Thaddeus!" Allison called out to him.

      He turned and saw her running toward him, and he ran to meet here. A few feet past the edge of the sidewalk, she came into his embrace. He wrapped one hand around her and squeezed her side with his other arm, which was still holding the web gun.

      "I don't know what happened," Allison said. "One second I was helping a few people get inside to safety, and then I turned around to see who else needed help and I couldn't move at all."

      Thad nodded over her shoulder toward the bearded man, who was now helping to her feet the woman he'd shot with the stun ray. "He did it."

      Allison turned around to look, then both of them heard the woman who'd been kneeling yell back to the bearded man, "Forty more seconds, then it's kablooey! We better get out of here now!"

      "What?" Thad looked at the building where the woman had kelt, but he didn't see anything that looked like explosives. "It's going to explode? How?"

      "Nevermind how," Allison said. "There's people in there."

      Thad looked around and noticed more civilians had gathered around to spectate now that the smoke and dust from the explosion had dissipated and the police and other emergency vehicle had arrived on the scene. "And out here too."

      Allison ran toward the building, yelling back to Thad, "Get the people back as far as you can. I'm going to go in and get everyone to go out the back of the building.

      Before Thad could say anything to her, Allison's body had dematerialized again and, thanks to the insane rate of speed at which she was moving, she disappeared through the outer wall of the building.

      Thad wanted to stop the bearded man and the two women who were now at his side walking farther away from where the woman had knelt touching the building. He had to let them go for now. There were civilians behind him and he need to get them as far back from the building as possible, and fast.

      "Becky," Thad said. "Will the crowd control cause any permanent damage?"

      "I like the way you're thinking. No. They'll recover. But hurry. Based on what that woman said, by my count, we only have twenty more seconds.

      Thad didn't bother to reply. Instead, he held his left arm up and gave the thought to activate the crowd control function on the device on his wrist. When he saw one of the civilians react to the dual sonic-microwave emissions, he moved his arm in a sweeping motion to stir the others gathered too close to move back. Thankfully, the helmet seemed to shield him from the noise and the microwave emission was directional.

      A few moments later all the civilians had run to the far side of the crater. Thad noticed Nymph flying on the other side of the hole too. She had her arms out, and Tatiana was floating several feet below her.

      "Thad," Becky said, sounding alarmed. "What about us?"

      "Oh, crap." He looked back at the building. "Allison? The people inside."

      "Wait," Becky said. "Yes. They made it out the back, and they're moving farther away."

      "Good." Thad was about to run away from the building too, but he remembered Carrington. He looked to where Carrington had fallen and saw that he was still there. "We can't leave him."

      "Yes, of course," Becky said, as Thad ran toward the fallen super. "I'm sorry, Thad. I should've picked him up on my scanners. I guess I was distracted."

      "It's okay. I think we still have time." Thad jump a burning tire and made short work of a mound of dirt which had blown from the crater. He got to Carrington just as Atmosphere ran to his side too.

      "We need to get him back," Thad said. "Away from that building. It's going to blow."

      Atmosphere nodded. "Right. I'll can get him." Atmosphere knelt and scooped Carrington up, then hoisted him over his shoulder. "The people in the building."

      "Already cleared," Thad said. "Allison got them to safety."

      Atmosphere nodded, then turned and took a step. Thad was right behind him. Both jolted when the heard the massive explosion behind them, in the distance. Thad fell onto his back as he turned to look. The force of the blast shot up through the side of the building, sending fire, smoke, and debris into the air. The shockwave drove through Thad, followed quickly by the heat.

      The three of them were far enough from the building to be saved from the explosion itself, but a sea of concrete and glass was a split second from raining down on top of them. Thad knew they couldn't outrun it.

      "Atmosphere!"

      Atmosphere dropped Carrington onto a pile of dirt and faced the fiery debris field rocketing toward them.

      Thad lifted the web gun, aiming it between what remained of the destroyed section of the row of attached shops and the firetruck which had just pulled up close by them.

      Atmosphere drew a deep breath, then blew skyward.

      Thad said a prayer and pulled the trigger on the gun his best friend had loaned him.

      Carrington came to at the same time and, seeing the sky falling onto the three of them, screamed for mercy.

      Thad's shot was well-placed. The massive ejection of liquid fanned out and morphed into the ultra-sticky webbing Franklin had told described. Several strands stuck to the side of the semi-demolished building. Others strands hit the firetruck. A few stuck to a lamp post and a tree beside it, both of which Thad hadn't counted on using. All together, the anchors were sufficient to hold the massive, extraordinarily strong web in place, though the firetruck tipped, lifting the tires on one side off the ground for a moment before settling level again.

      The hurricane-force wind Atmosphere expelled threw much of the debris back onto the building and extinguish most of the fire raining down.

      The larger chunks of concrete, brick, and stone were caught in the web, which ultimately sagged down to within a few inches of Thad, Atmosphere, and Carrington.

      They hurried out from under it all, just in case the webbing gave way.

      Thad looked around to make sure no one had gotten hurt from the explosion. As best he could tell, everyone had indeed made it to safety in time. He asked Becky to do a scan for Allison, which she did.

      "She's on her way back here. Right...there."

      "Where?" Thad asked.

      "Oh, right. Okay. Follow the arrow on your HUD."

      Thad moved his head the direction the arrow was pointing until he saw Allison walking toward him, apparently no worse for the wear.

      Thank, God.

      "I wish we'd caught them," Nymph said, landing beside the three of them as Tatiana walked over.

      "Yeah," Thad said. "Me too."

      "Wait." Tatiana stepped in front of Thad. "Aren't you the guy who delivers the mail."

      Carrington put his hand on Thad's shoulder. "Not any more. Not if I have anything to say about it."

      "Yeah," Atmosphere said. "Get this guy a suit, already."

      Allison joined the group, but settled in next to Thad and gave him a long kiss.

      "So," Nymph said, breaking the awkward silence. "What happened to the supervillains. Did anybody see where they went?"

      "I did," a man said, walking up behind the group.

      They all turned to look.

      "Name's Sergeant Montgomery. I saw 'em. Four of 'em. But..." He plied his tongue against the inside of his lower lip, then continued, "As for where they went, not sure. How they went...not totally sure about that either." He took a breath. "But here's what I know. The bearded guy, he has the other three standing beside him, right? Then he holds up his hands, like this." Sergeant Montgomery put his palm together. "Then he flung 'em out like this." He demonstrated. "Only thing I heard him say was, 'And, scene.' All four of them disappeared."

      "The Director," Thad said.

      Tatiana looked at Thad. "What?"

      "That's what one of them called him," Allison said. "The Director."

      "What do they want?" Nymph asked. "Why did they do this?"

      "No idea," Allison said, then looked at Thad and put her arm around him.

      Thad looked back at her, then faced the rest of the group. "But we're sure as hell going to find out."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Findings on the Whereabouts of the Supers

          

        

      

    

    
      Unavailable During the Period of the Supervillain Assault Outside the Headquarters Building:

      Alacrity: South America. Mission details classified.

      Bull: Left work early, because he had tickets to an MMA fight. Unavailable by phone when staff tried to reach him during the incident.

      Bullfrog: With Bull at an unspecified drinking establishment, with plans to attend the MMA fight later in the evening. Unavailable by phone when staff tried to reach him during the incident.

      Hydro: Doing contracted work overseas on an irrigation project.

      Lady Druid: Took the day off to take her daughter Sylvia to the botanical gardens.

      Leprechaun: In the building, but retired. He also stated he didn't have immediate access to his suit.

      Lord Suave: Seen leaving with Multiplicity in the company helicopter around lunchtime. Destination unknown. Inquiry pending.

      Micron: Stated he was in the building, sitting in his Hot Wheels Corvette, watching a movie on his computer. He said he didn't know the attack was happening outside.

      Midnight: Unavailable by phone when staff tried to reach him during the incident. Inquiry pending.

      Multiplicity: Seen leaving with Lord Suave in the company helicopter around lunchtime. Destination unknown. Inquiry pending.

      Phantom: Suit unavailable, as it was being repaired.

      Siren: Out of town on a mission with The Author.

      The Author: Out of town on a mission with Siren.

      The Flying Rasputin: Still assigned to the Eastern Europe Office.

      Voltbolt: stated he slept through the incident, unaware it was happening.
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      "So, that's it, huh?" Franklin said, standing next to Thad as they took the elevator to the sixtieth floor.

      The two of them had just come from the mail room, where all the staff threw a congratulatory party for Thad to celebrate his promotion. Even Sly Jimmy wished him good luck. Agnes had told him she had always known it was just a matter of time.

      Thad looked up from the official letter in his hands and turned to his best friend. "Yeah. I guess it is. I can't believe it finally happened."

      "You deserve, ol' chap. They'd be fools not to give you a suit. Can I take a look at it?"

      "Sure." Thad handed the promotion letter to his friend. "And. thanks. Really. You deserve a lot of the credit. Without that gear you loaned me, I probably would've wound up in the bottom of that crater."

      Franklin shrugged. "I'm just happy you field-tested it for me. And Becky said she had a great time, too. So, yeah. She's been in a good mood all week, which is nice. We're doing good."

      Thad chuckled. He knew Franklin got absorbed in his work, but hearing him talk about the A.I. Becky like she was his girlfriend just reminded Thad how badly his friend needed to get out of the lab occasionally. But they'd had that conversation more than once, and Franklin always told him he felt most alive when he was working in the lab. Thad accepted that, and was happy his friend found his calling.

      "I can't believe you went the ninety-fifth floor on Monday," Franklin said. "What was it like? Did you meet the entire Board?"

      "Honestly, I didn't see much. And I only met one of them, a woman. Karpinski, or something like that."

      "They're so mysterious."

      Thad shrugged. "I think they're just more corporate, and busy with Board stuff."

      "Yeah, I guess," Franklin said, as the elevator stopped and the door opened.

      A woman about to get in asked, "Going down?"

      "Up." Thad pointed at the elevator ceiling.

      "Oh. Sorry." The woman stepped over to wait on the other elevator, and the door to the one Thad and Franklin were in closed, then resumed its ascent to the sixtieth floor.

      "I bet your last week with the mail room went slow." Franklin handed the letter back to Thad.

      "Actually, I spent most of the week running all over the building. You'd be surprised how many places you have to go before before you get to become a super."

      "Yeah?"

      "Yeah. Tuesday, I had to sit in the waiting room in the Domestic Legal department for an hour, only to then sit through a briefing on liability and whatnot." Thad shook his head. "And my hand is still sore from signing and initially the huge stack of paperwork they gave me."

      Franklin chuckled. "Wow. Problems of a super. Who would've thought?"

      "Oh, that was part of it. The next day I sat through a brainstorming session with a bunch of people from Marketing. Costume designs, name ideas. I asked how we could even think about these things before any of us even knew what powers my suit would give me."

      "What did they say to that?"

      "They just laughed and said I didn't understand marketing, and that I should leave it to them."

      "Wait. So you don't get to pick your superhero name?"

      "No. I get the final say. They just wanted to put a bunch of ideas in my head, I guess. Stuff that did well in polling."

      "Like what?"

      The elevator stopped on forty-six, which happened to be one of the floors for Marketing. Thad and Franklin both saw the number on the display and laughed. The door opened, but the five people standing outside it were too busy talking to one another to notice. Thad and Franklin glanced at each other, then Thad leaned over and pushed the button to closed the door. A second later, they were going up again.

      "Puck," Thad said. "Badger. Whizzer."

      Franklin laughed. "Seriously? So, they think your power will be to get hit with a hockey stick, to turn into an angry little animal, or to be able to pee all over the place." He laughed again, then drew a breath to try to collect himself.

      Thad cracked up too.

      "Thank, God you get the final say," Franklin said. "Maybe wait until you find out your powers."

      "Yeah. I already did the physical in the on the supers medical floor. I didn't realize they take a blood sample, though. That was weird."

      "I heard the have to make sure you're a match for whatever suit they plan to give you."

      "Yeah," Thad said. "Allison said as much. I guess she's like a universal donor or something, then."

      "Because..."

      "She tests out a lot of the suits for the R&D side of it."

      "Right."

      The elevator bell dinged, and Thad looked at the display showing the floor. "This is it." He turned to Franklin just before the door opened. "How do I look?"

      "Like the best hockey-playing, whizzing badger the world will ever know."

      "Perfect." Thad grinned and the door opened.

      Allison was the first person he saw in the sea of supers and normals gathered in the lobby outside the main banquet room, which would host the promotion ceremony. "My hero." She walked toward him as he came out of the elevator.

      "Hi." Thad looked into her eyes and smiled, then gave her outfit a quick once over with his eyes. "You look gorgeous."

      "Thanks." She gave him a kiss on his cheek, then looked him over too. "Very handsome."

      Thad had worn the dark suit he'd had in the closet ever since the funeral of his childhood friend, Peter. It had been a little big then. Now it fit well. "Well, last time we had a date I was underdressed."

      Allison smiled. "It's nice. But...I'm looking forward to seeing you in your superhero outfit. Something tight, I hope." She winked at him.

      Thad noticed Franklin step up beside him. He turned a little, clearing the space between Franklin and Allison. "Allison, this is my friend, Franklin. Franklin, this is my..."

      "Girlfriend." Allison held out her hand to shake Franklin's.

      Despite the huge grin on his face, Thad finished the introduction. "Allison."

      Franklin shook her hand. "Please to make your acquaintance."

      "Likewise," Allison said. "Nice to meet you too."

      Bullfrog stuck his green-suited leg between the two of them. "Bullfrog, Frankie. Bet you'd never get to go to a thing like this, huh?" He looked at Thad. "Either of you."

      Allison put her arm out in front of Bullfrog's chest. "Okay, Carl. That's enough. Why don't you head back over to the bar."

      Bullfrog glanced at Allison and shrugged. He looked a little embarrassed. "Okay. Yeah." He put his forefinger on Thad's chest. "Seriously, though. I heard what you did out there." He nodded, and it seemed like he was getting a little choked up. "That was...nice hero work." He nodded some more as he backed out from the group. "Nice work." He turned around quickly and walked through the crowd toward the other side of the room.

      Thad thought he might've heard Bullfrog tearing up a little.

      "He gets that way at parties," Allison said. "He's alright. Just gets a little carried away."

      "Ladies and gentlemen. Ladies and gentlemen." Atmosphere was standing at the entrance to the main ballroom. He normally stood a foot taller than most everyone in the room, but Nymph was beside him, using her power to levitate him a couple of feet off the floor. "The promotion ceremony for Supers Incorporated's newest superhero is about to start." He raised a glass of champagne. "Thaddeus Verne, a hero who's been among us since the first week this building was constructed, but only recently revealed the extent of his extraordinary courage and selflessness to us and to the world. To Hero City's newest super, Thaddeus!"

      The room filled with applause, as Nymph lowered Atmosphere to the floor.

      "Oh, wait!" Atmosphere levitated again, with Nymph's help. "Just want to clarify, everyone. Thaddeus is not his superhero name. That's actually his real name. I don't think..." He raised his glass again, pointing his arm in Thad's direction. "You don't have a hero name yet, do you?"

      Thad shook his head, then someone in the room yelled out, "He doesn't have his suit yet!"

      "Oh, right." Atmosphere nodded and pulled his glass back toward his chest. "Well, let's get inside then and give this man his suit, already. Am I right?"

      Several people chuckled and most of them clapped, then slowly the mass of people filed into the ball room.

      "Ready?" Allison took his hand as she looked into his eyes.

      Thad nodded, then glanced at Franklin, then looked at Allison once more before turning toward the door across the lobby. "Let's do this."

      The three of them walked with the tail-end of the crowd toward the ballroom entrance. Thad glanced around, a little overwhelmed at how many people had turned out for the event. He spotted several of the people he had been delivering mail to over the last year, as well as most of his co-workers from the mail room. He made a mental note to say hello to them later, when he had the chance. He also saw Lady Druid, Voltbolt, and Tatiana.

      He glanced at Allison and saw she was watching him scan the crowd as the moved closer to the door.

      "All the supers are here," she said. "The ones here at the headquarters building, I mean."

      Thad looked around the crowd again. "Mr. Awesome?"

      "No," Allison said. Sorry. But I think he's still on the moon. Everyone else though. Even Leprechaun came."

      "Isn't he retired?" Franklin asked.

      "Yes," Thad replied.

      "Don't worry," Allison said. "He's not wearing his superhero outfit. No bad luck tonight." She winked at Thad and squeezed his arm.
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      "So, the suit's red?" Franklin glanced down at the briefcase in Thad's hand.

      "Not here." Thad glanced around, to see if anyone on the buss was paying attention to them.

      Everyone was either staring out one of the windows or playing on their phone. It was six o'clock in the evening. Most of people on the bus had just finished a long day's work, or in the case of a young couple with backpacks in their laps, had been in classes all day.

      Thad glanced to the bus driver five feet ahead of him at a diagonal. The gray-haired lady, green plastic-framed sunglasses pushed up onto hair, looked like she'd been going since the morning too.

      "When we get there," Thad said to his friend. Both of them were standing near the steps at the front of the bus, both holding onto the vertical bar in front of the first passenger seat.

      "Nobody's listening, but I'll whisper."

      "Fine."

      Thad had tried on his suit the night before, after the promotion ceremony, but he didn't get to test it out. Allison surprised him with late-night movie tickets after the celebration ended. They went to Fluffy's Tacos, which was three blocks from the Supers building, then took a stroll through the park across the street from there until it was time to head to the theater nearby. The suit was supposed to stay locked in his new superhero locker until word had come back from Legal that all his paperwork was done—something about getting the supers rider added to his company insurance policy.

      It had been there since just after he was allowed to try it on briefly to make sure it fit well, and had been sitting in his locker all day today—until he and Franklin snuck it out after work for a secret test drive.

      "You sure you don't want to hop out at the next stop?" Franklin asked as they approached the corner next to the playground area of Bear Creek Park.

      "No. Too many people there. The back trails, by the field."

      "Yeah, okay. You're right. We could hop the fence and go to the abandoned warehouses too."

      "Maybe."

      "Probably some good testing stuff there," Franklin said.

      "Testing stuff?"

      "I don't know. I'm used to being in my lab."

      Thad chuckled. "Yes, this is a big adventure for you, I'm sure."

      "Shut up." Franklin grinned, showing Thad he knew his friend was just giving him a hard time.

      Half the passengers got off at the next stop, then three more exited at the one after that. The last of those three was an old man with white hair, wearing a shirt with a single word on the front, 'Excelsior!' He paused as he walked past Thad and Franklin. "You two don't get into any trouble, okay?" He glanced at briefcase in Thad's hand, then look him in the eye. "I'm sure these new superheroes don't want any more problems around here after what happened last week."

      Thad and Franklin were speechless as the enigmatic old man went down the stairs out of the bus and headed down the sidewalk.

      Thad turned to his friend. "What was that?"

      Franklin shook his head. "I have no idea. You don't think he knew, do you?"

      "How?"

      Franklin shrugged.

      "Coincidence?"

      "Sure. Let's go with that."

      The remained silent until they got to their stop, three blocks down the road.

      The sun was getting low as they headed into the park, and by the time they got to the trails at the back, most of the joggers were heading the opposite way, back to the parking lot by the road. The air was a little cool, and clouds had moved in overhead, but Thad had checked the forecast on his lunch break. It said no rain tonight. He hoped that held true. Concealing the fact that he snuck the suit out before he was supposed to be using it would be difficult if he had to put it back in his locker wet, he realized.

      A minute later they were at the head of the dirt trails which wound through woods on either side of the creek. Thunder cracked in the distance, and Thad noticed the clouds were darkening.

      "What do you think?" Franklin said.

      "Warehouses. Just in case it rains."

      "Good call."

      They abandoned the trails and walk across the corner of the adjacent field until they reached the old chain-link fence bordering the abandoned National Guard depot area. Both of them glanced around to make sure no one was looking, then Franklin hopped over the fence, getting one foot on the top with the help of a jumping pull-and-push maneuver with his hands. Thad tossed the briefcase to him. A moment later, he landed on the concrete yard beside him, and Franklin handed the briefcase back to him.

      The sky flashed and a second later a loud crack of thunder sounded and Thad felt it in his chest. "Come on." Thad broke into a jog, heading for the nearest warehouse.

      Franklin followed, catching up with him.

      A light rain started to fall on them, so they picked up speed, weaving around stacks of busted wooden pallets and a couple of rusted wheeled axles, which looked like they had been made for one of those oversized heavy-duty military trucks with the camouflaged tarp over the metal fram on the back, at least that's what Thad pictured when he saw the size of the wheels.

      They made it to the nearest warehouse without getting too wet, and the awning protected Thad while he waited for Franklin to duck under the partially-open metal garage door. Thad then handed the briefcase to his friend and went under the door himself.

      The warehouse had seen better days. Half of the windows lining either side of the building were broken or missing, the others were so caked with years of dust and dirt it was impossible to see anything through them but the shapes of subtle lighting changes from the movement of the scrub trees which had grown along the outside of the building. Some of the hanging industrial-style lights were broken too, but it didn't matter either way, since the building had no electricity. The hangar-sized interior was heavily shadowed in the corners, but large rectangular openings, which had once been covered with fiberglass skylight panels let in a considerable amount of light from the still-setting sun. And despite the clouds, a full moon, already high in the sky, promised to take over from the sun when the time came.

      It was secluded, large, and devoid of anything of value to anyone. So, power mishaps didn't matter, Thad thought, as long as he and Franklin could both walk out of the place when the super suit test drive was over.

      "The rain should keep people away," Franklin said, tilting his head a little so that one ear was pointed up. The rain had picked up and the drops hitting the roof were making hundreds of soft, metallic pinging noises.

      "Yeah. I didn't think of that, but I guess we're lucky it's raining." He looked toward the middle of the expansive concrete floor to where small puddles were forming below the openings in the roof.

      Franklin walked over to the edge of one of the puddles and held his arm out to catch the raindrops. "Hurry, up. Maybe you can control the weather."

      "No," Thad said. "I mean, I'm putting on the suit now, but it doesn't have weather powers. It came with a memo. I know the basic power set. It's just a matter of actually trying them out, seeing how to use them properly."

      "Cool. Don't tell me them yet. I want to be surprised. I bet they're really cool." Franklin continued to hold his arm out, letting the water hit his hand and spill out into the puddle under it, while he looked up at the sky.

      Thad put it suitcase on the floor, opened it, and in under a minute had changed from his regular clothes into his super suit, keeping his form-fitting UnderArmour boxers on beneath it. "Okay. Check it out."

      Franklin shook most of the water from his hand, then wiped it on the side of his pants and turned to look at Thad in his suit. "Smashing."

      Thad held his arms up a little and looked himself over. "Yeah. Good thing I've been hitting the gym all year, otherwise this could be embarrassing."

      "What about the watches?"

      "Oh, right." Thad leaned over and retrieved the new, smaller wrist bands Franklin had made him. Only the left one resembled a watch now. Franklin modified the design of the other one to make it look more like one of those health-monitoring bracelets, a function he actually added to it as well.

      After Thad put on the wrist devices, he tapped the left side of his suit at his neck, activating Becky. She greeted him, sending an undetectable vibration from the chip into his skull. To him, it just sounded like she was talking to him the same way she had from inside the helmet.

      "Got the new contacts in?" Franklin asked.

      "Yep. Put 'em in before I put on the suit." Thad focused on Franklin. "I can see your thermal image. Now your profile in the company database." He was giving the commands to Becky with his thoughts. She could read them with the chip, which had sensors to make sense of his thoughts when they related to one of a specific list of commands. He'd studied the list earlier in the day, memorizing most of it.

      "Becky," Franklin said, "you have a good connection from all the way back at the Supers building?"

      Becky replied to Thad, then he said, "Yeah. She's good."

      The rain starting coming down heavier, and a large lightning flash lit up the interior of the building. The thunder boomed almost simultaneously.

      "Sheesh." Thad looked out the nearest opening in the roof. "Really coming down. Hope it lets up in a bit."

      "Yeah. But for now, let's see what you can do." Franklin started walking toward Thad. "No need to hit me with the stun ray, though. Or one of the tracking chips. I made the wrist bands, after all. Plus, not too keen on getting knocked unconscious."

      Thad chuckled. "Don't worry. I've got plenty of other things to show you."

      "Go for it." Franklin stopped. "Should I...take cover, or what?"

      "Thad." Becky's voice sounded in his head. "Do you want the weather forecast for the next few hours?"

      "No," Thad said quietly. "I'm good, but thanks."

      "You're good right there," Thad said to Franklin, then he walked over to one of the puddles of water the rain had made. It had built up considerably, and looked to be about two inches deep near the middle. Thad figured the concrete floor had a recessed area there. He stopped in front of the puddle and turned to Franklin. "Honestly, when I first read about this power, I was a little disappointed. I mean, it's not flying or super speed. I wasn't really sure how I'd use it, but...the more I thought about it, the more I realized it could be really handy if I was creative."

      "Just show me already. No need for the speech."

      "Okay," Thad said. "But remember, you asked for it."

      "What?" Franklin sounded alarmed. "What do you mean, I asked for it?"

      Thad didn't answer his friend. Instead, he walked around the puddle so that he could face it, but still see Franklin. "Here goes."

      "Here goes what?"

      Thad jumped as high as he could over the puddle, positioning himself so that he was going to land directly in the deepest part of it, which he'd reassessed to be at least three inches of water now. Before he hit the water, he looked directly at Franklin activated the power with his mind, which is how the super suits' powers were triggered in most cases.

      Franklin, who had been watching Thad intently, evidently trying to figure out what he was about to do, suddenly found himself in the air, dropping down toward the water. Before he could say or do anything about it, his shoes hit the water, splashing the puddle up onto his pants. He stood, submerged up past his ankles, half his pants soaked, and with more rain falling on him.

      Thad, who had appeared exactly where Franklin had been standing before the jump, started laughing. "See. Weird power, but if you're clever..." He took a second to collect himself. "If you're clever, it can come in pretty handy, huh?"

      Franklin walked out of the puddle and under the cover of the roof, then shook his arms a few times to throw some of the water from him. "Nice. Really cool superpower you've got there." He shook his head, then looked down at his pants and shoes, moving his feet a little to make a squishing sound.

      "Hey, sorry, but it only works with another person," Thad said.

      "You couldn't have just switched places with me when we both were standing under the roof?"

      "Oh, come on. That would be boring."

      Franklin was still for a moment, then nodded. "You have a point. Well played."

      "Thanks for being my guinea pig."

      "What are friends for?" Franklin walked over to Thad, pausing a couple of times on the way to squeeze some water from his pants. "Okay. I can actually see how that could be useful. Like, what if a guy is about to punch you and then you switch with one of his buddies?"

      Thad laughed. "Oh, that'd be great."

      "Okay. Anything else?"

      Thad nodded.

      "Does it require something bad happening to your best friend?"

      Thad cocked his head slightly and looked up toward nothing in particular, then turned to Franklin and nodded again.

      Franklin sighed. "Crap. Do I die?"

      Thad chuckled. "No. Probably not."

      "Okay. Let's have it."

      "Do you have your multi-tool on you?" Thad asked.

      Franklin leaned back a little, as if indignant at the question. "I always have my multi-tool." He reached into his right pocket and pulled out the folded metal thirty-piece tool. "Why?"

      "Okay. You're going to need to trust me on this one."

      "I trusted you on the last one," Franklin said.

      "I probably could've left the puddle out of it. Sorry about that."

      Franklin wave a hand dismissively. "It's fine." He sighed. "I trust you. Go ahead."

      "Okay," Thad said. "Pull out the knife blade."

      "Not that I should be going along with this, but which one?"

      "Doesn't matter."

      "Of course it matters. I mean, are we talking about cutting wood? Then it's the saw blade. Peeling an orange? Different blade. It has five knife blades. You're going to have to be specific."

      Thad was smiling, amused by how seriously his friend took his multi-tool. "Okay. You're right. You'll need the blade you'd use to make a small cut through your own skin."

      Franklin shook his head. "Don't have that blade."

      Thad laughed. "Oh, don't be a baby. Just a small cut." He looked at the multi-tool, then back at Franklin.

      "Fine," Franklin said. He pulled a blade out, then held his other hand up.

      "Make sure it bleeds a little, though," Thad said.

      Franklin glared at him, but a couple of seconds later he took a breath and held it, then quickly ran the sharp knife blade across the back of his thumb on his other hand. "Ah!" He buckled over for a moment, then stood up straight and jutted his hand out toward Thad. The cut wasn't too deep, but it was bleeding a little.

      "Good," Thad said. "Now, don't move." He grabbed the pinky side of Franklin's hand, leaving the cut on Franklin's thumb visible. "Should take just a second or two, since it's small."

      The bleeding stopped and almost immediately the cut closed. Two seconds later, Franklin's thumb looked as if it had never been cut.

      "Holy moly." Franklin pulled his hand closer to look at it. "It's gone. How'd you?"

      Thad held up his hand, showing the cut on the back of his own thumb. It was exactly the same as the one Franklin had made on his thumb.

      "Whoa." Franklin wiped the blade of his multi-tool on his pant leg, folded the blade in, then put the tool back in his pocket. He looked at Thad's thumb again, but now the cut wasn't there.

      "Healed," Thad said. "I can take an injury as my own, and I heal faster. It still hurts though."

      "Wow. So, if...somebody gets shot in the head, you can save them and heal yourself?"

      Thad put his hands up. "Hang on. Nobody said anything about that sort of thing. I don't think it works that way. I mean, yes, I could take the wound from them, if they aren't already dead. But I'm pretty sure I'd just end up dead instead. It's faster healing. Not a miracle. I'll just need to be smart about it."

      "Yeah, I guess that makes sense."

      "Besides, I still feel the pain. So, I'll use it if I have to, but I don't think it's going to be my go-to power."

      "Right. I probably wouldn't go telling everyone about it either. Otherwise, anyone with a headache or an ingrown toenail is going to be hitting you up for instant relief."

      "Good point."

      "Anything else?"

      Thad held his hands up, indicating the wrist bands Franklin made for him. "These and Becky. The suit itself is pretty tough, like they all are."

      "Aw, thanks, Thad," Becky said

      "No, problem, Becky." He tilted his head slightly. "She was just saying thanks for including her."

      "Right."

      "Thank you, again, by the way."

      "Happy to help. I prefer to do my part inside the lab."

      "Oh! I'm learning martial arts too. Tatiana offered to teach me."

      Franklin nodded approvingly. "She's the best, but..."

      "But what?"

      "Allison okay with that?"

      "Why wouldn't she be?"

      Franklin appeared taken aback by Thad's question. "Have you seen Tatiana?"

      Thad chuckled. "Yes, but Allison. I mean, come on."

      "Touché."

      Thad looked toward one of the openings in the ceiling. "Rain stopped. Maybe we should call it while it's in a lull."

      "Sounds good. When are you going out in the field?"

      "Not sure. Danger Room training all next week. I guess they want to make sure I know what I'm doing with the suit before they put me on duty."

      "Can't blame them. Course you did pretty well the other day."

      Thad shook his head. "That was lucky. Luck and help from you two." He tapped the side of his head.

      "Well, I know a lot of people who are probably glad you were stupid enough to rush out there without any training or a super suit."

      Thad laughed. "Yeah, was pretty dumb, I guess. But..." He recalled the feeling he had when Allison fell through the window from the thirty-fifth floor.

      "Hey," Franklin said, evidently reading the mood change from Thad's face. "She needed you. There was never a choice not to go."

      "Yeah." Thad looked at his friend. "Never was. I just hope that's the last time she's..." He stopped because he knew what he was about to say was unlikely, if not impossible. She'd be in danger again. She was a super. But so was he now.

      And I'll always be there to save you.
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      "How about Blinky? Or Switcharoo?" Micron hadn't shrunk yet. He said a moment earlier that he was waiting for the Danger Room to present whatever obstacles or threats it was going to come up with, explaining that the system chose based on the difficulty level selected and the powers of the participants.

      Thad realized Micron had already heard about his power set from someone—no surprise since Thad had already shared his suit's abilities with many of the supers who had asked. "No. I don't think so, but thanks." He didn't know Micron well enough to know whether the name suggestions were serious or meant to razz him.

      Allison, who was the last one to come into the room, had been walking over to the other four. She nodded to Phantom and Multiplicity as she passed them, then came to Thad's side. "You've got time to think about it. Something will come to you."

      Micron started glancing around the room, evidently expecting the training session to start any second. "You could always talk to Marketing. They always have a good list of names."

      Okay. He's definitely giving me a hard time.

      "Thanks," Thad said as he glanced at each of his wrist bands to make sure they were synchronized with Becky. "That where you got yours?"

      Multiplicity chuckled. "Ooh. Burn. You going to let him belittle you like that, Micron?"

      Allison giggled.

      Thad realized this was just how they played it with each other. Camaraderie through harassment. He knew he was going to fit in well.

      Phantom took a few steps forward, though it almost seemed like his feet were gliding over the floor. He scanned the room also. "Looks like you got the short end of that exchange, huh, Micron?"

      "Alright, everybody," Allison said. "That's enough small talk. We've got work to do. Heads up."

      Thad looked at her just as she turned to him. Both of them smirked, and Thad heard Micron curse under his breath.

      Panels on three sides of the room slid up, creating tall wide openings. After the echo of the whooshing sound from the last opening panel stopped, the massive, cavernous room was silent.

      Multiplicity appeared in three more places beside her original. All four of her said, "What do you think's going to come out?"

      Allison took a step forward and transformed both her hands into something akin to glowing lava, though they kept their form. "I'm not sure, but I doubt we're going to like whatever does."

      "Thad." The chip on his collar sent Becky's voice into his skull, vibrating the bones in his inner ear. "I've been instructed not to use scans in the Danger Room. I can't tell you what's going to come out of any of those twelve holes. I hope you understand."

      "It's fine." He saw Allison glance back at him, so he tapped the side of his head. "Hearing the A.I. Franklin set me up with."

      Allison nodded, then turned her attention back to the openings in the walls.

      A second later, out of each portal walked a humanoid-looking robot, eight feet tall, made of a dark gray metal. All twelve had some sort of shoulder-mounted weapon. Thad thought they looked like ray guns out of an old black and white sci-fi movie.

      "Sentinels," Phantom said. "I hate these things."

      The sound of the sentinels marching toward the center of the room echoed off the walls. They stopped when all of them had gathered and lined up facing Thad and his fellow supers. They stood fifty feet away, in a single row which covered half the diameter of the room.

      Everyone waited for something more to happen, but nothing did for several seconds.

      "Are we waiting on somebody to say go?" Micron started walking across the room.

      Allison did the same. "No sense in waiting for them to attack first."

      Phantom's body became semitransparent as he floated forward.

      Multiplicity took the three copies of herself back into her original, then made three more at a diagonal, the last one halfway across the room, but near the left wall. A second later, all but that farthest one vanished. As her new original, she walked ahead, staying close to the wall.

      Thad broke into a slow jog to catch up with Allison.

      The sentinels did nothing for a few more seconds, the they started walking toward all of the supers. A moment after that, three holes, six feet in diameter, opened up at three random spots in the shrinking gap between the supers and sentinels. Thad and his companions stopped.

      Micron looked back to Allison and Thad. "Are there going to be more of those?"

      "Let's hope not," Allison said. "Unless they're under the sentinels."

      "At least nothing's coming out of them," Multiplicity said, still walking beside the wall. She made a copy of herself ten feet behind her.

      "Not yet, anyway." Thad wished Becky was allowed to perform a scan, but he knew not to ask her.

      "Allow me." Phantom, who was near one of the three holes in the floor, floated to and looked into it. "There's nothing down there. It's just black."

      "Great." Micron stopped and looked behind him to see where the rest of his fellow supers were. "Do we face the sentinels head on or take what's behind door number two?"

      "Allison," Thad said. "Your hands could probably melt them, but you'll need to get close for that. Do you have any ranged attacks with that suit?"

      "Afraid not, but I also can do this." She transformed her body into a hard, black rock of some sort. The floor creaked under her.  A moment later, she transformed back to normal. "I can't move when I'm like that, but it makes me extremely heavy and I'm basically indestructible."

      "How heavy?"

      She glanced at this floor. "If this were anything but a ten-foot thick layer of our proprietary Super Steel it would've crumbled beneath me." She shrugged. "Or maybe I would've gone right through it. Not sure."

      "So, really heavy?"

      Allison chuckled as she nodded.

      "Hey guys!" Thad glanced to Multiplicity, Micron, and Phantom, all of whom looked back at him. "Any of you have some sort of ranged attack? Or are going to have fight these guys up close?"

      "I'll be honest with you," Micron said. "I've nothing. I'm not sure why I'm the one out front right now."

      "Because you're crazy." Multiplicity said, speaking only from her original. "No laser eyes here, Thad. But I could carry Micron up there with me. I mean holding him while I make a copy and and then make it my new primary."

      "You can carry something when you become another you?" Thad realized he probably didn't say that in the best way.

      "Yes! And Micron is sooo tiny, so..." She giggled.

      "I'm going to go see if they have an off switch." Phantom, still phase-shifted, continued floating toward the group of sentinels.

      A moment later, when his body crossed to the other side of the hole he'd been investigating, all twelve of the sentinels started firing repeatedly. Two shots went through Phantom, but he was unaffected by them and kept moving closer to the sentinels.

      Another shot almost hit Multiplicity's original, but she vanished, making her copy the new original, then she create three more copies, equally distributed across the middle of the room. One of them appeared beside Thad and looked at him. "Hey, Thad. Crazy, huh?"

      Allison stepped in front of Thad and looked back at him over her shoulder. "If you stay behind me, we can get there safely. Indestructible, not just heavy."

      "Right." He nodded to her. "Can you change that fast?"

      "Yeah. Should be good." She started jogging toward the sentinels. "Just stay with me."

      Then what?

      Thad stopped as Allison changed to her indestructible form to protect herself and him from several well-aimed blasts from two sentinels. The shots deflected upward, hitting the ceiling high above. He glanced to the Micron to see how he was fairing as the sentinels continued their barrage of fire. Micron shrank down to the size of a toy army man, avoiding the attack from the shoulder-mounted weapon of a sentinel only fifteen away from him.

      "This isn't working!" Phantom was directly behind one of the sentinels, apparently trying to do something to its neck. "There's no off switch! No wires to pull!" He had made himself solid again.

      The sentinel turned around, knocking Phantom to the ground. Phantom only barely shifted to his phased state before the sentinel blasted. The shot passed through him, deflecting off the floor.

      Multiplicity made a copy of herself next to the sentinel that knocked Phantom to the floor, placing herself between that sentinel and another one. "Hey, guys. I'm right here." She smacked each sentinel on its shoulder. Both of them turned toward her at the same time and fire. She with deleted that copy of herself and the sentinels' shots hit one another, taking them both out of commission.

      "Did you see that move?" Multiplicity yelled from her original still safely next to the wall.

      "Nice one," Micron hollered back from across the room.

      Allison turned to her normal self again. "If we can just get close enough, I can take them out."

      "You'll get shot," Thad said. "I have a better idea. But it's going to take all of us."

      "Okay, new guy. What's the plan? Duck!"

      Thad lowered his head, dipping to his side a little, and felt the heat from sentinel blast warm his cheek. "Close one."

      "Plan?" Allison hardened again, taking several more shots unscathed, then changed back.

      "Micron!" Thad couldn't see his diminutive companion, but he knew he must be nearby.

      Micron grew to his normal size. "Right here." He noticed a shot coming his way, so he shrank halfway down, then regrew once it had passed him. "What's up?"

      "Over here. I've got a plan."

      Micron jumped toward Thad, who was twenty feet away. A moment after Micron jumped, he shrunk himself, but much of the force of his jump remained, propelling his much smaller body considerably farther than he would have traveled at his normal size. Just before he landed beside Thad, he fully regrew himself. "These things suck, don't they? What's the plan?"

      "Shrink yourself and stay that way until I say stop," Thad said, just as Allison hardened herself in front of him again to handle incoming fire.

      "What's your idea?" Micron asked.

      "He's clever, Micron," Allison said. "Just give him a shot. We're not going to die. The Danger Room isn't set that high."

      Micron looked at her. "Doesn't mean it won't hurt."

      Thad looked at the Multiplicity by the wall. "I'm going to need your help too."

      "Okay," she said. "What's the plan?"

      "And you too, Phantom!" Thad looked at him to make sure he'd gotten back on his floating feet, and was still safely phased. He had, and he was.

      Between brief pauses in which Allison transformed to protect Thad and Micron, and Multiplicity hopped back and forth between a copy and her original to keep from getting shot, Thad explained his plan to all four of them.

      The sentinels had started to move toward them, making it harder to dodge their fire.

      "Okay," he said. "Is everyone ready? There's ten left."

      Multiplicity made five copies of herself beside her original, then took them all back again. "Hell, yeah!"

      "You better get the timing right," Micron said, waving his finger at Thad.

      "I will. Trust me." He looked at Allison. "All I need you to do is be my rock."

      She chuckled. "Oh, you're corny. I like it. Now?"

      "Now."

      She transformed herself, once again providing cover for Thad and Micron.

      "Phantom!" Thad said. "You're up. Draw them closer, but away from Allison and Multiplicity."

      Phantom floated in front of a few of the sentinels, drawing their fire, but he was safe in his phased state. He slowly moved back toward the middle of the room, but well to the side of where Allison, Thad, and Micron were standing.

      Multiplicity made a copy of herself behind Thad, then dropped her original that was still by the wall, making the copy behind Thad her primary. "I have to say, I love this plan."

      "Thanks." Thad didn't look back, since he was watching Phantom so he could get the timing right for the next move.

      When Phantom had drawn one of the sentinels within Thad's throwing distance, Thad glanced at Multiplicity. "Can you handle that? I'll make it quick. They shouldn't have time to turn around, or even see you behind them."

      "No problem," she said.

      Thad looked at Micron. "It's time."

      Micron shook his head. "Here goes crazy." He shrunk down to a very throwable toy soldier size and hopped into the palm of Thad's hand when he reached for the diminutive super.

      "Now!" Thad threw Micron high in the air over the closest sentinel of the ones Phantom had lured. As Micron's tiny body fell down toward the sentinel's head, Thad used his power to switch places with Micron, then quickly looked at Allison, who was still in her indestructible and extraordinarily heavy form. Thad switched places with her, and she crashed down onto the sentinel, crushing it almost flat to the floor.

      Thad knew he wouldn't have time to pick up Micron and throw him the second time, or the third, or the forth, and so on. But when he was in the air above the first sentinel, switching places with Allison, Multiplicity picked up Micron and made a copy of herself behind the next sentinel to be targeted, while Thad ran as fast as he could to get to Multiplicity's side. He had to slide at the last second to avoid getting shot, but he made it.

      As soon as Allison was landing on top of the first sentinel, Thad yelled for Multiplicity to throw Micron high in above the second sentinel, which she did. Thad switch places with Micron once again, then just as he was falling toward the second sentinel, he looked at Allison still on top of the first one she'd crushed. He traded places with her again, and she fell on top of the second one, destroying it as well.

      During that, like before, Multiplicity took Micron with her as she changed which copy of herself was her original, then threw Micron above the next sentinel while Thad hurried to her side. Thankfully, getting to the third sentinel was easier, since he didn't have to run as far.

      As they were finishing off the first four sentinels, Phantom was luring more their way, careful to draw their fire in a direction which didn't endanger the group of his fellow supers.

      Micron was thrown into the air six more times. Multiplicity made six more versions of herself, and Allison, all the while remaining indestructible and heavier than all the weight in the normals' gym on the third floor, smashed the the rest of the sentinels to piles of scrap.

      By the time Thad had executed his part in the plan, he'd traded places with someone on his team a total of twenty times. He was exhausted. Phantom was pleased they were victorious. Micron was nauseated. Multiplicity was deeply satisfied from the fun she'd had. And Allison, demonstrating her feelings by kissing Thad long and hard when it was all over, was extremely proud of him.
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      "There's my girl."

      "Thad," Allison said as he walked into the Supers Lounge. They were the only ones there. "How are you feeling?"

      "Much better. Can't even tell I was stung."

      "Me too. Thank you."

      "No need to thank me. I'm always there for you. You know that." Thad shook his head. "I just can't believe they attacked again, and the Supers building this time."

      "But with The Director's ability to keep the rest of the heroes away, I can see why they were so bold."

      "Green room. That's what Nymph called it. That so...bizarre."

      "TV movie stuff. His powers. I don't understand it either. One of ours is just as strange though. The Author."

      "Yeah, I know, but..."

      "It's unsettling, I know."

      "Yeah. At least he didn't have you and me on his list for the green room."

      "Very lucky.

      "Very."

      "Hey, I want to show you something. Look at this?" She held up a folded piece of paper.

      "What is it?" He walked over to her and took it when she offered it to him.

      "Read it. It was on my desk."

      He unfolded the paper and read what was written on it. 'I know why The Director attacked. Bear Creek Park jogging trails. Noon. Come alone.'

      Thad handed the paper back to her. "I'm coming with you."

      She shook her head. "The note says to come alone. If whoever wrote it sees two of us, they'll leave. We may not get a second chance."

      "It might be a trap. If you go alone..."

      Allison shook her head again. "I'll be okay. I can do this. It'll be in the middle of the day. People around."

      "I'll keep my distance."

      Allison smiled at him. "I like that you want to protect me, but you need to remember, I'm pretty capable of protecting myself."

      Thad sighed, realizing she was right, but he still didn't like the idea of her going alone. "I'll wait across the street." He held up his left arm, nodding toward the wrist band. "Take a tracker chip, just in case. And..."

      She tapped the new earpiece she was wearing. Franklin had made a pair of them—one for her, one for Thad. "I'll call you if there's any trouble. Okay?"

      Thad knew the precautions were reasonable. He'd have to accept that she was going to meet the writer of the note alone. "I guess it has to be."

      Allison nodded. "Or else we don't find out what he knows."

      "You're right."

      "Thanks." She gave him a kiss on his cheek. "It'll be fine."

      

      ~

      

      Thad had been sitting on a bench on the sidewalk, pretending to read a book. He couldn't see the trails across the street, but they were directly behind the trees he'd been staring into for twenty minutes. While he'd been waiting for Allison to come back from the meeting with the mystery person, Thad had touched his earpiece a dozen times to make sure it was still in his ear. Finally, he saw her coming out from the trees. He stood and waited for her to cross the street to meet him.

      A few moments later, she stepped onto the sidewalk beside him. "Done."

      He gave her a kiss, then backed off and asked, "What did you find out? What happened? What did they say?"

      "It was one of the Supers Inc Board members."

      "Wow."

      "He said he wasn't part of it. Said he just uncovered it."

      "What?"

      Allison glanced down for a moment, then looked into his eyes again. "We were right. The Director was after something. But not inside the building. The quake we felt was an explosion below."

      "In one of the basements? Which one? Was it the power generator? Wait. No. The building never lost power. Where was it? What did he tell you? "

      Allison shook her head. "It wasn't in the basements. It was farther down, deep underground. He told me there's cavern somewhere down there, way below everything. He said it held the source of our powers."

      "I thought the suits were made in the Powers Lab?"

      "Did you ever think about where these new supervillains are coming from? Where they got their powers? It wasn't from the Powers Lab. It's security has never been breached. I checked."

      "I hadn't worked it out yet," Thad said. "Someone somewhere else must've made a similar breakthrough."

      "I don't think so. I think they came from the same place, but not the lab. The powers are already in the material. And that comes from..."

      "What? How are the powers put into the material the suits get made from?"

      Allison shook her head, then looked across the street for a moment before turning back to Thad. "There's something down there, something that must've been buried there for a very long time."

      "That's what The Director was after?"

      "That's what the man told me. Probably so."

      "But we stopped him."

      "True." Allison glanced down for a moment, then looked at Thad. "But one of his team still took something...someone, actually. A man. A man who'd been down in that cavern since they started building this place. They kept his existence a secret, even to some of the Board members. He's some sort of autist savant. Somehow, he can interface with whatever is down there holding all that power, the power that gets made into our suits."

      "Who took him? Where? Did he tell you that?"

      Allison nodded, looking at Thad like she had horrible news to share with him. "Thad...it was Mr. Awesome."

      Thad's body crumpled into a slump as all the air went out of his chest and he lost the strength in his frame. He slowly shook his head. "Mr. Awesome? But..."

      Allison put her hand on his shoulder. "I know. It's hard to believe, but it's true. He hasn't been on the moon this whole time. He went, but came back early. But he didn't come back here to work. He went back to The Director. He's been working with him all along. He's the one who took the Super Threads used to make The Director into who he is, and the rest of his group."

      "He was...my hero."

      "I know. I'm sorry. I really am." Allison gave him the time he needed to process what he'd just heard.

      Thad felt sad, then angry and betrayed. He thought about all he'd been through, and how much he'd looked up to Mr. Awesome since the company's most powerful hero came onto the scene. He remembered how Mr. Awesome had been the inspiration for him, giving him the will to persevere all year working in the mail room, holding fast to the hope of one day becoming a superhero too.

      "He's the reason I wanted to become a superhero," Thad said, looking up at Allison.

      She stared into his eyes for a few moments, then said, "But he's not the reason you are one." She put her hand on his chest. "This is the reason. You were a hero long before you put on your suit."

      Thad looked down at her hand on his chest, then smiled at her and let out a sigh. "Thanks. I...I just want to help people. I always have, ever since..."

      "Since you were a kid in your old neighborhood?"

      "Yeah, right."

      "I remember. You told me how rough it was."

      "It would've been nice to have had my powers then. I could've done something to stop the bad guys," Thad said.

      "Yes." Allison squeezed his hand. "But you have them now. And me. And now we know who all the bad guys are."

      Thad nodded, realizing she was right. He did have powers now. He couldn't change the past, but there were villains loose in the city. One of them might have been his hero once, but that didn't matter now. He was a super. He'd proven he could handle the role—to the company, to his friends, and to himself.

      "Thad?"

      He'd been staring into the distance. He took a deep breath and let it out, then turned to her. "They're not going to win. I won't let them. Not here. Not anywhere. We're the heroes. If The Director and Mr. Awesome want to team up, let 'em. Our team is more than ready for them. We've got powers too. And more than that, we're fighting for the people. I spent too many years growing up watching thugs and criminals hurt my neighbors, and the people close to me. No more. Supervillains or not. Let 'em come. We'll be waiting for them."

      Allison put her arms around him, and curled one arm behind her and pulled her close. "We'll do it together."

      She looked into his eyes. "Together forever.

      He peered back into her eyes, and everything felt right. He hugged her a little closer as she nestled her chest against his, then winked at her and went in closer. Her lips met his, and they became lost to the world in a long, passionate, ignore-the-shocked-people-walking-by, superheroes-in-love kiss.
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      "There's my girl."

      "Thad," Allison said as he walked into the Supers Lounge. They were the only ones there. "Look at this?" She held up a folded piece of paper.

      "What is it?" He walked over to her and took it when she offered it to him.

      "Read it. It was on my desk."

      He unfolded the paper and read what was written on it. 'I know why The Director attacked. Bear Creek Park jogging trails. Noon. Come alone.'

      Thad handed the paper back to her. "I'm coming with you."

      She shook her head. "The note says to come alone. If whoever wrote it sees two of us, they'll leave. We may not get a second chance."

      "It might be a trap. If you go alone..."

      Allison shook her head again. "I'll be okay. I can do this. It'll be in the middle of the day. People around."

      "I'll keep my distance."

      Allison smiled at him. "I like that you want to protect me, but you need to remember, I'm pretty capable of protecting myself."

      Thad sighed, realizing she was right, but he still didn't like the idea of her going alone. "I'll wait across the street." He held up his left arm, nodding toward the wrist band. "Take a tracker chip, just in case. And..."

      She tapped the new earpiece she was wearing. Franklin had made a pair of them—one for her, one for Thad. "I'll call you if there's any trouble. Okay?"

      Thad knew the precautions were reasonable. He'd have to accept that she was going to meet the writer of the note alone. "I guess it has to be."

      Allison nodded. "Or else we don't find out what he knows."

      "You're right."

      "Thanks." She gave him a kiss on his cheek. "It'll be fine."
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        * * *

      

      Thad had been sitting on a bench on the sidewalk, pretending to read a book. He couldn't see the trails across the street, but they were directly behind the trees he'd been staring into for twenty minutes. While he'd been waiting for Allison to come back from the meeting with the mystery person, Thad had touched his earpiece a dozen times to make sure it was still in his ear. Finally, he saw her coming out from the trees. He stood and waited for her to cross the street to meet him.

      A few moments later, she stepped onto the sidewalk beside him. "Done."

      He gave her a kiss, then backed off and asked, "What did you find out? What happened? What did they say?"

      "It was one of the Supers Inc Board members."

      "Wow."

      "He said he wasn't part of it. Said he just uncovered it."

      "What?"

      Allison glanced down for a moment, then looked into his eyes again. "We were right. The Director was after something. But not inside the building. The quake we felt was an explosion below."

      "In one of the basements? Which one? Was it the power generator? Wait. No. The building never lost power. Where was it? What did he tell you? "

      Allison shook her head. "It wasn't in the basements. It was farther down, deep underground. He told me there's cavern somewhere down there, way below everything. He said it held the source of our powers."

      "I thought the suits were made in the Powers Lab?"

      "Did you ever think about where these new supervillains are coming from? Where they got their powers? It wasn't from the Powers Lab. It's security has never been breached. I checked."

      "I hadn't worked it out yet," Thad said. "Someone somewhere else must've made a similar breakthrough."

      "I don't think so. I think they came from the same place, but not the lab. The powers are already in the material. And that comes from..."

      "What? How are the powers put into the material the suits get made from?"

      Allison shook her head, then looked across the street for a moment before turning back to Thad. "There's something down there, something that must've been buried there for a very long time."

      "That's what The Director was after?"

      "That's what the man told me. Probably so."

      "But we stopped him."

      "True." Allison glanced down for a moment, then looked at Thad. "But one of his team still took something...someone, actually. A man. A man who'd been down in that cavern since they started building this place. They kept his existence a secret, even to some of the Board members. He's some sort of autist savant. Somehow, he can interface with whatever is down there holding all that power, the power that gets made into our suits."

      "Who took him? Where? Did he tell you that?"

      Allison nodded, looking at Thad like she had horrible news to share with him. "Thad...it was Mr. Awesome."

      Thad's body crumpled into a slump as all the air went out of his chest and he lost the strength in his frame. He slowly shook his head. "Mr. Awesome? But..."

      Allison put her hand on his shoulder. "I know. It's hard to believe, but it's true. He hasn't been on the moon this whole time. He went, but came back early. But he didn't come back here to work. He went back to The Director. He's been working with him all along. He's the one who took the Super Threads used to make The Director into who he is, and the rest of his group."

      "He was...my hero."

      "I know. I'm sorry. I really am." Allison gave him the time he needed to process what he'd just heard.

      Thad felt sad, then angry and betrayed. He thought about all he'd been through, and how much he'd looked up to Mr. Awesome since the company's most powerful hero came onto the scene. He remembered how Mr. Awesome had been the inspiration for him, giving him the will to persevere all year working in the mail room, holding fast to the hope of one day becoming a superhero too.

      "He's the reason I wanted to become a superhero," Thad said, looking up at Allison.

      She stared into his eyes for a few moments, then said, "But he's not the reason you are one." She put her hand on his chest. "This is the reason. You were a hero long before you put on your suit."

      Thad looked down at her hand on his chest, then smiled at her and let out a sigh. "Thanks. I...I just want to help people. I always have, ever since..."

      "Since you were a kid in your old neighborhood?"

      "Yeah, right."

      "I remember. You told me how rough it was."

      "It would've been nice to have had my powers then. I could've done something to stop the bad guys," Thad said.

      "Yes." Allison squeezed his hand. "But you have them now. And me. And now we know who all the bad guys are."

      Thad nodded, realizing she was right. He did have powers now. He couldn't change the past, but there were villains loose in the city. One of them might have been his hero once, but that didn't matter now. He was a super. He'd proven he could handle the role—to the company, to his friends, and to himself.

      "Thad?"

      He'd been staring into the distance. He took a deep breath and let it out, then turned to her. "They're not going to win. I won't let them. Not here. Not anywhere. We're the heroes. If The Director and Mr. Awesome want to team up, let 'em. Our team is more than ready for them. We've got powers too. And more than that, we're fighting for the people. I spent too many years growing up watching thugs and criminals hurt my neighbors, and the people close to me. No more. Supervillains or not. Let 'em come. We'll be waiting for them."

      Allison put her arms around him, and curled one arm behind her and pulled her close. "We'll do it together."

      She looked into his eyes. "Together forever.

      He peered back into her eyes, and everything felt right. He hugged her a little closer as she nestled her chest against his, then winked at her and went in closer. Her lips met his, and they became lost to the world in a long, passionate, ignore-the-shocked-people-walking-by, superheroes-in-love kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from Franklin

          

        

      

    

    
      Thad,

      

      I think I figured out why the anti-itch cream you got at the store isn't helping with your reaction to your super suit. I told you that with a fiber from your suit and some of your skin cells I could solve the problem.

      The bottle this note is attached to has a pill in it. Yes, just one pill. Take it with a glass of water. You shouldn't need another one. It's not like a normal antihistamine. Within an hour of taking it, you shouldn't have the reaction to your suit anymore. The effect should be permanent.

      Let me know if you have another problem for me to solve. I like a challenge.

      -Frankin

      

      P.S. Thanks for giving me an excuse to use the new electron microscope the lab got recently. I love that thing!
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        	FLOOR 4: TEAM-BUILDING MAZE

        	FLOOR 6: SUPER TECH (TM) SALES DISPLAY

        	FLOOR 7: IT DEPARTMENT

        	FLOOR 9: AUGMENTATION TECHNOLOGIES DEPARTMENT

        	FLOOR 10: AUGMENTATION TECHNOLOGIES DEPARTMENT

        	FLOOR 11: AUGMENTATION TECHNOLOGIES DEPARTMENT

        	FLOOR 14: SUPERS CHILDCARE FACILITY

        	FLOOR 15: CAFETERIA & FOOD COURT—FOR USE BY NON-SUPERS

        	FLOOR 19: DANGER ROOM

        	FLOOR 20: DANGER ROOM

        	FLOOR 21: DANGER ROOM

        	FLOOR 22: DANGER ROOM

        	FLOOR 23: DANGER ROOM

        	FLOOR 24: DANGER ROOM

        	FLOOR 25: DANGER ROOM

        	FLOOR 26: DANGER ROOM

        	FLOOR 27: SUPERS MEDICAL CLINIC

        	FLOOR 28: OFFICES, GENERAL ADMIN, SUPERS OFFICES: ALLISON, MICRON, THE AUTHOR, SIREN

        	FLOOR 29: SUPERS OFFICES: HYDRO, VOLTBOLT, ALACRITY, PHANTOM, BULL, BULLFROG

        	FLOOR 30: SUPERS OFFICES: LADY DRUID, NYMPH, MIDNIGHT, MULTIPLICITY, CARRINGTON

        	FLOOR 31: SUPERS OFFICES: LORD SUAVE, TATIANA, ATMOSPHERE, LEPRECHAUN (RETIRED)

        	FLOOR 33: BALLROOMS, CONFERENCE ROOMS

        	FLOOR 34: SUPERS MOVIE THEATER

        	FLOOR 35: SUPERS RESTAURANT

        	FLOOR 36: SUPERS PRIVATE HOUSING

        	FLOOR 37: SUPERS PRIVATE HOUSING

        	FLOOR 38: SUPERS PRIVATE HOUSING

        	FLOOR 39:	SUPERS PRIVATE HOUSING

        	FLOOR 40: SUPERS LOUNGE

        	FLOOR 41: SUPERS INCIDENTAL DESTRUCTION OFFICE

        	FLOOR 42: MISSION BRIEFINGS

        	FLOOR 43: MISSION CONTROL

        	FLOOR 46: PUBLIC RELATIONS, MARKETING

        	FLOOR 47: PUBLIC RELATIONS, MARKETING

        	FLOOR 48: PUBLIC RELATIONS, MARKETING

        	FLOOR 50: SUPERS / NON-SUPERS CAFETERIA

        	FLOOR 60: BANQUET ROOMS, STAFF KITCHEN & FOOD STORAGE

        	FLOOR 70: LEGAL—DOMESTIC

        	FLOOR 71: LEGAL—INTERNATIONAL & MARITIME

        	FLOOR 72: LEGAL—EXTRA-PLANETARY

        	FLOOR 90: AUXILIARY ARMORY

        	FLOOR 95: BOARD OF GOVERNORS

        	FLOOR 97: MR. AWESOME'S PRIVATE RESIDENCE (FORMER)

        	FLOOR 98: VIP RECEIVING AREA & GUEST RESIDENCES

        	FLOOR 99: CEO OFFICE & RESIDENCE

        	FLOOR 100: CEO OFFICE & RESIDENCE

        	FLOOR 101: HELICOPTER STORAGE—RETRACTABLE CEILING WITH LIFT

        	ROOF: HELICOPTER LANDING PAD, COMMUNICATIONS ANTENNAE, REPEATERS, SATELLITE DISHES

        	BASEMENT LEVELS, PARTIAL LIST:

        	LEVEL 1: MAIL ROOM

        	LEVEL 2: MAINTENANCE

        	LEVEL 3: AUGMENTATION TECHNOLOGIES DEPARTMENT TESTING FACILITY

        	LEVEL 4: UNDERGROUND HANGAR—SURFACE ACCESS BEHIND BUILDING

        	LEVEL 5: MAIN ARMORY

        	LEVEL 6: POWER GENERATION

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You, the reader, are of the utmost importance to any author, including this one.

        If you enjoyed this book, please take the time to leave a review at your favorite retailer.

      

        

      
        Reviews help others discover great books, and they help authors, such as myself, continue writing stories for readers to enjoy.

        I would be most grateful if you write one for this book.

      

        

      
        Sign up to my email list and be the first to hear of new releases and sales. No spam. I promise.

      

        

      
        https://scotcmorgan.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you like sci-fi

          

        

      

    

    
      TANGLED PERIL  (A Jake Mudd Tale)

      DEADLY CARGO (A Jake Mudd Tale)

      TRIPLE THREAT (Jake Mudd Starter Library)

      

      FORCED VENGEANCE

      (Jake Mudd Adventures Series, Book 1)

      HEAT SEEKER

      (Jake Mudd Adventures Series, Book 2)

      BROKEN SOLACE

      (Jake Mudd Adventures Series, Book 3)

      LOST HUMANITY

      (Jake Mudd  Adventures Series, Book 4)

      then, maybe more…

      

      Visit https://ScotCMorgan.com

      There you can find out about the latest titles and sign up for updates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      My innards were stitched together with Jules Verne, Edgar Rice Burroughs, childhood dreams, unbound possibilities, and all of the great 80’s movies. I think Frank Frazetta’s art is tops, and Conan the Barbarian and Flash Gordon are good role models.

      I’ve enjoyed stories all my life—some in books, some in movies… some in my head. What can I say? Life is great, but so is imagination.

      I’ve worked as a bookseller, a research library assistant, a computer network expert, and in a dozen other jobs over the years—some down the street from my childhood home, others which took me across oceans.

      If I’m not reading or writing, I’m probably enjoying time with my family or friends, or hiking or Netflix-ing.

      I’ve stumbled just enough times to give me some perspective (and character to my stories), but never so badly as to keep me down—for too long.

      I believe in being decent to people just because, and going for what you want even when it seems really hard or almost out of reach.

      
        
        Readers, keep in touch.

        https://scotcmorgan.com
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